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Introduction

Southeast Asia has been a region of great dynamism in world politics, with India

having significant interests within. India’s cultural influence and its extensive

historical connections with peoples of this region since pre-modern times explain

the unique and multi-dimensional nature of its engagement with Southeast Asia.

Present-day India has arrived at a crossroads demanding re-appraisal of its presence

within world politics at the very time that a more active presence within Southeast

Asia is sought, given the prevailing economic trends and China’s expansionary

policies.

Media narratives, going very deep into our lives, knowingly or unknowingly

shape our outlook and standpoints. In this context, we have to understand and

analyse India’s reach-out to the common public of Southeast Asia, utilising media

narratives and trends. This study does not claim a direct role of media narratives

on policymaking and the common public within Southeast Asia. Rather, this

empirical work tries to probe into whether media content emerging out of India

is able to influence the people effectively and to what extent it addresses India’s

relations with the region and its international reach. Moreover, we must understand

that media operates within defined economic, social and political contexts. Media

narratives are determined a lot by societal and political subtleties, and within the

era of economic globalisation, capital presence and concomitant politics offer a

lot of influence. Media with its ability to shape understanding is a substantial

element of the economic–political order, operating within larger societal contexts.

The very essence of this book is to understand the conversion and evolution

of information into news and the working of the structure of information that

gives rise to cross-border media representations. In empirical studies, this study

attempts to bring some understanding to these pertinent factors. In its very nature,

it gives importance to the imperative role of the media to construct understanding

and negotiate the dynamic and complex interaction of the political economy,

media space and India’s representation in Southeast Asia in general and in the five
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Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries in particular. It is a

piece of work that studies the fine nuances of media representation and its effects

on regional relations and dynamics.

Furthermore, the book discusses the complex interaction of ASEAN’s political

institutions, economic pressures and media liberty, with especial emphasis on

threats to media independence stemming from political pressure, economic

incentives and self-censoring. It discusses the salient point of how different ASEAN

states cover India within their newspaper coverage, with the finding of a range of

different approaches on the basis of each state’s political–economic structure and

media ecology. The work also discusses ASEAN states potentially seeing India’s

economic, geopolitical and diplomatic roles through newspaper coverage and

narrative, with a further discussion of the worrisome aspect of the trend to turn

to external news providers to cover India within Southeast Asia’s media. It discusses

the potential peril of such a trend, including constricted information diversity,

diffusive myths and skewed presentations. In addition, the book discusses the

international news content and its diffusiveness, especially within the confines of

ASEAN media, on the establishment of region-based subscriber attitudes. It

attempts to navigate the challenge of structured representation, especially within

developing state contexts. Among the aims of this research is to explore the intricate

interplay between media representation, political economy and foreign policy,

tracing the course that the political and economic status of ASEAN states has on

their media portrayals, with subsequent impacts on public sentiments and India’s

geostrategic location.

Representational Substructures and the Making of Perception

Within the framework of the stated propositions, a considerable degree of

ambiguity persists regarding the extent to which media content originating from

India effectively penetrates public consciousness across Southeast Asia.

Additionally, ambiguity remains as to how prevailing media narratives construct

and disseminate India’s bilateral and multilateral engagements within the region

and its positioning in the broader global order. Even media systems also never

function with a sense of hermetic sealing but are instead constitutively embedded

within and delineated by politico–economic formations. It is thus imperative to

bring to critical scrutiny all the impacts that politico–institutional, economic

compulsions and media system configurations have on the representation of India

within each of the ASEAN national contexts.
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Furthermore, the space of media usage and its correlative impact remains

under-theorised, more so, with respect to the degree to which Southeast Asian

media rely on external versus internal sources of news to cover India. Such

dependencies also evoke pertinent queries regarding their epistemological and

strategic ramifications, such that of narrative homogenisation, skewed

representation or strategic omission.  The way news about the world gets distributed

is important, particularly in Southeast Asian (ASEAN) countries where the media

has specific structural constraints. We must look closely at the language and

narratives that are being used to form and repeat both the public’s and the leaders’

views regarding India.

The issue of media representation, particularly its constituting role with respect

to public imagination and elite rhetoric begs critical review. An underlying issue

is that of the operation of the representational process within the construction of

India’s image within Southeast Asian public arenas, and the function that such

accounts occupy within, or against, hegemonic political imaginaries. An

understanding of the structure and discursive nature of media milieus, and their

conjoining with the region’s economic politics, is a necessary prerequisite to any

strategic communications initiative that India enters into within its Southeast

Asian relations.

Against this background, this study tries to explore these intersecting dynamics

so that a more nuanced and theory-informed addition to the understanding of

India’s mediated presence and path of representation within the ASEAN media

region is made.

Understanding the Framework

Media texts are produced within specific, historically contingent systems that are

influenced by complex interactions among nation-states, international

organisations, legal institutions and cultural traditions, as well as other media

corporations, technologies and economic pressures.1 This underscores the

inseparability of politics and economics, making them intertwined fields. For

this research understanding this entanglement was crucial to comprehending how

any society and culture operates. Moreover, the political economy approach in

media understanding focusses on the interplay between the political and economic

forces that influence the production, distribution and consumption of media.2

This approach of study entailed examining the political and economic

circumstances surrounding the production of media content. It encompassed the
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analysis of media organisation ownership structures, the influence exerted by

advertisers, the role of government regulations and other relevant factors.3 In

essence, the political economy approach in media research furnished a

comprehensive framework for understanding the intricate dynamics of media

within society, considering both political and economic determinants.

Furthermore, this approach scrutinised the systems and structures within which

media operates, shedding light on the power dynamics, economic forces and

cultural influences that moulded the media landscape.4

Central to the methodological structure was the thorough examination of

primary data provided by reputable media monitoring organisations. These datasets

offered invaluable insights into the evolving landscape of media freedom, access

and circulation patterns across ASEAN member states. This understanding was

achieved by scrutinising yearly assessments and studies conducted by these

organisations. This approach of study employed a mixed-methods approach,

combining quantitative analysis of numerical data with qualitative examination

of craft of the media text, policy documents, constitutional provisions and media

coverage. Primary data were collected from reputable media organisations,

encompassing diverse indicators such as circulation figures, audience access and

media ownership structures. Government documents outlining media policies

and constitutional provisions safeguarding freedom of expression were

systematically reviewed to discern regulatory frameworks and their implications

for media independence and pluralism.

The employed sampling method was employed to select prominent

newspapers from ASEAN countries that regularly featured news about India,

particularly in the headlines. The duration of data collection spanned six months,

from May 1, 2023 to October 31, 2023. The selection of this period followed a

random method, devoid of intentional bias. The ASEAN region includes diverse

member states, each with distinct cultural, political and economic characteristics.

This study examined the digital versions of well-known English newspapers from

five ASEAN member states: Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore and the

Philippines. These countries were chosen because they were the top five economies

in the ASEAN bloc based on their gross domestic product (GDP) rankings. Given

the volatility of GDP figures across ASEAN nations because of the rapidly evolving

economic landscape, this study adopted a comprehensive approach by considering

data spanning from 2018 to 2022,5 thus affording a nuanced understanding of

economic trends. Consequently, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore and

the Philippines emerged as the focal points for examination within this temporal
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scope. The newspapers selected for sampling encompassed a diverse array of

publications from Southeast Asia.6 These included The Jakarta Post, Tempo English

and Indonesia expat from Indonesia; The Star, New Straits Times and Malay Mail

from Malaysia; Bangkok Post, The Nation and Thaiger from Thailand; The Straits

Times, Today and The Business Times from Singapore; and Philstar Global, Inquirer

and ABS-CBN from the Philippines.

In this study, headlines of news articles pertaining to India were scrutinised,

with a specific focus on the framing, emphasis and tone of coverage. Coding

categories were established, encompassing positive, apprehensive, negative and

neutral (factual) representations. Regarding the source analysis, each news article

underwent coding to ascertain whether the coverage originated internally (e.g.,

staff reporters, news desk, etc.) or externally (e.g., news agencies, wire services,

other news publication/media organisations).

In the realm of sentiment analysis, techniques were employed to categorise

the overall tone and emotional context of news articles concerning India in ASEAN

newspapers. The sentiments discerned ranged from positive, to negative, to neutral.

Content analysis methodologies were applied to identify patterns, themes,

dominant topics/subjects and trends in the portrayal of India across ASEAN

newspapers. Comparative analyses were conducted across newspapers and over

time to delineate variations and similarities. For contemporary media studies, a

careful perusal of news coverage goes beyond the headlines to the leading sentences.

Such a holistic practice is central to understanding the whole framing of

information and construction of narrative, particularly within international

relations and strategic communication.

Headlines of news function as the ultimate attention-grabbers, providing a

brief summary and thought-provoking preview of the respective content.7,8 They

are often what initially attract a reader to read a publication.9 In a similar sense, a

lead paragraph, or introduction, is considered to be the most important element

of a publication, written to deliver reader attention through the conveyance of

the most important information concisely and clearly, and also delivering the

voice and direction of the publication.10 These two entities together form the

summary of the publication, delivering its semantic macrostructure and making

the first impression for the reader.11

To effectively analyse pieces of news, researchers employ sentiment analysis,

also referred to as opinion mining, to elicit the emotional tone, positive, negative,

apprehensive or neutral, expressed within the narrative.12 This involves the
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evaluation of written language to determine the feelings, opinions and sentiments

expressed. A distinguishing characteristic of such high-level media analysis is to

compare the headline’s sentiment with that of the lead paragraph. This is vital

since albeit the headline is unique to tempt readers with a tantalising glimpse of

the tale to come, the lead paragraph provides a more detailed, albeit concise,

summary of the very essence of the tale.13,14 Discrepancies in sentiment within

these two elements reveal intentional framing devices or commercial imperatives

at work. Where such inconsistencies of sentiment or message occur, a detailed

exploration of the underlying message within the media narrative is warranted.

Sociologist Stuart Hall’s framework delineates that media does not reflect reality

but instead “re-presents” or “re-creates” reality, implementing a form of cultural

leadership through the “politics of signification”.15,16 This equates to journalists,

with their headline and lead selections, having the ability to emphasise “preferred

macrostructures of mental models”. Such is the analysis that aids the identification

of the reality that media outlets may influence reader interpretation and potentially

a public voice even if the readership does not turn a page beyond the opening

elements.17 Comprehension of such inconsistencies is relevant to pulling away

the very purpose and likely effect of media tales on public perception and,

subsequently, on a nation’s strategic, diplomatic and geopolitical position.

It is pertinent to note that the availability and accessibility of archival data

from selected newspapers may have varied, potentially constraining the

comprehensiveness of the analysis. Furthermore, sports news was deliberately

omitted from the analysis due to its inherently objective nature.

Imperatives of Examining ASEAN Media

Against the backdrop of a very dynamic Indo–Pacific geopolitical landscape, a

proper review of media representation within ASEAN nations has now become a

needed imperative to understand and fine-tune India’s strategic, diplomatic and

geopolitical positioning. This is also on the basis of today’s reality that strategic

communication is no longer a marginal function but a core component of national

power equal to military power and economic potential. It is through deliberate

efforts to craft and disseminate messages that states shape international opinions,

promote national interests and compete against adversary narratives.

The media here is not only a passive conduit but also an active agent of the

co-construction of meanings and gradual building of narratives. Strategic

communicators, including state communicators, are thereby ultimately dependent
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on media access to impose narratives that spread their interests and build foreign

opinions. Such interaction is, however, multi-dimensional, and includes internal

reasoning of the media, gatekeeping based on news values and intricate political–

economic dynamics. The digital revolution has also intensified this interaction,

offering a wider reach and participatory engagement while simultaneously throwing

challenges such as informational overload, manipulation of informational source,

credibility wars and the imperative to respond in real time. Ultimately, media’s

selectivity, framing and dissemination is at the core of building legitimacy, framing

international public opinion and achieving diplomatic objectives within the

modern-day information ecosystem.

A salient factor influencing the role of media is its political economy. News,

variously characterised as a ‘strange commodity’, has public and commercial roles

and generates intrinsic contradictions that have a considerable influence on the

production and reception of news. Structural biases that arise from various forms

of media ownership and economic compulsions, such as profit and advertisement

dependencies, can blur editorial independence, encouraging sensationalism and

bias. These undermine the shared body of knowledge that is essential to

communicate effectively, diplomatically. Further, active construction of the news,

with the multi-dimensional character of the functionary-source media complex,

leads to the construction of discourses on raw information that suit specific power

relations and interests. Western agencies’ dominance, with economic and editorial

alignments that often dictate world discourses, tend to suppress non-Western

perspectives, including those on India.

Specifically, in India’s case, its coverage within ASEAN media reveals a

persistent imbalance, which to a large degree is dominated by a majority of Western

news agencies. Such a  dependency tends to focus coverage on India’s strategic

and economic roles, discouraging its dynamic culture and developmental

dimensions. This process has been theorised within the framework of ‘strategic

media regionalism’, whereupon media coverage aligns with state goals rather than

delivering independent or diversified coverage. India tends to be treated within a

‘limited framing’, whereupon it is framed as a geopolitical counterweight, economic

partner or governance model, to a very high degree to suit national goals of each

ASEAN state rather than a balanced coverage. Such adherence to structure gives

birth to disproportionate epistemic perceptibility, whereupon prevalent narratives

overwhelm more diversified or overlooked Indian realities.

Therefore, a nuanced exploration of ASEAN states’ media coverage of India
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is not only an academic initiative but also a strategic imperative. It aids a nuanced

identification of some biases, understanding of the framing of storylines through

national political economies and international information flows, and a precise

estimation of their impacts on India’s soft power advocacy campaigns and

diplomatic missions. Such a critical assessment is imperative to help India make

more refined, culturally sensitive and effective media interaction policies. With

the promotion of cultural narration, the advocacy of independent media and

active interaction with regionally based media forums, India is able to make a

more genuine and representative narration, thereby augmenting its holistic

strategic, diplomatic and geopolitical presence within the Indo–Pacific.

The Structural Layout of the Book

The book is organised into ten chapters, each addressing different facets of this

theme. Chapter One sets the theoretical foundation by outlining strategic

communication and situating it within the broader concepts of national power.

It indicates the focus of Nye’s soft power framework, whereby attraction (on the

basis of culture and ideas) can deliver cooperation instead of coercion. Here,

states employ public diplomacy, the transparent implementation of conveying

policy and values to foreign public to induce a sense of legitimacy and influence.

It also surveys nation branding efforts, defined as a state’s endeavour to create a

favourable image abroad. Finally, Chapter One highlights the challenge of the

digital age: old-style one-way propaganda is declining to interactive

communication, such that governments have to not only listen, but also

communicate and correct in real time. In short, this chapter argues that strategic

communication is critical to the achievement of alliances, debunking

misinformation and advancing foreign-policy goals within a media-saturated

world.

Chapter Two discusses the role of media in narrative construction. It argues

that media outlets actually do a great deal more than provide passive pipelines;

rather, communicators (states, in particular) undertake efforts to reach the media

to impose their preferred storylines but are constrained to work within the media’s

rationale and limits themselves, such as news values, news routines and gatekeeping.

Describing this interplay often to be symbiotic but also tense, communicators

rely on media coverage to reach their goals, while editors and journalists search

for compelling content within commercial and political compulsions. The chapter

identifies such phenomena as the politics–media–politics cycle, whereby coverage

itself contributes to subsequent political agendas. It also identifies that digital
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and social media have heightened both opportunity and challenges: messages

reach the broader public and evoke public reaction but also must compete with

information saturation, including challenges to credibility and the challenge of

instant response. Here, within this dynamic, media outlets have unprecedented

power to select and shape information, thus determining what world publics

consider legitimate — a central point on which to focus for any diplomat or

strategic thinker.

Chapter Three analyses the political economy of news production, showing

how economic and ownership structures shape strategic communication. It

emphasises that news is a ‘strange commodity’ with both market and public good

characteristics, leading to contradictions. For instance, commercial pressures

(advertising revenue, conglomerate ownership) can bias content toward sensational

or partisan angles, eroding the editorial independence needed for honest discourse.

Such dynamics can fragment the shared facts that diplomacy relies on. At the

same time, digital platforms and algorithms introduce new forms of influence:

news feeds and search results are increasingly filtered by opaque algorithms (often

shaped by corporate or state interests), which can inadvertently amplify

misinformation or narrow the range of visible viewpoints. The chapter also

discusses how some states use regulation or censorship to shape narratives, tools

that may offer control but risk undermining trust and democratic norms. As

geopolitical competition enters cyberspace, considerations like data infrastructure

and cyber-surveillance become a part of strategic communication. In this rapidly

evolving landscape, marked by fragmented information environments and even

AI-driven disinformation, the chapter concludes that nations must invest in media

literacy and counter-messaging to preserve public trust and national security. (As

the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization observes,

promoting media and information literacy is “the first line of defence” against

disinformation.)

Chapter Four examines how raw events are transformed into news stories. It

shows that journalism is an active, not neutral, process: reporters and editors use

gatekeeping, selection and framing to shape which facts enter the public view and

how they are presented. The chapter points out that trust hinges on transparency

and source credibility, when these break down, misinformation and cynicism can

spread. It illustrates these concepts with historical and recent cases (e.g., wartime

propaganda, the Iraq War, COVID-19 coverage), demonstrating the real-world

impact of media framing. A key theme is the dominance of Western news agencies

(e.g., Reuters, Associated Press (AP), Agence France-Presse (AFP)) in global news
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flows: by the 1980s, these wire services supplied over 90 per cent of foreign news

printed worldwide. Reliance on a few international wires, especially for English-

language journalism in Asia, often sideline local perspectives. The chapter argues

that this concentration can perpetuate a Western-centric ‘global news’ narrative

while reinforcing stereotypes about the Global South. To counter this, it calls for

stronger local media capacity and media literacy, so that citizens can critically

evaluate sources and media can provide more diverse, representative coverage.

Chapter Five turns to the specific media landscapes of five ASEAN countries.

Using a political economy lens, it finds that in each case a few large conglomerates

(often linked to business or political elites) dominate the media market. These

ownership structures, along with legal and regulatory constraints, tend to produce

self-censorship and alignment with government agendas, despite formal

constitutional guarantees of press freedom. Even though digital and social media

have created new forums for expression, entrenched power structures continue to

shape narratives. The chapter shows that, in practice, media in these countries

often functions more as an instrument of authority than as an independent forum

for democratic debate. This has serious implications for governance and public

trust: when the media echos ruling interests, public discourse narrows and citizens

may become sceptical of the news. The analysis underscores that understanding

ASEAN’s media systems requires looking at who owns and controls the outlets,

as well as the formal rules they operate under.

Chapter Six moves into empirical studies of India’s portrayal in ASEAN’s

English-language media coverage. It finds that national interests and editorial

contexts shape India’s image in each country. For example, Indonesian media

tends to portray India primarily as a major economic and diplomatic partner,

often highlighting bilateral trade and cooperation initiatives while downplaying

cultural or domestic political issues. Malaysian outlets likewise focus on India’s

economic and strategic roles, though some critical nuances appear within article

texts. The chapter notes that heavy reliance on international news agency content

can limit local interpretation, often reinforcing a Western oriented narrative about

India. In Thailand, India is framed as an assertive strategic player in the Indo–

Pacific, with headlines stressing security cooperation. Coverage in Singapore and

the Philippines also centres on India’s economy and foreign policy. Across these

cases, a pattern emerges: media frequently uses sensational headlines to attract

readers, but the substantive reporting is more balanced. These contrasts reveal the

tension between commercial imperatives and journalistic thoroughness. The

chapter concludes that without greater editorial freedom and context-sensitive



Introduction o 11

reporting, ASEAN audiences receive a somewhat narrow picture of India —

focussed on grand strategy and economics, with cultural or people-to-people

aspects largely missing.

Chapter Seven presents a broader analysis of India’s portrayal across ASEAN

media. It documents a persistent imbalance in coverage: India is mostly visible in

the region as a strategic or economic actor, whereas its cultural and social

dimensions receive scant attention. The author introduces the concept of ‘strategic

media regionalism’ to describe how media coverage tends to align with each state’s

foreign-policy interests, rather than reflecting an independent or nuanced view of

India. The chapter also highlights that many outlets continue to depend on Western

wire services and syndicated content, which imposes a top-down framing of news.

Sensationalism in headlines frequently overstates or distorts India-related stories,

which can undermine trust in media when the article content is more muted.

Differences in coverage among ASEAN countries are traced to their varying

geopolitical ties with India (for instance, defence cooperation or trade

partnerships). Overall the findings align with critical media theories, suggesting

that mainstream media often perpetuates elite, Western-centric narratives. The

chapter ends by calling for media reforms: if ASEAN press could be more

independent, transparent and locally grounded, coverage of India might become

more balanced and informative.

Chapter Eight continues this empirical study of India in ASEAN news. It

similarly finds that narratives are dominated by India’s strategic and economic

roles. The chapter reiterates the ‘strategic media regionalism’ idea, emphasising

that most reports serve the publishing country’s agenda rather than offering fresh

insight. For instance, diplomacy and security issues headline the news, while

cultural exchanges or India’s development stories are marginal. The analysis shows

once again how sensational headlines (‘clickbait’) can mislead readers, creating

‘visibility without intimacy’ — the public sees India’s face on the screen, but only

in narrow political terms. Variations in content across countries reflect those

nations’ interests, for example, India’s role as a counterweight to China or as a

partner in specific ASEAN initiatives will be highlighted differently depending

on the outlet. In line with the previous chapter this one underscores that

dependence on Western agencies and a lack of editorial autonomy limit the diversity

of perspectives. It echoes the call for reforms to foster more locally informed

journalism, which could enrich public understanding of India’s multifaceted

profile.
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Chapter Nine concludes the analysis by identifying the dominant ‘frames’

through which ASEAN media view India. It finds a triadic framing pattern; India

is cast mainly in one of three roles: as a geopolitical counterweight (security frame),

as a trade and investment partner (economic frame) or as an exemplar of governance

(model frame). This reduction means that India often appears in ASEAN news

only when it serves those specific angles; its people, culture and grassroots

innovations remain largely unseen. The chapter coins the term ‘asymmetric

epistemic visibility’ to describe how Indian realities outside elite narratives are

marginalised. In practical terms, this means that ASEAN publics know of high-

level summits and crises involving India but know very little about ordinary life

or softer ties. This ‘visibility without intimacy’ limits India’s ability to build soft

power in the region. To address this gap, the author suggests that India should

pursue a more nuanced media engagement strategy, for example, by promoting

cultural storytelling, supporting independent journalism abroad and participating

in regional media forums. By doing so, India could broaden its appeal and influence

in Southeast Asia beyond strategic headlines, deepening long-term partnerships

with ASEAN societies.

The book weaves together theory and case studies to show that strategic

communication — from state messaging to the economics of news — is a decisive

factor in India–ASEAN relations. It draws on established concepts (e.g., Nye’s

soft power, public diplomacy, media framing and political economy) to analyse

how narratives are manufactured and propagated. Each chapter builds on the

last: from defining the tools of strategic communication, to examining media

industries, to empirically investigating how these forces shape India’s regional

image. Throughout, the author emphasises that understanding the media landscape

is essential for grasping contemporary diplomacy and influence in Southeast Asia.



Chapter One

Strategic Communication and the

Manufacturing of Narratives

In the modern world, the definition of a powerful nation is constructed through

a lexicon that includes strong political leadership, economic prosperity, military

capability and access to outer space. Within this constellation of terms, the role

of effective diplomatic initiatives and strategic partnerships is also profoundly

consequential. In the realm of international relations, the definition of a nation’s

power is determined by the extent to which it can influence the perception of

another nation.18 Perception is shaped by the available information, and it leads

to the subsequent relationship with the world or any entity about which the

receiver obtains information. In this process of developing a perception, the

availability of information is important. This availability depends on the means

of communication through which the information travels. In the case of strategic

communication, it is a deliberate process by any entity. In our case, that entity

would be any country. This process of strategic communication shapes perceptions

and influences foreign audiences. This projection of perception has to present a

positive image in the world, because the projected perception eventually transforms

into a narrative over a period of time. This process consists of various tools, public

diplomacy, cultural media products and nation branding to build trust. It also

has been used to counter propaganda from hegemonic powers, especially in the

case of developing nations. Therefore, strategic communication inherently consists

of using communication purposefully to reach and develop the perception that is

desired by the sender of the information. At the level of a country, the desire or

the goal would be the production of a message to achieve a state where its global

image is enhanced and, in addition to this, to foster cooperation and advance

national interests. In other words, “Strategic communication is defined as the

purposeful use of communication by an organization to fulfil its mission”.19
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In both bilateral and multilateral diplomacy, military and economic

instruments, commonly referred to as ‘hard power’, have traditionally been

employed to safeguard national interests.20 However, ‘soft power’ seeks to achieve

similar objectives through the exchange of ideas and values, aiming to cultivate a

natural acceptance or legitimacy of a particular issue or agenda. Joseph Nye

conceptualised a nation’s soft power as the ability to attract others through cultural

and political values in such a manner that these values extend beyond national

borders and contribute to the country’s global identity. An appeal of such nature

that “it renders the country acceptable as a legitimate and moral pillar”.21 The

renowned Chinese diplomat Hu Shih once remarked that “India achieved cultural

victory and exerted influence over China for twenty centuries without sending a

single soldier across its borders”.22

Joseph Nye coined the term ‘soft power’, which deals with “the ability to get

what you want through attraction rather than coercion or payments”.23 The world

realised that soft power is central to strategic communication, because this process

of strategic communication promotes ‘soft power’ to influence others. Another

significant aspect is achieving the desired perception through attraction rather

than force. Again, ‘soft power’ is another multidisciplinary term that includes

cultural appeal, political values and credible foreign policies. Nye has elaborated

on the process of strategic communication, and it relies on authenticity and

credibility to counter manipulative narratives from hegemonic powers. In the

midst of the Cold War, few geopolitical giants used mass media to propagate a

certain cultural ethos and ideology, like the U.S. through radio broadcasts and

other means to countering Soviet narrative.24,25 It is very evident that this was the

propagation of soft power in the framework of strategic communication.

It seems that the dissemination of ‘soft power’ through various tools such as

media, public engagements, etc. is one of the operational structures for strategic

communication, but ‘soft power’ make its space through various means and public

diplomacy is among them.26

Public diplomacy and soft power are intertwined concepts, where public

diplomacy has been instrumental in exercising soft power. As we discussed earlier,

soft power practices the power of persuasion through various means rather than

force, relying on a nation’s culture, values and policy resources. On the other

hand, public diplomacy is the practice of engaging with non-official audiences to

shape perceptions, build relationships and promote policy objectives.27 Essentially,

public diplomacy leverages a country’s soft power to achieve desired outcomes in
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international relations. Therefore, we can understand that soft power contains

messages to deliver, and public diplomacy provides the means of how to use it,

while strategic communication works on the integration and alignment with

broader objectives. In modern times, diplomacy and, moreover, foreign policy

require all three working in concert to shape global perceptions, counter

disinformation and advance national interests through persuasion rather than

coercion.28

Engaging with foreign audiences is one of the keys to public diplomacy because

it can build trust among nations. The University of Southern California (USC)

Center on Public Diplomacy provides a relational perspective, which says, “Public

diplomacy is the practice of engaging with foreign audiences to strengthen ties,

build trust, and promote cooperation”.29

Table 1: Key Theories and Their Application in Strategic Communication

Theory/Author Key Quote Application in Geopolitics Source

Strategic “Strategic communication is Governments use —
Communication defined as the purposeful use coordinated messaging

of communication by an to advance national
organization to fulfill its interests and shape
mission”32 global perceptions.

Soft Power “Soft power is the ability to Countries promote Nye (1990), p. 166
(Nye) get what you want through culture and values to

attraction rather than influence foreign
coercion or payments”.33 audiences without force.

Soft Power “The best propaganda is Authentic messaging Nye (2004), p. x
(Nye) not propaganda”.34 counters hegemonic

propaganda effectively.

Public “Public diplomacy, any of Direct engagement with Britannica 2025
Diplomacy various government- foreign audiences builds
(Britannica) sponsored efforts aimed at support for national

communicating directly policies.
with foreign audiences...”.35

Nation “Nation branding is really Countries craft identities Anholt (2007),
Branding just a metaphor for how to attract investment, p. 15
(Anholt) effectively countries compete tourism and diplomatic

with each other for favorable support.
perception...”.36

Strategic communication is implemented through strategy and the

comprehensive purpose of this strategy is to brand a nation, where countries craft

a cohesive identity to enhance their global image. Simon Anholt, a leading scholar

in this field, defines it as “a metaphor for how effectively countries compete with
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each other for favorable perception, be it with regard to exports, governance,

tourism, investment and immigration, culture and heritage, or people”.30 This

perception-making process requires “strategy, substance, and symbolic actions”

rather than superficial campaigns.31 It is important to underscore that strategic

communication is particularly pertinent in the realm of geopolitics. This process

cultivates a favourable national image and is often viewed as a strategic asset that

can enhance a state’s ability to attract foreign investment and garner diplomatic

support, while simultaneously mitigating the impact of adverse narratives

propagated by more dominant global actors. This process also has been seen

through the prism of relevancy of strategic communication in geopolitics, where

a positive image can attract investment and diplomatic support, countering

negative narratives from dominant powers.

Professor Dennis Murphy (U.S. Army War College) once said, “Strategic

communication is an emergent concept with several definitions floating about,

no doctrinal base, and a lexicon that fails to convey the desired understanding”.37

It is significant to underline that the term strategic communication remains

subject to varying interpretations and continues to evolve, with a widely accepted

definition yet to emerge across different contexts and perspectives. However, despite

the contested realm of exact definition, strategic communication is a coordinated

effort using messaging, visuals/images and other signalling or engagement methods

to inform/educate, influence or persuade specific audiences to support a national

objective.38 Strategic communication is a multi-layered process that usually denotes

synchronisation and coordination with “the many different activities of an

organization to communicate with and influence important audiences”.39 It is

essential to consider strategic communication as a pathway towards achieving

broader strategic communication goals. Furthermore, if it is for broader goals,

then it also refers to “shared responsibility”.40 It (shared responsibility) is imbibed

with this process, which involves many actions and utterances. It has been

considered a blend of communication related to various purposes and mottos,

comprising “risk communication, public relations, brand management, and

corporate communication”.41 

Changing Dynamics of Strategic Communication

On September 29, 2016, India exercised its military strike power across the ‘Line

of Control’ in Pakistan-occupied territory. After the successful surgical strike,

there was a prominent display of empathy from the global public sphere towards
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India’s efforts to combat terrorism that was being carried out from Pakistan.

Militarily this was a precise operation, but there was another operation in play as

well, which was about the informational strike. This strategic informational strike

was also a surgically precise operation because “the dissemination of information

on the strikes, which was prompt and measured demonstrated the well-coordinated

efforts of the diplomatic and defense establishments”.42 The next example is related

to the China and India affair. China has been trying to transgress the Indian Line

of Actual Control (LAC) and sometimes international borders despite “the Indian

Armed Forces having not shown any signs of weakness since 1962”.43 It is observed

that regarding strategic communication on China issues, there is often a delay

and even incongruence in statements made by the Indian polity, senior bureaucracy

and higher military leadership.44

These two episodes, as mentioned earlier, project contrary outcomes in terms

of communication, especially on the issue of strategic communication and public

diplomacy. The gamut of strategic communication has become more significant

as the technology and structure of media organisations have changed over the last

two decades, especially after the arrival of digital media.

Defence relation dialogue and public diplomacy comprise long-term strategic

goals to secure national interests. Therefore, it is essential for public diplomacy

efforts to reach a broader audience beyond just those who already support the

national agenda. Former Ministry of External Affairs spokesperson Nirupama

Rao also suggests that our strategic communication (public diplomacy) must

target the region beyond our national boundary.45 Moreover, strategic

communication must be truly national. And to do that it must reflect not only

government policy and an executive message but also a national narrative

understood, owned and endorsed across society.46 Information-laden airwaves of

television broadcasts or beams of informational data through optical fibre often

cross national boundaries and deliver a whole universe of narratives. However,

unfortunately, at this juncture, these narratives have the power to project a fallacy

sometimes.

Communication beyond the shores of a country and especially in the case of

adversarial relationships, encoding the message cannot be only for disseminating

information but also with the motive of persuasion. In addition to this,

communication should not only take place with different actors of the state but

with ordinary people as well. Indians have been listening to the projected idea of

‘non-state actors’ from one of our neighbours, especially in the case of export of
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terrorism. This term ‘non-state actors’ is an example of the projection of a narrative

that does not target states but the masses. This idea is evident in the White House

2010 National Framework for Strategic Communication, which specifically

emphasizes the role of information operations professionals alongside other key

elements..47

Nevertheless, many misconceptions present strategic communication as having

the ability to spin a story, which can fix real problems, instead it can be defined as

a better way of telling a story. This way of communication is embedded with a

more proactive posture, and it is beyond the horizon of the foreign audience.

However, it starts with our people and our neighbourhood.

Strategic Communication: It Works in a System!

The evolution of strategic communication represents a relatively new framework

within geopolitics and media. Diplomacy, in general, and public diplomacy, in

particular, has been the primary domain of strategic communication, and refers

to the deliberate and coordinated use of language and media by governments and

diplomatic actors to achieve specific political and policy objectives. This involves

a process of planning, executing and evaluating communication activities to “shape

public opinion, influence decision-makers, and advance national interests”.48 In

international relations, strategic communication is a critical tool for advancing

diplomatic goals, promoting peace and stability and strengthening partnerships.

In addition, effective communication strategies can help build trust and credibility,

dispel myths and misconceptions and promote a positive image of one’s country

and its policies.49 Besides a wide range of stakeholders, including government

officials, civil society organisations’ strategic communication demands engagement

with the media, which is supposed to mobilise support for initiatives.

Communication happens in a given scenario and context, and the media works

in a system. The context may vary with the cultural and political framework,

where communication requires a deep understanding. Nevertheless, the medium

of communication (media) works in a system led by political–economy settings

that determine the craft of the messages and selection of information with the

process of ‘selective attention’50 and ‘selective perception’.51

Face-to-face meetings, official statements, media interviews and cultural

exchanges have been the tools for diplomatic communication to persuade other

parties. It is self-evident that it conveys its country’s positions and perspectives. In

today’s interconnected world, strategic communication has become an increasingly

important aspect of diplomatic relations. Many countries have established
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specialised units or departments within their foreign ministries to coordinate and

direct these efforts.52 It is not merely limited to message making, which should be

effective in terms of strength of penetration in the receiver’s mind for persuasion.

It is also about disseminating the message at the right time to the target receivers/

audience for the desired persuasion and through right medium.  and the chosen

medium. In other words, these two aspects (dissemination of the message and the

selection of the medium) stress on systematic innovation, sometimes in alignment

with the target audience.  Strategic communication and media systems are closely

intertwined, as strategic communication relies heavily on the media system to

reach its target audiences. Organisations use the media system to disseminate

their messages, and the media system relies on organisations to provide content.

Therefore, strategic communication and media systems are both essential for

effective communication.53 One can observe the intentional attempt to make

structural changes in the media system through its political–economic outlook.

Content-sharing throughout Southeast Asia can be considered a covert aspect of

strategic communication that is taking place through wire agencies. For example,

many newspapers frequently run Xinhua (Chinese wire agency) content as part

of their regular news. Moreover, a significant number of Chinese-language media

outlets in Southeast Asia are now owned by Chinese companies or by individuals

aligned with Beijing’s interests.54

Manufacturing of Narratives

The word narrative refers to an account that comes after the event and describes

something that has already happened. “A narrative is a story that you write or tell

to someone, usually in great detail. A narrative can be a work of poetry or prose,

or even song, theater, or dance”.55 Usually, it doesn’t emerge from a single event

or a couple of events, but is the result of a series of events. It is also the result of

“any account of a series of related events or experiences”.56 It is evident that

narrative, in its inherent characteristics, is somewhat removed from the truth or

reality because it is the version of someone who may have witnessed the real

event. One of the most important aspects of a narrative is that it is not the static

transmission of information, instead it is always in a state of flux and is an iterative

process embedded within the communication cycle. Manufacturing of narratives

is more of a curated process than story telling or news dissemination because it

takes form when carefully selected messages are disseminated, interpreted and

reinterpreted by various actors over a period of time.57
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It is important to note that strategic communication functions in a realm

where politics, persuasion and storytelling intersect. In this realm, shaping a

narrative is the foundation of soft power. In the age we are living in today, where

information dissemination is far easier than before, multiple actors compete for

legitimacy and influence. In these times of information overload, strategic

communication constructs narratives that seek to define not only events but also

identities, values and futures. On the part of execution, strategic communication

has been seen and understood through the lens of narratology, not merely

communications theory, because “StratCom continues to rely more on

communications theory than narratology”,58 whereas a deeper engagement with

narrative structures could significantly enhance its efficacy. Narratives can’t be

built without a message in the process of communication, which over a period of

time ultimately shape perception. Beyond this, messages or facts themselves are

not enough to achieve this state of making a narrative, the logic and resonance of

stories are also critical components. As Hanska notes, “The message born in the

interpretation of any activity gains prominence and surpasses the intended

meaning. Thus, the narrative itself dominates the telling and not the teller or his

or her organization”.59 In this given framework, eventually perception becomes

the reality, and the manufacturing of a narrative becomes central to shaping political

outcomes.

Political outcome is a key aspect of geopolitics, and it is the political actors

and stakeholders whom the message conveyed through strategic communication

aims to reach. Over time, strategic communication has moved beyond shaping

perceptions and can also influence behaviour. “Strategic narratives are a means

for political actors to construct a shared meaning of the past, present, and future

of international politics to shape the behavior of domestic and international

actors”.60

It is quite evident that strategic communication propagates alternate ideas of

social interests, values and aspirations for the international order through the

shifting of the discursive environment.61 In this state of affairs, strategic narratives

serve as indispensable apparatuses through which political actors articulate and

function. Policy makers and moreover statecraft cannot isolate themselves from

the narratives that influence citizens’ perceptions even on issues of direct concern.

Moreover, “Strategic narratives play an important role in defining and reproducing

collective identities. Both the formal and informal strategic culture refers to the

social meaning attached to statecraft, defined as the citizens’ general perception

about the stature or relative power of their state in the world politics”.62
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Usually, strategic communication has a proactive nature to construct the

narrative. Lawrence Freedman emphasises that it is “designed or nurtured with

the intention of structuring the responses of others to developing events”.63 The

underlying approach to communication can be discerned during situations of

influx, as strategic communication efforts often seek to ensure that their

interpretation of events attains prominence. In this state of influx, interpretation

could be inclined towards the desired narrative, and “the power to shape narratives

and control information can be a game-changer in international affairs”.64 There

has been a significant evolution in U.S. public diplomacy, marked by a shift from

one-way information dissemination to more dynamic and participatory

engagement approaches.  While it may appear that this process of narrative

construction is one-directional, the world has seen significant change with the

evolution of U.S. public diplomacy. In this “shift towards engagement” 65 of U.S.,

strategic communication has become a more complex process because, in such

engagement, international audiences are no longer passive recipients of

information.This awareness for the communication signals a deeper understanding

of how audiences interact with media ecosystems, predominantly the social and

digital platforms.

At this juncture, it would be significant to note how people access, interpret

and respond to public diplomacy efforts. Here the understanding that “audiences

are connected as networks”66 underscores the importance of leveraging relational

and participatory communication methods that align with decentralised,

interactive media environments. Beyond communication and the dissemination

of messages and posturing this shift in engagement in public diplomacy the focus

shifts towards how narratives circulate within and across interconnected

communities, where influence depends as much on resonance and credibility

within peer networks as on the authority of the message source.67 Therefore, this

shift represents a strategic adaptation to the realities of a networked information

age, where engagement, dialogue and reciprocity are central to effective statecraft.



Chapter Two

Strategic Communication and News Media

Strategic Communication, Media System and Values

As discussed earlier, narratives are established after the event, and it is a part of

storytelling or the dissemination of information to the audience. Along with this,

narratives cannot become a part of the public sphere in a short span of time, but

resonate over a period of time.68 Therefore, narrative making is also embedded

with consistency in message dissemination, and mass media has been a critical

tool in this process. Mass media, especially traditional news outlets and modern

digital platforms, serves as a critical instrument in strategic communication,

particularly in the realm of public diplomacy.69 Access to media is crucial, and

countries utilise media to craft narratives that promote their interests, policies

and cultural values to foreign audiences, often to influence public opinion and

advance geopolitical objectives.

Strategic communication always aligns with predetermined organisational

objectives, which depend on message dissemination, where media plays a critical

role. In the traditional, modernist (or prescriptive) view, organisations craft a

rational, linear strategy and then disseminate it through news media in a largely

top-down fashion, though critics argue that this “reduces strategic communication

to asymmetrical, top-down communication from top management to

employees”.70 In this given imperative, the dynamics of media functioning and

systems become deterministic, wherein the roles of organisational and normative

environments hold significance and context. Ironically, the postmodernist (or

emergent) perspective acknowledges that strategies (and media narratives) often

arise organically over time, shaped by grassroots interactions, unanticipated

opportunities 71 and the feedback loops inherent in 24-hour news cycles.  Moreover,

modernist approach treats news media as a means to broadcast preset messages,

the emergent view positions mass media–news media as dialogic spaces where

strategy and communication continually evolve. 72
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Media and media organisations function within a complex interplay of

normative structures, economic ecosystems, societal frameworks and cultural

environments. This interconnectedness underscores the principle that media

entities do not operate in isolation but rather as integral components of a larger

system. It (media) also has been fundamentally characterised by “mutual

dependency and competitive symbiosis”.73 The complex phenomenon is that

strategic communication practices projecting selective perspectives that benefits

its cause, whereas news media pursues compelling content based on its own realm

of various systems including prevalent political–economic architecture. Wolfsfeld74

explains that it is the result of dynamic representation that forms “mutual

dependency”,75 with media aiming to secure the “juiciest information without

having to give a free ride”.76 There are two conceptual premises to define this

according to Marc Jungblut. One premise relies on the element of media logic,

which dominates strategic communicators. This concept states that “the logic of

the media institutions will increasingly shape politicians’ publicity efforts”.77 The

other premise is based on whether political actors control coverage. Jungblut

ultimately positions ‘political–media interdependence’ as the most nuanced

framework. This conceptual framework has been illustrated as a “Politics–Media–

Politics (PMP) cycle”,78 which asserts that “politics always comes first”.79 If we

elaborate it further, it explains this as a process, where political structure drives

media coverage, but it is not absolute. The reason being that media is also reliant

on its own strategic sources and organisation framework, which often align with

political, economic ecosystem. In some cases, it is also acknowledged that the

media “can play an independent role in political processes due to their ability to

transform political realities into news stories”,80 often filtered by newsworthiness

criteria and a drive towards “telling a good story”.81 This idea of a ‘good story’

may be defined in the context of editorial proposition and larger and given

architecture political–economy.

Media itself is a part of a structure, and other than this media also carries its

functional obligations. These obligations consist of various processes that take

place on a day-to-day basis, and disseminated strategic messages also go through

these processes. Strategic communication and mass media both operate within

the framework of news values, aiming to influence audience perceptions. News

media share a closely intertwined relationship. The embedded nature of media

functioning has been to process the information where a selective approach in the

form of gatekeeping exists. Through this processing, news stories are presented to

the public, thereby signalling their importance. “Media outlets send an indirect
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message to audiences about a story’s perceived importance through selection and

how much time and exposure they give [to] the story”.82 This is a filtering process,

which is usually guided by news value, and is defined as the “criteria used by

media outlets to determine whether or not to cover a story and how much resources

it should receive”. 83 In these circumstances, a strategic message should have the

ability to surpass this gatekeeping practiced in news organisations. Therefore,

strategic communication must craft information that aligns messaging with these

criteria to gain visibility. “The most successful public relations professionals are

those who think and act like reporters”.84 This implies that a deep understanding

of what drives media interest enables strategic communicators to craft stories that

resonate with journalists and audiences alike, thereby increasing the likelihood of

media coverage and public engagement.

Role of Media in Shaping International Narratives

With the evolution of media, technology and the flow of information across the

globe have become very prevalent, along with media’s overarching influence in

international communication. Media in general has been emphasising its role in

shaping how global audiences perceive a country’s actions and policies. In the

walk of deliberation on the issue of dynamics of international communication, it

is significant to understand that “The media [has] emerged as a powerful force in

shaping international communication and public opinion”.85 As discussed earlier

in the previous chapter, the process of strategic communication doesn’t take place

in isolation, and there are various stakeholders as far as the role of media and its

ecosystem is concerned. The reason being that media operates within a system. It

is important to underline the collaborative efforts of various actors in using media

to craft narratives. This suggests a coordinated approach where governments

leverage media to frame issues in ways that align with their strategic objectives,

influencing foreign public opinion.86

The media plays a crucial role in strategic communication regarding the reach

or dissemination of the desired message and shaping the opinion of the public

sphere. The media includes traditional outlets like newspapers, television and

radio and newer platforms like social media and online news sites. Effective strategic

communication involves understanding and using the media landscape to your

advantage. The media can also build and maintain relationships with key

stakeholders, such as customers, employees and investors. Organisations can build

trust and establish themselves as thought leaders in their respective industries by

providing information and engaging in ongoing conversations with these groups.
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The point of contention belongs to the value of medium or media because it is

not value-free. “It has much in common with another critical political economy

of communication approaches in that the central focus is the structure,

organization, operation, and output of the media itself ”.87 

Media does not exist in isolation from individual technologies but as an

interconnected system constantly evolving in response to technological innovation

and political–economic changes. According to Zielinski,88 media systems are

defined by their ability to process, store and transmit information. They comprise

various technologies, including print media, radio, television and digital media,

as well as the institutions and practices that govern their use. Media systems are

not static; they are constantly in flux as new technologies and social practices

emerge and old ones fall out of use. In addition, it has been argued that media

systems are not neutral tools for transmitting information but are imbued with

political, economic and technological values that shape how people understand

the world.

The communicated message has to be encoded in a structure with the

alignment with an attitude that eventually constitutes the frame of the desired

decoding of the message. It is the frame which is the story’s perspective. This

framing process does not occur in isolation but results from editorial policy and

a given media system.89 The output of the communication process comes through

media, but its (media’s) umbilical cord connection with its political–economic

structure decides many crucial imperatives.90 One of the significant imperatives

is the slanting of media text as far as objectivity is concerned. It emerges from

within and results from a process of gatekeeping influenced by an editorial

understanding of a given organisation.

As far as the role of media in foreign relations is concerned, in broad terms, it

has a dual role: media shapes how events are understood worldwide, making it

essential for strategic communication in diplomacy, and the other role is to test

credibility. In other words, media acts as both a messenger for governments and

as a checker of their information. “The task of critical media is to test the credibility

in the flow of information and argumentation from powerful social actors”.91

The flow of information is about the dissemination of a desired narrative, but

another part is more important, where the projected narrative is received by other

actors, where it may be reproduced and circulated in local media. This reproduction

again has a dual role, because beyond narrative projection, this reproduced narrative

reaches globally, where it has to compete with other narratives. “Like a debate,
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with nations trying to outdo each other’s narratives. There is a long tradition for

understanding professional communication as adversarial activity”,92 reflecting

how governments use media to counter rivals and promote their own views, which

is crucial for strategic communication. On the issue of a nation’s media portrayal

beyond borders, it becomes more complex because of the reproduction of the

projected media text. During the process of reproduction, “[t]he understanding

of the news value of an issue in the media and the way they angle conflict and

select elements that turn the issue in a given direction is no less coloured by self-

interest”, 93 highlighting its importance in framing international events.

Media’s Centrality in State Strategic Communication and
Information Environments

Owing to communication practices and technological development, the public

sphere witnessed new structural transformations, and governments have been

recognising and relying on media,94 especially mass media, for the purpose of

strategic communication. When it comes to institutional change in strategic

communication by the state, media outlets serve not only as passive channels but

also as active agenda setters.95 The reason being that information dissemination

through the new architecture of media technology and access across the globe can

determine which issues receive public attention and how they are framed. The

most established and serious efforts of narrative projection have been press releases,

social media campaigns and coordinated press briefings; governments craft

narratives that have served the objectives of the foreign policy of any nation, but

their access and acceptance in other nations have been critical. The dissemination

of messages through strategic communication in foreign relations leverages the

media’s capacity to reach transnational publics, projecting a state’s values and

policy priorities beyond its borders. It is very significant to underline that even

when “strategic communication from powerful actors is bound to be measured

up against norms of communication”,96 this pattern of engagement with an

‘independent’ media system in foreign lands can enhance a government’s credibility.

Consequently, it is demonstrable that sovereign states are progressively

absorbing strategic communications as a core element of diplomacy, and moreover,

in the new age of the global information ecosystem, “Public diplomacy has been

defined in different ways”97 and is still in the process of evolution due to

technological innovation and flux in geopolitics. It remains imperative to

acknowledge that all these efforts are a part of a broader strategic undertaking

rather than an end in themselves. In the midst of these given premises of geopolitics
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and the communication ecosystem, by capitalising on media and its various

technological tools, such as broadcasting, the internet and cultural exchanges,

“authorities aim not only to transmit policy messages but to shape the information

environment”.98 Contemporary observations indicate that governments have

already departed from traditional approaches to strategic messaging, but are often

described as being “stuck too often on the ‘send button’”, 99 which typically results

in one-way messaging resembling mere ‘megaphone diplomacy.’ The prevalence

of information flow significantly impacts outcomes. A crucial aspect of this process

involves the strategic dissemination of messages aimed at either countering

established narratives or addressing voids where genuine interest in the projected

narrative is absent. From where the information is coming, and how it reaches

newsrooms in the case of news media, and what incentives those newsrooms are

receiving, these questions remain vital. While dealing with this situation,

governments must embed media use within the policymaking process, treating

strategic communications as both a “center-of-government” 100 concern and a

“whole-of-government unifier”.101 Consequently, in this process, the crafting of

the message plays a critical role, because the basic premises of any strategic message

must be credible, coordinated and operationally effective.

Diplomacy has been defined as “the conduct of relations between states and

other entities with standing in world politics by official agents and by peaceful

means”,102 and has changed course to harness digital media’s reach and immediacy.

Using media, and now digital means, is being redefined as “the use of social

media for diplomatic purposes”. 103 This change of course essentially depends

upon using media for the dissemination of information by enabling direct

communication with global audiences. Moreover, through these means of media,

states monitor local and global sentiment and respond to geopolitical shifts in

real time, turning diplomacy into a tool to “steer change along certain pathways”.
104 In this process of diplomatic practices, media gets a central position, and

media’s centrality to strategic communication functions lies in its ability to

manufacture legitimacy and influence. New technology allows the communication

architecture of any country, in the process of projecting certain perceptions, to

“synthesize and analyze large amounts of data”105 and disseminate a large amount

of data, with the aim of enabling proactive policy adjustments. The change in

media practices and the easy availability of information through various agencies

transform communication patterns from elite-centric negotiations to a

participatory process because news related to any country in foreign lands attracts
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“private individuals, active citizens, reporters and policymakers”,106 thus making

strategic messaging a bridge between states and societies.

Media representation makes its impact at a very granular level, where the

content of major media outlets has a wide range of impact through its media text

not only on the public but also beyond the readers. We demonstrate a novel

method to quantify inter-outlet influence using causal inference on ‘quote

following’, where one outlet uses the same quote as another outlet at a later date”.107

At this juncture even the organisational structure of media outlets doesn’t work,

instead it is the information and the source of information that take advantage of

their ability of dissemination and reach. These sources may be a news agency or

other contributors like a social media platform, etc. that is already authenticated

by media organisations and is influential enough to be used as a source of

information. States have been using these non-state elements to “create and amplify

conspiratorial content designed to undermine trust”108 in state actors in foreign

countries.

Earlier studies suggest that media outlets often align with national interests,

especially at the time of diplomatic and security-related crises. This has been the

circumstance when news stories often supported a country’s diplomatic initiatives

without critical scrutiny. A study on Chinese strategic communication campaign

notes that media provided “largely sympathetic narratives that supported, rather

than questioned, their country’s diplomatic initiatives” during this period.109

Messaging in public media by any country doesn’t only convey messages to the

world and spread a slanted narrative, but may also portray two nations as allies or

vice versa.110 Surowiec and Kania-Lundholm define the engagement of media for

strategic messaging with nation branding as ideological narrative-building when

they say, “The practice of nation branding online is an ideological construct

supported by the neoliberal ideology of the free market, embracing private interests,

marketing goals, and commercial techniques for self-promotion”.111

We are going through a relatively new global information age compared to

the previous digital and satellite technology era, where the dissemination of

information is expeditious. In this informational ecosystem the penetration of

embedded value of information is wider and more persuasive, which eventually

transforms into a narrative, and “a good narrative energizes and attracts people”.112

This information ecosystem seeks to explore the persuasive capacity to build an

overarching framework for “diplomacy and negotiation with the ability to harness

the power and potential inherent in the new and emerging technologies that

globalization has wrought.”.113
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Strategic Communication in the Digital World: A Disruption

Instead of a “communication strike” during moments of “demands for action,”

strategic communication is viewed as a continuous process that does not target a

specific national audience. 114 Social media platforms, social networking services

and micro-blogging platforms are new dimensions of technology that can connect

with people from around the world, access a wide range of information and have

the ability to create and share content with a global audience. Additionally, these

platforms have enabled users to create and join communities of interest, allowing

them to connect with like-minded individuals and content and share their ideas

and experiences. Some experts115 further suggest that technology can improve

strategic planning by enabling continuous tracking in real-time and by allowing

for faster goal setting. Furthermore, These platforms have allowed content creators

to reach more people and interact with their audiences in new ways.116 Therefore,

it is about the construct of the message and continued dissemination to the target

audience, though the frequency may be contested.

Dissemination of information through media took a sharp turn when digital

technologies arrived. “The reach of digital technologies and its power to influence,

monitor and manipulate global perceptions, has been significant in shaping public

diplomacy for many countries while helping to construct international and

domestic public opinion (PO) on major global issues”.117 In the digital world,

strategic communication has become more complex due to digital communication’s

fast-paced and dynamic nature; this is a new landscape for communication, where

messages can spread quickly and widely. As a result, organisations must

communicate strategically to ensure their messages are received and understood

by their target audience in the desired manner. Therefore, identifying and

understanding the target audience have become significant and fundamental

elements of strategic communication in the digital world.118 Strategic

communicators need to be able to identify and target specific groups, such as

social media influencers, to spread their message. The characteristics of digital

media for strategic communication suggest that its best to be adaptive across all

channels, including social media, websites and email. Additionally, the sender of

the strategic message needs to understand the pros and cons of a given technology,

such as data analytics and artificial intelligence (AI), to understand their target

audience and personalise their messages. Here, personalised messages do not take

the individual as a unit but as a given social section in a specific geography. This

(digital media) is a relatively new ecosystem of media, where information spreads

quickly, and organisations need to be responsive to current events and trends.
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They need to be able to react quickly and effectively to changing circumstances.119

The additional issues include overcoming digital noise, where the challenge is to

stand out and get the messages heard, and building credibility against the

bombardment of unverified information.



Chapter Three

Strategic Communication, Structural Imperatives

and the Political Economy of Media

The Contested Information Landscape in Geopolitics

In the age of rapid technological development, the global environment has become

increasingly interconnected, where information flow has changed from its

traditional role as a by-product of international relations to being at the centre

stage where it becomes deterministic for power dynamics and diplomatic efficacy.

Today the essence of strategic communication is delivered through various channels

and media, influencing the perception of the global public, including states and

non-state actors, in the complex global geopolitics and left policy nexus. In this

process of persuasive messaging, the communication channel itself is elevated as a

strategic actor that can shape reality and contribute to the balance of power in the

realm of international relations.120

There are various means that determine and constitute the production,

distribution and consumption of communication resources, which fundamentally

consist of online, print and broadcast news.121 Beyond these deterministic elements,

it is the power relations and structural framework that negotiate between the

above-mentioned deterministic elements and the values of media functioning as

a whole. The political economy of media is among them, and in the context of

Southeast Asia it has become even more prevalent. We will discuss the political

economy of media in Southeast Asia separately in the coming chapters but will

try to navigate the power relations in this chapter, which have been deterministic

when it comes to strategic communication, especially in the context of diplomacy

and the media portrayal of one country across the globe.
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Media Systems and the Politics of Strategic Messaging

The political economic framework for media revolves around ownership

concentration in the milieu of normative structure, where structural inequalities

and talent management processes are fundamental for the construction of the

media text and its dissemination.122 These processes inherently apply filters,123

which determine the reproduction of reality and push slanted narratives. Strategic

communication shapes the discursive environment within the contested

international security landscape124 and according to our study, strategic

communication attributes project nations’ values and interests to segmented

audiences and alters thought and behaviour, which eventually shapes perception

on the world stage. Media channels serve as key instruments for conveying the

strategic message, and these messages are produced within the structural framework

of a media channel. Such channels are essentially products of specific political-

economic systems. 125 This establishes that strategic communication in the context

of geopolitics and diplomacy is fundamentally inseparable from the underlying

political–economic ecosystem related to media structure and functioning. Building

on the discussion on the structure and functioning of media from the previous

chapter, strategic communication, or mass communication as a whole, operates

within a given system, which may be manipulated by ownership patterns, profit

motives and the state’s economic and political structure.126 This phenomenon is

responsible for projecting specific messages and shaping the dissemination pattern

of information. We also understand that strategic communication is not a free-

floating activity but is fundamentally contingent on the characteristics of the

media system, which is essentially determined by its political–economic

structure.127 This also suggests that the political economy of media is not only an

element that facilitates the dissemination of strategic messages but is also one of

the significant factors that determines the effectiveness of strategic communication.

In the framework of political economy, media text is considered a product, as

“strange commodities” or “public goods”.128 This portrayal and consideration of

media text presents an essential paradox for strategic communication in geopolitics.

This paradox revolves around the very understanding of news and information,

which acknowledges that these ‘public goods’ are not beyond economic activities

and that their “consumption... does not entail its destruction”,129 and “the producer

retains possession... after it has been sold”.130 Here, the role of strategic

communication aims to shape public perception through these ‘public goods’

and ‘social ties’ to align with policy goals.131 A paradox arises because the media

industry functions under market logic, and public goods produced by an industry
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should be profitable. If it is under market logic, then another phenomenon occurs

that is directly related to the alteration of media texts, aligning with sensationalism

over accuracy and public service.132 Again, it is likely that media content aligns

with the ownership’s interest. In these circumstances, communication navigates

the media landscape and tries to work through these frameworks where commercial

imperatives dominate.133 It also explores how to curb the inherent challenges of

media text production because commercial imperatives may alter strategic messages

when it comes to the goals of diplomacy, making the dissemination of nuanced

and accurate strategic messages challenging.

The Nexus: Political Economy of Media’s Influence on Strategic
Communication Efficacy

As outlined above, political–economic structural constraints limit the effectiveness

of strategic communication. In addition to this, this framework also provides

systematically lower proportions of public service information.134 The multiple

constraints create obstructions in the path of well-informed citizenship, where it

could otherwise be possible to aim to disseminate complex policy details.

Nevertheless, government- or subscriber-controlled media, which usually has a

public service orientation, is supposed to be a more reliable channel for the

projection of strategic messages aligned with public good objectives.135 On the

other hand, the political alignment of a media organisation is likely to lead it to

pursue its own interests, whether those interests align with economic prospects or

political ambitions.136 Another issue lies with the element of credibility of the

disseminated messages; enabling state-aligned strategic communication may, in

fact, deflect credibility for varied publics.

Along with proprietary issues, the economic aspect significantly impacts

media’s functioning when it comes to prioritisation of sensationalism, bias and

ideologically slanted content over objective media content.137 The very craft of

news media content has been characterized by the use of dramatic headlines and

emotionally charged narratives designed to attract audience attention, a practice

that may compromise the overall accuracy of information.138

Revenue models are a challenging realm for media functioning because critical

reporting might risk financial support.139 This eventually influences what will

pass through the editorial gatekeepers in the newsroom. At this juncture, economic

impediments could hurt the independence of editorial decision-making and make

it susceptible to external influence.140 This influence can potentially limit the
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strategic message that might disrupt the narrative of dominant forces in a political

and economic ecosystem. The double blow here lies in how the credibility of the

media setup itself affects its role as a channel for strategic messaging.

Limiting media content in terms of decision-making within a given political–

economic ecosystem further directs or determines public opinion toward specific

issues.141 Along with this, media’s concentration on a few issues leads the public

to perceive those projected issues as more important than any other topic or

information. Exposure of the public to limited issues further triggers a prioritisation

ecosystem, wherein people prioritise those issues and narratives that are being

prioritised by the media. The spiral of silence process further illustrates that the

dominance of certain narratives may silence other minor or minority narratives.142

At this juncture, for strategic communication, it becomes important to surpass

the dominant narrative(s) in order to make space within the media outlook. It is

certain that if a strategic message does not receive priority within a given media

setup, due to economic or political challenges or structural constraints, strategic

communication may become difficult,143 thereby complicating the projection of

the desired narrative.

Additionally, the given political–economic structure pushes the process of

prioritising slanted media texts, and sometimes it frames media-crafted content

to influence the representation of reality while embedding strategic messages.144

It is very often the case that this may influence public discourse, because the

public is receiving curated messages that originate from a structured field. Here,

the repeated frames increase accessibility in people’s minds and may influence the

decision-making process. The frequency of certain ideological frames,145 and the

repetition of curated and selected media content, may well highlight or obscure

certain features that may shape policy direction. In such circumstances, for strategic

communication purposes, it is important to understand and utilise those frames

that align with the existing structure or dominant frame.146 If this is not the case,

then the strategic message may not be communicated as intended. Along with

this, it is important to understand that strategic messages, or strategic

communicators, are not only pushing messages that align with the existing frame

and designed narratives embedded in that content, but they also have the task of

contending with pre-existing media frames, which may be used by competing

interests.147

The strategic communication process is continuous in nature, which projects

and spreads the essence of desired agendas and frames within an information
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ecosystem pre-shaped by the political economy of media. This process demonstrates

that media “filters and shapes reality” and determines which issues are perceived

as important.148 Subsequently, it frames projected media text, in other words it

shows how media “select[s] and emphasize[s] certain aspects of reality to influence

public discourse”.149 The political economy of media dictates which issues are

prioritised and how they are framed; this takes place due to market-driven

prioritisation and commercial appeal over public service. This creates a dynamic

where strategic communication is constantly reacting to or attempting to co-opt

media narratives, rather than simply creating its own. The ‘battle’ is for control

over the public’s cognitive landscape, which is already influenced by the structural

biases of the media system.

We have discussed about the conceptual framework of media content at the

level of building agenda and how to frame it, subsequently. At the level of

implementation especially for effective strategic communication, particularly in

diplomacy, it relies on a degree of shared understanding and a common factual

ground to build consensus, resolve conflicts and foster cooperation.150  At this

stage, the media ecosystem is fragmented by various “filters” and “echo

chambers”.151 We have discussed the various ‘filters’ earlier in the context of political

economy, such as ownership patterns, advertisements, etc., but ‘echo chambers’

are directly related to the media system. As previously discussed, a single piece of

information may be circulated and published repeatedly because the source from

which it was generated or supplied to various newsrooms holds a certain

dominance,152 especially in the case of international news or when news media

organisations do not have a primary source and rely on dominant information

providers.

Technological Transformation and the Evolving Geopolitical
Information Environment

Digital means for information dissemination cover a new kind of infrastructure,

including digital libraries, databases, networks, adequate communications

bandwidth and supercomputers.153 These digital infrastructures, encompassing

data lakes and network connectivity, are crucial for nurturing data-driven decision-

making and enhancing competitive advantage.154 Cumulatively, these digital

structures have shaped the “architects of a new global order”,155 which are

subsequently reshaping alliances, disrupting traditional power dynamics and

carving fresh battlegrounds in cyberspace. Even the world is witnessing a niche

competition for technological hegemony, which has been regarded as a seismic
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shift where “data becomes the new oil, and innovation, the currency of

influence”.156 In other words, the digital transformation has elevated data to a

strategic geopolitical resource, akin to “new oil”,157 making its control and

manipulation central to strategic communication efforts.

Digital tools have influenced the intangible domain of geopolitics, which has

traditionally been grounded in the physical characteristics of territories. The arrival

of the concept of the global village has blurred the boundaries between internal

and external state affairs.158 Technological advancements such as the accumulation

of large datasets and their processing through new technologies like AI and digital

infrastructure have emerged as new tools in global competition.159 While digital

geopolitics democratises participation, enabling individuals to influence

international discourse, it also presents challenges such as misuse.160

In addition to this, social media ecosystems have now become central hubs

for political discourse, with a significant portion of the global population actively

using them. Their “democratizing potential” enables grassroots movements161 and

empowers individuals to communicate with large audiences, bypassing traditional

gatekeepers. Digital algorithms create “filter bubbles” that curate content aligned

with users’ existing views, maximising engagement, and users form “echo chambers”

that amplify pre-existing beliefs.162 The above-mentioned dynamics cultivate

“directionally motivated reasoning”,163 where individuals interpret information

to support preconceptions, leading to the persistence of misinformation and

increased political polarisation. These algorithms, which are persistent in nature,

are fundamentally tied to the core business models of social media companies,

which have built financial success on engagement-driven systems. This digital

infrastructure, along with persuasive phenomena like algorithmic technologies

driven by profit motives and engagement metrics, is not a neutral conduit but an

active shaper of geopolitical narratives, creating “filter bubbles” and “echo

chambers”164 that profoundly impact the reception and effectiveness of strategic

communication. When strategic communication operates in an information

environment that is essentially not a level playing field, but one actively engineered

by commercial interests to maximise user engagement, even if it means amplifying

sensationalism, bias or misinformation,165 it implies that geopolitical narratives

are not just shaped by state actors or traditional media. Technology also operates

on a profit-driven logic, which is increasingly influenced by opaque algorithms

and monetisation strategies. This pattern makes the process challenging for strategic

communicators to ensure that their messages cut through the noise and reach

diverse audiences without being distorted or trapped within ideological silos.
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We are witnessing a sort of ideological impact on governance in the digital

world, amidst the growth of the internet, that leads to ongoing debates. Monitoring

and the dissemination of information have increased in government functioning,

with serious consequences for democratic values.166 Utilising internet technologies

to create extensive social credit systems in a few closed political frameworks, such

as authoritarian governments, this governance system tracks and controls citizens’

actions, chilling dissent.167 Advanced surveillance systems are being used, turning

media into a misleading instrument for ideological dominance. The trade in

surveillance technology has become a key method for countries to grow their

influence and maintain internal order, often undermining democratic ideals

abroad.

At a time when cyber warfare has become a key element of geopolitical

conflicts, with countries using cyber tools for disruption, espionage and influencing

public opinion, cyber actions allow nations to operate without immediate

consequences, thereby complicating global security.168 Nevertheless, digital

technologies are transforming diplomatic efforts, enabling real-time

communication and negotiations between states, making digital diplomacy

increasingly important. This transition also creates and strengthens new types of

relationships between various stakeholders such as citizens, corporations and

governments in international relations. Data-based and network-based realms of

power are emerging, extending beyond traditional power structures. The expansion

of the World Wide Web affects all areas of life, including international relations,

and is transforming foreign policy concepts and practices.169

In this evolving stimulus of digital technology, a fundamental paradox emerges

for strategic communication, where digital technologies simultaneously offer

‘democratising potential’ by empowering individuals and grassroots movements,170

and provide unprecedented tools for ‘tech-enabled authoritarianism’ and

information control by states.

The above propositions suggest that the process of strategic communication

is dynamic, and its functioning is directly proportional to the normative structure,

which takes leverage of mediums.171 In a democratic framework, it might influence

digital platforms for open dialogue and public diplomacy. On the other hand,

authoritarian regimes can use the very same tools for propaganda, censorship and

to suppress dissent, creating a highly asymmetric and contested information

space.172 However, there is a paradox in the context of the political–economic

realm, which implies that the ‘rules of engagement’ for strategic communication
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are not universal; they are deeply contingent on the political–economic model of

media in different regions, necessitating highly adaptive and context-specific

strategic communication strategies.

Regulatory Frameworks, Censorship and the Battle for Information
Control

The very definition of censorship deals with the idea of any regime or context in

which the content of public expression is regulated, or where the circulation of

information is controlled.173  The given rational behind this may be for control

including political (e.g., national security), moral, social or religious reasons, or

even to avoid embarrassment for governments. In the case of internet censorship,

it varies from selective to pervasive, with blocking access being a standard

mechanism.174 This idea also refers to a system of regulation for vetting, editing

and prohibiting specific forms of public expression, overseen by a censor. Another

significant method is self-censorship, which involves self-regulation by individual

authors, publishers or the industry itself, often undertaken to avoid state

regulation.175

Censorship of media policies by the government reflects a dynamic state of

affairs, because while on one hand it can enable a state to control its narrative and

manage perceived threats, on the other hand it can constrain free speech, erode

public trust and undermine the very democratic values that many strategic

communication efforts aim to project.176 Another phenomenon of the censorship

appears when it limits the flow of open dialogue, impedes the democratic exchange

of dissenting ideas and creates “echo chambers” that only tolerate certain

perspectives, narrowing the space for constructive arguments.177 Ironically,

censorship can enable state-level strategic communication, where it may be

instrumental in “protect[ing] national security and preserv[ing] peaceful diplomatic

relations with other nations” by hindering “misinformation, disinformation, and

propaganda”.178

Anlan Zhang’s account of the political economy of media amidst multinational

enterprises (MNEs) highlights the complex intertwinement of corporate practice

with state power in the face of escalating geopolitical tensions.179 Zhang suggests

that MNEs operating amidst such volatile geopolitical contexts are subject to

twin political pressures from both home and host state administrations. These are

compounded further by increasing media coverage, such that corporate activity

becomes a focus of discursive struggle. In this media-intensive world, the practice

of framing, defined by Entman (1993) along the axes of problem definition,
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causal attribution, moral evaluation and prescriptive remedy, becomes a key

method whereby media stations create and propagate meaning that often has a

political purpose.180

Figure 1: Dynamics of Media Coverage of Multinational Enterprises
under Geopolitical Tensions181

Here, media accounts no longer act as abstract deliverers of information but

rather as ideologically marked tools that have the potential to delegitimise MNEs

within both international and national public spaces. MNEs’ need to think

critically about their mediated realities is all the more pressing since media

structures create inequalities at a structural level.182 In liberal democracies, while

media is formally autonomous, Zhang identifies its common coordination with

state agendas amidst times of geopolitical conflict. In authoritarian states, media

entities are often incorporated within the state’s ideological machinery as

appendages of political power. This asymmetry generates a strategic challenge for

MNEs that have to balance and navigate conflicting media narratives that are

generated on the basis of alternative normative schemes and political agendas.

Such constructions through the media are not only performative but have tangible

effects on public opinion and policymaker reaction.183 Accordingly, Zhang

highlights the necessity for MNEs to develop a nuanced and situational

understanding of the political economy of the media as a critical aspect of corporate

strategy amidst a resurgence of geopolitical rivalry.184

Governmental regulatory controls such as licensing, content and ownership
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laws can be used by governments to control the operations of media and influence

editorial autonomy.185 The operation of media is often influenced by the interests

of governments, as ruling politicians attempt to control or suppress opposing

opinions. National regulatory systems are made more difficult as media systems

globalise, with information flowing more readily across international frontiers

while governance structures are still mainly tied to territorially based jurisdiction.186

The negotiation and imposition of regulatory regimes, both domestic and

international, are the essence of a major battleground in geopolitics, setting the

boundaries within which strategic communication can function and vie to

influence. The “free market”187 of information exchange is being “altered due to

manipulation by the state and special interest organizations”.188 In a globalised

information environment where information flows across frontiers with increasing

facility,189 the absence of universal international regulatory regimes means that

states actually compete to enforce their preferred controls and norms. This means

that strategic communication is not only about message-construction but also

about being active in, or fighting over, the regulatory environment to either

facilitate the transmission of one’s own version of realities or to restrict one’s

opponents’. The power to influence media policy and governance then becomes

a strategic end in and of itself.

At a time when social media has become indispensable for propagation across

the globe, the ability to promote government’s perspective must be highly regulated

or else public perception may be distorted, especially in states governed

autocratically and where technological progress is employed to disseminate

propaganda. The ubiquitous threat of organisational regulation or economic

coercion can produce self-censorship within media outlets, imposing, quietly yet

deeply, on strategic communication, limiting the scope of acceptable narratives

as well as creating a culture of conformity by limiting the variety of acceptable

thoughts and ideas presented in the public space. It is described as self-regulation

on the part of individual author, or publisher or ‘the industry’, usually to escape

state regulation.190 It entails “the internal regulation of what one chooses to say in

public, usually due to conformism”. It results either because if they do not regulate

themselves, they will be regulated by the state191 or due to economic dependencies.

For strategic communication, this renders the expectation of possible state

interference or economic sanctions enough to cause media sources to screen or

dilute content beforehand, thereby curtailing the variety of opinions and level of

critical analysis expressed in the public space, which can subvert the effectiveness

of strategic communication that is premised on open discussion, diversity of ideas
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or dissenting narratives. It provides, instead, a homogeneous information

environment, which makes it easy, potentially, for one dominating state narrative

to dominate, and also diminishes, generally, credibility and dynamism in the

media space, which can ultimately rebound negatively against long-term diplomatic

objectives.



Chapter Four

Strategic Communication and the Dynamics of

News Media

Understanding the ‘Sources of News’

Sources are not passive providers; they actively seek to ‘encode their preferred

agendas’. The news-making process is inherently influenced by the sources that

journalists or media organisations draw upon, with those sources determining

what is ‘news’ and how it is presented. Unequal access to platforms means that

powerful individuals frequently control narratives, with few voices from

marginalised communities having access to be heard. In this given context, the

relationship between news sources and information sources are the pillars of

journalism and strategic communication with a profound influence on how the

narratives are constructed, disseminated and consumed in democracies. Not only

does this dynamic determine what information reaches the public, but also whose

voices are legitimised and whose are marginalised. A journalistic source refers to

any source of information where a journalist gets the material to be published in

a story. It includes documentary and human sources from the reporting on

documents, social networks, data releases, and AI tools to eyewitnesses, experts

and communication professionals.192 However, while the theoretical pool of

sources is broad, in practice not all sources enjoy equal access or influence. The

assumption that “those groups which have something important to contribute...

can secure access to the news media”193 often fails under the weight of structural

inequalities, economic equations and ownership architecture.

Power imbalances between sources shape the flow and framing of information.

The question “Do all news sources enjoy the same degree of access and the same

ability to communicate their perspectives?”194 reveals the underlying inequality

that favours elites and powerful actors in society, often at the expense of

marginalised voices.195 These disparities are compounded when media ownership
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becomes a vehicle for partisan or ideological influence. The candid admission, “I

run the paper purely for the purpose of making propaganda, and with no other

motive”,196 reflects how proprietorial control can transform the press into an

instrument of influence rather than a platform for impartial information.197

Meanwhile, the rise of digital technologies has radically reshaped the

epistemological and operating boundaries of the journalist/media organisation,

source relation. Sources are no longer reliant upon traditional infrastructures of

the media to articulately disseminate their accounts, but are now technologically

endowed to bypass traditional gatekeeping apparatuses altogether and address

audiences through direct communication pathways.198 This paradigmatic

revolution has progressively undermined the newsroom’s monopolistic control as

the pre-eminent arbiter and guardian of information, repositioning it simply as

one amongst a proliferation of communicative nodes in an exploding media space.

Publics are thus increasingly exposed to informational currents that are typically

unmediated and unfiltered, without the recourse of traditional fact-checking

procedures and normative safeguards of informational impartiality and accuracy.199

“Source criticism therefore involves a more constructivist epistemological approach

to knowledge claims produced by journalism since its starting point is that every

source and every piece of information has a tendency and thereby a potential

bias. There is no such thing as neutral, naturally occurring, objective information

in the epistemology of source criticism”.200 This structure of dislocation imposes

a heavy epistemic cost on publics, necessitating that they acquire intensified levels

of media literacy in order to appraise the origin,201 purpose and credibility of

emergent source material. In spite of these changes, the constitutive function of

source dynamics in facilitating democratic discourse is substantively unchanged.

“As for any other journalistic contexts, every role comes with normative

functions. Reporters perceive their task as mainly explanatory and as a service of

information provision for citizens”.202 In other words, the potential of the media

to perform its normative role as a facilitator of informed citizenship is based on

two interlinked conditions: affirmative access to platforms by a diversity of voices,

and the equitable, accurate representation of a range of views. Yet in environments

where source choice is disproportionately determined by proprietorial power or

placed in secondary relation to political–economic demands, the media threatens

to degenerate into tools that serve to amplify hegemonic narratives at the expense

of systematically marginalisation of oppositional or subaltern views.203 In such

an environment, the press may be incapable of maintaining “the flow of ideas and

information upon which choices are made”,204 thus defeating its democratic
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purpose as a vehicle of civic deliberation and participatory governance.

Fundamentally, the legitimacy of journalism as a democratic institution is

inescapably entangled with the ethics of sourcing practices and the material setups

by means of which those sources are brought into the news production process.205

As such dynamics demonstrate, today’s crisis besetting journalism is not merely

technological in nature but inherently normative: the need to maintain a

communicative setting that protects pluralism, credibility and fair exposure to all

source agents in a more commodified, ideologically polarised and decentralised

information environment.

The Interplay of News and Source: A Critical Relationship

The relationship between news and the source is not a simple transmission but a

rich interplay that profoundly influences the narratives made public. It is a

relationship in interdependence, power relations and a profound reversal of

influence in the wake of digital platforms. The existence of news production is a

direct function of its sources. Newsrooms depend on sources in order to gather

information and build news; without sources, news media such as it is would not

be possible.206 This creates an intrinsic and undeniable interdependence between

the two. In spite of this dependence, the relationship is described as a “struggle

for power over the presentation of information to the public”.207 This struggle

was most famously captured by Gans (1979) in terms of both a “dance” and a

“tug of war”, where the source frequently manoeuvres to control the narrative.208

This struggle typically pits the professional imperative of the press to represent

the public interest through the examination of authority against the source’s desire

to speak to personal, commercial or politic interests and shape public opinion.209

While this description is a simplification, since either side can be animated by

public or self-interest, it serves to identify the tension inherent in the relationship.

The “tug of war”210 and ‘power struggle’ that exist between sources and

journalists illustrate that news accounts are not actually discovered but are instead

frequently the product of a negotiation of competing interests. This makes the

resulting account a product of this interaction, rather than a direct reflection of

fact. This inescapable conflict of interest implies that the ‘objectivity’ so heralded

by news outlets is continuously undermined by the inherent nature of sourcing.211

The pluralist view that media objectivity emerges from “self-regulating and

balancing compromises”212 may not always hold true, particularly when power

imbalances exist or when sources are highly strategic in their information release.

The resulting narrative is thus a mediated one, influenced by the relative power,
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strategic objectives and self-interests of the sources themselves. It is crucial that

the audience comes to comprehend the source’s motivations213 in order to

deconstruct the possible biases inherent in the story, pointing out that the ‘news’

itself is a creation of this complex, frequently contentious, relationship.

Sources and Journalistic Construction

Sources are the fundamental providers of the material from which a story is

written.214 These may vary in form from physical documents and computer data,

including textual reports, social networking messages and dumps of data, to

intangible human testimonies, such as eyewitness accounts, expert assessments

and whistle-blowers’ disclosures.215 Once garnered, this raw material is typically

filtered and verified by the newsroom before it is published.216 This verification

process is a cornerstone of traditional journalism, aiming to ensure accuracy and

reliability.217 The emergence of data journalism further accentuates the sources’

role in terms of raw material provision, with journalists actively sourcing

newsworthy points from data, in addition to information drawn from human

interviews or written documents.218 This depicts how raw, unprocessed data is

now a key source in the development of narratives.

The Shift in Power Dynamics with Digital Platforms

Historically, before the advent of the internet, journalists and their “news

organizations had a stranglehold on the means of publication, controlling what

news appeared on people’s TV screens and in newspapers”.219 This centralised

control made sources heavily dependent on news organisations for the

dissemination of messages. Digital platforms have revolutionised this traditional

model, dissolving the lines of distinction between source and journalist and

allowing sources to circumvent traditional outlets and speak directly to the

public.220 This newfound autonomy allows sources to “opt-in”221 or “opt-out”222

of a traditional journalist–source relationship based on their strategic

communication goals and desired audience reach. For example, social media can

be employed by a source to target a particular audience or mass media to reach a

broader audience. Such a shift inherently challenges journalistic authority and

control,223 redistributing power in the news-making environment.

The power of sources to circumvent traditional media means a blurring of

the editorial “gate”,224 creating a straighter, or possibly less filtered, path of

information to the public. It affects the diversity and quality control of available

narratives in a direct manner. Whilst this move seems to democratise access to



46 o Strategic Communication, Manufacturing of Narratives and India–ASEAN Relations

information, it also results in narratives being constructed and shared without

the conventional journalistic steps of filtering and authenticating, cross-checking

facts meticulously225, 226 or abiding by professional journalism standards of fairness

and accuracy.227

This compromises the professional control over quality that traditional

gatekeepers sought to deliver, resulting in an explosion of narratives that might or

might not be professionally screened. The result is a much larger and less

trustworthy information environment. Public critical evaluation of sources and

their interests are even more necessary in discerning the truth,228 since the greater

direct access to sources is matched by a greater exposure to misinformation or

fake news. Criticality of the news–source relationship is thus increased by the

need for personal media literacy to navigate this difficult environment.

Source Credibility and Trust

The credibility of news stories is heavily impacted by the qualities of news sources.

Public understanding and reception are influenced by the reliability, possible biases

and particular types of sources. Credibility of the source is the pillar of any news

story. In the absence of good sources, news becomes rumour, speculation or

misinformation.229 A source’s credibility is the degree of trustworthiness and

dependability of the sources through which journalists or newsroom receive

information; if sources lack credibility, the entire story falls through, creating a

breakdown in public confidence, the cornerstone of media text itself.230

Determinants of source credibility are expertise, name recognition, past history

of reporting fact, membership in good organisations and a good feedback from

other good sources.231 Transparency in sourcing is essential for developing a sense

of trust with the public.232 When people know where the information is coming

from and how it is collected, they are more likely to read the content and come

back to the publication.233 Public confidence in mass media has decreased across

the world,234 and this is correlated with the decreased usage of established sources

of information and increased usage of non-established alternatives.235 Source

attribution, or the act of attributing and referencing the source of information, is

an essential technique in the development of credibility, transparency and

accountability, and even in offering legal protection to journalists.236 The reduction

in public confidence in the media is influenced directly by source credibility and

clarity of information.237 If sources are not appropriately attributed or their biases

are not made transparent, the reader’s adoption of the story is impeded. It results

in a feedback cycle: low credibility yields less consumption of conventional news,
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compels people towards less scrutinised alternate sources, further degrades shared

narratives and enhances susceptibility to misinformation.

The prime responsibility of source attribution and transparencies is not merely

an ethical requirement but a practical necessity in the preservation of public

discourse and shared knowledge of reality.238 Source bias and its manifestation

bias in the press is an intrinsic feature of news production, subtly determining the

presentation of news to the public.239 It comes in different guises, such as the

events and topics reported, the extent and tone of the coverage and the framing of

issues.240 Media bias can either be through omission, where major facts or opposing

viewpoints are withheld, or through emphasis, where details favourable to a

prevailing standpoint are weighted heavily.241 Such editorial decisions are based

on an array of motivations like politics, economic interests and public preference.

This will result in a biased perception of reality, social polarisation and an ill-

informed public discussion.242 Selective reporting, whether deliberate or

inadvertent, is the exclusion of data, context or adverse findings in research and

reporting that ends up framing narratives that are possibly not fully truthful.

Confirmation bias is where journalists identify sources in favour of their held

assumptions or views, distorting information to result in an unbalanced story.243

Also, powerful interest groups, in most cases having great financial and political

power, are capable of framing and defending the status quo by framing narratives.244

Source bias is not a shortcoming of news media but a natural problem in the

construction of narratives. Where sources with a stake are giving information,

and journalists/news media either consciously or unconsciously practice selective

reporting/news production or confirmation bias,245 the resulting story is a

“distorted version of reality”.246 It is not only processed, but warped through a

variety of biases, so that narratives confirm prevailing assumptions and not

challenge them.247 The dynamic between news and source is therefore an

inescapable one in which source motivations and natural inclinations, paired with

journalistic decisions, fully determine the ideological or persuasive slant of the

finished story.248

Navigating the Global Information Landscape

News is constituted through selective processes of meaning-making, shaped by

institutional discourses, ideological apparatuses and normative biases.249 This

constructivist view underscores that what is framed as ‘newsworthy’ is deeply

contingent upon the socio-political and economic contexts250 in which media

systems operate. Furthermore, within a globally uneven media ecology, dominant
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actors, such as transnational corporations, powerful states or elite gatekeepers

exercise disproportionate influence over content production and agenda-setting,

reinforcing structural imbalances in informational sovereignty. Thus, news becomes

a vehicle for reproducing hegemonic narratives rather than a disinterested or

universally accessible medium of truth. News is thus understood not as a neutral

commodity, but as a product deeply influenced by power dynamics.251

News agencies have traditionally been the “unsung heroes”252 of the media

world since the mid-19th century, and they have played an important part in

shaping ‘news’ and informing governments, businesses and citizens all over the

world.253  Because of their foundational work in informing, their political economy

is important to understand in order to grasp the world information order.

The evolution of “Third World”254 to “Global South”255 within academic

and policy discourses marks a departure from Cold War binaries to more a nuanced

acknowledgment of postcolonial disparity, structural marginalisation and

geopolitical agency between countries in Latin America, Africa and Asia.256 The

history of newly independent nations’ attempts to challenge Western media

hegemony reflects a longstanding recognition of inherent power disparities in the

production and circulation of world information. The Non-Aligned Movement

(NAM) in the 1960s sought explicitly to institute channels and protocols of

international cooperation and news mongering that would transcend centuries of

extractive colonial dynamics.257 A notable effort in this respect was the Non-

Aligned News Agencies Pool (NANAP), founded in 1974 and in operation from

1975 to the mid-1990s.258 Through NANAP, member states sought to supply

other member states with unbiased or, at best, biased by their worldview, a counter-

hegemonic report on world news regarding developing countries.259  This concerted

effort by the developing world to alter the international communication arena

reflects the constant pursuit of more balanced and representative narratives, bridged

directly to news patterns and the effects of Western subscriptions of the news.

Western News Agencies and Structural Imperatives

The historic pattern of world news circulation has been marked by institutionalised

Western dominance of the wire service industry by Reuters, Associated Press (AP)

and Agence France-Presse (AFP).260 That dominance found roots in 19th-century

cartels and since was entrenched by the commercialisation of news as commodity.

That move created unidirectional north-to-south information flow, effectively

shaping the world by informing it with dominant Euro–American epistemological

norms. Such structural asymmetry regularly eclipsed the indigenous voices of the
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Global South,261 frequently resulting in the effacement of local epistemological

systems and extending residues of colonisation to media representations. Agencies

like Western-based Reuters with 2,600 staff in 165 countries262 and AFP with

2,400 staff in 150 countries263 traditionally commanded as much as 90 per cent

of international news circulation.264 Non-Western wire bodies are growing

commercially fast, however; China’s Xinhua News Agency maintained 181 bureaus

by 2021.265

Even with the changing landscape, the Global South media continues to

grapple with issues like resource constraint and political contexts, in addition to

the newly emerging challenge of “digital colonialism” in which mainly US-based

digital companies wield power over digital infrastructure and data.266 Yet, this

pervasive hegemonic structure is now witnessing growing contestation by the

Global South’s multi-faceted efforts towards exercising narrative agency. Seminal

steps in this were the promotion of a ‘New World Information and

Communication Order (NWICO) and the MacBride Commission’s report, which

have recognised the hegemonic state of affairs in last century regarding flow of

information and its orientation.267 The MacBride report (1980), Many Voices,

One World, uncovered stark imbalances in world information flow, with 80–90

per cent  of international information in the hand of four Western wire services

(AP, United Press International, Reuters and AFP),268 producing an unidirectional

flow from the Global North to the Global South with little recirculation between

developing countries. Infrastructure disparities put poorer countries at the mercy

of imported media, and commercial interests drove content with profit taking

priority over cultural diversity and development imperatives. The report threatened

the spectre of “cultural imperialism”,269 as Western-biased narratives often

presenting the Global South in stereotypical and monolithic caricatures.270 This

narrative frequently overwhelmed the world media, posing threats to local

identities. This uneven system perpetuated information dependence,

circumscribing developing countries’ sovereignty in their own stories.

The coming into existence of the digital age is characterised by both

opportunities and limitations. On the one hand, it allows for multi-direction

communication and empowers Global South actors to produce counter

narratives,271 on the other hand, it brings with it new challenges. These are the

spread of fractured “splinternets”272 and the continued existence of Western-

oriented digital infrastructure, which has the potential to entrench pre-existing

power asymmetry. Yet, while still clearly shaped by Western structural dominance,

the new order is coming to be characterised by contestation, resistance and media
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sovereignty asserted by the Global South on an active and proactive basis.273 The

arrival of the digital age is accompanied by a dualistic world of potential and

restriction. While it makes communication’s multi-directionality possible and

provides actors in the Global South with the potential to produce alternative

narratives, it also introduces new challenges like the spread of splinternets and the

persistence of Western-oriented digital infrastructure, thus reinforcing existing

power structures.274 Although still obviously influenced by Western structural

power, such order is now more marked by contestation, challenge and the

affirmative exercise of media sovereignty on the part of the Global South. Reading

Western wire agencies such as Reuters, AP and AFP is key to critically

understanding the world’s information circulation and both the geopolitical and

epistemological power relations of international news production.275 These wire

agencies are influential gatekeepers and agenda-setters who make the world’s flow

of news possible by choosing what to cover and what to exclude, in particular

having impacts on Global South media systems. Reading Reuters, AP and AFP is

therefore not simply about journalism practice but critically about the world

communication’s geopolitical and epistemological power relations.276

Although it is listed as a publicly traded organisation, the founding group of

the Thomson family has significant control over Thomson Reuters Corporation

(TRI) via their holding company, The Woodbridge Company Limited, with about

69 per cent  of the shares.277 This concentrated form of ownership with dominant

power under the parent group profoundly influences the governance and strategic

vision of the organisation in the long term.278 Reuters provides content to various

clients in the world including media houses, corporates, government bodies, banks

and sporting organisations in multiple languages via text, photo, video, audio

and graphics.279 It has the largest journalist network in the world with access to

165 countries and coverage of 12 languages.280 The Associated Press, with

headquarters in New York City, is an American not-for-profit newswire in existence

since 1846.281 Its sources of revenue have shifted over time; most of its revenue is

generated from international broadcast customers (37 per cent ), ventures on the

web (15 per cent ) and foreign newspapers (18 per cent ).282 While AP’s cooperative

model theoretically promotes impartiality, its historical involvement in a 19th-

century “press agency cartel”,283 known as the “Ring Combination”284 with Reuters

and French Havas (AFP), established a foundational power imbalance in global

news flow through agreed-upon “reserved territories”.285 This historical context

suggests that even without formal cartel agreements today, the established networks,

infrastructure and influence persist, contributing to a “duopolistic wire service
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based system of global news gatekeeping”286 with Reuters. This continued

dominance means that AP, along with Reuters, continues to shape the global

news agenda, potentially reinforcing a Western-centric view of what constitutes

‘news’ from the Global South.

Agence France-Presse, the world’s oldest news agency, traces its roots to Agence

Havas, which was established in Paris in 1835. AFP still has a broad international

outreach. News from AFP may,287 unwittingly, be influenced by French points of

view, emphasise matters of special concern to France or portray things in a manner

consistent with the goals of French foreign policy, thus advancing a particular

Western version of the Global South.

Reporting Patterns and Framing of the Global South

The political economy of the Western wire agencies heavily determines their

patterns of coverage regarding the Global South and tends to produce routine

framing that reinforces stereotypes and impacts how this part of the world is

viewed internationally. It has already been explained how a few Western wire

agencies operate within a “duopolistic wire service-based system of global news

gatekeeping.”.288 This consolidation results in more and more of the rest of the

world being exposed to an “ever-decreasing news agenda”, further exacerbated in

the digital age.289 Developing world coverage has traditionally been, and remains

predominantly, skewed. The bias is in the form of disproportionate coverage of

violence, conflicts, natural catastrophes and politics.290 These imbalances are

inextricably linked to historic, political and economic realities that have defined

the international news agency industry from the outset.291 Studies time and time

again embrace negative coverage of Africa and Asia in the form of widespread

poverty, war, hunger, illness and backwardness.292 Africa is notably portrayed as

the “Dark Continent”293 waiting to be civilised, trying to catch up with Western

societies. Familiar mental images transmitted are primeval irrationality, tribal chaos,

hunger/starvation, civil strife, managerial incompetence, political upheaval, brazen

corruption and inept leadership.294 Such information is transmitted in the absence

of adequate historical or analytical contexts, reinforcing a reductionist and often

condescending portrayal.295

The pervasive negative coverage of the Global South by leading Western media

perpetuates a strong “single story”296 that is self-sustaining in world perceptions.

The narrow, and sometimes de-contextualised, representation is able to directly

impact international investment, policy and partnerships by reinforcing stereotypes
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of dependency and incompetence. The ongoing predominance of a few agencies

results in their built-in values and selection processes controlling what is

‘newsworthy’ coming from the Global South.297 When these values result in a

pervasive coverage of conflict, disaster and poverty, it has the effect of perpetuating

a deep-rooted negative narrative operating to form public opinion and policy in

the Global North,298 and influencing anything from foreign assistance to

commercial relations.

Table 2: Common Framing Patterns of Western Media in Global South Coverage

Framing Description of Pattern Specific Examples Implied Message/ Impact/Consequence
Category Stereotype

Crisis & Disproportionate General coverage of Global South is Shapes negative public
Conflict focus on violence, developing world.299 inherently unstable, opinion, influences foreign

civil war, political chaotic and dangerous. policy (e.g., humanitarian
instability and aid), can deter investment.300

natural disasters.

Poverty & Emphasis on scarcity, COVID-19 coverage Global South is per- Justifies external
Famine hunger and lack of of Africa (e.g., “starve petually needy, incap- intervention, cultivates

resources, often people in low income able of self-sufficiency, misinformed readership,
without historical or countries”, limited reser- dependent on perpetuates “mood of
systemic context. ves of food/water).301 external aid. hopelessness”, deters

investment. 302

Incompetence Portrayal of weak COVID-19 coverage Global South leaders Reinforces “failing
& Corruption governance, mana- linking economic are ineffective, irrational governments” stereotype,

gerial ineptitude and challenges to corrup- and untrustworthy. justifies external oversight,
flagrant corruption. tion and poor leader- obscures colonial legacies.305

ship; 303 general African
stereotypes.304

Humanitarian Framing of challenges Advertisements show- The Global South is Perpetuates a cycle of
Dependency as requiring external ing white celebrities passive, powerless and dependency, deflects respon-

aid and solutions with Black children in incapable of solving sibility from global
from benevolent huts, urging  donations;306 its own problems. inequalities and limits
Western outsiders. focus on foreign aid for perception of agency.308

healthcare systems.307

Consequences of Western News Subscription in Developing
Countries

Developing countries’ subscription to and reliance on Western media organisations

have several far-reaching implications,309 including extending to the information

ecosystem, public opinion and decision-making.310,311 Continuity in the hegemony

of several international news agencies, including AP and Reuters, leads to a

condition where “an ever-increasing audience [is] exposed to an ever-decreasing
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agenda of news”.312 This is compounded by the digital age, where the Reuters–

AP duopoly has developed and solidified its stranglehold on the international

news market.313 When local media organisations in developing countries subscribe

and source heavily from Western wire feeds, they risk internalising the Western

frame of international crises, and consequently omitting or downplaying those

features of such crises that are salient locally.314 For instance, research on

Bangladesh’s news coverage illustrates how the “widespread Western media’s

framing of the COVID-19 crisis and climate crisis” often led to the neglect of the

salience of local media outlets.315

The economic justification of this dependency is important: it is cheaper in

many cases for developing countries to subscribe to syndicated content from

Western agencies than to support large international correspondent networks in-

house.316 This economic choice is part of the “diminishing need for foreign news

among their consumers from alternative sources”.317 The economic efficiency

and cost-effectiveness of Western wire service subscriptions make subscribing to

Western wires an information dependency of vital importance to developing

countries, resulting in homogenisation of the agenda in the news and the

prioritising of Western viewpoints. This has the side effect of marginalising local

stories, contexts and concerns and thus impairing the capability of local media to

serve their communities fully and represent their specific realities. Where the

local coverage of a local phenomenon (even of huge local significance) is not

assigned priority or framed in a certain manner by the Western agency, it is not

covered extensively or in any depth in the local media. This affects public

comprehension and even policy measures since the information available to citizens

and policymakers is filtered from outside.

Mass media and Western media content watched and read in the country

have the power to influence public opinion and frame the agenda of public

debate.318 They exercise much influence even in government policy formulation,

especially in areas of policy vacuum or rival government agenda, where media

coverage serves as key sources of official policy stance and policy idea.319  The

‘CNN Effect’ theory explains the media’s possible role in shaping foreign policy,

particularly in crisis situations of humanitarian need or the spread of disease.320

This is the idea that media portrayals in Western media can induce government

actions in poor countries, even if these actions are based on external pressure or

the need to secure outside assistance.321 In crisis humanitarian situations where

there is no existing government policy, media coverage has the potential to bring

in government intervention.322 If media in poor countries are subject to Western
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framing, then the public opinion created by that media will be the same, and that

in turn can impact government policy. If Western media frames a crisis in a poor

country negatively or highlights certain parts of it, it could pressure the local

government to respond in those areas that are in accordance with the outside

framing or else bring in assistance with some attached strings, leading to external

impact of domestic policy.

In addition, Western media’s negative depiction of Africa has been found to

impact how it is portrayed in local newspapers and can impact citizens’ self-

perceptions as well as feed into opinions that have the potential to impact domestic

policy.323 Foreign media consumption can be used to manipulate cultural

perceptions, prompting discontent with native cultures and the adoption of

Western ways of living.324

The structural deficits and challenges of independent media development

and news gathering in the Global South amplify their external dependency on

Western news organisations. Such challenges entail severe financial sustainability

challenges, in many cases resulting in reliance on outside sources.325 This

dependency, although bringing important funding, can also be problematic in

regard to editorial freedom.326 Media in these countries also tends to have serious

political risks and its journalists face physical security threats.327

Functional barriers further hamper the establishment of strong local digital

journalism. These are poor infrastructure, poor access to the internet and poor

training on digital tools, as seen in Nigerian media.328 These are barriers that

prevent local media from generating quality, original content and keeping pace

with the technologically sophisticated Western outlets. The spread of false news

and source credibility loss are seen as ongoing moral challenges in digital media

in developing nations, further complicating the media ecosystem and making it

more challenging for local media outlets to gain credibility.329

The structural weaknesses inherent to local media in the Global South,

including financial precariousness, political interference and technological deficits,

form a synergistic cycle that serves to perpetuate its reliance on Western news

wire agencies. This in turn maintains an environment in which independent,

locally focussed journalism is hard-pressed to survive, and the potential for self-

expression on the world stage is severely restricted. The financial and logistical

challenges mean that local media is not able to provide strong alternatives to

Western wire services, thus perpetuating the prevailing information dependency

and constraint on expressing its own stories.



Chapter Five

Framework of ASEAN Media: Political

Economy Perspective

In a broader perspective, the political–economic research approach elucidates the

framework of public authorities, encompassing nation-states and global governance

organisations, and integrates them (the political–economic research approach)

into the commercial sector. Furthermore, it serves to mitigate the distinction

between public and private spheres.330 Beyond merely mirroring corporate

influence on government policies, a more expansive trans-nationalisation of

political power is evident, marked by a transition from intra-national to

international class divisions, especially in the case of multinational media outlets.331

The processes of fiscal liberalisation, deregulation, privatisation and media

commercialisation have become integral components of major democracies

worldwide. These processes are closely linked to cross-media ownership and the

rise of media conglomerates.332 An in-depth analysis of these trends by political

economists allows for the deciphering of the engagements within political and

policy associations. These engagements underscore the significance of

understanding the political economy of communication.

In this study, the focus is on an empirical examination of media texts within

five ASEAN countries. Specifically, the case study encompasses Indonesia,

Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore and the Philippines. The data collection and analysis

is centred on these nations. Notably, these countries represent the largest economies

in the ASEAN region,333 as measured by Gross Domestic Product (GDP). To

clarify, these five countries are considered the leading nations in ASEAN in terms

of GDP.334
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Media in Indonesia

In Southeast Asian countries, such as Indonesia, media conglomeration has

advanced to consolidate economic power, ultimately evolving into a formidable

political force capable of influencing communication regulations. This

phenomenon extends its dominion over the regulatory framework, engaging with

the political sphere and prompting amendments to government regulations.335

According to data from the Press Council of Indonesia, various types of mass

media outlets are currently operational and active within the country. The data

from 2022 reveals a diverse media landscape, encompassing approximately “436

print publications, 368 television channels, 15 radio stations, and around 865

online media platforms”.336 The aggregate figures from various sources significantly

exceed the provided statistics. According to data from 2017, as reported by the

Press Council, there were a total of “2,000 printed media outlets, 1,166 radio

stations, 674 television channels, and 43,300 online media platforms”.337 It is

noteworthy that these numbers encompass not only news and current affairs media

but also extend to include general entertainment media outlets. Despite the

proliferation of digital media, television continues to maintain its dominance as

the most popular medium, while print newspaper circulations are experiencing a

decline. The internet has a coverage rate of approximately 76 per cent in the

country, and social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter

(now referred to as X) hold significant popularity among users.338 The Press

Council itself has acknowledged a significant deficiency in professional ethics

and practices within media companies. For instance, a mere “16% of print media

and 0.5% of online media” are deemed to meet the standards of professionalism.339

Few reports suggests that there are 12 major conglomerates active and they “own

60 televisions, 317 print media, 66 radios, and 9 online media outlets (2017).

For example, The Jawa Pos Group has 20 television, 171 print media and 1 online

media. While Kelompok Kompas Gramedia has 10 television, 12 radio, 88 print

media and 2 online media”.340

After Indonesia’s transition to democracy in 1998, numerous media

organisations emerged, facing the challenge and opportunity of navigating the

nation’s complex structure. Under President Suharto’s authoritarian regime (1966–

1998), press freedom was severely restricted.341 In the present day, the media

landscape is characterised by a dominance of television networks, both public

and private, alongside print and other mass media outlets broadcasting in multiple

languages. Indonesia, being the most populated ASEAN country with over 800

languages and dialects, presents a vast and diverse landscape, making the
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preservation of press freedom an ongoing and intricate struggle.342 The daily battle

involves respecting the diverse linguistic and cultural fabric while upholding the

principles of a free press.

Even after the introduction of democracy, press freedom is still in disarray. In

the context of legal framework, democracy ensured the end of laws promoting

censorship; however, in spite of this few topics, such as issues of religious

fundamentalism, have been challenging to cover and publish or broadcast.343 A

few laws (e.g., the Electronic Information and Transactions Law 2008) have even

been promoting potential imprisonment for online posts, and a new Penal Code

adopted in 2022 poses threats to investigative journalism due to provisions related

to blasphemy and combating “fake news”.344

The structure of Indonesia’s media has undergone minimal change over the

past decade, consistent with prevailing ownership patterns. Media houses are

predominantly owned by conglomerates that control multiple media outlets,

resulting in the dominance of a select few conglomerates.345 This ownership pattern

underscores the oligarchic nature of Indonesia’s media landscape, where a few

entities hold a commanding position. The economic environment further aligns

with the political class, and this affiliation is occasionally evident. Another

noteworthy issue pertains to the prevalence of cross-media ownership and

diversified economic interests.346 Owners of media groups also invest in various

economic and business activities, thereby expanding the economic interests of

media conglomerates. This significant aspect of the economic landscape intensifies

the political–economic inclination, primarily aimed at securing the investments

of media conglomerates by fostering a favourable environment for both political

and economic interests of the oligarchic class.347 Despite the advent of digital

media, marked differences have not been established, primarily due to its inherent

characteristics such as being a capital-intensive media ecosystem.348 The influence

of digital media is constrained by these financial requirements, contributing to

the continuation of established patterns in the media landscape.

After 1999, the Press Law No 40/1999 and the Broadcasting Law No 32/

2002 established a normative framework for media regulation, ensuring freedom

of expression and its practical implementation.349 These laws contributed to the

legal structure governing the media landscape, emphasising the importance of

free functioning within the established norms. The legislation aimed to safeguard

and regulate the media, providing guidelines for responsible and unrestricted

expression. The inherent non-media-regulating policies and laws also play a

significant role in shaping or modifying the media agenda. Laws such as the
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Electronic Transaction and Information Law, Pornography Law, Criminal Code,

as well as ambiguous definitions and arguments related to public morality have

contributed to the limitation of public opinion. This has resulted in self-censorship

among media owners and professionals.350 While various regulatory bodies such

as the Indonesian Broadcasting Commission, Press Council, Telecommunication

Regulatory Body, Business Competition Supervisory Commission and the

Ministry of Communications exist to oversee and guide media and

communication, their influence tends to align with the interests of the prevailing

political class.351 The structure of the political class is characterised by limited

space for opposition representation, resulting in a lack of a counterbalancing

force in politics, which is nearly non-existent.352 The media’s agenda often reflects

this political bias.353

Since 1986, Chinese investors have played a significant role in shaping

ownership patterns. Despite the existence of laws such as The Broadcasting Bill

No. 32/2002, designed to regulate ownership systems and restrict the concentration

of media ownership, the issue of media concentration and its political implications

is often disregarded.354 The observed trend highlights how “large media

corporations are progressively exerting control over the media, leading to a

perceived erosion of societal roles and rights”.355 Additionally, these corporations

wield the capacity to shape the political agenda of the nation.

Prior studies indicate that in post-authoritarian Indonesia, the configuration

of media ownership exhibits limited alteration. However, local media corporations

and their corresponding roles in the political and economic spheres have

transcended the local level, extending their influence nationally and even

establishing a presence in other regions. This hegemonic condition of cross-media

ownership and conglomerates is exploited as a means for “the proliferation of

money politics at the national, regional, and local levels”. A pertinent illustration

of this phenomenon is discernible in the 2004 and 2009 national presidential

campaigns, where Surya Paloh356 and Aburizal Bakrie357 utilised their media outlets

to further their political interests.

Media in Malaysia

In Malaysia, the television and video market currently constitutes the largest

segment, accounting for over 42 per cent of total revenue.358 The television segment

comprises state-owned and private networks and pay TV platforms as well.

However, there is a noteworthy shift anticipated in the near future, with the

digital media sector poised for rapid growth in the coming years. It is projected
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that this sector may substantially increase its market share, potentially reaching

around 17.92 per cent of the total revenue by the year 2028.359 The revelation of

this data comes as no surprise when considering the statistics on internet

penetration, encompassing an impressive 96.8 per cent360 of the entire population.

The state-owned “Radio Television Malaysia (RTM) operates two main TV

networks”.361 Private radio stations broadcast in various languages like Malay,

Tamil, Chinese and English. 362

In Malaysia, there is a diverse array of print publications, encompassing a

variety of newspapers and magazines. The present condition of the print media

industry appears to be on a downward trajectory, particularly following the advent

of digital media, which has precipitated a shift in media consumption habits.363

According to a survey, approximately 19 per cent of individuals derive their news

from print media sources.364 This specific sector, comprising print newspapers

and magazines, accounts for approximately 8 per cent of the total revenue within

the broader media market.365

When examining media ownership in Malaysia, it becomes evident that it is

notably concentrated within the control of a limited number of conglomerates.

For several years, Media Prima has held the position as the predominant

conglomerate, overseeing the largest terrestrial broadcasting network in the

country.366 This conglomerate wields substantial influence over the media

landscape of the country. An important consideration lies in the absence of anti-

monopoly laws regulating media ownership concentration, thereby permitting

conglomerates such as Media Prima to procure controlling stakes in diverse media

outlets.367 Despite this, the “government uses its control over the licensing system

to ensure pro-government editorial policies, though establishing online media

outlet is much easier as long as it does not cross the implicit red lines dictated by

the government”.368

Malaysia adheres to a system of parliamentary democracy with constitutional

monarchy. This political framework facilitates the operation of a democratic system,

wherein the federal structure can effectively operate.369 “The right to freedom of

expression in Malaysia is guaranteed under Article 10 Federal Constitution….

Although the enjoyment of one’s freedom of expression may be restricted, such

restrictions must always be grounded in law, and necessary and proportionately

enforced to achieve legitimate aims”.370

In the realm of media, this nation boasts of a historical backdrop marked by

media regulation via legislation and consolidated ownership, affording the
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government the capacity to regulate information disseminated through mass

media.371 The government has historically employed a range of legislative measures

to impede the unrestricted flow of information and opinions. Instruments such

as the Printing Press Act and the Broadcasting Act serve to curtail political discourse

by proscribing critical content directed at the government.372 Moreover, laws

pertaining to sedition and defamation equip authorities with the means to shield

political figures from unfettered and critical public discourse. In addition to this,

“The Internal Security Act and Official Secrets Act enable authorities to detain

individuals accused of disrupting national harmony without trial”.373 It has come

to light many times that mainstream media in Malaysia lacks space for citizens to

engage in political discourse, pushing opposition and dissenting voices to create

an alternative media.374

The media ecosystem in Malaysia has been shaped significantly by political

and economic interests. This makes it an ideal subject for researchers aiming to

analyse media narratives from the perspective of political economy. The impact

of these political and economic influences on the media is notably reflected in

both the quality of media content and the degree of diversity within it.375 Mass

media has solidified its presence in Malaysia, acting as a catalyst for the processes

of modernisation and socioeconomic development. Additionally, the media’s

influence has played a pivotal role in prompting changes to economic policies

within the political sphere.376

The political sphere has consistently emphasized the imperative for the media

to operate within the framework of national development, underscoring the

necessity of directing media practices toward the fulfillment of their social

responsibilities.377,378 Several studies have attempted to explore the connection

between the concept of ‘guiding the media’ and the promotion of positive coverage

of government initiatives.379 This is attributed to the inclination of the political

class, as their desire to guide media has, over time, evolved into fostering a

compliant media that serves their interests. In limiting the role of media in

disseminating information about the opposing political narrative, the struggles

of political opposition, citizens and civil society are exacerbated.380 This restriction,

aimed at moulding the media into a compliant entity, results in a populace that

lacks pertinent information crucial for active participation in democratic processes

such as elections. Political processes have been trying to ensure for a submissive

media against political interests through stringent laws,381 which is further reflected

in the pattern of media ownership.382 The concentration of media ownership
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seems to have a close association with the ruling class or individuals sympathetic

to those in power383 and especially to the largest conglomerate.384

Media in Thailand

In Thailand, despite stringent regulations governing the media landscape,

numerous news outlets operate within the country.385 These encompass traditional

print publications, such as newspapers, and conventional electronic news channels,

like television and radio. Notably, the contemporary landscape is marked by an

increasing prominence of digital media, which appears to be more prevalent and

omnipresent in Thailand.

In Thailand, a total of at least 45 television channels operate, encompassing

both terrestrial and digital platforms.386 Notably, approximately six of these

channels are directly affiliated with either the military or the government, classifying

them as public broadcasters.387 Additionally, about seven channels are specifically

dedicated to news broadcasting, functioning as news channels. In addition to

these aforementioned channels, Thailand boasts of a multitude of cable and satellite

channels, particularly dedicated to sports, entertainment, movies, lifestyle and

other genres. Studies shows that television penetration rate in Thailand is more

than 75 per cent right now and the expected revenue generation was around

US$2.36bn in 2024.388

Radio stands out as a prominent mass media platform in Thailand, primarily

focussing on lifestyle matters and entertainment. The country boasts of a diverse

array of both private and public radio stations. For instance, Radio Thailand, as

the public radio representative, operates six FM national radio stations and 65

FM provincial radio stations.389 An alternative source suggests the presence of

approximately 11 online-listed news radio stations originating from Thailand,390

although these figures may exhibit variations due to the absence of official data

on specific dates.391

In terms of newspapers, Thailand boasts of approximately 20 daily publications

in diverse languages such as Thai and English.392 The historical roots of newspapers

in Thailand trace back to the 19th century, with the initiation of print media

dating back to 1844.393 Despite the evolution of media landscapes, newspapers

continue to play a pivotal role in shaping public discourse and disseminating

information among the populace. Data on readership patterns indicate that roughly

17 per cent of the population opts for traditional print newspapers and magazines

as their primary source of information.394 Notably, 75 per cent of individuals
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belonging to the older demographic, aged 76 years and above, prefer consuming

information through printed newspapers. In stark contrast, only 16.7 per cent of

the younger Generation Z, aged 23 years and below, engage with printed

newspapers in Thailand.395

Digital platforms are evidently supplanting traditional counterparts. A recent

survey reveals a substantial shift, indicating that “36.6% of individuals in Bangkok

and its surrounding areas who traditionally consumed newspapers now engage

with online newspaper content”.396 This trend aligns with broader developments,

exemplified by the fact that, as of the beginning of 2023, Thailand boasts of a

noteworthy 61.21 million internet users, constituting an impressive 85.3 per cent

penetration rate.397 It is noteworthy, however, that this landscape is dynamic and

subject to change with the emergence of new technologies and platforms.

Thailand identifies itself as a nation adhering to a parliamentary democracy

framework coupled with a constitutional monarchy, wherein the king assumes

the role of the head of state.398 Throughout its democratic evolution, Thailand

has experienced a history marked by numerous coups, comprising 12 successful

instances and numerous attempted ones.399 This has led to the notable prominence

and ubiquity of the military’s role in the nation’s affairs. The military perceives

itself as “organizations in security with capabilities in defending and protecting

the monarchy with modern and effective organization deserved of the people and

friendly countries confidence”.400 It is readily apparent that the military maintains

a robust alignment with the monarchy and its vested interests.

In the recent parliamentary election in May 2023, the Move Forward Party

and its alliance came out on top in terms of the popular vote.401 They promised

to bring in democratic changes in response to the influence of the monarch–

military partnership. Even though they won in the polls, the leader of the victorious

alliance, Pita Limjaroenrat, faced challenges in gathering enough support for a

majority vote during the joint session of the House of Representatives and the

Upper House (Senate). In the Upper House, which mainly consisted of

conservative senators appointed by the military, there was a noticeable hesitation

to back Pita, leading to the inability to reach a majority consensus.402 Many have

viewed this as a setback for the growing democratic movement in Thailand. After

several twists and turns in the political landscape, a government was eventually

established.403 However, it heavily relied on the support of political factions aligned

with the military. As a result, the Move Forward Party found itself playing a more

passive role, highlighting a compromise compelled by the backing of military-

affiliated groups.404
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The government and the military exert control over the entire national

terrestrial television network, as well as numerous radio networks. The ownership

pattern for the print media is largely privately-run, with a handful of Thai-language

dailies accounting for most newspaper sales.405 Today, “almost all the newspapers

are owned by private companies, some of which listed in the stock market.

Broadcast media, on the other hand, is entirely owned by the state in accordance

with the Radio and Television Act of 1955 although most of them were leased to

private operators on short-term contractual basis or in the form of long-term

concession”.406 The 1997 constitution facilitated the transformation of Thai media

from a government-oriented entity to a market-oriented private enterprise. This

transition was realised through shifts in media ownership patterns and the dynamic

interplay between media owners and political leaders. Central to this framework

is the influence of the monarch–military hegemony, which has championed

nationalism.407 Consequently, the media has evolved into a promoter of official

nationalism, serving as a novel avenue for endorsing political agendas and shaping

public perception.

Thailand stands out as a prominent illustration of the intricate interplay

among politics, economics and power dynamics, wherein the media and

communication systems have undergone sustained influence over an extended

period. Following the constitutional reforms implemented in 1997, a process was

initiated to establish a new regulatory regime. This initiative aimed to ensure

greater “public oversight of telecoms and broadcasting”.408 Over time, however,

concerns have surfaced regarding the repercussions of these reforms, posing

challenges to various state agencies, including the military. This is because “new

private monopolies”409 are progressively supplanting established entities, especially

in terms of ‘propagation of desired narrative’. Despite periods of direct monarchy

and military junta rule, Thailand has experienced intermittent episodes of elected

democratic governance and influential leadership. Even during these democratic

phases, the elected government succumbed to the temptation of suppressing free

media, as exemplified during the prime ministership of Thaksin Shinawatra (2001–

2006). The media was “pushed to support the government in return for economic

rewards…. They were targeted for intimidation, harassment, closure and

censorship”.410 Following the Thaksin government, the subsequent military regime

imposed unreasonable demands concerning media coverage and introduced

punitive measures, leading to the closure of several media outlets. Thaksin

Shinawatra initially possessed the cable television and satellite channels during

his time. Subsequently, he leveraged the state apparatus to enforce the Anti-Money



64 o Strategic Communication, Manufacturing of Narratives and India–ASEAN Relations

Laundering Office, intimidating reporters and imposing restrictions on foreign

journalists.411 Aven till date, an examination of the ownership structure of public

broadcasters reveals a notable trend, with several government ministries, including

the military, holding ownership stakes in TV channels.

Thai media landscape is quite polarised, where the mainstream media or

most popular media “toe the government line”.412 Media outlets with the ambition

of propagating an alternative point of view may face “harassment by the

authorities”.413 Although “the media are free to criticize government policies and

cover instances of corruption and human rights abuses”414 beyond these controlled

networks, there is a discernible tendency towards self-censorship in the creation

of media content, particularly concerning matters related to the royal family, the

military, the judiciary and other sensitive issues. This self-censorship is partly

attributed to the existence of a “strict ‘lese majeste’ law, which prohibits media

from reporting anything that could be deemed critical of the royal family”.415

This law has a provision for a 15-year sentence if any journalist goes against it.416

“According to Reporters without Borders (RSF), defamation and cybercrime laws

are systematically used in Thailand to harass journalists, and the government also

has the power to suspend the licences of media outlets that threaten ‘public

decency’”.417

Media in Singapore

Recent trends in Singapore suggest a shift in the political landscape, exerting

control over opposition activities and media outlets. This development has led

opposition politicians to exercise caution in their expressions. Another noteworthy

concern pertains to the mainstream media, which appears to lean favourably

towards the ruling powers. This inclination raises queries regarding regulatory

measures directed at alternative media, “limiting their independence and financial

viability, with the government justifying restrictions”.418

Singapore boasts of a rich and illustrious history in the realm of press,

exemplified by the enduring legacy of the prominent newspaper, The Straits Times,

which was established during the early colonial era around 1824. “Originally

named The Straits Times and Journal of Commerce (ST), the publication was directed

towards a relatively modest yet expanding European community in Singapore,

eager for updates pertaining to their home countries”.419 As of today, approximately

842,000 copies of newspapers420 are circulated daily in Singapore through more

than 16 active newspaper publications, 421 primarily in four languages: English,

Mandarin Chinese, Malay and Tamil.
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Television broadcasting in Singapore commenced in 1963.422 Presently, the

public broadcaster Mediacorp is the sole entity that owns and operates all six free-

to-air terrestrial local television channels.423 These channels predominantly

broadcast content in the four official languages: Malay, Chinese, Tamil and

English.424,425 Despite restrictions on private television channels within the country,

several are permitted to broadcast, and individuals have the liberty to access content

from foreign television channels.426

Radio broadcasting commenced in Singapore in 1924 through amateur radio

stations, subsequently evolving with the involvement of commercial entities.427

Recognising the potential of this mass media, colonial rulers assumed control

and nationalised radio broadcasts.428 Today, public broadcaster (Mediacorp) radio

stations attract 3.7 million people weekly, representing 88 per cent of total adults.

The average engagement per week is close to 13 hours per listener.429 Digital

Radio is another added trend, which has become a popular streak, especially

among the youth430 because Singapore ranks among the leading nations globally

in terms of internet usage, boasting a penetration percentage of nearly 97 per

cent.431 “Singaporeans’ top three internet uses are all connected to keeping up

with current events and learning new things, whether local or global news or

researching a subject of personal interest. Singaporeans use the internet for various

purposes, with 64.8% utilizing it to seek information, 57.2% to stay updated on

local news, and 54.8% for researching how to perform various tasks”.432

The Constitution of the Republic of Singapore, as stipulated in Article 14(1),

affirms the entitlement of Singaporean citizens to “the rights to freedom of speech

and expression, peaceful assembly without arms, and association”.433 However, a

point of contention arises due to the constraints imposed, rendering this ‘right to

freedom’ considerably circumscribed and subject to the discretion of the

government or ruling class. Another sub section of Article 14 describes the

restriction of these rights, which is ‘necessary or expedient in the interest’ of the

grounds. The rational of this is the security of the nation, maintenance of public

order, morality (freedom of speech and freedom of association) and friendly

relations with other countries (freedom of speech only). Even the judiciary has

decided that the Parliament has “an extremely wide discretionary power and remit

that permits a multifarious and multifaceted approach towards achieving any of

the purposes specified in Art 14(2) of the Constitution”.434 In recent times, efforts

to combat the proliferation of fake news have resulted in the enactment of new

laws, exacerbating the decline of press freedom. These laws, which were
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implemented in October 2019, empower authorities to suppress press freedom

and impose restrictions on social media.435

In addition to this, various laws and provisions have been instituted, both

directly and indirectly, to exert control over journalistic practices. An example is

the ‘sedition law’, which bears remnants of the colonial era.436 This legislation

revolves around the concept of ‘ill-will and hostility’ towards the government,

rendering such sentiments punishable by imprisonment. Despite the amendments

introduced through the Sedition (Repeal) Act of 2021, it still contains provisions

that target the “publication or circulation of material with the intent to incite any

class of persons to commit an offense against another class of persons”.437 In

simpler terms, this grants the government discretionary power to enforce the law.

Since the adoption of this law, the government can also “correct” online content

if it deems it to be “false” or decides that it must “prevent a diminution of public

confidence in (...) the government”.438,439

In the context of this constrained media landscape, two prominent entities

emerge as major players. The first is the Singapore Press Holdings, intricately

associated with the ruling party and exercising a near-monopoly over the

press.440,441 The second is Mediacorp, a media group essentially under the

ownership of a state investment agency. These influential media conglomerates

exert a pervasive influence across all forms of mass media, extending to online

platforms.442

The established framework governing the operation of media has existed

within a notably constrained constitutional structure. The stance taken by the

political class reflects a preference for a ‘guided press’,443 one that conforms to the

government’s interpretation of pertinent issues. This approach has been

accompanied by official measures and penalties, ranging from the withholding of

advertising to the prolonged incarceration of certain defiant newspaper

professionals in instances perceived as hostile. Some Western observers identify a

“regulatory arsenal that empowers the government to intervene directly in the

selection of board members and editors for prominent media establishments,

mandating alignment with the government’s stance”.444

It is abundantly clear that Singapore maintains a comprehensive regulatory

framework that extends to both offline and online news platforms. This regulation

is primarily facilitated through The Newspaper and Printing Presses Act, which

employs a licensing system for newspaper companies.445 In the realm of television

and radio, the Broadcasting Act (1979) oversees the licensing of broadcasting
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services and extends its regulatory scope to internet content providers,

encompassing online news sites. Moreover, the domination of one-party (People’s

Action Party) rule in Singapore has given rise to a distinctive ecosystem within

the realm of the political economy of media. Previous studies and surveys suggest

a prevalence of a dearth of critical content, indicating a tendency towards self-

censorship in both private and public media spheres.446 Even the ownership pattern

of mass media is largely linked with government companies.447 Digital media

platforms have made their space during last few years, but the litigations and

closure/blocking of a few prominent private media outlets (States Times Review,448

The Online Citizen,449 etc.) have given rise to apprehensions. The ownership

structure of mass media is predominantly associated with government entities.

Although digital media platforms have gained prominence in recent years, legal

disputes and the closure or blocking of certain prominent private media outlets,

such as States Times Review450 and The Online Citizen,451 have fuelled concerns.

In Singapore, the normative structure of governance and its institutional power

play a pivotal role in shaping the media system and guiding the activities of media

practitioners. The established political structure in this nation has created an

environment that suppressesthe unfettered functioning of media content

production.452 Moreover, it significantly influences the professional values imposed

by the political–economic framework, 453 thereby leading to the legitimisation of

self-censorship in media content and the endorsement of the ruling dispensation.

Since gaining independence, Singapore, under the leadership of the People’s Action

Party (PAP) and its enduring super-majority, has possessed the authority to shape

and reshape the political–economic landscape through executive decisions and

the ability to amend the constitution at its discretion.454 This authority has

inevitably manifested in the ownership patterns of the media and the factors

influencing them.

Media in the Philippines

The Philippines experienced a significant period in the first half of 2020 amidst

the challenges posed by the Covid-19 pandemic. During this time, the president

made concerted efforts to stifle the media through various means, including threats,

insults and legal actions targeting journalists and media organisations.455 Notably,

ABS-CBN, a major media outlet, was compelled to cease its operations. The

suppression of media was exacerbated under the guise of the ‘new anti-terror law’,

anti-fake news initiatives/guidelines and measures taken to curb the spread of the

pandemic.456 During an era marked by pronounced media suppression, the



68 o Strategic Communication, Manufacturing of Narratives and India–ASEAN Relations

consequences have manifested in the form of a compromised media landscape.

Consequently, mainstream news outlets have experienced a notable erosion of

trust among the masses.457 This decline in trustworthiness has been consistently

observed in various international surveys, such as the Digital News Report.458

“Radio and TV are the most popular media and, of these, the gigantic GMA-7

television network has an audience share of nearly 50%. Its main competitor, the

ABS-CBN network, was stripped of its franchise in 2020 but continues to broadcast

online, where its presence is growing”.459

The waning influence of traditional print media is evident when juxtaposed

with the burgeoning prominence of electronic and digital platforms, wherein

television stands as the predominant source of information at a global scale.460

Particularly in rural locales, the regional press and radio persist as the favoured

means of communication, steadfastly maintaining their pre-eminence despite the

pervasive impact of the digital revolution.461 According to the available data,

approximately 22 per cent of Filipinos rely on newspapers as their primary source

of news, while the majority (55 per cent) prefer online platforms for news

consumption.462 “The Philippine Daily Inquirer remains the preeminent newspaper,

now propelled by its digital iteration. In contrast, formerly dominant regional

newspapers like the Sunstar Baguio and the Visayan Daily Star find themselves

grappling for survival in the absence of a robust online presence”.463 The pervasive

influence of commercialisation and political motivations casts a looming shadow

upon the pristine principles of journalistic ethics and public service.464 Despite

these challenges, a noteworthy trend of growth has emerged within community

newspapering, marked by the emergence of new publications and the expansion

of existing ones.

In the context of the Philippines, television stands out as the preeminent and

highly relied-upon conduit for political information, garnering a substantial 58

per cent trust rating.465 In 2016, the Philippines boasted of a diverse landscape of

more than 400 television stations, predominantly controlled by three major media

conglomerates.466 Following the cessation of operations at ABS-CBN, concerns

arose regarding the vulnerability of the media sector to potential attacks. This

perception was fuelled by allegations of political vendetta against ABS-CBN, which

had faced verbal assaults and accusations of during the 2016 campaign, giving

rise to concerns regarding bias within the media. As stipulated by regulations, all

television franchises necessitate government approval, chiefly from the House of

Representatives, and oversight by the National Telecommunications
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Commission.467 Furthermore, certain religious entities, such as religious

organisations, have procured or established their own television stations.468

The 1987 Constitution of the Philippines guarantees freedom of expression

and aims to establish a seamless working environment for the press.469 However,

since the implementation of this constitution, there has been increasing

apprehension about the political and economic structure of the media system.

Issues such as state apparatus involvement, litigation and defamation cases against

media practitioners and media houses have become significant points of concern.470

Recent political changes have offered a glimmer of hope, yet challenges persist.

Critically, “the government employs laws related to media ownership and taxation

to intimidate critical media outlets, such as the Rappler site”.471

Since the introduction of presidential democracy in 1987, the Philippines

has experienced a notable surge in the influence wielded by economic elites,

business entities, media proprietors and politically influential figures on the

functioning of the state.472 This transformation has shaped the Philippines into a

‘business-friendly’ ecosystem, affording considerable leverage to these influential

entities for fostering economic growth within the private sector. In the post-

authoritarian era that began in 1987, a policymaking framework gradually

emerged, pledging to usher in economic prosperity. However, this prosperity seems

to have been confined predominantly to urban-centred growth, with a distinct

emphasis on the sustained dominance of economic elites in the realm of governance

through policymaking.473 This political economic ecosystem constructed a media

landscape, which has been the enduring ‘cozy relationship’ between media owners

and political elites. As the political structure in the Philippines transitioned from

martial law to democracy, new economic players emerged in the media market.

This evolving political landscape served as the foundation for what is described as

a ‘cozy relationship’.474 Despite the overthrow of the dictatorship, the transition

to a democratic system and the advent of new media did not “ensure journalistic

professionalism; instead, economic constraints replaced previous political

censorship”.475 Another influential factor has been the impact of economic

considerations on Philippine media outlets. The aforementioned event represents

a noteworthy shift in the media landscape of the country, giving rise to an increased

prevalence of “sensationalism and provocation”476 within media content. The

issue is also connected to disparities in revenue distribution from advertisers,

especially in the case of political advertisement.477



Chapter Six

India in ASEAN Media: Study of Indonesia,

Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore and the

Philippines

India in ASEAN Media: Study of Indonesia

The production of news about foreign nations operates as an exercise in strategic

narrative formation, where media outlets function as key actors in shaping

discursive realities that influence both public perception and geopolitical

positioning. This study examines how three prominent Indonesian English-

language publications, The Jakarta Post, Tempo and Indonesia expat, construct

narratives about India through selective prioritisation, sourcing and affective

framing of news items in their online editions between May and October 2023.

Analysing 81 news articles, the research investigates the mechanisms through

which these newspapers deploy strategic communication to reinforce, contest or

negotiate India’s image within Indonesia’s mediascape. Central to this enquiry is

the interplay between headlines and lead paragraphs, a critical site where the

narrative intentionality becomes most visible. Headlines, as compressed discursive

acts, establish initial cognitive frames, while introductory segments either amplify

or recalibrate their implied meanings. By assessing their congruence in tone and

messaging, this study reveals how narrative coherence (or its deliberate disruption)

serves strategic ends, whether in cultivating particular audience attitudes or aligning

with broader editorial stances. Furthermore, the analysis traces the provenance of

information sources, probing how reliance on certain actors, governmental,

institutional or independent, shapes narrative authority and legitimacy.
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Table 3: Indonesia’s Top News Categories Related to India

Category of News Topic Wise Number of News Items Percentage

Domestic Politics 3 03.70%

Terrorism/Law & Order 2 02.46%

Global Economy and India 9 11.11%

India’s Economy 15 18.51%

Bilateral Relations 20 24.69%

Geopolitics and India 15 18.51%

Climate Disaster 4 04.93%

Governance/Accident 5 06.17%

Science and Technology 6 07.40%

Cultural/Miscellaneous 2 02.46%

Total 81 100%

Table 4: Indonesia’s Top Five News Categories Related to India

Bilateral Relations 20 24.69%

India’s Economy 15 18.51%

Geopolitics and India 15 18.51%

Global Economy and India 9 11.11%

Science And Technology 6 07.40%

Governance/Accident 5 06.17%

A comprehensive analysis of news coverage across three major Indonesian

newspapers from May 1 to October 31, 2023, reveals significant editorial patterns

in the portrayal of India. These patterns suggest that Indonesian media prioritise

international relations, economic developments and geopolitical considerations

over India’s domestic socio-political and cultural aspects. Out of the 81 news

items analysed, only 3.70 per cent focussed on India’s domestic politics, while

terrorism, law enforcement and cultural or miscellaneous news received even lower

coverage at 2.46 per cent  each. This limited attention to internal political affairs

indicates that Indonesian media does not see India’s internal dynamics as

immediately relevant to their readership. Instead, bilateral relations dominated

the coverage with 24.69 per cent , highlighting diplomatic interactions, trade

agreements and strategic partnerships, topics that have direct implications for

Indonesia’s own economic and geopolitical interests. News about India’s economy

and its role in geopolitics each constituted 18.51 per cent of the total coverage,

reflecting an acknowledgment of India’s growing influence as a global economic
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and strategic power. An additional 11.11 per cent of news reports connected

India’s economy to global trends, illustrating how India’s financial policies,

industrial growth and market behaviours contribute to global economic shifts.

Science and technology in India accounted for 7.40 per cent of the news, signalling

moderate interest in India’s innovations and technological advancements, while

governance and accidents formed 6.17 per cent of the coverage, demonstrating

some level of attention to India’s public administration and crisis management

but not as a major focus area (Table 3).

A deeper analysis reveals that this editorial strategy is not merely a reflection

of neutral journalistic priorities but is embedded within a larger political and

economic media structure. The prioritisation of bilateral relations (24.69 per

cent) over domestic politics (3.70 per cent) suggests that Indonesian media’s

coverage is driven by national interest considerations rather than purely objective

assessments of newsworthiness. The relatively high emphasis on India’s economy

and geopolitics (both at 18.51 per cent) supports the idea that Indonesian media

recognises India’s growing influence and views it through the lens of regional

cooperation and strategic partnerships. News items on India’s integration into

the global economy (11.11 per cent) further emphasise this perception,

highlighting India’s role in shaping worldwide financial trends and supply chain

dynamics. Meanwhile, the moderate focus on science and technology (7.40 per

cent) reflects an interest in India’s digital transformation, technological

advancements and innovation-driven economy, elements that could serve as models

or points of cooperation for Indonesia’s own development (Table 4).

Analysing the Source of India-Related News in Indonesian Media

Table 5: News Source Analysis (Indonesia)

Total news items 81 100%

News coverage by in-house reporters/news desk/editorial/op-eds 30 37.03%

News coverage by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 51 62.96%

The data in Table 5 suggests that out of a total of 81 news items, 30 articles

(37.03 per cent) were produced by in-house journalists, including newsroom

staff, editorial pieces and opinion columns. Whereas 51 news items (62.96 per

cent) were sourced from international agencies, national agencies, freelancers or

external contributors. This breakdown highlights a critical reliance on external

sources for India-related news, leading to multiple implications concerning

editorial control, framing and public perception of India in Indonesia.
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One of the key findings from the data is the relatively low proportion of in-

house reporting on India (37.03 per cent). Indonesian newsrooms appear to

produce limited first-hand coverage of India, relying instead on reports from

international or national agencies. This raises concerns about the depth and

contextual understanding of India-related issues, as reports produced externally

may not align with Indonesian perspectives, priorities or regional interests.

An analysis of the 81 news items from three Indonesian newspapers reveals

that 31 articles (38.27 per cent) express positive sentiments about India,

highlighting its strengths in economic growth, bilateral relations and global

influence. The positive coverage suggests that India’s strategic partnerships and

economic engagements are being noticed favourably in Indonesian media.

Table 6: Sentiment Analysis of Positive News (Indonesia)

Positive news articles out of a total of 81 news articles 31 38.27%

Positive stories by in-house reporters/news desk/opinion 18 58.06%

Positive stories by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 13 41.93%

Table 7: Sentiment Analysis of Negative News (Indonesia)

Negative news articles out of a total of 81 news articles 22 27.16%

Negative stories by in-house reporters/news desk/opinion 6 27.27%

Negative stories by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 16 72.72%

Analysis of the 81 news items in this study reveals that 31 articles, accounting

for 38.27 per cent  of the total, portray India in a positive light (Table 6). A

significant portion of this favourable representation, 18 articles, or 58.06 per

cent, originates from Indonesian media organisations, indicating an editorial

preference within these outlets to highlight positive aspects of India. This suggests

a possible strategic approach in media framing, potentially influenced by factors

such as strengthening India–Indonesia bilateral relations, fostering economic and

cultural cooperation or aligning with broader regional geopolitical considerations.

However, the data itself does not explicitly confirm such motivations, necessitating

further qualitative exploration of editorial policies and decision-making processes.

Conversely, 13 of the positive articles, comprising 41.93 per cent of the total

favourable coverage, are sourced from external entities, predominantly Western-

based news agencies. This suggests that global media narratives, largely shaped by

Western journalistic perspectives, also play a substantial role in constructing India’s

image in Indonesia. The reliance on international sources for a considerable portion



74 o Strategic Communication, Manufacturing of Narratives and India–ASEAN Relations

of the positive coverage reflects the transnational nature of media influence, where

external factors contribute significantly to shaping public perceptions within local

media ecosystems.

The division between domestically produced and externally sourced content

highlights a dual dynamic in media representation. On one hand, Indonesian

media outlets actively generate positive narratives about India, potentially as part

of a localised editorial agenda that reflects domestic interests or regional diplomatic

alignments. On the other hand, nearly half of the positive portrayal is shaped by

global narratives, primarily Western-centric, which permeate Indonesian media

discourse through syndicated reports and international collaborations. This

interplay between localised editorial agency and transnational media flows

underscores the complex and multifaceted nature of India’s representation in

Indonesian media. It also raises critical questions about the broader implications

of media ownership, agenda-setting and geopolitical influences in shaping public

discourse on international relations.

A comprehensive analysis of the 81 news articles reveals that 22 of them, or

27.16 per cent, portray India in a critical or negative light (Table 7). These

narratives originate from two principal sources: internal contributors within media

organisations and external entities such as international news agencies, national

agencies, freelancers and independent journalists. Among the 22 critical articles,

only 6 (27.16 per cent) were generated by internal media professionals, including

staff journalists, newsroom personnel, desk editors and editorial staff. These

individuals engage in original reporting and analysis, crafting narratives based on

their own research and editorial oversight. In contrast, the majority, 16 articles

(72.72 per cent), were produced by external sources, emphasising the dominant

role of internationally sourced perspectives in shaping India’s media portrayal.

This distribution underscores a critical aspect of media representation,

highlighting the disproportionate influence of external actors in framing India’s

global image. The critical coverage largely focusses on economic performance,

bilateral relations and India’s international standing. Economic narratives often

juxtapose India’s rapid ascent, such as its emergence as the world’s fifth-largest

economy (now fourth largest) after surpassing the United Kingdom in 2022,

with concerns about macroeconomic vulnerabilities, including inflation and fiscal

challenges.478 Similarly, bilateral relations are frequently analysed through the

lens of regional power dynamics and global diplomatic engagements. One example

is India’s strategic partnership with Indonesia, a relationship built on shared
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interests in trade, maritime security and regional stability within the Indo–Pacific

framework. While the data does not explicitly specify this bilateral equation, it

remains relevant within the broader context of geopolitical discourse. The pre-

eminence of external sources in shaping critical perspectives on India raises

pertinent questions about the objectivity and balance of international media

narratives. It suggests that global discourse surrounding India may not solely

reflect neutral journalistic assessments but could also be influenced by broader

geopolitical interests and power structures. The extent to which external media

actors contribute to shaping perceptions of India underscores the complexities of

international news dissemination, where narratives are often filtered through

external lenses.

Table 8: Sentiment Analysis of Apprehensive and Neutral News (Indonesia)

Number of apprehensive news items of a total of 81 news items 13 16.04%

Number of neutral news items of a total of 81 news items 15 18.51%

The reviewed news items state that approximately 16 per cent (16.04 per

cent) of the collected news items exhibit an apprehensive nature (Table 8). This

means that these headlines are crafted in a way that stir feelings of uncertainty or

anxiety among readers, a tactic often employed to capture attention in a crowded

media landscape. This apprehensive quality is typically achieved through two

main strategies: sensationalism and ambiguity. Sensationalism involves the use of

exaggerated, dramatic or alarming language to create a sense of urgency, compelling

the audience to engage with the story out of concern or shock. Ambiguity, on the

other hand, relies on withholding critical details, leaving readers curious or uneasy

and prompting them to delve deeper into the article for clarity. Among the 81

news articles, more than 18 per cent (18.51 per cent) of news headlines are neutral

in tone (Table 8). These neutral headlines stand apart from those that are positive,

negative or apprehensive as they focus solely on delivering information without

leaning toward any particular emotional appeal. They are straightforward and

factual, designed to inform rather than to provoke a strong emotional response or

sway the reader’s sentiment in any direction. This comparison suggests a deliberate

variation in journalistic approaches, where some news items prioritise emotional

engagement to hook the audience, while others adopt a more detached, informative

stance, possibly to maintain credibility or cater to an audience seeking

unembellished facts. Together these statistics and explanations shed light on the

diverse strategies news outlets use to communicate with their readership, balancing

emotional impact with neutrality depending on their goals.
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Decoding India–Indonesia News Coverage: Priorities and Reasons

Empirical data from the study highlights a significant prominence in news coverage

of bilateral engagements between India and Indonesia (24.69 per cent), closely

followed by Indian economy and India’s foreign policy and geopolitical news

(both at 18.15 per cent) and India’s integration with the global economy (11.11

per cent). This pattern of news prioritisation can be theoretically decoded through

several lenses within international relations and communication studies. Firstly,

the prominence of bilateral relations aligns with realist perspectives in international

relations, which emphasise the state as the primary actor and bilateral interactions

as crucial for pursuing national interests. News outlets, often reflecting the

dominant foreign policy narratives of their respective nations, would naturally

highlight diplomatic activities, agreements and potential areas of cooperation or

contention between two significant regional powers like India and Indonesia.

This focus is further amplified by the ‘gatekeeping’ theory in media studies,

suggesting that news editor’s prioritise stories that are deemed relevant to their

national audience, and stories about bilateral relations that directly impact their

state’s national interests, security and economic well-being.

The substantial coverage of the Indian economy and India’s integration with

the global economy resonates with the increasing interconnectedness highlighted

by globalisation theories. News concerning India’s economic performance, trade

relations, investment flows and participation in the global economic system are

vital for both domestic and international audiences interested in economic

opportunities and risks. This aligns with the market-driven approach to news,

where economic news is considered high-value due to its direct impact on

businesses, consumers and national development. Furthermore, from a neoliberal

institutionalist perspective, the focus on economic integration reflects the

importance of international institutions and agreements in fostering cooperation

and interdependence, making news related to these aspects inherently significant.

Additionally, the equal weight given to India’s foreign policy and geopolitical

news underscores the strategic importance of both nations in the Indo–Pacific

region. This can be explained through the lens of geopolitical theories, which

emphasise the influence of geography and power dynamics on international

relations.

The interconnectedness of these news categories is evident. Bilateral

engagements often have direct implications on economic relations, foreign policy

alignments and the degree of integration with the global economy. For instance,
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agreements on trade and investment directly link bilateral relations with economic

news.

India and Indonesia in the News: Bilateralism, Economy, Geopolitics

and Global Integration

The observed pattern in news coverage concerning India and Indonesia, with

bilateral engagements leading at 24.69 per cent, followed by Indian economy and

India’s foreign policy and geopolitics (both at 18.15 per cent) and India’s integration

with the global economy (11.11 per cent), offers a rich ground for theoretical

analysis within the fields of international relations, political economy and

communication studies (Table 9). This prioritisation is not arbitrary but rather a

reflection of the intricate and increasingly significant relationship between these

two major players in the Global South and the Indo–Pacific region.

Table 9: India’s News in Indonesia: Key Focus Areas and Drivers

Category Percentage Potential Drivers

Bilateral relations between 24.69% Historical ties, strategic partnerships, trade,
India–Indonesia security cooperation, public diplomacy

Indian economy 18.15% Economic impact, trade opportunities,
investment, business interests

India’s foreign policy & geopolitical news 18.15% Regional dynamics, Indo–Pacific strategy,
geopolitical implications for Indonesia

India’s relation with the global economy 11.11% Broader global role, less immediate
relevance, abstract nature

From an international relations (IR) perspective, the dominance of bilateral

news strongly supports the enduring relevance of state-centric realism.479. Realism

posits that states are the primary actors in the international system, driven by

national interests, primarily survival and power maximisation. Bilateral relations,

therefore, become the fundamental arena for pursuing these interests through

diplomacy, negotiation and the formation of alliances or strategic partnerships.

The high news coverage of India–Indonesia bilateral engagements signifies the

perceived importance of direct state-to-state interactions in addressing mutual

concerns, fostering cooperation in areas like defence (e.g., joint exercises like

Garuda Shakti and Samudra Shakti, and the potential BrahMos missile deal),

maritime security (especially in the strategically vital Indo–Pacific) and cultural

exchange (as seen in the Cultural Exchange Programme 2025–2028). This

emphasis on bilateralism can also be viewed through the lens of neorealism, which
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highlights the structural constraints of the international system that compel states

to prioritise their relative power and security, often achieved through bilateral

arrangements.

However, a purely realist interpretation is insufficient. The substantial coverage

of the Indian economy and its integration with the global economy necessitates

incorporating international political economy (IPE) theories. The focus on the

Indian economy (18.15 per cent) reflects a growing understanding of economic

power as a crucial component of national strength and influence in the

contemporary international system (Gilpin, 2001). News regarding economic

growth, trade (Indonesia being India’s second-largest ASEAN trading partner),

investment (Indian investments in Indonesian infrastructure, power, etc.) and

financial cooperation (like the Memorandum of Understanding on Local Currency

Settlement Systems) underscore the increasing interdependence between nations.

This aligns with liberal IPE perspectives (Keohane & Nye, 1977), which emphasise

the role of economic ties in fostering cooperation and mutual benefit. The coverage

of India’s integration with the global economy (11.11 per cent) further supports

this, highlighting the importance of participation in global value chains, adherence

to international economic norms and engagement with multilateral economic

institutions (e.g., World Trade Organization, discussions on ASEAN–India Trade

in Goods Agreement (AITIGA)). This also resonates with constructivist IPE,

which examines how shared ideas and norms shape economic interactions and

the perceived importance of global economic integration for national development

and status.

The significant attention given to India’s foreign policy and geopolitical news

(18.15 per cent) can be best understood through the framework of geopolitical

realism (Gray, 2005) and strategic studies. In an era of shifting global power

dynamics, particularly the rise of China and the increasing strategic importance

of the Indo–Pacific, the foreign policy choices and geopolitical positioning of

major regional actors like India are inherently newsworthy. Coverage of India’s

Act East Policy, its engagement in forums like the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue

(Quad), its stance on maritime disputes (including the South China Sea) and its

balancing act in relations with major powers (e.g., the U.S. and Russia) reflects

the strategic calculations aimed at securing national interests and maintaining

regional stability. This also connects with securitisation theory (Buzan et al., 1998),

where foreign policy and geopolitical issues are often framed as matters of national

security, thus warranting significant public and media attention. Indonesia’s

growing role in the region and its recent BRICS membership further amplify the
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importance of understanding the geopolitical alignment and potential cooperation

between these two nations.

Finally, the role of communication and media studies is crucial for

understanding why these particular categories receive such prominence. The

consistent coverage of bilateral relations, economic matters and foreign policy/

geopolitics likely reflects a conscious or unconscious agenda-setting by news

organisations, influenced by national priorities, government narratives and

audience interest. This proposition further explains how these issues are presented

to the public, often highlighting specific aspects (e.g., economic opportunities in

bilateral trade, security implications of geopolitical developments) to shape

understanding and interpretation. Moreover, the concept of news values (Galtung

& Ruge, 1965) plays a role, as events related to high-level diplomatic engagements,

economic performance and geopolitical shifts often possess characteristics like

elite actor involvement, impact on a large number of people and relevance to

national interests, making them inherently more newsworthy.

Analysing News Sentiment (Headlines) toward India in Indonesian

Media

An examination of 81 news items pertaining to India, sourced from leading

Indonesian print media (online version), unveils a multifaceted sentiment profile.

In these sourced articles, 38.27 per cent exhibit a positive connotation, 27.16 per

cent a negative connotation, 16.04 per cent an apprehensive tone and 18.51 per

cent a neutral tone.

This distribution suggests a predominantly favourable depiction of India,

tempered by notable currents of criticism and caution. To decode these findings,

this analysis employs two theoretical frameworks: media ecology and political

economy, which offer a rigorous exploration of how media structures, cultural

dynamics and power relations shape the representation of India in Indonesia’s

media.

In Indonesia, several structural and sociocultural elements define the media

ecosystem, providing insight into the observed sentiment distribution. The

Indonesian media landscape features a blend of private conglomerates and state-

influenced outlets, operating under regulatory oversight that varies in stringency.

This structure shapes editorial priorities and the diversity of perspectives available

to audiences.

The sentiment breakdown, 38.27 per cent positive, 27.16 per cent negative,
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16.04 per cent apprehensive and 18.51 per cent neutral, mirrors distinct editorial

priorities within this ecology. Positive sentiment laden (38.27 per cent)  news

items likely underscore efforts to promote bilateral goodwill, spotlighting India’s

economic strides and shared developmental goals. Such coverage aligns with

Indonesia’s interest in deepening ties with India, a fellow emerging economy. The

news items carrying negative connotation, which focusses on India’s domestic

challenges, economic challenges, governance issues, climate disaster, news related

to geopolitics and India’s setbacks or its assertive regional posture, reflect a

journalistic impulse to interrogate power and highlight flaws. At the same time,

news with an apprehensive tone (16.04 per cent)  is another intriguing factor.

This cautious framing could signal uncertainty about India’s economic stability,

governance and climate disaster or its geopolitical ambitions, particularly in the

Indo–Pacific, where Indonesia has its own strategic stakes. Of these 81 sourced

articles, 18.51 per cent news items carry neutral sentiments. Objective reporting,

emphasising trade figures or diplomatic updates, suggests a commitment to factual

integrity, possibly serving as a counterweight to more interpretive narratives. In

these articles positive framing dominates, likely driven by diplomatic and economic

imperatives, yet the substantial presence of negative and apprehensive tones reflects

a critical engagement with India’s complexities, shaped by Indonesia’s own regional

and domestic priorities.

Structural imperatives of Indonesian Media and Representation

The Indonesian media landscape is dominated by a small cluster of conglomerates,

often intertwined with political elites or business magnates, forming an oligopolistic

structure that curtails editorial independence and aligns content with vested

interests. In a crowded digital market, outlets compete for audience attention and

advertising revenue, frequently favouring sensationalism or emotionally charged

narratives over depth or impartiality. Though press freedoms expanded after the

1998 reforms, state influence, via licensing, regulations or state-owned media,

subtly shapes discourse, especially on foreign affairs. This reflects a nuanced

interplay of power, where media operates within a political–economic framework

that prioritises elite agendas over unfettered expression.

In this study of the Indonesian media, the pervasive tendency toward

favourable coverage in media narratives may be intricately linked to the vested

economic and political interests of media proprietors, who derive substantial

material benefits from the fortification of Indonesia–India bilateral relations. These

benefits are particularly pronounced in key sectors such as coal, palm oil and
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technological exchange, which constitute critical nodes in the transnational

economic networks binding the two nations. The consistent deployment of positive

framing within these media discourses can be theorised as a strategic instrument

of soft power, operating in alignment with state-driven diplomatic agendas. Such

framing not only amplifies the perceived mutual advantages of enhanced

cooperation but also functions as a performative mechanism to bolster the

legitimacy and efficacy of formal geopolitical frameworks, such as the Indo–Pacific

partnership. This partnership, emblematic of broader regional aspirations,

exemplifies a concerted effort to consolidate strategic alliances amid shifting global

power dynamics. Consequently, the media’s role transcends mere reportage,

emerging as an active agent in the co-construction of a narrative that reinforces

the ideological underpinnings of state-led initiatives, while simultaneously

reflecting the interplay between economic imperatives and diplomatic objectives

in shaping public perception.

The prevalence of favourable and positive coverage within print media

regarding Indonesia–India relations can be rigorously interrogated through various

lenses of the news making within media organisations, wherein editorial policies

and the structural dynamics of newsrooms play pivotal roles in shaping news

production. Such coverage may reflect the vested interests of media proprietors,

whose financial stakes, often tied to lucrative bilateral trade in commodities such

as coal, palm oil or burgeoning technology sectors, benefit from robust diplomatic

and economic ties between the two nations. This alignment is not merely incidental

but is embedded within the broader framework of media ownership, where profit

motives intersect with geopolitical strategies, such as the Indo–Pacific partnership,

which both Indonesia and India leverage as a state-led mechanism to enhance

regional influence. Drawing from the sociology of news-making, this phenomenon

exemplifies how knowledge production in newsrooms is less an autonomous

pursuit of truth and more a negotiated outcome of power relations between media

elites, state actors and corporate interests.

Conversely, the emergence of critical or negative narratives within certain

print media outlets warrants a deeper exploration of editorial autonomy and

audience dynamics, rooted in the structural tensions of news production. Such

coverage might stem from outlets striving to assert their independence from

hegemonic state or corporate influences, a stance often cultivated to enhance

legitimacy in the eyes of readerships sceptical of mainstream alignments.

Alternatively, the appeal to audiences drawn to controversy, where reports of India’s

social unrest, governance failures or regional tensions with neighbours like China
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or Pakistan are foregrounded, may reflect a deliberate editorial inclination to

exploit sensationalism as a market differentiator. Yet, these critical narratives are

rarely unmoored from the broader journalistic norms of accountability, which

compel newsrooms to balance adversarial reporting with structural biases inherent

in their reliance on Western news agencies (e.g., Reuters, AP) as primary news

feed providers. These agencies, headquartered in the Global North, often frame

developing nations like India through a lens of liberal democratic critique, subtly

shaping the tone and selection of stories available to local editors. This dependency

underscores an asymmetry in the global flow of information, where editorial

choices in Indonesian newsrooms are partially predetermined by the

epistemological frameworks of external gatekeepers.

The apprehensive tone or cautious connotation in certain news items about

India, whether addressing its domestic policies or its geopolitical rivalries,

introduces a further layer of theoretical complexity, interpretable as a strategic

manoeuvre within the news production process. This hedging can be understood

as a pragmatic editorial approach, enabling media outlets to gesture towards

contentious issues without fully committing to a polemical stance. From a political

economy perspective, such restraint may originate in the newsroom’s awareness

of its precarious position within a media ecosystem where state subsidies,

advertising revenue from multinational firms and diplomatic sensitivities exert

overlapping pressures. The sociology of news-making further illuminates this

dynamic, revealing how journalists and editors, as social actors, internalise these

constraints, producing knowledge that is tentatively critical yet strategically

restrained. This ambivalence is not merely a stylistic quirk but a structural artefact

of the newsroom’s negotiation between its public watchdog role and its

embeddedness in systems of power.

Finally, the presence of fact-based or neutral reporting on India-related matters

invites scrutiny of the operational logics underpinning news production,

particularly the interplay between resource constraints and credibility imperatives.

Such neutrality may signal a form of resource-driven minimalism, where

overstretched newsrooms, lacking the capacity for in-depth investigative

journalism, rely heavily on wire services for pre-packaged, ostensibly objective

content. This reliance, however, is not ideologically neutral; the editorial inclination

of Western news agencies often privileges a technocratic, depoliticised style that

flattens complex socio-political realities into digestible data points, a process

critiqued by scholars like Herman and Chomsky in their propaganda model as

serving elite interests under the guise of objectivity. Alternatively, neutral reporting
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may reflect a deliberate editorial choice to cultivate credibility amid the competing

pressures of partisan readerships and sensationalist rivals, appealing to an imagined

audience segment that valorises unvarnished information. In this sense, the

sociology of knowledge production reveals a dual tension: newsrooms as sites of

both mechanical reproduction (via wire feeds) and active meaning-making, where

editorial policy mediates between external inputs and internal priorities.

News Sourcing, Impact on Sentiments and India’s Representation

The internal production of news within Indonesian print media, accounting for

37 per cent (Table 3) of total headlines and skewing toward positive portrayals of

India (58.06 per cent) (Table 4), suggests a deliberate editorial policy shaped by

organisational priorities and newsroom structures. Newsrooms, as sites of content

creation, operationalise these policies through gatekeeping processes, wherein

editors and journalists select and frame stories to align with institutional goals.

The sociology of news production, as articulated by scholars like Michael

Schudson, underscores how routines, hierarchies and professional norms within

newsrooms influence output. In this case, the preference for positive internal

coverage may indicate a strategic allocation of limited resources toward stories

that reinforce national interests or audience expectations, leaving negative coverage

to external providers to maintain a balanced narrative without expending additional

editorial capital.

The pronounced role of international news agencies, supplying 62.96 per

cent (Table 3) of total headlines and a striking 72.72 per cent (Table 5) of negative

news about India, points to their editorial inclinations as a critical determinant of

content. Predominantly Western agencies, such as Reuters, AP and AFP, operate

within a global news ecosystem historically dominated by Euro–American

perspectives. This dominance can be traced to the political economy of media,

where resource-rich Western agencies maintain extensive networks of

correspondents and infrastructure, enabling them to cover distant regions like

India with greater immediacy and scale than Indonesian newspapers can afford.

However, their editorial output is not neutral; it is shaped by news values, criteria

like conflict, negativity and drama that elevate the newsworthiness of negative

events. Galtung and Ruge’s seminal work on news values posits that negative

news inherently garners higher priority due to its capacity to disrupt expectations

and captivate audiences, a tendency amplified in Western agencies serving

competitive, attention-driven markets.480
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Moreover, the editorial inclination of these agencies may reflect a latent bias

toward highlighting governance failures, climate disaster, accidents or economic

setbacks in developing nations like India. This framing aligns with a liberal

democratic ethos emphasising accountability journalism, yet it may also perpetuate

stereotypical narratives about the Global South, catering to Western audiences

and reinforcing hegemonic discourses. Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model is

instructive here:481 Western agencies encode news with meanings reflective of

their cultural and market contexts, which Indonesian newspapers then decode

and republish, often with limited capacity to reframe due to resource constraints

or deference to the agencies’ perceived credibility.

Media organisations, as profit-oriented entities, navigate the tension between

cost-efficiency and content control. Subscribing to Western news agencies is a

pragmatic choice for Indonesian newspapers, offering timely, cost-effective access

to international news compared to maintaining foreign bureaus, a resource-

intensive endeavour constrained by budgets and personnel. This dependency,

however, cedes significant influence to external providers, embedding Indonesian

media within an asymmetrical news flow where Western agencies act as epistemic

gatekeepers. Reliance on institutional sources like news agencies shapes content

to reflect the interests and biases of those sources’ primary markets, here, Western

audiences and advertisers, rather than the local Indonesian context.

The economic incentives of agencies exacerbate this skew toward negativity.

Negative news, with its high audience appeal, drives circulation and engagement,

aligning with the commercial logic of both the agencies and the subscribing

newspapers. Yet, the internal production of positive news suggests a countervailing

economic and political logic within Indonesian media: by investing in proprietary

content, newspapers can assert editorial autonomy, cater to local audience

preferences for positive Indo–Indian narratives and align with state or corporate

interests seeking to bolster regional ties.

Integrating these insights, the production of news texts in Indonesian print

media emerges as a contested field, per Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of the journalistic

field. Western news agencies wield symbolic capital, credibility, reach and

immediacy that Indonesian newspapers leverage to compensate for their structural

limitations. This reliance, however, imports external editorial inclinations, skewing

coverage toward negativity (72.72 per cent of negative headlines) (Table 5) and

reflecting the agencies’ news values and market-driven priorities. Internally, the

field’s rules shift: newspapers deploy their limited capital (staff, budget) to produce
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positive content (58.06 per cent of positive headlines), aligning with editorial

policies that serve national or economic agendas. The result is a bifurcated news

landscape where internal and external forces compete to define the representation

of India.

This bifurcation also underscores a global hierarchy in news production. The

63 per cent dominance of external sources, primarily Western, reflects a historical

asymmetry in media power, where the Global South remains a consumer of

Northern narratives. The high proportion of negative news from agencies (72.72

per cent)  versus the internal focus on positivity (58.06 per cent)  suggests not

only differing editorial priorities but also a division of labour: agencies supply the

‘hard’, often negative, news, while newspapers craft ‘soft’, positive stories to

maintain local relevance and legitimacy.

Sentiment Dynamics between News Headlines and Introductions of the

News

In the realm of media studies, the interplay between news headlines and their

introductory paragraphs (introductions) has garnered significant scholarly

attention due to its profound impact on audience perception and comprehension.

Headlines serve as the initial point of engagement, often crafted to capture attention

through emotive or sensational language, thereby setting the preliminary tone for

the news piece. However, this initial sentiment can sometimes be misleading or

overly simplistic. Introductions provide the necessary context and elaboration

that can either reinforce or recalibrate the sentiment conveyed by the headline.

This dynamic underscores the necessity of a dual-faceted analysis as discrepancies

between headline and introduction sentiments can lead to varied interpretations

and emotional responses from readers. Studies have demonstrated that while

headlines may exhibit a trend toward negativity to enhance virility, the

accompanying introductions often present a more balanced perspective, mitigating

potential biases introduced by the headline. Therefore, a comprehensive

examination of both components is imperative for an accurate assessment of the

news content’s overall sentiment and its potential influence on public perception.

Table 10: Overview of Sentiment Alignment between News Headlines and
Introductions (Indonesia)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of Total

Total news items 81 100%

Headlines and introductions with different sentiments 20 24.70%
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The study examines sentiment alignment between headlines and introductions

across 81 news items, revealing key insights into their consistency and implications.

Of the total, 20 news items (about 24.7 per cent)  show a mismatch between

headline and introduction sentiments, indicating that in roughly a quarter of

cases, the headline’s initial tone doesn’t fully reflect the introduction (Table 10).

Table 11: Breakdown of News Items with Positive Headlines (Indonesia)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of Total (31)

Total with positive headlines 31 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 6 19.4%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 2 6.5%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 0 0
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 4 12.9%

Specifically, 31 news items (38.3 per cent)  feature positive headlines, and

within this group, six (19.4 per cent)  have introductions that diverge from

positivity, two (6.5 per cent) shift to an apprehensive tone, suggesting caution or

worry, while four (12.9 per cent) adopt a neutral tone, diluting the headline’s

optimism (Table 11). This leaves 25 of the 31 positive-headline items with

introductions likely aligning with their upbeat headlines. The prevalence of positive

headlines is notable, yet the 19.4 per cent shift in the introductions’ tone could

influence reader perception, with apprehensive introductions signalling concern

and neutral ones reducing emotional impact. Overall, the data suggests a pattern

where some news items use positive headlines to grab attention but temper them

with cautious or neutral introductions, seen in 20 of 81 cases, including six of the

31 positive-headline items, possibly reflecting editorial tactics like clickbait or

nuanced storytelling. This inconsistency might affect how readers interpret or

trust the news, highlighting a tension between engagement and accuracy in

sentiment presentation.

The study looks at 22 news items with negative headlines. It shows how

headlines and introductions communicate with different sentiments. According

to the framing theory media shapes how we see things.
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Table 12: Breakdown of News Items with Negative Headlines (Indonesia)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of Negative
Headlines (22)

Total with negative headlines 22 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 3 13.6%
• Introductions with positive connotation 1 4.5%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 1 4.5%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 1 4.5%

Table 13: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Apprehensive Headlines
(Indonesia)

Category Items Percentage of Apprehensive Headlines

Total with apprehensive headlines 13 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 7 53.80%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 2 15.4%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 3 23.10%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 2 15.40%

Here, 22 headlines are negative. But three introductions (13.6 per cent) don’t

match them. Among these three introductions, one introduction is positive (4.5

per cent), one is neutral (4.5 per cent) and one is with an apprehensive connotation

(Table 12). Negative headlines grab attention. A positive introduction softens the

story. A neutral introduction lowers the urgency. An apprehensive introduction

adds caution. Usually, media picks what we focus on. Negative headlines push

worry or crisis. The three different introductions shift that focus. Most of the

time gatekeeping means editors choose the tone. Negative headlines hook readers

whereas positive introductions balance sensationalism. Audience reception matters

too. A negative headline with a positive introduction can confuse people. A neutral

introduction weakens the headline’s pull. This feels like clickbait in print. Negative

headlines draw eyes. The three odd introductions add nuance. Headlines set the

mood. Introductions tweak it. This shows how print media plays with perception.

It balances grabbing readers and keeping trust.

This enquiry probes the ontological dissonance between apprehensive

headlines and their introspective counterparts across 13 news items, unveiling a

profound rupture in the epistemic flow of print media discourse. The

communication process in print media relies on a clear, cohesive flow from headline

to introduction to convey a message effectively. Headlines act as the initial signal,

setting the tone and expectation, while introductions provide context and

elaboration. When sentiments differ between them, as seen in the studyed 13
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news items with apprehensive headlines. The empirical data reveals that out of 13

apprehensive headlines (suggesting caution, unease or tension), seven introductions

(53.8 per cent) diverge: two are positive (15.4 per cent), three are negative (23.1

per cent) and two are neutral (15.4 per cent) (Table 13). This misalignment creates

several disruptions.

An apprehensive headline primes readers for uncertainty or concern. A positive

introduction (two cases) contradicts this, jarring the audience with an unexpected

shift to optimism. The three negative introductions against apprehensive headlines

amplify negativity beyond the initial caution, potentially overwhelming readers

because this phenomenon shifts from measured worry to outright alarm, breaking

the emotional buildup and risking desensitisation or distrust if the tone feels

inconsistent. The two neutral introductions flatten the apprehensive headline’s

urgency. Moreover, this shift of sentiment strips the story of its emotional weight,

disrupting the communication flow. Readers may feel misled or disengaged when

the introduction fails to match the headline’s intensity.

In communication theory, ‘noise’ is anything that distorts the sender’s message.

Here, seven out of the 13 introductions (53.8 per cent) introduce noise by clashing

with the headline’s apprehensive sentiment. This high rate of disruption, over

half of the sample, suggests a breakdown in encoding (editorial intent) and

decoding (reader interpretation), as the mixed signals obscure the story’s core

message. Consistent sentiment reinforces reliability in print media. When two

introductions turn positive, three go negative and two become neutral against

apprehensive headlines, readers might question the outlet’s authority or suspect

sensationalism (e.g., exaggerated headlines softened or intensified in introductions).

This erodes trust, a critical element of the communication process. Readers process

headlines quickly, forming instant impressions. The seven divergent introductions

force a mental recalibration, positive ones defy caution, negative ones escalate it

and neutral ones mute it, adding cognitive load. This can lead to misinterpretation

(e.g., missing the nuance) or abandonment of the article if the disruption feels

manipulative.

In this study of 15 news items with neutral headlines, the introductions display

varying sentiments. The communication process involves a sender (news outlet)

encoding a message (headline and introduction) for a receiver (reader) to decode.

Fifteen news items feature neutral headlines, implying an objective, unemotional

tone, but four introductions (26.7 per cent) diverge: three are positive (20 per

cent), one is apprehensive (6.7 per cent) and none are negative. This misalignment

disrupts the process of communication (Table 14).
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Neutral headlines signal impartiality, setting a baseline expectation. A positive

introduction (three cases) shifts to optimism, while an apprehensive introduction

(one case) injects unease. This creates ‘noise’, a distortion between the sender’s

intent and the receiver’s interpretation, breaking the seamless transmission of

meaning. Readers rely on headlines for quick understanding. The four divergent

introductions force a reinterpretation, potentially confusing or engaging readers

differently. Positive introductions may uplift, while apprehensive ones risk

undermining the neutral frame, affecting trust or attention. Inconsistent sentiments

could alter reader feedback (e.g., scepticism or curiosity), influencing how

newsrooms adjust future messaging.

Table 14: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Neutral Headlines (Indonesia)

Category Items Percentage of Neutral Headlines

Total with neutral headlines 15 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 4 26.70%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 3 20.00%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 1 06.70%
• Introductions with negative  sentiments 0 00.00%

Headlines are often written last or by sub-editors, aiming for brevity and

impact (here, neutrality). Introductions, penned earlier by reporters, carry more

narrative weight. The four mismatches (26.7 per cent) suggest adisconnect between

these stages, reporters adding sentiment (positive or apprehensive) which sub-

editors strip from headlines, disrupting the unified story arc. Editors act as

gatekeepers, balancing raw reporting with publication goals. The shift to positive

introductions (three cases) might reflect a push for reader appeal, while the

apprehensive introduction (one case) could signal caution amid uncertainty,

showing how gatekeeping tweaks the process (Table 14).

The mismatch between the sentiments expressed in news headlines and those

conveyed in the introductory paragraphs of the news articles presents a significant

challenge to effective communication. Headlines are designed to encapsulate the

essence of a news item in a succinct, attention-grabbing manner, often employing

emotionally charged or sensational language to attract readers. However, when

the first paragraph, the introduction, exhibits a sentiment that diverges from the

headline, it creates a communicative dissonance that can lead to misinterpretation

of the news content. This incongruence not only disrupts the clarity of the message

but also undermines the credibility of the news organisation, suggesting an arbitrary

and potentially strategic manipulation of the news narrative. This phenomenon
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invites scrutiny into the editorial practices and underlying motivations within

newsrooms. It raises critical questions about the balance between attracting

readership and maintaining journalistic integrity. When headlines and

introductions are misaligned, they contribute to a distorted understanding of

events, as the emotive appeal of the headline may override the nuanced context

provided in the body of the text. It challenges readers to critically assess the

information presented and underscores the importance of engaging with the full

spectrum of the news article rather than relying solely on the initial impression

offered by the headline. In essence, ensuring congruency between the headline

and the introductory content is not merely a matter of stylistic coherence, it is

crucial for the preservation of trust in the media, effective public communication

and the overall transparency of the news production process.

Qualitative Analysis of News Headlines

The analysis of varied news headlines reveals how the choice of wording and

framing sets distinct tones and sentiments, ranging from negative and apprehensive

to positive and inviting. Each headline, published by different media outlets on

specific dates, employs particular language constructs that influence how audiences

perceive the news.

News Item: 1

A headline from Tempo English dated June 3, 2023, “At Least 261 Dead in India’s

Worst Train Accident in Over Two Decades” (News Item 1) , is a clear example of

negative framing. Key phrases such as ‘at least’, ‘worst’ and ‘over two decades’ not

only quantify the tragedy but also emphasise its historical severity. By invoking a

long timeframe and underscoring the magnitude of the accident, the wording

intensifies the sense of systemic failure and crisis, evoking strong feelings of alarm,

outrage and national grief. This deliberate choice of language shifts the story

from a neutral report to one that resonates deeply with the audience’s sense of loss

and urgency.
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News Item: 2

In contrast, another Tempo English headline from September 3, 2023, “India

Launches Rocket to Study the Sun” (News Item 2), presents the news with a

distinctly positive tone. Here, the focus is on progress and achievement. The act

of launching a rocket is associated with technological prowess and ambition,

conveying a narrative of advancement and scientific curiosity. The news emphasises

a peaceful mission aimed at expanding humanity’s knowledge of the sun, fostering

national pride and reinforcing a positive image of India’s capabilities on the global

stage.

News Item: 3

A third example from Tempo English, published on July 30, 2023, with the headline

“Why India Risks a Quantum Tech Brain Drain” (News Item 3), introduces an

element of apprehension. The use of the word ‘risks’ signals a potential vulnerability,

while the term ‘brain drain’ implies a concerning loss of skilled professionals in a

critical technological field. This headline is laden with anxiety as it warns of future

challenges in the domains of national security and economic competitiveness.

The apprehensive tone here is a call for urgent strategic measures to prevent long-

term adverse effects in a rapidly evolving area of technology.
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News Item: 4

Moving to a different context, a news item from Indonesia expat on July 13, 2023,

“Savour the Holistic Indian Culture at Kalture” (News Item 4), employs an entirely

positive and promotional tone. The word ‘savour’ suggests a pleasurable, immersive

experience, while ‘holistic’ conveys completeness and depth in cultural

representation. The emphasis on celebrating Indian culture through appealing

and emotionally rich language invites readers to appreciate and indulge in an

experience that is both authentic and uplifting. The absence of negative language

in this headline further reinforces its inviting and celebratory nature.

News Item: 5
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Lastly, two headlines from The Jakarta Post offer insights into geopolitical tensions

with an apprehensive undertone. The headline dated September 6, 2023, “Maldives

Election May Be Key for China, India Rivalry” (News Item 5), frames a democratic

process within the context of strategic rivalry. The suggestion that the Maldives

could be drawn into a tug-of-war between China and India introduces uncertainty

and concern over the erosion of sovereignty and regional stability.

News Item: 6

Similarly, the August 26, 2023, headline, “Xi, Modi Hold Rare Sit-Down for

China–India Border Talks” (News Item 6), uses the adjective ‘rare’ to imply that

such high-level engagements are exceptional, hinting at underlying tensions and

historical mistrust. Both headlines underscore an atmosphere of caution and

scepticism, reflecting a broader narrative of geopolitical instability and unresolved

conflicts.

Overall, these examples illustrate that the sentiment behind a news headline

is intricately linked to the specific language and framing adopted by the reporter.

While some headlines stimulate confidence, pride and optimism through

celebratory language and a focus on achievement, others invoke alarm and

apprehension by emphasising tragedy, risk or geopolitical tension. This

comprehensive analysis underscores the power of words in shaping public

perception and highlights the nuanced interplay between language and sentiment

in journalism.
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Qualitative Analysis of Discrepancies and Contradictions between

Headlines and Introductions in News Articles

The relationship between a news article’s headline and its introductory paragraph

(introduction) is critical in shaping readers’ initial perceptions of a story. Headlines

often aim to capture attention with concise, emotive or sensational language,

while introductions provide context and detail, setting the tone for the article.

However, discrepancies in tone, sentiment or emphasis between the two can lead

to contradictions, potentially misleading readers or skewing their interpretation

of the news. This analysis examines five news articles from The Jakarta Post, Tempo

English and Indonesia expat, published between May and October 2023, to explore

the qualitative differences and contradictions between their headlines and

introductions. Each case highlights how the framing of the headline contrasts

with the introductory paragraph, affecting the conveyed sentiment and reader

perception.

News Item: 7

The Jakarta Post, in its June 24, 2023, edition, published a positively toned article

headlined: “Biden, Modi Salute ‘Defining Relationship’ As US Bets Big on India”

(News Item 7). The headline conveys optimism, emphasising mutual respect and

strong cooperation between the U.S. President Joe Biden and Indian Prime

Minister Narendra Modi. The phrase ‘defining relationship’ underscores the
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strategic importance of U.S.–India ties, while ‘bets big on India’ suggests confidence

in India’s potential and America’s commitment to the partnership. The tone is

celebratory, framing the alliance as a forward-looking, mutually beneficial

endeavour. The introduction of that news items is “United States President Joe

Biden and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi said on Thursday that the two

democracies’ partnership would define the next century, as Washington eyes a

counterweight to China and brushes off allegations of growing authoritarianism

in New Delhi”. The introduction, while echoing the headline’s focus on a

transformative partnership, introduces underlying tensions. The reference to

countering China reveals geopolitical anxieties, framing the partnership as a

strategic manoeuvre rather than purely cooperative. Furthermore, the phrase

‘brushes off allegations of growing authoritarianism in New Delhi’ injects unease,

suggesting that the U.S. is compromising ethical concerns for geopolitical gains.

This duality, hopeful rhetoric alongside strategic and moral ambiguities, creates

an apprehensive tone. This creates a contradiction, as the headline projects

unqualified optimism while the introduction reveals a more cautious, layered

narrative, potentially leading readers to overestimate the harmony of the U.S.–

India partnership.

The Jakarta Post reported on August 24, 2023, with a negative sentiment that

“India Set to Ban Sugar Exports for First Time in 7 Years” (News Item 8).

News Item: 8

The headline carries a negative tone, signalling a disruption in India’s sugar industry.

The word ‘ban’ suggests a drastic measure, implying domestic shortages due to
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poor harvests or environmental pressures. It also hints at adverse impacts on

farmers, exporters and global sugar markets, framing the decision as a crisis with

far-reaching consequences. The introduction of this news items says that “India

is expected to ban mills from exporting sugar in the next season beginning October,

halting shipments for the first time in seven years, as a lack of rain has cut cane

yields, three government sources said”. The introduction reframes the ban as a

pragmatic and responsible decision driven by environmental necessity, insufficient

rainfall reducing cane yields, rather than protectionism or mismanagement. By

emphasising the need to ensure domestic sugar availability and price stability, the

introduction portrays the government’s action as a measured response prioritising

consumer welfare, thus casting it in a positive light.

The headline’s alarmist tone contrasts sharply with the introduction’s

contextual justification. The headline’s negative framing suggests a crisis without

explaining the rationale, while the introduction highlights the ban’s necessity and

governance-driven intent. This contradiction risks misleading readers into viewing

the policy as detrimental, whereas the introduction underscores its protective,

strategic nature, reflecting disconnect in how the issue’s severity is communicated.

The Jakarta Post’s  September 6, 2023, headline, “Maldives Election May Be

Key for China, India Rivalry” (News Item 9), conveys an apprehensive sentiment,

reflecting concern over escalating geopolitical tensions in the region.

News Item: 9

The headline conveys apprehension by framing the Maldives election as a pivotal

event in the China–India geopolitical rivalry. The word ‘key’ suggests high stakes

and ‘rivalry’ evokes tension, implying that the election’s outcome could disrupt

regional stability or shift power dynamics in the Indian Ocean, fostering
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uncertainty about its implications. The introduction of this news items is “A

presidential election in the Maldives on Saturday could be decisive in determining

whether China or India win a competition for influence over the tiny Indian

Ocean island chain”. This introduction adopts a factual, balanced tone, objectively

describing the election’s potential to influence China–India competition. Phrases

like ‘could be decisive’ and ‘competition for influence’ are descriptive rather than

emotive, avoiding judgment about the outcome or its desirability. This neutrality

contrasts with the headline’s anxious undertone. This discrepancy may lead readers

to anticipate greater tension than the introduction warrants, highlighting a

contradiction in emotional framing.

News Item: 10

The Tempo English article dated July 31, 2023, titled “Why India Can Afford to

Wait and Watch Before Regulating AI” (News Item 10), conveys a positive

sentiment toward India’s measured approach to AI regulation. The headline conveys

confidence in India’s strategic patience regarding AI regulation. The phrase ‘can

afford’ suggests a position of strength, framing India’s cautious approach as a

deliberate choice to learn from global experiences and avoid premature policies.

The tone is optimistic, portraying India’s strategy as thoughtful and advantageous.

The introduction of this news items reads, “India should not rush with a

‘comprehensive’ law that might become outdated quickly. India’s position on

regulating AI has swung between extremes – from no regulation to regulation

based on a ‘risk-based, no-harm’ approach”.  The introduction expresses caution

about rushing into AI regulation, highlighting the risk of outdated laws due to
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rapid technological change. It also notes inconsistency in India’s regulatory stance,

suggesting uncertainty and a lack of clear direction. This apprehensive tone

underscores potential pitfalls, contrasting with the headline’s confidence. The

headline implies a deliberate strategy, while the introduction reveals underlying

uncertainties, creating a contradiction that may confuse readers about whether

India’s approach is proactive or reactive.

News Item: 11

The Indonesia expat article published on May 15, 2023, titled “Two Indian

Nationals Arrested at Bali Airport in Connection to Murder Case” (News Item

11), conveys a negative sentiment. The headline carries a negative tone by linking

Indian nationals to a serious crime, murder, evoking fear and suspicion. Words

like ‘arrested’ and ‘murder case’ are alarming and by highlighting the suspects’

nationality the headline risks casting a negative shadow on India’s image, reinforcing

stereotypes and public unease. The introduction of this news item says, “I Gusti

Ngurah Rai Airport Police have arrested two Indian nationals, with the initials

AS (21) and GS (24) under suspicion of murder. A man with the initials FRF

(39), from Jakarta, was found dead covered in blood in a house located in Sanur,

South Denpasar, Bali, on Saturday, 13th May 2023 around 10.30am. The two
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foreigners were arrested later that day, at around midnight at the departure terminal

of I Gusti Ngurah Rai Airport, Bali”. The introduction presents the incident

factually, detailing the arrests, victim and circumstances without emotive language

or assumptions of guilt. Its formal, objective tone avoids sensationalism, allowing

readers to interpret the event based on verifiable details, contrasting with the

headline’s negative framing. The headline’s negative sentiment, driven by its focus

on crime and nationality, contrasts with the introduction’s neutral, fact-based

reporting. The headline’s alarming tone risks prejudicing readers against the

suspects and their nationality, while the introduction maintains impartiality,

creating a contradiction that may skew initial perceptions of the incident’s gravity.

Analytical Synthesis

Across these cases, the discrepancies between headlines and introductions reveal a

pattern of tonal and thematic misalignment. Headlines, designed to attract

attention, often amplify emotional resonance, whether positive or apprehensive.

Introductions, tasked with providing context, tend to adopt more nuanced or

neutral tones, unpacking complexities that the headlines omit or oversimplify.

This misalignment can mislead readers, as headlines shape first impressions that

the introductions may contradict or reframe.

India in ASEAN Media: Study of Malaysia

This empirical study examines the coverage of India-related news in three

prominent Malaysian English-language newspapers, The Star, New Straits Times

and Malay Mail, over a six-month period from May 1 to October 31, 2023. With

a total of 804 news items analysed, this research seeks to explore several key

dimensions of news reporting: the prioritisation of India-related content, the

sourcing patterns of information and the sentiment conveyed in headlines and

introductory segments (leads). Through systematic content analysis, we aim to

uncover patterns that define India’s representation in Malaysian English-language

dailies, providing a foundation for further discourse on media objectivity and

cross-border reportage.
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Table 15: Malaysia’s Top News Categories Related to India

Category of News Topic Wise Number of News Items Percentage

Domestic Politics 68 8.45%

Terrorism/Law & Order 49 6.09%

Global Economy and India 121 15.04%

India’s Economy 148 18.40%

Bilateral Relations 69 8.58%

Geopolitics and India 167 20.77%

Climate Disaster 57 7.08%

Governance/Accident 74 9.20%

Science and Technology 40 4.97%

Cultural/ Miscellaneous 21 2.61%

TOTAL 804 100%

Table 16: Malaysia’s Top Five News Categories Related to India

Category of News Topic Wise Number of News Items Percentage

Geopolitics and India 167 20.77%

India’s Economy 148 18.40%

Global Economy and India 121 15.04%

Governance/Accident 74 9.20%

Bilateral Relations 69 8.58%

The data from the study offers in Table 15 a detailed quantitative breakdown

of how India was represented in the online editions of three major Malaysian

newspapers, The Star, New Straits Times and Malay Mail between May 1 and

October 31, 2024. In the 804 news items analysed, the coverage was categorised

into 10 distinct thematic areas, revealing clear patterns in the Malaysian media’s

portrayal of India. The most dominant category was Geopolitics and India, which

accounted for 20.77 per cent (167 news items), indicating a strong emphasis on

India’s strategic positioning in regional and global affairs. This was closely followed

by India’s Economic at 18.40 per cent (148 items), reflecting significant interest

in India’s economic policies, growth trends and market dynamics. The third most-

covered topic was Global Economy and India at 15.04 per cent (121 items),

suggesting that Malaysian media frequently contextualised India within broader

international economic discussions.

Other notable categories included Governance/Accident (9.20 per cent, 74

items), which likely covered domestic Indian governance issues, policy decisions

or notable incidents, and Bilateral Relations (8.58 per cent, 69 items), highlighting
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diplomatic engagements between India and Malaysia or other nations. Domestic

Politics (8.45 per cent, 68 items) also received moderate attention, pointing to

coverage of India’s internal political developments, elections or party dynamics.

In contrast, topics such as Terrorism/Law & Order (6.09 per cent, 49 items) and

Climate Disaster (7.08 per cent, 57 items) were less prominent, suggesting that

while security and environmental issues were reported, they were not central to

the narrative. The categories with the least coverage were Science and Technology

(4.97 per cent, 40 items) and Cultural/Miscellaneous (2.61 per cent, 21 items),

indicating that India’s technological advancements, cultural exchanges or softer

news stories received minimal attention compared to its political and economic

dimensions.

This distribution underscores a clear editorial prioritisation in Malaysian

newspapers, where India’s geopolitical influence and economic activities dominated

the news cycle, while other aspects remained peripheral. The data suggests that

Malaysian media primarily framed India as a significant player in global and

regional affairs, with its economic and political developments taking precedence

over social, cultural or scientific narratives. Such a trend may reflect Malaysia’s

own strategic interests in India as an economic partner and geopolitical actor, as

well as the broader newsworthiness of these themes in international reporting.

The limited coverage of cultural or technological topics, however, indicates a

potential gap in representing the multifaceted nature of India’s global engagement.

Overall, the findings provide a structured insight into how Indian-related content

was curated and emphasised in Malaysian digital news platforms during the

observed period.

The data from this study also reveals critical insights into the sourcing patterns

and structural dynamics that shape the representation of India in the online editions

of prominent Malaysian newspapers.

Table 17: News Source Analysis (Malaysia)

Total News Items 804 100%

News coverage by reporters/news desk/editorial/op-eds 153 19.02%

News coverage by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 651 80.97%

Out of the total 804 news items related to India, a significant majority of 651

items (80.97 per cent) were produced by external contributors such as international

agencies, national agencies, freelance journalists and other external sources

(However, the study also reveals that international news agencies heavily dominate
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the coverage, with most being American or European, such as AP from the U.S.,

Reuters from the UK and AFP from France.), while only 153 items (19.02 per

cent) originated from in-house staff including reporters, news desks, editorial

teams and op-ed writers (Table 17). This distribution suggests a pronounced

reliance on externally sourced content for news coverage about India, indicating

that Malaysian media’s portrayal of India is predominantly mediated through

global or third-party narratives rather than through locally generated, independent

journalistic enquiry. The dominance of external inputs may result in a framing of

India’s geopolitical, economic and sociocultural activities that mirrors broader

international media trends or agency-driven agendas, potentially limiting the scope

for context-specific and locally anchored interpretations. The relatively low

proportion of in-house contributions may reflect practical constraints related to

resource allocation and the globalised nature of news dissemination, yet it also

risks homogenising the narrative by concentrating on high-impact, event-driven

reporting at the expense of deeper, regionally nuanced analyses. This dual narrative

framework, characterised by the efficiency and breadth of external sourcing and

the limited presence of domestically produced, context-sensitive journalism,

intersects with media dependency and agenda-setting theories, wherein the

perceptions of India among Malaysian audiences are shaped more by transnational

news flows than by locally contextualised insights. Consequently, the data

underscores the need for further examination of how such sourcing structures

influence the plurality, authenticity and depth of public discourse concerning

India in Southeast Asian media ecosystems.

Table 18: Sentiment Analysis of Positive News (Malaysia)

Positive news articles out of a total of 804 news articles 276 34.32%

Positive stories by reporters/news desk/opinion 64 23.18%

Positive stories by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 211 76.44%

Table 19: Sentiment Analysis of Negative News (Malaysia)

Negative news articles out of a total of 804 news articles 232 28.85%

Negative stories by reporters/news desk/opinion 37 15.94%

Negative stories by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 195 84.05%

Table 20: Sentiment Analysis of Apprehensive and Neutral News (Malaysia)

Number of apprehensive news items out of a total of 804 news items 112 13.93%

Number of neutral news items out of a total of 804 news items 184 22.88%
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The representation of India in Malaysian online version of three top

newspapers, as reflected in the provided dataset, highlights significant trends in

the intersection of communication, international news flow and diplomacy. A

total of 804 news items about India appeared during the study period. Among

these, 276 articles, accounting for 34.32 per cent, featured positive headlines,

whereas 232 articles, or 28.85 per cent, had negative headlines (Tables 18 and

19). Additionally, 112 articles, representing 13.93 per cent, were categorised as

apprehensive in tone and 184 articles, or 22.88 per cent, were classified as neutral

in nature based on their headlines (Table 20). While positive news coverage slightly

outweighs the negative, the presence of apprehensive headlines adds a critical

dimension to understanding the nature of India’s representation. Apprehensive

headlines though not explicitly negative, tend to frame stories with uncertainty,

speculation or concern, often raising questions or doubts. This framing can subtly

influence public perception by creating a sense of unease or mistrust, thereby

placing India in a potentially unfavourable or ambiguous light.

To further unpack the nature of these apprehensive headlines, it is important

to consider their narrative tone. Unlike overtly negative headlines, which clearly

criticise or condemn, apprehensive headlines often ask questions, suggest risks or

imply potential controversy. This can leave the reader in a state of interpretive

uncertainty, subtly leading to a negative or sceptical impression. Thus, even without

taking a definitive stance, such headlines may contribute to the erosion of positive

perception or confidence. In terms of communication impact, apprehensive news

items function in the space between neutrality and negativity, and their

psychological effect can lean more towards the latter.

A closer analysis of content sourcing further deepens our understanding of

this representational dynamic. Of the 276 positive news articles, only 64 (23.18

per cent) were written by Malaysian reporters or produced by in-house editorial

desks. A majority, 211 articles or 76.44 per cent, were sourced from international

or national agencies, including freelancers and contributors, largely represented

by global wire services such as AP, AFP and Reuters. Similarly, in the case of

negative news coverage, only 37 items (15.94 per cent) were domestically produced,

while 195 articles (84.05 per cent) were supplied by external news providers.

This heavy reliance on foreign wire services to construct the narrative about

India reveals an asymmetrical international communication flow, wherein global

media actors significantly shape public understanding of foreign states. For

Malaysia, this dependence may reflect limited resources or editorial prioritisation
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for on ground reporting on Indian affairs. For India, however, the consequences

are more profound. The portrayal of India in Malaysian media is being shaped

largely by third-party sources that operate outside the bilateral sphere. As a result,

India’s image abroad, even in a regionally proximate and diplomatically significant

country like Malaysia, becomes vulnerable to distortions, oversimplifications or

misrepresentations that arise from external framing. In terms of diplomacy and

strategic communication, this situation underscores the importance for India to

not only engage directly with the host-country’s media but also to understand

and navigate the wider international media ecosystem that shapes perceptions.

It seems evident that while positive and negative headlines are straightforward

in their messaging, apprehensive headlines occupy a complex and often under-

examined space in the discourse of international communication. Their subtle

framing of doubt and uncertainty has the potential to leave lasting impressions,

particularly when repeated across multiple reports. We will try to understand and

explain this issue qualitatively further. When coupled with the predominance of

international news sourcing, this creates a representational environment where

India’s image is mediated not just through direct content, but through nuanced

narratives of ambiguity and concern. Recognising and addressing the implications

of such framing is essential for both host-country media systems seeking to assert

editorial independence and foreign policy actors aiming to shape global perception

through informed public diplomacy.

Decoding India–Malaysia News Coverage: Priorities and Reasons

The representation of India in Malaysian online newspapers, based on an analysis

of 804 news items, highlights several critical conceptual and theoretical challenges

for India’s public diplomacy and strategic communication efforts in Southeast

Asia, particularly in Malaysia. The distribution of headlines, 34.32 per cent

positive, 28.85 per cent negative, 13.93 per cent apprehensive and 22.88 per cent

neutral, reveals a nuanced media environment. Notably, the presence of

apprehensive headlines, which suggest uncertainty, speculation or concern, adds

a complex layer to India’s image construction. Drawing on the media framing

theory, it becomes evident that even without overt criticism, apprehensive tones

can subtly undermine positive perceptions by fostering scepticism or unease among

readers.

This framing challenge is compounded by the overwhelming reliance on

international wire services such as AP, AFP and Reuters. This heavy dependence

reveals a pronounced asymmetry in international communication flow, where
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narratives about India are shaped predominantly by external, often Western, sources

rather than local or regional voices. Theories of global communication highlight

how such asymmetrical flows distort the portrayal of foreign states, undermining

India’s efforts to project a consistent and favourable image abroad.

This external mediation of India’s image creates significant vulnerability for

India’s soft power, as conceptualised by Joseph Nye. India’s ability to influence

perceptions is weakened not only by external distortions but also by Malaysian

media’s pursuit of editorial independence, which may resist foreign-influenced

narratives to safeguard domestic credibility. Furthermore, the agenda-setting theory

suggests that the psychological effect of apprehensive framing can prioritise

concerns about India within the Malaysian public’s consciousness, making anxiety

or doubt about India more salient in public discourse. Over time, the cultivation

theory warns that repeated exposure to such ambiguous narratives could reinforce

and normalise sceptical attitudes toward India, potentially solidifying unfavourable

perceptions that are difficult to reverse.

The situation is further exacerbated by structural constraints within the

Malaysian media landscape. Media ownership is concentrated among a few

conglomerates, leading to editorial prioritisation of domestic issues over sustained

international reporting. This limited space for organic, in-depth coverage of India

further reduces opportunities for balanced narrative-building. Consequently,

Malaysia’s understanding of India often remains shallow and externally framed,

limiting the effectiveness of India’s public diplomacy and cultural engagement

efforts.

Given these challenges, India’s strategic communication approach must

become more multilayered and proactive. It is essential to engage not only with

Malaysian journalists and media houses but also with the global wire services that

dominate international news narratives. Monitoring media portrayals, providing

timely clarifications and building long-term partnerships with Southeast Asian

media actors will also be critical. Recognising the interconnectedness of global

media ecosystems and the psychological dynamics of news framing is essential for

India to navigate misrepresentations, strengthen its public diplomacy and enhance

its regional influence in Southeast Asia. In essence, the intersection of asymmetrical

information flows, subtle psychological framing effects and systemic media

constraints calls for a strategic recalibration of India’s public diplomacy to effectively

manage and shape favourable public perceptions in a competitive international

environment.
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India in Malaysian News Ecosystem: Geopolitical Emphasis, Economic

Narratives and the Underrepresentation of Bilateral Ties

The data related to representation of India in this study offers a valuable window

into the evolving patterns of diplomatic perception, media framing and bilateral

engagement between India and Malaysia. The overall trend suggests that India is

predominantly portrayed through the prisms of geopolitics, economic growth

and global economic participation, reflecting Malaysia’s broader strategic interests

and sensitivities to global power shifts. This framing is consistent with Malaysia’s

emphasis on regional stability, economic partnerships and active engagement with

major actors in the Indo–Pacific region, as well as its positioning within ASEAN

and other multilateral forums.

Notably, while India’s growing prominence on the international stage is

recognised, the relatively limited coverage of direct India–Malaysia bilateral

relations signals a potential area of concern. The bilateral dimension, while present,

is overshadowed by broader geopolitical narratives, suggesting that India’s

diplomatic efforts to highlight specific areas of cooperation, such as trade,

technology partnerships, defence collaboration and cultural exchanges, may not

be receiving proportional media attention. Similarly, coverage of India’s cultural

influence and technological advancements remains minimal, indicating an

underutilisation of India’s considerable soft power resources.

The thematic prioritisation observed in the dataset, where coverage

overwhelmingly concentrates on India’s geopolitical activities, economic reforms

and position within the global economy, suggests a selective interest in aspects of

India’s rise that are most immediately relevant to Malaysia’s own foreign policy

and economic imperatives. The relatively moderate attention given to governance

issues and domestic political developments further underscores that internal Indian

affairs are considered less critical unless they bear significant regional or global

consequences. The implications for India’s public diplomacy in Malaysia are

therefore profound. There is a pressing need to strengthen narratives around

bilateral cooperation, making achievements in trade, education, tourism and

defence more visible and relatable to Malaysian audiences. Soft power diplomacy

must be reinvigorated by leveraging cultural heritage, cinema, cuisine and historical

ties, thus making India’s presence more tangible in Malaysian public life beyond

the realm of strategic or economic analysis. In addition, addressing apprehensive

or occasionally negative framings through timely clarifications, positive counter-

narratives and targeted media campaigns would contribute significantly to
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safeguarding and enhancing India’s image, and given Malaysia’s strategic location

within Southeast Asia and its importance as a partner in India’s Act East Policy

and Indo–Pacific initiatives, the ability to shape public perceptions in Malaysia

acquires even greater significance. A more comprehensive and sustained media

engagement strategy, combining traditional diplomacy, cultural outreach,

economic messaging and local media empowerment, would not only serve to

balance the current thematic skew but also reinforce the long-term foundations

of India’s bilateral relationship with Malaysia. Such an approach would ensure

that India’s evolving global role is perceived not merely through the lens of hard

power and economic metrics but as a complex, dynamic and culturally resonant

partner within Malaysia and the wider Southeast Asian region.

Analysing News Sentiment (Headlines) and Contextualisation of

Sentiments of News toward India in Malaysian Media

The analysis of sentiments of Malaysian media coverage concerning India suggests

that while Malaysia’s communication environment is inclined towards fostering

cooperative diplomatic ties with India, there remains a significant undercurrent

of cautious or ambiguous framing that could potentially complicate the perception

of India among Malaysian audiences. Positive headlines often emphasise India’s

economic reforms, technological achievements, international engagements and

contributions to regional stability, aligning with the liberal international relations

theory, which emphasises the importance of interdependence, diplomacy and

institutional cooperation. However, negative and apprehensive headlines, focussing

on domestic challenges, political controversies or regional tensions, reflect realist

concerns within the international relations theory, where issues of security, power

dynamics and strategic competition shape narratives and perceptions. Notably,

the analysis indicates that a substantial majority of these news articles are sourced

externally from international agencies such as AP, AFP and Reuters, demonstrating

a heavy reliance on global news flows, a phenomenon that resonates strongly with

the concerns articulated in the UNESCO MacBride Commission’s report. The

MacBride Commission, advocating for the democratisation of communication

flows and warning against the dominance of a ‘one-way flow’ of information

from the developed to the developing world, emphasised the need for strengthening

national media systems to ensure pluralism, balance and equitable representation.

The Malaysian reliance on externally sourced narratives about India, rather than

locally produced or contextualised reporting, highlights the continuing relevance

of the MacBride Commission’s call for a New World Information and
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Communication Order (NWICO) to counter the structural inequalities in global

news dissemination.

Malaysian media headlines direct public interpretation by selectively

highlighting certain aspects of India’s actions while omitting others, thus

constructing meaning and guiding audience perceptions towards particular

narratives. The consistent focus on specific India-related topics (such as economic

agreements, failed Foreign Direct Investment agreements or the issues of

governance) amplifies these issues in the public consciousness, making them seem

more significant than others and influencing the framework through which India

is perceived. In addition to this, repeated exposure to apprehensive or cautious

headlines can subtly influence the cognitive shortcuts that audiences use to interpret

future news about India, leading to a predisposition towards scepticism or critical

engagement. The cultivation theory suggests that long-term exposure to such

media frames may cultivate a particular worldview among audiences, reinforcing

perceptions of India as either a strategic opportunity or a potential source of

regional instability, depending on the balance of coverage. The influence of

international news agencies in setting the tone of coverage also aligns with the

structures of international communication, where Western media narratives

disproportionately influence the representation of developing countries, potentially

perpetuating stereotypes, selective visibility and a narrow range of discourses about

nations like India.

A realist lens interprets negative and apprehensive headlines as manifestations

of Malaysia’s underlying strategic calculations in an evolving Indo–Pacific

landscape, where India’s rise is both an opportunity and a source of strategic

recalibration. A liberal interpretation would highlight the opportunities for

enhancing economic and diplomatic ties, noting that positive media

representations support greater interdependence and collaboration within regional

frameworks such as ASEAN. On the other hand, these data underscore the role

of shared identities, historical narratives and the significant Indian diaspora in

Malaysia in shaping how India is framed, suggesting that the symbolic dimensions

of India–Malaysia ties are just as influential as material factors in shaping media

narratives.

For India’s strategic communication and public diplomacy efforts, these

findings present both opportunities and challenges. While the slightly positive

overall sentiment in the media landscape provides a foundation for building

goodwill and strengthening bilateral relations, the prevalence of apprehensive
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framing and the heavy reliance on international news feeds necessitate a more

proactive and strategic approach. India must enhance its engagement with

Malaysian media houses, encourage collaborative journalism initiatives, promote

locally authored narratives about India and invest in long-term media partnerships

that foster a deeper, more nuanced understanding of India’s domestic

developments, foreign policy objectives and cultural richness. Such efforts would

align with the MacBride Commission’s vision for a democratised, pluralistic

international communication order and help balance the current dominance of

externally sourced narratives. Public diplomacy strategies should also integrate

cultural diplomacy tools, leveraging India’s diverse cultural heritage, cinema,

cuisine, academic exchanges and technological achievements to deepen India’s

presence in Malaysian public life and counterbalance any apprehensive or negative

framings. The observed patterns of news sentiment in Malaysian media coverage

of India emerge from a complex interplay of media dynamics, international news

flows and strategic diplomatic considerations.

Structural imperatives of Malaysian Media and Representation

The structural imperatives of Malaysian media significantly influence its

representation of other nations like India, creating a complex interplay shaped by

media ownership patterns, regulatory frameworks, dependency on international

news sources and the socio-cultural and bilateral dynamics that underpin Malaysia–

India relations. Malaysia’s media environment is dominated by a handful of

powerful conglomerates, such as Media Prima and Astro, whose close affiliations

with political and corporate elites consolidate their ability to shape narratives.

Earlier studies have described Malaysian media as a ‘tangled nexus of power

dynamics’, where concentrated ownership and strict legislative oversight, through

instruments like the Printing Presses and Publications Act, Official Secrets Act

and sedition laws exert tight control over editorial content. These regulatory

measures give authorities sweeping powers to penalise outlets that deviate from

the official narrative, encouraging widespread self-censorship and instilling editorial

caution among journalists. Consequently, the media’s portrayal of sensitive issues,

including foreign countries like India, tends to mirror the government’s strategic

interests and preferred narratives as well rather than reflecting pure independent

journalistic enquiry. Within this tightly controlled framework, Malaysian media’s

dependence on external news flows becomes a critical factor in the portrayal of

international affairs. This empirical research demonstrates that local outlets rarely

deploy foreign correspondents, instead republishing reports from global wire
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services such as Reuters, AFP and AP, or relying minimally on the state-owned

Bernama agency. This reliance leads to an indirect but potent form of framing:

the issues that the Malaysian public associates with India are often those selected

and emphasised by Western news agencies, which, in accordance with established

theories of global news flow and media dependency, tend to prioritise conflict,

disaster, elite diplomacy and systemic challenges over cultural, developmental or

nuanced stories.

Thus, Malaysia’s portrayal of India frequently adopts a cautious and

apprehensive tone, focussing on political disputes, security dilemmas and economic

challenges rather than offering a locally situated, balanced view of India’s

multifaceted realities. Yet, this depiction is not uniformly negative. Where

Malaysia’s national interests align with positive narratives, such as those promoting

trade relations, investment cooperation, cultural exchanges and highlighting the

role of the vibrant Indian diaspora, Malaysian media selectively underscores positive

aspects, portraying India as a strategic partner and an important cultural reference

point. Official statements regularly emphasise ‘deep-rooted ties of friendship’ and

the significance of the Indian diaspora, which comprises approximately seven per

cent of Malaysia’s population, providing a platform for positive media framing

that reinforces the state’s foreign policy goals. Nonetheless, despite these cultural

and diplomatic affinities, global narratives continue to dominate the overall

portrayal, reflecting broader structural dependencies. The pattern of India’s

representation suggests that the repetitive highlighting of India’s governance issues

or economic challenges subtly cultivates an audience perception of India as a

nation characterised by complexity and instability, even when overtly positive

developments, like technological achievements or economic growth, are also

reported.

From a political economy perspective, the constraints imposed by concentrated

media ownership and regulatory mechanisms exacerbate this phenomenon. The

Malaysian media landscape has historically been intertwined with political interests,

particularly under the long-dominant Barisan Nasional coalition, resulting in

editorial lines that privilege governmental priorities, including maintaining inter-

ethnic harmony and promoting stable foreign relations. The legal environment

further curtails journalistic independence as laws such as the Communications

and Multimedia Act and the Sedition Act create a climate of precaution, wherein

media houses avoid controversial portrayals that could be construed as

undermining national unity.
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The socio-cultural proximity between Malaysia and India also plays a nuanced

role. Studies comparing cultural traits highlight that both societies exhibit

collectivist orientations and high power distance, fostering mutual cultural empathy

that can, under certain conditions, lead to more nuanced or empathetic portrayals.

In Malaysia, It can be said tha India’s image is not constructed purely through

Malaysian lenses but is mediated by global narratives that prioritise certain frames,

particularly conflict, governance issues and strategic rivalries, over others. Such

coverage is further amplified by the digital ecosystem, where Malaysian social

media users often consume international content directly, bypassing local

gatekeeping mechanisms. Social media platforms, while offering opportunities

for grassroots engagement and alternative narratives, also pose challenges in the

form of misinformation and fragmented public spheres, making it harder for

India to maintain a coherent and favourable image among Malaysian audiences.

From a realist perspective, negative portrayals could reflect latent regional

competition, particularly in the context of India’s Act East Policy and its increasing

strategic engagement in Southeast Asia, which sometimes intersects with Malaysia’s

own regional ambitions. From a liberal viewpoint, the substantial bilateral trade,

which reached a record high of US$19.5 billion by 2024,482 should encourage

positive portrayals, since economic interdependence generally promotes favourable

media narratives. Constructivist theories highlight the role of shared cultural

identities and diaspora networks in creating more positive framing opportunities,

although these are often secondary to the structural dominance of external news

agendas. Independent Malaysian outlets, such as Malaysiakini, offer somewhat

more critical or diversified perspectives on India, occasionally highlighting human

rights issues or democratic backsliding, but their reach remains limited compared

to mainstream media conglomerates. Overall, the interplay of these factors results

in a media environment where India’s representation is shaped by a complex

amalgamation of cautious optimism, selective positivity, globalised apprehension

and structural dependencies.

News Sourcing, Impact on Sentiments and India’s Representation

In the Malaysian media’s portrayal of India, one discerns a methodical cadence of

sentiment that does not merely report events but actively fashions collective

understanding through a recurring four-stage production cycle: initial laudation,

guarded speculation, pointed critique and formal neutral reflection. At the outset,

headlines extol India’s strategic partnerships, economic breakthroughs or cultural

initiatives, deploying celebratory language that aligns with liberal ideals of
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interdependence and mutual advancement; this phase harnesses official statements

and polished dispatches to construct a narrative of shared progress. As articles

progress, however, a second phase of epistemic hesitation emerges, in which editors,

responding to limited local expertise or seeking to pre-empt charges of bias, employ

hedged phrasing, question marks and conditional verbs, thereby transmitting

uncertainty and inviting readers to approach India’s actions with caution. The

third phase shifts decisively toward scrutiny: controversies over governance, security

dilemmas or regional rivalries are magnified through emphatic verbs and selective

sourcing, enacting a realist frame that underscores competition and risk. Finally,

headlines retreat into the veneer of ‘objective’ neutrality, stripping away overt

evaluative language even as they tacitly reinforce preceding frames by omitting

context or avoiding deeper analysis. Far from incidental, each of these tonal pivots

is choreographed by the newsroom’s structural imperatives, wire-service

dependency channels, externally authored copy into Malaysian pages; corporate

ownership and commercial pressures reward attention-grabbing conflict frames;

professional norms valorise cautious wording to preserve credibility; and editorial

conventions mandate a semblance of balance that often defaults to linguistic

restraint. Through these institutional routines, a particular ‘way of knowing’ India

is legitimised: the public is habituated to welcome hope, brace for doubt, confront

conflict and then reset into a posture of mediated calm, only for the cycle to

recommence with the next incoming dispatch. Over time, this repetitive

modulation does more than mirror audience sentiment, it conditions it, cultivating

a collective cognitive schema in which India is alternately a partner to be celebrated,

a subject of tentative enquiry, a source of contestation and an object of detached

observation. In sociological terms, headlines become knowledge artifacts that

embody and reproduce power relations, editorial hierarchies and epistemological

conventions, rather than neutral mirrors of reality. The oscillation between

positivity, apprehension, negativity and neutrality thus serves a dual function: it

satisfies market demands for novelty and drama, while simultaneously embedding

in readers’ minds a rhythmic pattern of emotional engagement that both reflects

and shapes Malaysia’s collective perceptions of India. By acknowledging that

sentiment is not a natural property of news events but a socially constructed

effect of journalistic practices, we can see how the sociology of knowledge in

news production reveals sentiment patterns as engineered rather than emergent,

and how interventions aimed at diversifying sources, recalibrating editorial

incentives and nurturing contextual expertise might disrupt this cycle to foster a

more nuanced and balanced public discourse.
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Qualitative Analysis of News Headlines

The qualitative analysis of news headlines is crucial for understanding the sentiment

and portrayal of any foreign country in media coverage. Headlines serve as the

primary framing device that shapes first impressions and heavily influence audience

perceptions even before they engage with the full news content. By examining the

tone, word choice, emotional connotation and thematic focus of headlines,

researchers can identify patterns of positive, negative, neutral or apprehensive

sentiment towards a foreign country.

The headline “India Launches Seven Singaporean Satellites” (News Item 12)

from The Star (July 30, 2023) adopts a predominantly with subtle positive

undertones of headline. Written in a straightforward, factual style, it objectively

reports the event without embellishment or criticism.

News Item: 12

The use of technical language (‘launches’, ‘satellites’) maintains professional

neutrality, while the mention of international collaboration (‘Singaporean

satellites’) implicitly suggests a constructive bilateral relationship. Though devoid

of overtly celebratory terms, the inherent significance of space missions lends the

headline a mildly positive connotation by default. This balanced approach aligns

with standard journalistic practice, informing readers without sensationalism while

allowing the newsworthiness of the space achievement to speak for itself. The

absence of negative qualifiers or contrasting contexts further reinforces its positive

framing, presenting the launch as an uncontroversial milestone in space

cooperation.
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News Item: 13

The headline “Factbox-Amazon to Walmart, Investors in India Boost Modi Ahead

of Vote” (News Item 13) from The Star (May 18, 2023) carries a ‘neutral to

cautiously optimistic (positive) sentiment’ with political undertones. This headline

adopts a primarily positive, informational tone through its fact box-style

presentation, focussing on corporate investments in India ahead of elections. The

phrase ‘investors in India boost Modi’ suggests a mildly positive economic

narrative, implying business confidence in the political leadership. However, the

careful avoidance of overtly celebratory language (‘boost’ rather than ‘strongly

endorse’) and the clinical ‘factbox’ prefix maintain journalistic objectivity. The

mention of major multinational corporations (Amazon, Walmart) lends credibility

to the economic angle while subtly framing Modi as business friendly. The temporal

reference ‘ahead of vote’ introduces a political dimension without explicit partisan

bias, though the implication that foreign investment could influence domestic

politics might carry an undercurrent of strategic significance.

News Item: 14
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The sentiment of the newspaper headline published in The Star on Wednesday,

October 4, 2023, “India Finds Two More Toxic Syrups Months after Poisoning

Deaths” (News Item 14). is negative, reflecting concern and alarm The headline

highlights a serious public health issue in India, specifically the discovery of

additional toxic syrups following previous poisoning incidents. The use of words

like ‘toxic’ and ‘poisoning deaths’ contributes to the negative sentiment, indicating

a severe threat to public safety. The phrase ‘months after’ suggests a recurring

problem or a lack of resolution to the initial crisis, further amplifying the negative

tone. Overall, the headline conveys a sense of urgency and emphasises the gravity

of the situation, aiming to capture the reader’s attention and inform them about

the critical health issue.

News Item: 15

The sentiment of the headline, published in the Malaysian online version of The

Star on June 4, 2023, “India Train Crash Survivor Recounts: ‘We Thought We

Were Dead’” (News Item 15) is one of fear, shock and trauma. The phrase ‘we

thought we were dead’ clearly conveys the intense fear and the perceived life-

threatening nature of the situation experienced by the train crash survivors. The

headline aims to capture the immediate emotional impact of the event on those

who lived through it. It reflects the survivors’ belief that they were in imminent

danger of losing their lives, highlighting the severity of the crash.

News Item: 16
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The headline from New Straits Times on June 4, 2023, “India Says Rescue

Operations Concluded after Worst Train Crash in Decades” (News Item 16),

conveys apprehension due to the phrase ‘worst train crash in decades’, indicating

a significant loss of life and potential long-term consequences. While the conclusion

of rescue operations suggests an end to the immediate crisis, it also implies that

the focus will now shift to addressing the aftermath, including investigations,

recovery efforts and support for the victims and their families. The use of the

word ‘worst’ emphasises the severity of the incident, contributing to the

apprehensive sentiment surrounding the news.

News Item: 17

The headline “Booker Prize Winner Arundhati Roy Facing Prosecution in India”

(News Item 17) from The Star newspaper, dated October 11, 2023, indicates that

the acclaimed author Arundhati Roy is potentially facing legal action in India.

The headline is apprehensive due to the use of the phrase ‘facing prosecution’,

which suggests an ongoing legal process and uncertainty about the outcome. The

article, published by an agency, highlights a serious situation for a well-known

figure, raising concerns about freedom of expression and the potential implications

for the literary and activist communities. The use of ‘prosecution’ implies formal

legal proceedings, which could lead to significant consequences for Roy.
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News Item: 18

The newspaper headlines published in Malay Mail on October 19, 2023, (News

Item 18) exhibits a positive sentiment due to its focus on the approval of the

export of 170,000 metric tonnes of non-Basmati white rice from India to Malaysia.

This positive tone stems from several factors: the article describes the export as a

“mark of special friendly gesture between the two countries”, highlighting the

goodwill and strong diplomatic relations between India and Malaysia. It also

quotes the Indian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur, emphasising that the

decision reflects the “close ties between India and Malaysia”, reinforcing the notion

of robust bilateral relations. Additionally, the article notes that the export aligns

with India’s policy of supporting friendly countries in safeguarding domestic food

security, suggesting a proactive and benevolent approach by India. The significant

volume of the rice export further indicates economic cooperation and mutual

trust between the two nations. The article conveys a positive sentiment by depicting

international cooperation, diplomatic goodwill and mutual support in the spheres

of trade and food security between India and Malaysia.



118 o Strategic Communication, Manufacturing of Narratives and India–ASEAN Relations

News Item: 19

The headline “India Imposes 40pc Export Duty on Onions till Dec 31” (News

Item 19), published in New Straits Times on August 20, 2023, neutrally reports

India’s decision to impose a 40 per cent export duty on onions until December

31. This decision, as detailed in the article, is a response to scant rainfall affecting

onion-growing states in India, leading to domestic shortages. The headline is

neutral because it objectively states the action taken by the Indian government

without expressing opinion or bias. New Straits Times, being a Malaysian

newspaper, presents the information factually, focussing on the economic

implications for its readers, particularly concerning the United Arab Emirates

(UAE) and other countries that import Indian onions. The date is important as it

provides context to the policy change, indicating its immediacy and duration.

Sentiment Dynamics between News Headlines and Introductions of the

News

Headlines serve two key purposes, first to capture attention and the other to

summarise an article’s core message, while lead paragraphs (commonly referred

to as ‘intros’) provide balanced, factual context to clarify the story. The content

analysis of 804 online news articles from three leading Malaysian newspapers,

The Star, New Straits Times and Malay Mail, reveals in Table 21 that approximately

27.61 per cent (222 articles) exhibited a mismatch in sentimental tone between

headlines and their introductory lead paragraphs.
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Table 21: Overview of Sentiment Alignment between News Headlines and
Introductions (Malaysia)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of Total

Total News Items 804 100%

Headlines and introductions with different sentiments 222 27.61%

This discrepancy arises when the sentiment conveyed by a headline (positive,

negative, apprehensive or neutral) diverges from the tone of the article’s opening

section, which is designed to provide immediate context and present key facts

objectively. For instance, an optimistic headline might precede a neutral or

pessimistic introduction, or vice versa. Such inconsistencies risk confusing readers.

The study’s findings highlight a significant issue: nearly one in four articles

present conflicting cues between headlines and introductions, which could erode

reader trust, hinder comprehension and weaken the effectiveness of journalistic

communication. When headlines prioritise emotional appeal over alignment with

the article’s substance, they risk distorting the narrative before readers even engage

with the full text, a critical concern in an era where skimming headlines often

replaces deep, thoughtful reading.

Table 22: Breakdown of News Items with Positive Headlines (Malaysia)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of Total (31)

Total with positive headlines 276 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 62 22.46%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 11 3.98%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 1 0.36%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 50 18.11%

In setting the initial frame, headlines prime readers to anticipate a particular

narrative trajectory, often upbeat when the headline is positive. Yet, empirical

analysis reveals in Table 22 a frequent disruption of this expectation: a study of

276 news articles with explicitly positive headlines found that in 22.46 per cent

of cases (62 articles), the introduction adopted a different tone, 50 were neutral,

11 were apprehensive and one was negative. This tonal misalignment between

the headline and the lead paragraph generates a tension between the story

‘promised’ and the story ‘told’, unsettling readers and complicating the

communication of the intended message.

This disconnect has broader implications when viewed through classic models

of communication. According to Shannon and Weaver’s theory, any disturbance
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between the sender and the receiver constitutes ‘noise’,483 which may distort the

intended message as it travels through the channel. A mismatched headline acts

as a form of semantic noise, warping the signal before the audience can fully

interpret it. Readers primed by an optimistic headline but greeted by a neutral or

cautious introduction may feel confused, misled or even cynical, leading to what

can be termed a breakdown in communication fidelity. This study corroborates

this phenomenon: approximately 24 per cent of readers express distrust toward

headlines because they feel that the headline’s emotional cues often do not align

with the article’s substantive message.

In this current empirical study, out of a total of 232 news items with negative

headlines, there are variations in the sentiments of their introductions. Among

these, 68 news items (29.31 per cent) have introductions with different sentiments

than their negative headlines. Specifically, four news items (1.72 per cent) feature

introductions with a positive connotation, while 29 (12.5 per cent) have a neutral

sentiment. Additionally, 35 news items (15.08 per cent) contain introductions

with an apprehensive sentiment (Table 23). This illustrates how different

introduction sentiments are distributed within the set of negative news headlines.

Table 23: Breakdown of News Items with Negative Headlines (Malaysia)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of Negative
Headlines

Total with negative headlines 232 100%

Introductions with different sentiments  68 29.31%
• Introductions with positive connotations 4 1.72%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 29 12.5%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 35 15.08%

The mismatch between headlines and the introductions reflects nuanced

context, balance or even optimism, aligning with journalistic ideals of fairness or

objectivity. When every headline of 232 news items convey negativity but only

about 70.78 per cent of the corresponding introductions actually continue that

tone, the balance 1.72 per cent are positive, 12.5 per cent neutral and 15 per cent

merely apprehensive, readers experience a jarring disconnect between expectation

and reality Table 23). A uniformly grim headline primes audiences for bad news,

yet nearly one in three leads softens or even contradicts that framing, which can

feel misleading and undermine the outlet’s credibility. This mismatch not only

risks being perceived as clickbait sensationalism but also creates cognitive

dissonance, prompting readers to wonder whether they are being manipulated or
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simply encountering incoherent reporting. Moreover, the abrupt shift from strong

negativity to neutrality or mild concern disrupts the emotional pacing of the

story, diminishing engagement and encouraging skimming rather than thoughtful

reading.

News headlines are intentionally crafted to capture attention, frequently

employing emotionally charged or alarming language that evokes apprehension,

using terms like ‘crisis’ or ‘unfinished’ to create a sense of urgency and compel

readers to engage with the content. However, this approach often contrasts sharply

with the tone of article introductions, which typically present a more balanced

perspective by incorporating positive, negative and neutral elements.

Table 24: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Apprehensive Headlines
(Malaysia)

Category Items Percentage of
Apprehensive Headlines

Total with apprehensive headlines 112 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 40 35.71%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 8 7.14%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 10 8.92%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 22 19.64%

This study also offers a breakdown of introduction sentiments for apprehensive

headlines, revealing that out of 112 apprehensive headlines, 35.71 per cent (40

headlines) feature introductions with different sentiments. Further analysis shows

that within these 40 headlines, 7.14 per cent (8 headlines) have positive sentiment

introductions, 8.92 per cent (10 headlines) have negative sentiment introductions

and 19.64 per cent (22 headlines) have neutral sentiment introductions (Table 24).

This empirical data suggests that while a significant portion of apprehensive

headlines maintains a consistent sentiment throughout, a notable percentage

employ introductions with varying sentiments, potentially to create nuance or

engage readers differently.

The prevalence of neutral introductions within this group could indicate an

attempt to provide objective context before delving into the apprehensive core of

the headline. This inconsistency creates a fault line in the communication process:

readers, primed by headlines designed to evoke anxiety, encounter introductions

that either soften, contradict or neutralise the expected mood.

The analysis of neutral headlines reveals an interesting divergence between
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headlines and introduction tones. While 184 of the 804 examined headlines

maintained a strictly neutral classification, 28.26 per cent (52 headlines) featured

introductions that departed from this neutral stance. Among these, positive

sentiment introductions were most prevalent at 13.58 per cent (25 headlines),

followed by apprehensive introductions at 8.69 per cent (16 headlines) and negative

introductions at 5.97 per cent (11 headlines) (Table 25).

Table 25: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Neutral Headlines (Malaysia)

Category Items Percentage of Neutral Headlines

Total with neutral headlines 184 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 52 28.26%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 25 13.58%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 16 8.69%
• Introductions with negative  sentiments 11 5.97%

This breakdown demonstrates that even when headlines adhere to complete

neutrality, nearly a third of accompanying introductions introduce emotional

valence—particularly leaning toward positive framing—suggesting a deliberate

or systemic tendency to enhance neutral stories with more affectively charged

opening paragraphs. The data highlights how journalistic practice often balances

neutral headline framing with more sentiment-driven introductions, possibly to

engage readers while maintaining an appearance of objectivity in the initial content

encounter. This phenomenon indicates a notable mismatch between the initial

framing and the story development. Readers expecting a straightforward, balanced

report may encounter unexpected emotional cues, creating subtle cognitive

dissonance. This divergence suggests either editorial strategy to balance credibility

with engagement or reflects structural fragmentation in the news production

process. Such inconsistencies can weaken narrative coherence, affect audience

trust, and highlight growing tensions between traditional journalistic norms and

digital era demands.

Qualitative Analysis of Discrepancies and Contradictions between

Headlines and Introductions in News Articles

The present study underscores the critical necessity of examining the contradictions

between headlines and introductions in news articles to fully comprehend the

processes underlying the dissemination of information. The disjunction between

headlines and introductions serves as a crucial site for uncovering the selective

presentation, strategic framing and potential distortion of information as it
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transitions from occurrence to public consumption. Accordingly, the following

section systematically examines the contradictions between headlines and

introductions in the sampled Malaysian newspapers, elucidating their role in the

construction and mediation of information flows.

The image depicts a news article titled “Modi Inaugurates Grand New Indian

Parliament” (News Item 20), published by New Straits Times on May 28, 2023.

The news is supplied by the news agency AFP, the article covers the inauguration

of the new Indian parliament building in New Delhi.

News Item: 20

While the headline projects a celebratory tone, emphasising the ‘grand’ nature of

the structure and highlighting the significance of the event, the introductory

paragraph offers a more nuanced and critical perspective. It notes that the ceremony

was ‘steeped in religious symbolism’ and was boycotted by opposition parties,

reflecting the underlying political tensions. Additionally, the article points out

that one opposition party likened the hexagonal design of the building to a coffin,

introducing a starkly negative connotation. This contrast between the upbeat

headline and the more complex introduction creates a tension in the narrative,

showcasing how news reporting often balances eye-catching headlines with deeper,

more critical content in the article body.
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News Item: 21

The article, published in The Star on June 21, 2023, discusses the significant

aircraft orders placed by Indian airlines IndiGo and Air India. IndiGo ordered

500 Airbus aircraft, while Air India placed an order for 470 aircraft from both

Airbus and Boeing. The article highlights India’s potential for rapid air travel

growth and its emergence as an aviation superpower. However, it also notes that

recent airline failures and regulatory disputes could hinder this progress. A

contradiction emerges between the headline and the introduction: the headline,

“Record Plane Orders Raise the Stakes in India’s Aviation Boom” (News Item

21), presents an optimistic view, suggesting that these large orders will directly

boost the industry, whereas the introduction tempers this enthusiasm by warning

that airline failures and regulatory issues could complicate the expected growth.

This contrast underscores the complexity of India’s aviation sector, balancing

ambitious expansion with underlying structural challenges.

News Item: 22

Another article under analysis, published in The Star, centres on the testimony of
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a survivor from the recent three-train collision in India, reportedly occurring on

April 25, 2025. The headline, “India Train Crash Survivor Recounts: ‘We Thought

We Were Dead’” (News Item 22), foregrounds a sense of acute fear and trauma,

employing emotionally charged language to immediately capture reader attention.

In contrast, the introductory paragraph, which states, “Ompal Bhatia, a survivor

of the three-train crash in India on Friday, had first thought he was dead”, while

acknowledging the initial terror, subtly reorients the narrative toward resilience

and survival. This divergence between the headline and the introductory paragraph

illustrates a common journalistic practice wherein the headline serves a primarily

attention-grabbing function, often at the expense of the more complex, nuanced

depiction offered in the body of the article.

News Item: 23

A news article from The Star, published on October 12, 2023, an article with the

headline: “Climate Change: China, India to Bear the Brunt with Half a Million

Coal Workers Facing Job Cuts Globally by 2035 Due to Mine Closures and Energy

Transition” (News Item 23). The article elaborates on projections that approximately

half a million coal miners worldwide may lose their jobs by 2035 as a consequence

of mine closures and the broader transition toward renewable energy. The piece

emphasises that China and India are expected to experience the most severe

impacts. It further cites a report by the Global Energy Monitor (GEM), which

forecasts that roughly 100 coal workers will be laid off daily over the next 12

years. From a media analysis perspective, a notable tension emerges between the

headline and the article’s introduction. The headline adopts a stark and regionally

focussed framing, foregrounding job losses and explicitly identifying China and
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India as principal victims of the energy transition. In contrast, the introductory

paragraph, while acknowledging the same data, adopts a more measured and

globally framed tone, presenting the phenomenon as part of a larger systemic

shift with differential regional consequences. This divergence illustrates the

discrepancy in emphasis and narrative scope, wherein the headline is crafted to

evoke urgency and draw immediate attention through negative framing, while

the introduction provides a more contextualised and analytical overview.

News Item: 24

A news article from New Straits Times, published on August 20, 2023, which

reports that India, the world’s largest exporter of onions, has imposed a 40 per

cent export duty on onions, effective immediately and continuing until December

31. This policy decision was driven by a severe shortfall in rainfall (reported as

the lowest in a century), in India’s primary onion-growing regions, resulting in

domestic supply concerns. Major importers affected by this measure include the

UAE, Bangladesh, Nepal, Malaysia and Sri Lanka. An apparent contradiction

between the headline and the introduction can be observed, rooted in the differing

levels of detail and contextual framing. The headline, “India Imposes 40pc Export

Duty on Onions till Dec 31” (News Item 24), is concise and ostensibly neutral,

presenting the imposition of the duty as an isolated fact without reference to

causative factors or potential repercussions. In contrast, the introduction, while

similarly factual, stating that “India, the world’s biggest exporter of onions, has

imposed a 40 per cent export duty on onions with immediate effect”, implicitly

introduces a negative undertone by situating the development within the broader

context of domestic agricultural distress. Subsequent elaboration within the article

connects the policy action to environmental challenges and fears of domestic

shortages, thus framing the duty as a response to an emergent crisis. Therefore,

while no overt contradiction exists between the headline and the introduction,
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the divergence arises from the differential inclusion of contextual information,

which shifts the reader’s perception from neutral reportage to an interpretation

laden with implicit concern.

India in ASEAN Media: Study of Thailand

This empirical study examines the coverage of news related to India in three

prominent Thai newspapers: Bangkok Post, The Nation and Thaiger. The analysis

covers the period from May to October 2024, during which a total of 166 news

items were identified. By systematically evaluating the content from these sources,

the study aims to understand how India is portrayed in the Thai media landscape.

It explores patterns in framing, sentiment, sources of news, the focus of issues,

the relationship between headlines and introductions and the broader implications

for bilateral perceptions and public discourse. The data derived from this study

presents a content analysis of India-related news coverage. The analysis categorises

166 news items into 10 thematic areas, providing both quantitative distribution

and interpretive insight into prevailing media trends. The findings suggest a clear

prioritisation of issues related to bilateral and geopolitical dimensions, which

significantly shapes the portrayal of India in the Thai media landscape.

A substantial portion of the coverage is devoted to Bilateral Relations (27.10

per cent) and Geopolitics and India (24.69 per cent) (Table 26). This prominent

focus indicates that Thai media largely frames India through the lens of diplomacy,

strategic cooperation and regional power dynamics. Such framing underscores

India’s role as a significant political and strategic partner for Thailand within the

broader Indo–Pacific context.

Table 26: Thailand’s Top News Categories Related to India

Category of News, Topic Wise: Thailand Number of News Items Percentage

Domestic Politics 11 6.62%

Terrorism/Law & Order 11 6.62%

Global Economy and India 6 3.61%

India’s Economy 20 12.04%

Bilateral Relations 45 27.10%

Geopolitics and India 41 24.69%

Climate Disaster 8 4.81%

Governance/Accident 14 8.43%

Science and Technology 4 2.40%

Cultural/Miscellaneous 6 3.61%

TOTAL 166 100%
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Table 27: Thailand’s Top Five News Categories Related to India

Top Five News Categories Topic Wise: Thailand Number of News Items Percentage

Bilateral Relations 45 27.10%

Geopolitics and India 41 24.69%

India’s Economy 20 12.04%

Governance/Accident 14 8.43%

Domestic Politics 11 6.62%

Terrorism/Law & Order 11 6.62%

The coverage tends to emphasise formal engagements, high-level visits, bilateral

trade and shared regional interests, reflecting a narrative of India as an emerging

regional power and an essential actor in Thailand’s foreign policy calculus.

Economic narratives also figure prominently, with India’s Economy comprising

12.04 per cent of the news content (Table 27). These articles often highlight

India’s growing market, trade opportunities and economic reforms, projecting

India as a rising economic power with direct relevance to Thailand’s own economic

interests. However, the relatively low coverage of Global Economy and India

(3.61 per cent) (Table 26) suggests that India’s global economic influence is not

as prominently featured in the Thai press, with greater emphasis placed on bilateral

economic exchanges rather than India’s position within the global financial

architecture.

Coverage of India’s domestic affairs, including Domestic Politics and

Terrorism/Law and Order (each at 6.62 per cent), reflects a moderate degree of

interest. These topics are typically portrayed through a lens of stability and security,

often in relation to their implications for regional peace or bilateral cooperation.

While the Thai media does not extensively engage with the nuances of India’s

internal political landscape, it selectively reports on events that have cross-border

resonance or that relate to India’s image as a democratic state navigating internal

challenges. Other areas, such as Climate Disaster (4.81 per cent), Governance/

Accident (8.43 per cent), Science and Technology (2.40 per cent) and Cultural/

Miscellaneous (3.61 per cent ), receive considerably less attention. This limited

representation suggests that Thai media perceives these themes as peripheral to

the core strategic and economic narrative that dominates India’s portrayal

(Table 27). Scientific achievements or cultural engagements, while occasionally

acknowledged, are not central to how India is constructed in Thai media discourse.

The portrayal of India in Thai newspapers is selective and strategically framed,

focussing heavily on political alignment, regional security and economic potential.
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This reflects not only the priorities of Thai foreign policy but also the media’s role

in reinforcing a particular image of India, as a significant, pragmatic and

increasingly influential partner. The relative marginalisation of softer themes such

as culture, environment and innovation suggests that India’s multifaceted identity

is filtered through a utilitarian lens, where strategic relevance determines

newsworthiness. These patterns of representation offer valuable insight into how

media serves as a conduit for constructing and disseminating foreign policy

narratives and public perceptions of international partners.

This study examines how news related to India shows that out of 166 news

items, 88 (53.01 per cent) were produced by the newspapers’ own resources

(reporters, news desks or editorial teams), while 78 (46.98 per cent) were sourced

from international news agencies, national agencies, freelancers or other outsider

contributors (Table 28). This distribution reveals several important aspects of

how India’s news is presented to Thai audiences. The fact that more than half of

the news items are generated in-house suggests that Thai media institutions

consider India an important topic and allocate editorial resources to cover it actively.

Table 28: News Source Analysis (Thailand)

Total News Items 166 100%

News coverage by reporters/news desk/editorial/op-eds 88 53.01%

News coverage by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 78 46.98%

This may reflect the growing strategic, economic and cultural ties between

the two countries, especially in light of regional initiatives and Thailand’s

engagement in the Indo–Pacific policy framework. News produced by in-house

reporters is likely to be shaped by Thai editorial perspectives, potentially framing

India in ways that align with Thailand’s foreign policy priorities or domestic

interests, such as trade, tourism, regional cooperation or diplomatic relations.

On the other hand, the nearly equal share of news sourced from external agencies

points to a continued dependence on international news flows for foreign coverage.

This means that a significant portion of the news about India in Thailand is

filtered through international perspectives, which may not always reflect Thai-

specific interests or understanding. News from international agencies may

emphasise certain themes such as India’s domestic politics, economic challenges

or internal conflicts, depending on global news values and narratives. Consequently,

this dual sourcing strategy, combining both local and external content, creates a

mixed media portrayal of India, blending Thai-framed content with globally
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framed news stories. This pattern indicates that while Thai newspapers are

increasingly engaging with India as a subject of importance, their reliance on

international sources also shapes the way Indian developments are interpreted

and presented to the Thai public.

A sentiment analysis of 166 news articles drawn from three Thai newspapers

provides a quantitative assessment of how India is represented in Thai media

during the specified period. The findings indicate that negative news coverage

exceeds positive coverage, suggesting a discernible trend in the portrayal of India.

Specifically, of the total 166 articles, 67 (40.36 per cent) were classified as negative

in tone, while 50 (30.12 per cent) were positive, revealing a predominance of

critical or pessimistic narratives (Tables 29 and 30). The remaining articles were

presumably neutral or not easily classified within this binary. An analysis of the

sources contributing to both positive and negative sentiment further refines this

observation.

Table 29: Sentiment Analysis of Positive News (Thailand)

Positive news articles out of a total of 166 news articles 50 30.12%

Positive stories by reporters/news desk/opinion 25 50%

Positive stories by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 25 50%

Table 30: Sentiment Analysis of Negative News (Thailand)

Negative news articles out of a total of 166 news articles 67 40.36%

Negative stories by reporters/news desk/opinion 34 50.74%

Negative stories by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 33 49.25%

Positive news items were evenly divided between those generated by internal

media resources like namely reporters, news desks and editorial teams (25 articles,

constituting 50 per cent of the positive content) and those provided by external

contributors, including international agencies, national wire services, freelancers

and contributors (25 articles, or 50 per cent). Similarly, negative news coverage

displayed an almost equal distribution: 34 articles (50.74 per cent of the negative

content) originated from internal sources, while 33 articles (49.25 per cent) were

derived from external contributors. This near-equal distribution across both

sentiment categories and source types suggests that the tone of coverage is not

strongly influenced by whether the article was internally produced or externally

sourced.

The predominance of negative reporting likely reflects editorial prioritisation
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of conflict, crises or contentious issues, which are often perceived as more

newsworthy according to conventional news values. At the same time, the balanced

source attribution implies that both local editorial teams and global information

providers are contributing similarly to the overall sentiment trends. In this context,

‘sentiment’ is defined as the evaluative orientation embedded within the article,

broadly categorised as positive, indicating favourable, constructive or optimistic

representations, and negative news, indicating unfavourable, critical or pessimistic

depictions. This classification allows for an empirical measure of tone, offering

insight into the narrative environment shaping public perceptions.

This analysis suggests that while there is a significant tendency towards negative

coverage of India in Thai media, this tendency is not disproportionately driven

by one particular group of news producers. Instead, it emerges as a consistent

pattern across both domestic and international sources. These findings underscore

the importance of examining not only the volume and themes of coverage but

also the tone and sourcing dynamics that shape the mediated portrayal of foreign

countries. Such insights contribute to a more nuanced understanding of

international media representation and its implications for bilateral perceptions

and public discourse.

Table 31: Sentiment Analysis of Apprehensive and Neutral News (Thailand)

Number of apprehensive news items of a total of 166 news items 21 12.65%

Number of neutral news items of a total of 166 news items 28 16.89%

The data in Table 31 also reveals that 21 articles (12.65 per cent) were identified

as conveying an apprehensive tone, suggesting that a relatively small proportion

of the news coverage expresses concern, unease or anxiety about India. Meanwhile,

28 articles (16.89 per cent) were classified as neutral, indicating that a slightly

higher proportion of the content provided factual reporting devoid of overt

emotional or evaluative language. These figures imply that a combined 70.46 per

cent of the news items fall outside these two categories, encompassing positive

and negative sentiment types. However, since those additional categories are not

detailed in the present data, the complete sentiment landscape remains only

partially visible. Sentiment, in this context, refers to the emotional tone or

evaluative stance conveyed in news discourse. Apprehensive sentiment denotes

the presence of caution or alarm, while neutral sentiment reflects an objective or

un-opinionated reporting style. It is important to acknowledge several limitations

in this analysis. First, the lack of explicit criteria for categorising articles as
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‘apprehensive’ or ‘neutral’ may affect the validity and replicability of the findings.

Second, the exclusion of other sentiment categories narrows the analytical scope,

reducing the potential to fully interpret the nature and balance of sentiment in

the news.

Decoding India–Thailand News Coverage: Priorities and Reasons

The study covers category priorities, sentiment, sources and issue focus, offering

insights into how India is perceived in Thailand. The data shows a strong emphasis

on bilateral relations and geopolitics, with economic aspects at 12.04 per cent.

However, softer themes like science and technology and culture are

underrepresented.

These data provide a detailed examination of the conceptual issues surrounding

India’s representation in Thai media, based on an empirical study conducted from

May to October 2023. The findings reveal several interconnected challenges that

shape how India is portrayed and perceived in Thailand, with implications for

bilateral relations, strategic communication and public diplomacy. The analysis

provides both quantitative distribution and interpretive insights into prevailing

media trends, offering a robust basis for identifying conceptual issues.

The high focus on Bilateral Relations and Geopolitics and India (51.79 per

cent combined) suggests that Thai media frames India primarily through the lens

of diplomacy, strategic cooperation and regional power dynamics, where media

shapes audience perceptions of issues of importance. However, this selective

framing risks narrowing public understanding and marginalising softer dimensions

like culture and science, which are crucial for a holistic view of bilateral relations.

The higher proportion of negative news (40.36 per cent) compared to positive

(30.12 per cent), with an additional 12.65 per cent  apprehensive, reflects news-

value criteria favouring negativity and event salience. This creates a conceptual

challenge, as it may undermine public diplomacy efforts to foster trust and

favourable perceptions, potentially affecting bilateral relations. The balanced source

attribution (50 per cent in-house, 50 per cent external for both positive and

negative) suggests this bias is consistent across production types, highlighting a

systemic issue in tone.

Additionally, the near-equal split between in-house (53.01 per cent) and

external (46.98 per cent) sources indicates a reliance on international news agencies,

and shows a potential dilution of Thai-specific perspectives, emphasising the need

for robust information subsidies and localised media engagement to assert greater

narrative control.
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These conceptual issues collectively underscore the need for a theoretically

informed approach to public diplomacy in Thailand’s media coverage of India.

Effective strategies must integrate insights from communication frameworks,

fostering reciprocal, multi-dimensional communicative channels beyond

traditional state-to-state narratives. The selective and strategically framed portrayal

reflects Thai foreign policy priorities and media’s role in reinforcing a particular

image of India as a significant, pragmatic partner. However, the relative

marginalisation of softer themes suggests that India’s multifaceted identity is filtered

through a utilitarian lens, where strategic relevance determines newsworthiness.

Analysing News Sentiment (Headlines) and Contextualisation of

Sentiments of News toward India in Thailand Media

The analysis of India-related news coverage in Thai media reveals a strategic

emphasis on themes that align with pragmatic diplomatic and economic priorities,

reflecting broader state interests rather than a holistic representation of India’s

societal or cultural dimensions. By disproportionately focussing on geopolitical

alliances, bilateral engagements and trade dynamics, the media constructs a

narrative that positions India as a critical actor in Thailand’s regional calculus,

particularly within the Indo–Pacific framework. This prioritisation mirrors the

selective amplification of issues that serve national agendas, where media functions

as an intermediary to reinforce state-aligned narratives, emphasising stability,

mutual benefit and shared security concerns. Such framing aligns with the idea

that media institutions act as gatekeepers, filtering international realities through

a lens that privileges strategic utility over comprehensive storytelling, thereby

shaping public perceptions to align with foreign policy objectives.

The sourcing dynamics, nearly equal reliance on in-house reporting and

external agencies, highlight a tension between editorial autonomy and globalised

information flows. While the significant share of internally generated content

signals a deliberate effort to craft India’s image as a partner of relevance to Thailand’s

economic and diplomatic goals, the dependence on external sources introduces

competing narratives shaped by global news values. These external contributions

often foreground crises, political volatility or economic challenges, which may

not inherently align with Thailand’s localised priorities but still permeate coverage

due to the structural reliance on international wire services. This duality creates a

hybridised discourse where India is simultaneously framed as a collaborator and

a site of complexity, reflecting the interplay between local editorial agency and

the homogenising tendencies of global news ecosystems. The balanced attribution
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of both positive and negative sentiments across sources further underscores that

critical narratives are not merely imported but are systemically normalised,

suggesting that adversarial or cautionary tones are embedded in both domestic

and international journalistic practices.

The predominance of negative sentiment in coverage underscores a broader

media inclination toward conflict-driven storytelling, where issues like failure on

the part of governance, rollback of foreign investment decisions, diplomatic

setbacks and management of natural disasters are deemed inherently newsworthy.

This trend transcends sourcing origins, indicating a universal journalistic bias

toward dramatisation and risk amplification. Such patterns may cultivate public

perceptions of India as a nation grappling with instability, despite its simultaneous

portrayal as an economic and strategic ally. The marginalisation of softer themes,

cultural exchanges, environmental cooperation, or scientific innovation, reveals a

narrowed narrative scope that sidelines opportunities to humanise India or present

it as a multifaceted society. Instead, its identity is reduced to transactional value,

undermining the potential for deeper relational diplomacy that could foster mutual

understanding beyond utilitarian interests.

The limited presence of apprehensive and neutral tones further illustrates a

polarised media landscape, where coverage oscillates between strategic optimism

and critical scrutiny. Neutral reporting, though present, is overshadowed by

evaluative narratives, suggesting that even ostensibly factual content is often

contextualised within frameworks of opportunity or risk. This polarisation reflects

a media environment where complexity is sacrificed for clarity, and ambivalence

is subsumed by dominant binaries of partnership versus peril. Such dynamics

highlight the role of media in constructing symbolic architectures of international

relations, where nations are discursively positioned not merely as geopolitical

entities but as sites of projected aspirations, anxieties and interests. These patterns

collectively demonstrate how media serves as both a mirror and a mould, reflecting

state priorities while actively shaping the discursive terrain through which bilateral

relationships are negotiated and understood in the public sphere.

Structural imperatives of Thailand Media and Representation

The analysis reveals that Thailand’s media landscape operates within a set of

institutionalised constraints and strategic priorities that systematically inform the

production, circulation and reception of international news, particularly in the

representation of India. The predominance of content focussing on bilateral
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diplomacy, regional geopolitics and economic engagements illustrates how news

coverage is implicitly structured to reflect the imperatives of statecraft. Media

narratives, in this context, do not merely mirror events but are embedded within

broader national agendas, aligning reportage with Thailand’s external policy

orientations and regional positioning. The portrayal of India as a critical economic

and strategic interlocutor serves not only informational but legitimising functions,

projecting an image calibrated to domestic expectations of national interest,

development and geopolitical coherence.

This alignment is further reinforced through editorial practices that privilege

in-house reporting, enabling greater control over narrative framing and thematic

emphasis. Nearly half of the coverage originates from internal journalistic resources,

indicating a deliberate effort to curate India’s image through a lens that foregrounds

its relevance to Thailand’s strategic calculus. The construction of India as a ‘partner

of consequence’ reflects a form of editorial sovereignty exercised in tandem with

state priorities, whereby the media functions less as an autonomous watchdog

and more as a mediating apparatus that channels policy-driven representations

into the public domain. This systemic arrangement facilitates a selective visibility

of India, emphasising those attributes that resonate with national objectives, such

as market potential and regional security contributions, while rendering peripheral

its cultural plurality or environmental trajectories.

Conversely, the substantial dependence on transnational news syndicates

introduces a secondary axis of influence, characterised by cost-driven outsourcing

and the embedded logics of international news production. External content

introduces frames shaped by the priorities of global media conglomerates, which

tend to accentuate volatility, conflict and political risk. This reliance produces a

representational tension: while domestic reporting constructs India as a stable,

strategic collaborator, externally sourced material frequently situates it within

narratives of disorder or democratic fragility. The resultant hybridity in India’s

media image reflects a structural disjuncture, one that arises from the simultaneous

pursuit of strategic coherence and economic pragmatism in news production.

The tendency across both domains toward negative affect, whether via the

dramatisation of crises or the editorial filtering of contentious issues, further

underscores the normative bias that privileges disruption over continuity, spectacle

over substance.

This dual structure of content production, involving local curation intersecting

with external dependency, reveals deeper contradictions within Thailand’s media
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system. The marginal presence of themes unrelated to immediate political or

economic utility, such as cultural heritage, scientific collaboration or environmental

diplomacy, signals an epistemological narrowing of foreign representation. Such

exclusions are not incidental but symptomatic of systemic hierarchies wherein

informational relevance is defined by proximity to material returns or policy

leverage. The resultant narrative economy thus distils foreign nations into

instrumental categories, emphasising functionality over complexity, and

positioning international actors according to their perceived strategic yield rather

than their societal totality.

Taken together, these dynamics illustrate how Thailand’s media apparatus

negotiates the competing demands of national alignment and global integration.

The selective construction of India’s image exemplifies a broader pattern in which

foreign realities are mediated through an institutional logic of pragmatism,

constrained by editorial economics, audience calibration and policy proximity.

Media here emerges not as a passive observer but as an active participant in the

production of international visibility, shaping public understanding through

narrative selections that echo, amplify or selectively obscure dimensions of

geopolitical relevance. In doing so, it not only reflects but also reproduces the

asymmetries of global engagement, offering a curated window into the world

that privileges strategic affinity over pluralistic representation.

Qualitative Analysis of News Headlines

This study undertakes a qualitative analysis of headline sentiment across three

leading English language news outlets in Thailand, Bangkok Post, The Nation and

Thaiger over a six month period from May 1 to October 31, 2024. In all, 166

headlines were sampled and coded for affective tone (positive, negative, neutral

and apprehensive), enabling a systematic examination of how each publication

frames its coverage of India. By comparing sentiment distributions and identifying

recurring linguistic patterns, this research seeks to uncover whether and to what

extent these newspapers diverge in their editorial outlooks, and how such

differences might shape reader perceptions of national and regional affairs.
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News Item: 25

In its May 12, 2023, online edition, Bangkok Post published the headline “China

Ministers’ India Trips Show Warming of Relations” (News Item 25), a formulation

that conveys optimism by framing high level diplomatic visits as evidence of a

thaw in bilateral tensions. The choice of the metaphor ‘warming’ implies a

conscious shift away from the ‘frostiness’ that followed the June/ 2020 Galwan

Valley clashes, suggesting instead a trajectory toward cooperation and mutual

goodwill. By highlighting the possibility of President Xi Jinping attending the

forthcoming G20 Summit in India, the headline not only underscores the strategic

importance Beijing attaches to its relationship with New Delhi but also elevates

India’s international stature. Understanding this positive framing is crucial for

India’s representation because it signals to regional audiences that India is regarded

as a credible and desirable partner by one of the world’s leading powers, thereby

reinforcing New Delhi’s image as an effective and respected actor on the global

stage.
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News Item: 26

In its October/ 6, 2023, online edition, The Nation ran the headline “India’s

Ascension from Middle Power to Emerging Great Power: A Geopolitical Analysis”

(News Item 26), a formulation that radiates optimism by framing India’s

international trajectory as not merely progressive but transformative. The choice

of the word ‘ascension’ conveys upward mobility and strategic momentum, while

‘emerging great power’ elevates India’s status from a regional actor to a contender

on the global stage. Such positive framing is significant for India’s representation

because headlines serve as the gateway to public perception: by foregrounding

India’s rise, this headline not only bolsters national prestige but also shapes external

audiences’ expectations of India’s capabilities and influence, reinforcing a narrative

of India as an increasingly consequential force in world affairs.

News Item: 27

In its July/ 14, 2023, online edition, Bangkok Post ran the striking headline “‘Like

Hell’: India’s Burning Coalfields” (News Item 27), which immediately conveys a

negative tone by equating the country’s coal regions with an inferno. The colloquial

simile ‘like hell’ magnifies the environmental and public health crisis, invoking

graphic imagery of uncontrolled fires and smog choked skies. Such dramatic

wording not only underscores the severity of India’s coal mining impacts but also
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frames the nation as struggling with ecological mismanagement. For international

audiences, this kind of headline is particularly influential: it can cement perceptions

of India as an environmental laggard and overshadow its efforts to diversify its

energy mix, thereby affecting India’s broader reputation in foreign media as it

seeks to balance economic growth with sustainable development.

News Item: 28

The headline “Indian Man Steals Money from Thai Vendors Near Bangkok”

(News Item 28) from an online newspaper presents a negative narrative due to its

focus on a criminal act tied to a specific nationality, potentially fostering stereotypes

about Indians. Published on August 3, 2023, by Thaiger, the story highlights an

Indian man committing theft in Thailand, which can harm India’s global image

by associating the country with illegal behaviour abroad. This type of reporting is

significant for understanding India’s representation in foreign lands, as it risks

straining diplomatic relations with Thailand, increasing scrutiny on Indian

travellers and overshadowing their positive contributions in areas like business

and culture. Recognising the impact of such headlines is crucial for promoting

cultural sensitivity, encouraging responsible behaviour among Indian citizens

abroad and mitigating negative stereotypes to maintain a positive international

reputation.
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News Item: 29

The headline “Cyclone Biparjoy Threatens India’s Gujarat, Pakistan’s Southern

Coast” (News Item 29), published by Thaiger on June 12, 2023, carries an

apprehensive tone due to its focus on an impending natural disaster with the

potential for widespread destruction, loss of life and disruption across two

countries. The use of ‘threatens’ highlights the urgency and uncertainty surrounding

the cyclone, fostering anxiety about its impact on India’s Gujarat and Pakistan’s

southern coast. Understanding this news is vital for India’s representation in foreign

lands, as it can generate global awareness and empathy, portraying India as a

resilient nation facing a challenge beyond its control, rather than perpetuating

negative stereotypes. Additionally, the shared threat with Pakistan emphasises the

need for regional cooperation, potentially showcasing India’s role in international

disaster response efforts, while the effective management of the crisis can enhance

its global image as a capable and prepared nation, fostering a positive perception

abroad.
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News Item: 30

The headline “Asean, India Hold Joint Exercises in Disputed Sea for First Time”

(News Item 30) from The Nation, published on Monday, May 8, 2023, is written

in a neutral tone, primarily conveying factual information without any explicit

bias, emotional charge or sensationalism. It states a significant development, with

India and ASEAN nations conducting their first joint exercises in a disputed

maritime region, without framing it in a confrontational, provocative or overly

celebratory manner. This neutrality is evident in the absence of judgmental

language or suggestive phrasing that might indicate either criticism or endorsement.

Understanding this headline is important in the context of India’s foreign policy

and regional representation because it reflects India’s increasing strategic

engagement with Southeast Asia, especially in sensitive maritime zones like the

South China Sea.

Sentiment Dynamics between News Headlines and Introductions of the

News

The data offered in Table 32 illustrate that out of 166 news items, 54 (32.53 per

cent) exhibit divergent sentiment between the headline and the introduction.

Table 32: Overview of Sentiment Alignment between News Headlines and
Introductions (Thailand)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of Total

Total news items 166 100%

Headlines and introductions with different sentiments 54 32.53%

The data offered in Table 33 highlight a critical disjuncture between the

sentiment of news headlines and the sentiment of their introductions, revealing

deeper implications for media framing and strategic communication. Although

all 60 news items analysed feature positive headlines, a significant portion, 25 per

cent, exhibits introductions that diverge from this positivity.
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Table 33: Breakdown of News Items with Positive Headlines (Thailand)

Category Number of News Items Percentage

Total with positive headlines 60 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 15 25%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 3 5%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 0 0%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 12 20%
5

Specifically, 20 per cent of the introductions are neutral in tone, and 5 per

cent are apprehensive, while none are overtly negative. This discrepancy suggests

that while headlines are carefully crafted to project optimism or reassurance, the

accompanying introductions may carry a more cautious or neutral tone, indicating

a layered approach to messaging. Positive headlines serve to attract or pacify readers,

particularly those who engage only superficially with the content, while the

introductions introduce more nuanced or restrained narratives.

Table 34 presents a breakdown of introduction sentiments accompanying

news items with negative headlines, highlighting a notable disjuncture between

headline framing and the tone of the article’s introductory content. While all 67

news items in the dataset feature explicitly negative headlines, 26 of these,

amounting to 38.80 per cent, exhibit introductions that do not align with the

same degree of negativity.

Table 34: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Negative Headlines (Thailand)
5

Category Number of News Items Percentage of
Negative Headlines

5

Total with negative headlines 67 100%
5

Introductions with different sentiments 26 38.80
• Introductions with positive connotation 0 0%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 13 19.40%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 13 19.40%
5

Specifically, 19.4 per cent of the introductions are neutral in tone, and another

19.4 per cent express an apprehensive sentiment, suggesting a more cautious or

uncertain framing rather than outright negativity. Notably, no introductions reflect

a positive sentiment, indicating that while the editorial framing avoids direct

contradiction, it often moderates the emotional impact implied by the headline.

This divergence suggests an editorial strategy in which negativity is amplified at

the headline level, possibly to attract reader attention or emphasise crisis, while

the introduction adopts a more tempered or ambiguous stance. Such a pattern
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reflects a layered approach to news framing, where emotional intensity is heightened

superficially but diluted in content, ultimately shaping reader perception in subtle

yet strategic ways.

Another set of data in Table 35 brings a breakdown of intro sentiments for

news items with apprehensive headlines, revealing a notable inconsistency in the

alignment between headline tone and the opening narrative. Out of 21 news

items that feature apprehensive headlines (100 per cent), 11 items, amounting to

52.38 per cent,have introductions that do not reflect the same tone of

apprehension. Among these, 38.09 per cent of the introductions are neutral, and

9.52 per cent adopt a negative sentiment, while none exhibit a positive tone.

Table 35: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Apprehensive Headlines
(Thailand)

5

Category Items Percentage of
Apprehensive Headlines

5

Total with apprehensive headlines 21 100%
5

Introductions with different sentiments 11 52.38%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 0 0%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 2 9.52%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 8 38.09%
5

This data points to a significant editorial divergence, wherein the headlines

signal uncertainty or cautious concern, but the introductions often adopt a more

restrained or emotionally detached stance. The use of neutral introductions, in

particular, suggests an effort to temper the emotional intensity introduced by the

headline, possibly reflecting a strategy of editorial hedging. Such a pattern indicates

that apprehension in headlines may function more as a rhetorical device to attract

attention than as an accurate preview of the narrative tone. The absence of positive

sentiment reinforces the general mood of caution, yet the moderation seen in

many introductions reveals a subtle recalibration of emotional framing.

Table 36 provides a breakdown of introduction sentiments accompanying

neutral headlines, revealing a nuanced yet important editorial pattern. Of the 28

news items featuring neutral headlines (100 per cent), three items, amounting to

10.71 per cent, exhibit introductions that depart from the ostensibly neutral

framing of the headline. These include one introduction each with positive,

negative and apprehensive sentiment, representing 3.57 per cent respectively.
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Table 36: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Neutral Headlines (Thailand)
5

Category Items Percentage of Neutral Headlines
5

Total with neutral headlines 28 100%
5

Introductions with different sentiments 3 10.71%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 1 3.57%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 1 3.57%
• Introductions with negative  sentiments 1 3.57%
5

While the majority of neutral headlines maintain tonal consistency with their

introductions, the presence of sentimentally divergent introductions suggests that

neutrality at the headline level does not uniformly extend into the narrative. This

subtle disjuncture highlights the layered nature of journalistic framing, where the

headline projects objectivity but the introduction may contain implicit emotional

or evaluative cues. Such editorial choices point toward a strategic use of the

introduction as a site for shaping reader perception without undermining the

appearance of balance or neutrality.

Qualitative Analysis of Discrepancies and Contradictions between

Headlines and Introductions in News Articles

Discrepancies and contradictions between headlines and their corresponding

introductions have emerged as key indicators of editorial framing and implicit

bias. This study employs qualitative methods to examine such inconsistencies in

prominent Thai news outlets, with the aim of uncovering the editorial motivations

that drive these narrative divergences and assessing their implications for the

construction of public discourse, national image and policy perception.

News Item: 31
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The news article from Bangkok Post (May 12, 2023), titled “China Ministers’

India Trips Show Warming of Relations” (News Item 31), presents a positive

sentiment in its headline, suggesting an improvement in diplomatic ties. However,

its introduction adopts a more neutral tone while recounting negative historical

context, stating that “Relations between two neighbouring countries... have

witnessed a downward spiral in recent years after the bloody clash... in the Galwan

Valley...”. This apparent contradiction serves a specific journalistic purpose: the

headline aims to capture attention and convey the article’s main thesis, the positive

development of warming relations. In contrast, the introduction provides essential

background, establishing the challenging recent history. By detailing the prior

‘downward spiral’, the subsequent ‘warming’ highlighted in the headline gains

greater significance and impact, a common technique in news analysis and opinion

pieces to frame an argument effectively by contrasting new developments with

past realities.

News Item: 32
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News Item: 33

An article in The Nation published on July 27, 2023, demonstrates a common

journalistic approach where the headline, “India’s Odisha State Takes Centre Stage

in a Tourism Roadshow in Bangkok” (News Item 32), conveys a distinctly positive

sentiment by emphasising prominence and success. In contrast, the introduction,

stating that “The roadshow, organised in association with the Federation of Indian

Chambers of Commerce & Industry (FICCI), saw more than 130 tour and travel

operators from Thailand networking with stakeholders from Odisha”, maintains

a neutral connotation by focussing on the factual details of the event.

The headline from Bangkok Post, published on October 27, 2023 reads:

“Russian, Indian Nationals Detained in Phuket Villa Raid” (News Item 33). This

headline carries a negative sentiment, largely due to the use of terms like ‘detained’

and ‘villa raid’, which evoke criminality, legal trouble and an image of disruptive

or illicit behaviour. For Indian readers or international observers, the association

of ‘Indian nationals’ with such language in a headline contributes to a portrayal

of India or its citizens in a questionable or problematic light. However, the

introduction of the article takes on a ‘more neutral tone’. It simply reports that a

Russian and two Indian nationals were arrested for overstaying their visas during

a police operation, and it factually adds that a warrant was issued for one Indian

individual for threatening and intimidating behaviour. The tone is descriptive

and devoid of sensationalism; it frames the individuals’ actions within legal and

procedural terms rather than moral judgment or scandal.
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News Item: 34

The news article from The Nation (September 19, 2023) presents a clear

contradiction between the sentiment conveyed in its headline and the tone of its

introductory paragraph. The headline, “Canada Investigates India’s Possible Link

to Sikh Activist’s Slaying” (News Item 34), adopts an apprehensive sentiment,

marked by cautious phrasing such as ‘investigates’ and ‘possible link’, which implies

uncertainty and avoids making direct accusations. This choice reflects a moderated

editorial tone, likely intended to maintain diplomatic neutrality and adhere to

legal norms when addressing sensitive international allegations. In contrast, the

lead paragraph shifts sharply to a negative connotation by stating that Canada

expelled a top Indian diplomat and citing Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s assertion

of ‘credible allegations’ against the Indian government regarding the assassination.

The use of the word ‘assassination’ and the emphasis on diplomatic action project

a tone of blame and confrontation. This discrepancy highlights a strategic editorial

approach where headlines are crafted to appear neutral, while the article’s body

communicates a more accusatory narrative. Such framing suggests a deliberate

attempt to balance the optics of impartial reporting with the need to convey the

gravity of geopolitical tensions, ultimately shaping public perception through

nuanced narrative layering.
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News Item: 35

The news article from Thaiger (October 27, 2023) titled “Phuket: Russian and

Indians Overstay Visa Leading to Police Raid” (News Item 35) exhibits a notable

discrepancy between the sentiment expressed in the headline and the tone of the

lead paragraph. The headline maintains a neutral sentiment, presenting the incident

in a factual and procedural manner. It simply states the nationalities involved, the

issue of visa overstays and the resulting police action, without employing

emotionally charged language or implying guilt beyond the stated facts. However,

the introductory paragraph conveys a distinctly negative connotation. It uses terms

like ‘apprehended’, ‘charged’, ‘intimidation’ and ‘threats’, which suggest criminal

behaviour and elevate the seriousness of the incident beyond administrative visa

violations. The tone intensifies with the mention of a coordinated police operation,

a court-issued warrant and continued surveillance, all of which frame the incident

as part of a broader law enforcement crackdown. The focus on the individuals’

national identities, particularly ‘Indian men’ and a ‘Russian national’, further

adds an undertone of profiling and public alarm.

India in ASEAN Media: Study of Singapore

The study examines the media representation and coverage of India over a six-

month period from May 1 to October 31, 2023. A total of 1,092 news items were

systematically collected and analysed. The research aims to investigate editorial
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priorities, sourcing patterns and narrative construction, with particular attention

to headlines and introductory paragraphs. Additionally, the study explores the

thematic focus of India-related reporting within Singapore’s mainstream media

landscape. The analysis of 1,092 India focussed news items published by The

Straits Times, Today and The Business Times reveals a highly selective representational

regime in which India is predominantly cast as both a geostrategic actor and an

emergent economic powerhouse.

Table 37: Singapore’s Top News Categories Related to India

Category of News, Topic Wise: Singapore Number of News Items Percentage

Domestic Politics 76 6.95%

Terrorism/Law & Order 48 4.39%

Global Economy and India 218 19.96%

India’s Economy 262 23.99%

Bilateral Relations 13 1.19%

Geopolitics and India 302 27.65%

Climate Disaster 34 3.11%

Governance/Accident 92 8.42%

Science and Technology 33 3.02%

Cultural/Miscellaneous 15 1.37%

TOTAL 1,092 100%

Fully 71.6 per cent of all items foreground India’s geopolitical positioning

(27.65 per cent), domestic economic performance (23.99 per cent) and integration

into the global economy (19.96 per cent), thereby privileging narratives of strategic

agency and market potential over other dimensions of India’s national experience.

Secondary attention is accorded to governance and accident reporting (8.42 per

cent) and domestic political developments (6.95 per cent), which serve principally

to contextualise India’s institutional stability and policy trajectory (Table 37).

Reports of major accidents, infrastructure failures and anti corruption drives

function as barometers of administrative efficacy, implicitly signalling to

Singaporean stakeholders the relative reliability of India’s governance environment.

Similarly, coverage of electoral contests, high level visits and other dynamics like

cultural linkages offers a proximate lens through which readers may anticipate

the continuity or transformation of macro economic and regulatory regimes, factors

of considerable import to analysts of regional risk and opportunity.
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Table 38: Singapore’s Top Five News Categories Related to India

Category of News, Topic Wise: Singapore Number of News Items Percentage

Geopolitics and India 302 27.65%

India’s Economy 262 23.99%

Global Economy and India 218 19.96%

Governance/Accident 92 8.42%

Domestic Politics 76 6.95%

By contrast, issues of internal security and law enforcement (4.39 per cent),

environmental crises (3.11 per cent), scientific and technological innovation (3.02

per cent) and cultural or miscellaneous topics (1.37 per cent) are rendered

peripheral (Table 37). This marginalisation suggests that, despite India’s burgeoning

role in global climate negotiations, frontier research and soft power diplomacy,

such domains fail to satisfy the dominant news values of ‘impact’ and ‘proximity’

as defined by Singaporean editors. Standalone coverage of bilateral diplomacy,

treaties, state visits and institutional dialogues, accounts for barely 1.19 per cent

of the total corpus (Table 37), indicating that formal India–Singapore relations

are rarely decoupled from broader strategic economic narratives. Instead, bilateral

engagements are subsumed within discussions of multilateral security architectures

or investment flows, reinforcing a transactional framing of India as a partner of

convenience rather than as a subject of intrinsic bilateral interest.

Taken together, this pattern of coverage constructs a discursive frame in which

India’s primary relevance to Singapore lies in its capacity to buttress regional

security and to generate commercial opportunities. Such framing not only shapes

public perceptions by valorising India’s strategic–economic attributes but also

occludes the socio cultural, environmental and human rights dimensions of India’s

domestic landscape. From a theoretical standpoint, these findings align with both

agenda setting and framing theories in international communication,

demonstrating how media gatekeepers prioritise narratives that intersect with

national interests and market considerations.

Table 39: News Source Analysis (Singapore)

Total News Items 1,092 100%

News coverage by reporters/news desk/editorial/op-eds 389 35.62%

News coverage by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 703 64.37%

The data derived from the study provides a detailed quantitative breakdown
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of news sourcing in the coverage of India. Of the 1,092 news items, 389 (35.62

per cent) were attributed to local sources such as reporters, news desks, editorial

teams and op-ed contributors. In contrast, a significantly larger proportion,

amounting to 703 items (64.37 per cent), were sourced from international and

national news agencies, freelancers or external contributors (Table 39). This

distribution not only reveals the structural dynamics of news production within

Singapore’s mainstream media but also offers insights into the mechanisms that

shape India’s media representation in the country.

Locally produced news, attributed to in-house reporters and editorial teams,

is likely to reflect the editorial priorities, institutional perspectives and cultural

framing practices of Singaporean media organisations. Such content may

incorporate domestically relevant narratives that align with Singapore’s national

interests, including trade relations with India, strategic convergence within ASEAN

and issues concerning the sizable Indian diaspora residing in the city-state.

Editorials and opinion pieces, in particular, offer a space for critical commentary

on India’s domestic and foreign policies, contextualised within Singapore’s

geopolitical outlook and socio-economic priorities.

Conversely, externally sourced content, comprising reports from global wire

services such as Reuters and AFP, as well as international and national agencies

and independent contributors, is often syndicated or aggregated with limited

editorial intervention from the host media outlet. These items typically represent

secondary content, meaning they were not originally produced by the Singaporean

newspapers themselves. As a result, the framing of India within such articles may

be shaped more by global geopolitical discourses and Western media narratives

than by Singaporean editorial sensibilities.

The overwhelming reliance on external sources (64.37 per cent) aligns with

the broader concept of global news flow, in which media systems in smaller states

or those with limited international bureaus depend heavily on transnational wire

services for foreign news. This reliance has significant implications for the portrayal

of India in Singaporean media. It raises the possibility that India’s image is often

mediated through the lens of non-Singaporean perspectives, which may not

prioritise issues of bilateral relevance or capture nuances specific to India–Singapore

relations. Consequently, coverage risks reinforcing homogenised or Western-

dominated narratives, potentially marginalising locally relevant themes such as

the Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement (CECA), diaspora

contributions or collaborative regional efforts within ASEAN frameworks.
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Furthermore, the limited proportion of locally produced content (35.62 per

cent) suggests that Singaporean journalists and editorial teams may exert only

partial influence over the construction of India’s media image. This structural

dependency on external content producers may curtail opportunities for nuanced,

context-rich reporting that reflects Singapore’s distinctive socio-political

engagement with India. Such an imbalance underscores the importance of

interrogating not just the content of India-related coverage but also its provenance,

as the origin of news stories plays a critical role in framing how foreign nations

are perceived in domestic public spheres.

The sourcing data reveals a deeper structural condition within Singapore’s

news production ecosystem, one that privileges external narratives over locally

grounded perspectives. Recognising this dynamic is essential to understanding

the mediated construction of India’s image in Singaporean media. Without such

analysis, there is a risk of assuming that media portrayals are wholly reflective of

Singaporean perspectives, when in fact they may be reproductions of dominant

global frames. The findings invite further enquiry into how source provenance

interacts with editorial framing and how Singaporean media might expand its

agency in shaping foreign representations that resonate with its national interests

and cultural sensibilities.

Table 40: Sentiment Analysis of Positive News (Singapore)

Positive news articles out of a total of 1,092 news articles 366 33.51%

Positive stories by reporters/news desk/opinion 112 30.60%

Positive stories by international agencies/national agencies/ 254 69.39%
freelancers/contributors

Table 41: Sentiment Analysis of Negative News (Singapore)

Negative news articles out of a total of 1,092 news articles 259 23.71%

Negative stories by reporters/news desk/opinion 87 33.59%

Negative stories by international agencies/national agencies/ 171 66.02%
freelancers/contributors

Table 42: Sentiment Analysis of Apprehensive and Neutral News (Singapore)

Number of apprehensive news items of a total of 1,092 news items 150 13.73%

Number of neutral news items of a total of 1,092 news items 318 29.12%

The sentiment analysis of 1,092 news items about India in Singaporean

newspapers reveals a nuanced portrayal, with 33.51 per cent (366 items) (Table
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40) classified as positive, 23.71 per cent (259 items) (Table 41) as negative, 29.12

per cent (318 items) as neutral and 13.73 per cent (150 items) (Table 42) as

apprehensive, indicating a generally balanced yet favourable coverage that likely

emphasises India’s economic growth, technological advancements, position as a

leading global power, cultural contributions and bilateral ties with Singapore.

External sources, including international and national agencies, freelancers and

contributors, play a dominant role in setting the sentiment, contributing 69.39

per cent (254 items) positive stories and 66.02 per cent (171 items) negative ones

(Tables 40 and 41), suggesting that global media narratives, often shaped by

Western agencies like Reuters, AP, AFP, etc., prioritise topics such as India’s

economic potential, geopolitical tensions or governance challenges, which may

overshadow more localised perspectives. In contrast, local reporters, news desks

and opinion writers in Singapore contribute 30.60 per cent (112 items) positive

and 33.59 per cent (87 items) negative stories (Tables 40 and 41), reflecting a

smaller but significant role that might focus on Singapore-specific interests, such

as trade partnerships, investment, geopolitical dynamics related to India and

Singapore or regional security concerns, though their influence is constrained by

the heavy reliance on external sources. This dynamic highlights a potential risk of

homogenised global narratives marginalising Singaporean viewpoints, which is

particularly significant given Singapore’s media landscape, where outlets like The

Straits Times often align with government priorities. Understanding these sentiment

dynamics is crucial for decoding how India is perceived in Singaporean media, as

it affects public opinion, strengthens or strains bilateral relations and shapes the

cultural identity of the diaspora.

Decoding India–Singapore News Coverage: Priorities and Reasons

India’s portrayal in Singaporean media reflects a narrowly focussed narrative that

privileges strategic and economic dimensions while marginalising cultural,

environmental and scientific facets. By spotlighting strategic partnerships,

investment flows and macroeconomic performance, together accounting for 71.6

per cent of coverage, it casts India chiefly as a transactional actor whose value lies

in bolstering regional security and generating economic opportunities. In this

framing, headlines and leads routinely emphasise multilateral security architectures

and market indicators.

This selective approach reflects the operation of strategic communication

processes including editorial gatekeeping, sourcing choices, framing devices and

sentiment management that collectively shape image of any country. Climate
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disasters (3.11 per cent), science and technology breakthroughs (3.02 per cent)

and societal cultural narratives (1.37 per cent) fall outside the ‘impact’ and

‘proximity’ criteria prized by editors, rendering them news-value poor. Even

reporting on governance issues (8.42 per cent), such as major accidents or anti-

corruption drives, is treated less as human-interest storytelling than as a barometer

of administrative efficacy, signalling ‘reliability’ or ‘risk’ to corporate and

governmental stakeholders.

The sourcing patterns reinforce this narrow lens. Only 35.6 per cent of India-

related items originate from locally produced reportage including reporters, news

desks or op-eds, while 64.4 per cent are syndicated from international and national

wire services, agencies or freelancers. This reliance on external copy imports frames

leaving Singaporean newsrooms limited scope to develop context-rich, home-

grown analyses of bilateral news (just 1.19 per cent of items). Sentiment analysis

further reveals the affective contours of this framing. Positive stories (33.5 per

cent) predominantly highlight India’s successful journey in geopolitics, economic

dynamics and partnership, while negative (23.7 per cent) and apprehensive (13.7

per cent) items serve as cautionary tales about governance or environmental

vulnerabilities. External sources disproportionately drive both ends of this

spectrum, contributing nearly 70 per cent of positive and two-thirds of negative

coverage, underscoring how narrative control and emotional tone often rest with

transnational entities rather than local editorial teams.

Only through systematic, quantitative disaggregation of topic frequencies,

sourcing provenance and sentiment proportions can these latent biases and strategic

imperatives be exposed. Such data-driven analysis challenges any assumption of

balanced bilateral reporting and instead reveals a media environment tightly

circumscribed by Singapore’s security and economic priorities and the structural

dependency on wire service copy. For India’s public diplomacy, the findings point

to the need for outreach that breaks free of these constraints by cultivating locally

rooted storytelling, foregrounding diaspora voices and creating channels for

genuine two-way engagement.

Analysing News Sentiment (Headlines) and Contextualisation of

Sentiments of News toward India in Singapore Media

The contemporary portrayal of India in Singaporean media emerges as a carefully

orchestrated narrative that privileges strategic and economic imperatives while

systematically marginalising the rich and diverse dimensions of India’s cultural

heritage, environmental leadership and scientific innovation. This editorial
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prioritisation, manifested through repetitive framing around security cooperation,

economic partnerships and transactional diplomacy, presents India as a utilitarian

actor, one whose relevance is narrowly construed through the prisms of geopolitical

alignment and market viability. Such a reductive portrayal not only simplifies a

complex bilateral relationship but also undermines the capacity of media to act as

a site of intercultural understanding and diplomatic nuance.

This phenomenon is embedded within broader structures of strategic

communication, where editorial gatekeeping, sourcing decisions and framing

devices coalesce to reinforce dominant narratives aligned with Singapore’s perceived

national interests. The privileging of governance stories through metrics of

institutional risk or reliability, rather than through the lenses of social welfare,

civic agency or lived experience, further consolidates a technocratic and risk-

calibrated image of India, suited more to boardrooms than to broader public

imagination.

The systemic reliance on syndicated wire content, predominantly sourced

from global news agencies, exacerbates this narrative imbalance. Externalised

reporting frameworks often lack the contextual sensitivity or local granularity

required to capture the subtleties of India–Singapore interactions. This dependency

not only constrains the editorial autonomy of Singaporean newsrooms but also

perpetuates an asymmetrical information environment, wherein transnational

media entities exert outsized influence over how foreign nations are represented.

The result is a media discourse oscillating between celebration and caution,

celebrating India’s rising stature in global affairs or markets, while cautioning

against its governance lapses or environmental vulnerabilities, yet rarely venturing

into the everyday cultural, intellectual or ethical contributions that might deepen

mutual understanding.

From a theoretical perspective, this dynamic can be interpreted through the

interconnected lenses of agenda-setting, framing and gatekeeping theories.

Together, they explain how certain themes acquire salience while others are omitted,

based not merely on newsworthiness, but on ideological fit, audience alignment

and institutional constraints. Furthermore, the narrative paradigm theory reveals

how dominant media frames lack narrative fidelity and emotional coherence; the

rational and strategic tone of coverage, while functional, fails to engage with

audiences at the level of identity, meaning or affect.

Simultaneously, Singaporean media institutions must critically reflect on the

epistemological implications of their sourcing practices and editorial logics. As a
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hub of cosmopolitan connectivity and cultural hybridity, Singapore is uniquely

positioned to foster a more balanced and inclusive narrative ecosystem, one that

not only serves state interests but also cultivates empathy, mutual recognition and

regional solidarity.

Structural Imperatives of Singaporean Media and Representation

The structural imperatives that shape the representation of foreign countries in

Singaporean media are deeply embedded in the city-state’s broader political

economy, which blends centralised governance, market-driven logic, cultural

cohesion and strategic global positioning. Its media operates within a regulated

framework that emphasises national stability, economic growth and social order

over journalism. Major media outlets are either state-owned or closely aligned

with national authorities, functioning under stringent laws that constrain external

influence and promote  values of self-censorship. These conditions foster a media

environment where foreign nations are represented in ways that align with

Singapore’s diplomatic and economic interests. Coverage of major global powers

is carefully calibrated to maintain diplomatic neutrality, while critical reporting is

often avoided if it risks disrupting bilateral relations or economic partnerships.

Commercial interests further reinforce these tendencies, as the media prioritises

content that supports Singapore’s image as a competitive and reliable financial

hub. Countries with strong trade or investment ties are often portrayed positively,

with emphasis on economic opportunities and technological partnerships, while

less economically relevant or politically sensitive nations receive minimal or highly

curated attention. Cultural and ideological frameworks also shape how foreign

nations are represented. Media narratives often reinforce values such as pragmatism,

meritocracy and multiracial harmony, which results in sceptical portrayals of liberal

democracies and more culturally resonant, though cautiously presented, narratives

about countries with shared regional or ethnic affinities.

This landscape is further shaped by self-censorship among journalists, who

internalise expectations of deference and caution, limiting the scope of critical or

alternative perspectives. Sensitive issues, such as regional disputes or human rights

violations, are downplayed unless they align with broader strategic objectives.

The media also plays a crucial role in supporting Singapore’s global identity,

portraying the country as a neutral, dependable actor in regional and international

affairs. In doing so, representations of foreign countries are tailored to reinforce

Singapore’s position as a stable node in the global economy.

Altogether, the structural imperatives of state oversight, economic alignment,
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cultural framing and global strategy converge to produce highly curated and

selective portrayals of foreign nations. From a political economy perspective, this

system ensures that the media functions not primarily as a space for critical

discourse, but as an instrument that sustains national narratives and developmental

goals, limiting pluralism while reinforcing dominant strategic priorities.

Qualitative Analysis of News Headlines

This section undertakes a qualitative examination of a few examples from 1,092

India-centric news items published across three leading English-language

newspapers in Singapore, The Straits Times, Today and The Business Times. The

representational patterns emerging from this corpus suggest a pronounced editorial

selectivity, wherein India is predominantly framed through two principal lenses:

as a pivotal geostrategic actor within the regional and global order and as a rapidly

ascending economic entity. The following section presents a curated set of exemplar

news items to facilitate a closer interrogation of how such representations are

discursively constructed. Through a detailed qualitative engagement with these

headlines and their corresponding introductory paragraphs, the section aims to

foreground the underlying sentiment, structural tendencies and rhetorical

divergences that characterise Singaporean media narratives on India. This analytical

encounter not only illuminates the semiotic textures of headline framing but also

reveals the disjuncture that may exist between the headline cues and the elaborative

body of the news reports.

News Item: 36

The headline from The Business Times, published on August 8, 2023, reads: “India

Seen as Bright Spot as China Gloom Weighs on Steel Demand” (News Item 36),

exemplifying a positively framed representation of India within the global economic

discourse. The use of the phrase ‘bright spot’ carries strong affirmative

connotations, highlighting India as a symbol of resilience and opportunity amidst

a regional downturn. By juxtaposing India’s economic performance with China’s

‘gloom’, the headline constructs a contrastive narrative that elevates India’s status

as a relatively buoyant and reliable economic actor. Such framing not only amplifies
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India’s visibility but also reinforces its identity as an emergent and attractive hub

in global trade and supply chains, particularly in sectors, like steel, that are

indicative of broader industrial vitality. Headlines of this nature play a vital role

in shaping international perceptions, especially when published in business-

focussed outlets targeting policy makers, investors and economic elites. They

contribute to a strategic narrative wherein India is seen not just as a developing

economy, but as a stabilising and promising force in the global order. In doing so,

this type of media representation participates in reconfiguring India’s image,

moving it away from traditional frames of instability or underdevelopment and

positioning it as a key actor in regional and global economic transformations. As

such, this headline is not merely informative but functions as a discursive tool

within the larger regime of representational politics concerning India.

News Item: 37

On November 14, 2023, The Straits Times reported a pivotal legislative

development in India through the headline, “India Approves Bill to Reserve a Third

of Parliament Lower House Seats for Women” (News Item 37), signalling a

transformative moment in the pursuit of gender parity within the country’s political

architecture. The report foregrounds the passage of the long-deliberated Women’s

Reservation Bill, approved under the leadership of Prime Minister Narendra Modi,

which mandates the allocation of one-third of the seats in the Lok Sabha and

state legislative assemblies to women, a provision scheduled for implementation

ahead of the May 2024 general elections. This legislative enactment constitutes a

structurally progressive intervention into India’s historically male-dominated
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representative institutions, seeking to rectify entrenched patterns of gender-based

exclusion in democratic participation. Moreover, the reform is discursively

positioned as a challenge to patriarchal political norms, while simultaneously

aligning India’s democratic praxis with global benchmarks of inclusive governance.

In this context, the bill’s approval emerges not only as a domestic political milestone

but also as a symbolic assertion of India’s normative commitment to equitable

representation, with implications for the reconfiguration of legislative priorities

in favour of more diverse and representative policy agendas.

News Item: 38

The headline from The Straits Times, dated August 5, 2023, “India’s Biofuel Targets

at Risk as Government Cuts Rice Supply to Distilleries” (News Item 38) presents a

negative framing of India’s energy policy and developmental coherence,

foregrounding a potential shortfall in the country’s biofuel production due to a

government-imposed cut in rice supply to distilleries. The headline employs a

crisis-oriented narrative, with phrases such as ‘at risk’ suggesting policy failure or

vulnerability, while the attribution of causality to the government’s decision signals

internal mismanagement or competing priorities between food security and energy

needs. This depiction implicitly questions the coherence of India’s developmental

planning, especially in balancing ambitious sustainability targets with domestic

resource constraints. For international audiences, particularly in foreign policy

and investment circles, such representation risks undermining India’s image as a

reliable actor in the global energy transition discourse. Moreover, this instance

reflects a broader pattern in foreign reportage, where India’s systemic or logistical
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shortcomings are often highlighted more prominently than its institutional

innovations. Understanding such negative headlines is critical for assessing how

international media construct narratives around India’s development, governance

and global credibility, revealing the representational tensions that accompany its

dual identity as both an aspirational power and a developing economy navigating

structural limitations.

News Item: 39

On August 23, 2023, The Business Times published a headline, “India Set to Ban

Sugar Exports for First Time in 7 Years” (News Item 39), signalling a concerning

shift in the country’s trade policy with potentially negative implications for its

global economic standing. As one of the world’s largest sugar producers, India’s

decision to halt exports after seven years suggests domestic challenges, such as

poor harvests or rising internal demand, which could disrupt the global sugar

market and drive-up prices for countries reliant on its supply. This move may

negatively impact India’s agricultural export economy, affecting farmers and traders,

while also risking its reputation as a reliable trade partner in foreign markets.

Understanding this development is important, as it highlights India’s influence

on global commodity markets and raises questions about its agricultural stability,

potentially shaping foreign perceptions of its economic reliability and priorities

on the international stage.
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News Item: 40

The headline from The Straits Times, dated June 23, 2023, “Ambitious Plans for

US–India Technology Sharing Face Hurdles” (News Item 40) encapsulates an

apprehensive tone in its portrayal of bilateral strategic cooperation between India

and the U.S. The headline, while acknowledging the forward-looking and

expansive nature of the defence and technology agreements, simultaneously

introduces a sense of uncertainty and potential stagnation by foregrounding the

‘hurdles’ these plans face. The juxtaposition of the word ‘ambitious’ with ‘hurdles’

signals a classic media framing device wherein optimism is immediately tempered

by structural or procedural limitations, in this case, attributed to restrictive U.S.

weapons export regulations.

This apprehensive framing is significant for India’s representation in foreign

media for several reasons. Firstly, it subtly casts doubt on India’s capacity to fully

capitalise on strategic opportunities, implying that despite New Delhi’s rising

geopolitical profile and closer alignment with Washington, bureaucratic and legal

obstacles may undermine or delay tangible outcomes. Secondly, such representation

projects India as a partner with potential, but still embedded in a matrix of

dependency on both U.S. domestic legal processes and shifting diplomatic

calculations. Therefore, this apprehensive headline reflects a cautious tone that

tempers enthusiasm with realism, shaping a perception of India as a state caught

between ambition and the constraints of international strategic systems.
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News Item: 41

The headline from The Straits Times, dated November 14, 2024, “India PM Urges

UN to Rethink Priorities for the 21st Century” (News Item 41) exhibits a neutral

tone in its construction, marking the absence of overtly evaluative language or

emotionally charged framing. The choice of the verb ‘urges’ reflects a diplomatic

and procedural initiative rather than confrontation or acclaim, while the reference

to the ‘21st century’ situates the statement within a normative and forward-looking

discourse. The headline neither critiques nor glorifies India’s stance; instead, it

presents Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s call for institutional reform at the United

Nations as a matter-of-fact proposition aligned with broader global governance

debates. Understanding such neutral headlines is vital because they reveal how

India is being portrayed not just through moments of crisis or triumph, but

through institutional engagements and policy positions. This contributes to a

more balanced international perception, where India’s diplomatic voice is

acknowledged without distortion.

Sentiment Dynamics between News Headlines and Introductions of the

News

Another set of data related to the sentiment of headlines and introductions of

news items encapsulates findings from an analysis of 1,092 India-focussed news

articles. Table 43 reveals that in 408 of these instances, representing 37.36 per

cent of the total sample, there was a discernible discrepancy between the sentiment

expressed in the headline and that conveyed in the introductory paragraph.
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Table 43: Overview of Sentiment Alignment between News Headlines and
Introductions (Singapore)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of Total

Total news items 1,092 100%

Headlines and introductions with different sentiments 408 37.36%

This divergence is significant, as it points to a notable pattern wherein more

than one-third of the news stories exhibit inconsistency in tone or evaluative

framing between their most visible element (the headline) and the accompanying

narrative. Such sentiment misalignment has critical implications for how India is

represented in foreign media, particularly in the context of Singaporean news

outlets examined in the study. This finding underscores the necessity of qualitative

scrutiny in media analysis, especially when assessing how strategic actors like

India are framed in the international information ecosystem.

Another set of data (Table 44) reveals a compelling discrepancy between the

sentiment of headlines and the introductions of news items, suggesting while all

366 headlines maintain a distinctly positive sentiment, 110 of them (30.05 per

cent) have introductions that diverge from this tone. This contrast indicates that

while headlines set an optimistic frame to capture attention, the introductions

shift toward more neutral or apprehensive sentiment, potentially altering how

readers interpret the content.

Table 44: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Positive Headlines (Singapore)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of Total (31)

Total with positive headlines 366 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 110 30.05%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 14 3.82%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 0 0%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 96 26.22%

A key irregularity is the prevalence of neutral introductions, which appear in

96 news items (26.22 per cent). Despite headlines signalling a clear positive

outlook, these neutral introductions introduce a more measured or balanced

perspective, neither reinforcing nor contradicting the optimistic stance. This

suggests that news outlets may use positive headlines as a tool to engage readers

while tempering expectations within the content itself. Additionally, 14 articles

(3.82 per cent) contain introductions with an apprehensive sentiment, subtly

hinting at underlying concerns or uncertainties that contrast with the upbeat



164 o Strategic Communication, Manufacturing of Narratives and India–ASEAN Relations

framing of the headline. While these apprehensive introductions are a minority,

their presence reflects the complexities of news reporting, where cautious language

may be employed to prepare the audience for deeper contextual nuances.

Interestingly, no introductions carry explicitly negative sentiments, reinforcing

the pattern that news outlets may actively avoid stark contradictions between

headlines and introductions. Instead, they appear to favour a mix of positivity,

neutrality and mild apprehension, shaping an information landscape where

sentiment is carefully modulated rather than drastically opposed. This selective

use of sentiment suggests a strategic editorial approach, one that leverages engaging

headlines to draw readers in while maintaining a more tempered narrative within

the body of the article.

Table 45: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Negative Headlines (Singapore)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of
Negative Headlines

Total with negative headlines 259 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 88 33.97%
• Introductions with positive connotation 4 1.54%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 53 20.46%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 31 11.96%

Among the 259 India-focussed news items distinguished by overtly negative

headlines, a striking 33.97 per cent (n = 88) manifest a disjunction between the

affective valence of the headline and that of the introductory paragraph, revealing

a nontrivial pattern of editorial inconsistency (Table 45). Within this cohort of

divergent cases, a scant 1.54 per cent (n = 4) of introductions unexpectedly project

a positive connotation, effectively inverting the adverse framing signalled by the

headline and creating a jarring semantic reversal that can leave readers questioning

the veracity or intent of the reportage. A more substantial segment, 20.46 per

cent (n = 53), adopts a neutral tone in its lead, thereby attenuating the alarm or

critique implicit in the headline and recasting what might initially read as a crisis

narrative into a matter-of-fact exposition. The remaining 11.96 per cent (n = 31)

of introductions register an apprehensive sentiment, introducing a note of caution

or uncertainty that while consonant with the headline’s negativity nuances it with

hedging language rather than outright condemnation. Moreover, in the crucible

of international opinion formation, where first impressions are often predicated

on headline cues, such sentiment discrepancies risk distorting global perceptions

of India’s political, economic or social trajectory. Consequently, this phenomenon
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warrants rigorous qualitative scrutiny, both to unpack the editorial logics that

produce headline–introduction sentiment gaps and to assess their broader

implications for India’s image in the transnational media ecosystem.

Table 46: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Apprehensive Headlines
(Singapore)

Category Items Percentage of
Apprehensive Headlines

Total with apprehensive headlines 150 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 68 45.33%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 11 7.33%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 22 14.66%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 35 23.33%

The data in this study provide a detailed breakdown of sentiment irregularities

between apprehensive headlines and their corresponding introductions, revealing

notable contradictions in tone (Table 46). Of the 150 news items with apprehensive

headlines, a significant portion, 68 items (45.33 per cent), present introductions

with a different sentiment, demonstrating a meaningful shift in how the story is

framed.

Table 47: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Neutral Headlines (Singapore)

Category Items Percentage of Neutral Headlines

Total with neutral headlines 318 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 83 26.10%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 34 10.69%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 27 8.49%
• Introductions with negative  sentiments 19 5.97%

A closer look at these differences shows that 35 introductions (23.33 per

cent) adopt a neutral sentiment, indicating that while the headline sets a tone of

caution or concern, the opening text of the article tempers this emotion by neither

reinforcing nor directly contradicting the apprehensive stance. Similarly, 22

introductions (14.66 per cent) introduce a negative sentiment, deepening the

apprehensive nature of the headline and reinforcing a sense of unease or criticism.

However, an intriguing finding is that 11 introductions (7.33 per cent) shift to a

positive sentiment, contradicting the initial tone set by the headline. This suggests

that certain articles may use apprehensive headlines to attract attention while

transitioning to a more reassuring or optimistic narrative within the content itself.

Within the subset of 318 news items carrying ostensibly neutral headlines,
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83 cases (26.10 per cent) exhibit a clear sentiment misalignment between headline

and introduction (Table 47). Notably, while 34 introductions (10.69 per cent)

infuse an unexpectedly positive tenor into an otherwise neutral framing,

introducing an optimistic valence absent from the headline’s literal phrasing, 27

introductions (8.49 per cent) adopt an apprehensive tone, injecting caution or

uncertainty that contrasts with the headline’s balanced register. Meanwhile, 19

introductions (5.97 per cent) convey a distinctly negative sentiment, directly

contradicting the headline’s neutral stance. These irregularities suggest that over a

quarter of ‘neutral’ items conceal underlying affective biases in their opening

paragraphs, revealing editorial strategies that leverage a neutral headline as a façade

for more emotionally charged narrative shifts. From a discourse-analytic viewpoint,

such headline–introduction divergences can recalibrate reader expectations: positive

introductions can lend undue buoyancy, while negative or apprehensive leads

may impart unwarranted gravity, thus undermining the coherence and credibility

of media representations.

Qualitative Analysis of Discrepancies and Contradictions between

Headlines and Introductions in News Articles

This study also explores the qualitative discrepancies and contradictions between

headlines and introductory paragraphs in Singaporean online newspaper articles.

It aims to understand how headline framing may diverge from or distort the

main thrust of the article’s introduction.

News Item: 42

The article from The Straits Times, dated August 8, 2023, presents a clear example

of the contrast that can often exist between the tone of a headline and the actual

content of a news story. The headline, “PM Modi May Give Farm Handouts as
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Food Export Bans Hit Rural India” (News Item 42), conveys a largely positive or

constructive sentiment. It suggests that the Indian prime minister is taking decisive

action to support farmers who are suffering due to recent policy decisions, namely

export bans on key food commodities. The use of the word ‘handouts’ in this

context implies financial relief or aid, casting the government’s move in a favourable

light and framing it as a timely intervention to help rural communities.

However, a closer look at the opening paragraph of the article reveals a more

nuanced and somewhat apprehensive undertone. It indicates that the potential

handouts are not merely about supporting farmers but are also tied closely to

electoral considerations. The paragraph notes that the export bans, implemented

to control inflation, are beginning to hurt rural incomes, and could cost Prime

Minister Modi some votes. This positions the handouts less as a proactive welfare

initiative and more as a reactive political strategy aimed at minimising electoral

damage. In doing so, the introduction introduces an element of scepticism about

the government’s motivations, suggesting that the policy may be driven more by

political expediency than by genuine concern for farmers’ welfare. This discrepancy

between the headline and the introduction reflects a broader trend in digital

journalism, where headlines are often crafted to draw clicks and create immediate

interest, sometimes at the expense of fully conveying the complexity or critical

tone of the article itself. While the headline creates an impression of government

responsiveness and benevolence, the body of the article adds depth by highlighting

the underlying political calculations and the unintended consequences of earlier

policy decisions.

News Item: 43

The article from The Business Times, dated August 22, 2023, reveals a subtle contrast
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between the tone of the headline and the introductory paragraph. The headline,

“India Announces Car Safety Rating to Cut Accident Rate” (News Item 43),

carries a clearly positive and forward-looking sentiment. It highlights a government

initiative aimed at improving road safety and reducing traffic fatalities, framing

the move as a proactive and progressive step. However, the tone of the introductory

paragraph is noticeably neutral. It simply states the factual details of the

announcement that India will introduce a new safety rating system for passenger

cars from October, based on crash tests, and attributes the information to the

Ministry of Road Transport and Highways. The paragraph lacks any emotive or

evaluative language, focussing instead on procedural details without interpreting

the policy’s broader impact. This creates a subtle contradiction: while the headline

emphasises intent and impact, suggesting a meaningful stride toward public safety,

the introduction adopts a more reserved, administrative tone. This contrast

illustrates how headlines often aim to capture attention and shape perception

through positive framing, while the body of the article may begin with more

neutral, fact-based exposition.

News Item: 44

The article from The Business Times, dated August 23, 2023, displays a contrast

between the sentiment of the headline and the tone of the introductory paragraph.

The headline, “India Set to Ban Sugar Exports for First Time in 7 Years” (News

Item 44), carries a distinctly negative sentiment. It emphasises disruption by

highlighting a significant policy shift after a long period, using words like ‘ban’
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and ‘first time in 7 years’ that suggest market disturbance and economic

consequence, particularly for global stakeholders reliant on Indian sugar exports.

This framing naturally evokes concern or alarm among readers, especially those

in the international trade and commodity sectors.

However, the introductory paragraph adopts a neutral tone, offering a

straightforward explanation for the decision without emotional language or bias.

It simply reports that India is expected to halt sugar exports in the upcoming

season starting in October, attributing the move to a shortfall in sugarcane yield

caused by insufficient rainfall. The language is factual and devoid of judgment,

focussing on the causality and quoting unnamed government sources. The second

paragraph continues in the same vein, explaining the likely market impact without

dramatisation.

This contrast arises because headlines are crafted to catch attention and often

highlight conflict or disruption, whereas introductory paragraphs typically provide

context or cause in an objective manner. In this case, the headline uses a negatively

charged frame to underscore the seriousness of the export ban, while the

introduction grounds the issue in natural factors and policy response, maintaining

a neutral, explanatory tone. This difference in tone between headline and body is

a common editorial technique to balance reader engagement with journalistic

clarity.

News Item: 45

The article from Today, published on September 9, 2023, presents a notable

difference in sentiment between the headline and the introductory paragraph.

The headline, “China Think Tank Says India is ‘Sabotaging’ G20 For Its Own

Agenda” (News Item 45), conveys a strongly negative sentiment. It uses the word
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‘sabotaging’, a highly charged and accusatory term that implies intentional

disruption and malign intent. The headline frames India as acting in bad faith

during a major international event, instantly setting a confrontational and critical

tone.

In contrast, the introductory paragraph adopts a more apprehensive tone

rather than directly negative. It notes that the criticism originates from the China

Institute of Contemporary International Relations, which operates under China’s

Ministry of State Security, and it links the timing of the statement to the G20

summit in New Delhi, which Chinese President Xi Jinping did not attend. While

the paragraph conveys tension and the gravity of the accusations, it maintains a

cautious, descriptive tone without endorsing or amplifying the allegation. It implies

geopolitical sensitivity and strategic undertones rather than outright condemnation.

This difference arises because headlines are crafted to grab immediate attention,

often using provocative or emotionally loaded language, especially when quoting

contentious views. The body or introductory paragraph, however, tends to provide

context and attribution, often softening the impact of strong claims by identifying

the source and its possible motives. In this case, the headline spotlights a direct

accusation using a stark term (‘sabotaging’), whereas the introduction takes a

measured approach, highlighting the timing, origin and implications of the

criticism, giving it an apprehensive, cautious feel rather than overt hostility.

News Item: 46

The article from The Straits Times, updated on May 14, 2023, displays an

interesting contrast between the tone of the headline and the sentiment in the

introductory paragraph. The headline, “Why India is a ‘Good Choice but Not the

First Choice’ for Taiwan Companies” (News Item 46), carries an apprehensive

sentiment. It subtly questions India’s positioning as a top destination for Taiwanese

investors by suggesting that while India is favourable, it is still not the preferred
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option. The phrase ‘not the first choice’ implies a lack of full confidence or lingering

limitations that prevent India from leading the race in attracting Taiwanese firms.

In contrast, the introduction of the article conveys a positive connotation. It

highlights India’s proactive and welcoming approach toward Taiwanese investment.

The text emphasises how the Indian government has ‘rolled out the red carpet’

for Taiwanese companies, showcasing efforts to rival China by offering subsidies,

cheap land and incentives to semiconductor and electronics manufacturers. This

signals optimism and ambition in India’s industrial policy and its strategic outreach

to Taiwan.

This contradiction exists because headlines are crafted to balance intrigue

with realism, especially when dealing with complex economic dynamics. In this

case, the headline introduces a cautious outlook, suggesting that India’s potential

is promising but not fully realised, which grabs attention and invites further

reading. The introductory paragraph, however, begins with the bright side of

India’s pitch to investors, reflecting government initiative and industrial progress.

The overall effect highlights the gap between intent and perception, or ambition

and reality, where India is working hard to become a global manufacturing hub,

yet still faces challenges in surpassing regional competitors in investor preference.

News Item: 47

The news article from Today, published on September 26, 2023, presents a clear

contrast between the tone of its headline and the sentiment found in the

introductory paragraph. The headline, “Anti-Muslim Hate Speech in India

Concentrated Around Elections, Report Finds” (News Item 47), carries a neutral

sentiment. It is fact-based, stating the findings of a report without any emotional
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or judgmental language. The structure is clinical and investigative, simply relaying

that hate speech incidents were concentrated around election periods, which gives

it an informational tone.

In contrast, the introductory paragraph has a negative connotation. It reveals

a disturbing reality: 255 documented incidents of hate speech targeting Muslims

were recorded in just the first half of 2023. The paragraph also mentions the lack

of comparative data, subtly hinting at potential underreporting or absence of

systematic monitoring in earlier years. The reference to the United Nations’

definition of hate speech, emphasising “prejudiced or discriminatory language”,

amplifies the seriousness of the issue, highlighting its deeply harmful and divisive

nature.

The contradiction here lies in the presentation strategy. The neutral headline

may aim to maintain journalistic objectivity and attract broader readership,

especially when dealing with sensitive issues involving religion and politics.

However, the introduction quickly pulls readers into the gravity of the situation,

offering data and definitions that paint a stark and troubling picture of communal

tensions during electoral periods. This approach reflects a deliberate editorial

choice to balance neutrality in framing with the severity of the content to follow.

India in ASEAN Media: Study of the Philippines

This study undertakes a systematic content analysis of news reporting practices

across three prominent Philippine media outlets, Philstar Global, Inquirer and

ABS-CBN, over a six-month period from May 1 to October 31, 2024,

encompassing a corpus of 158 news items. The research specifically interrogates

the sentiment orientation of headlines, the attribution and credibility of news

sources and the discursive tone employed in the introductory sections or leads of

the articles. By conducting a comparative sentiment analysis between headlines

and introductions, the study aims to uncover potential intra-textual dissonance,

editorial framing strategies and their implications for reader perception, agenda-

setting and media influence within the context of Philippines’ political economy

of media.
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Table 48: Philippines’ Top News Categories Related to India

Category of News, Topic Wise: Philippines Number of News Items Percentage

Domestic Politics 5 3.16%

Terrorism/Law & Order 5 3.16%

Global Economy, Investment, Investment and India 10 6.32%

India’s Economy 17 10.75%

Bilateral Relations 18 11.39%

Geopolitics, External Affairs, Foreign Affairs and Defence 31 19.62%

Climate Disaster 22 13.92%

Governance/Accident 31 19.62%

Science & Technology 13 8.22%

Cultural/Society 6 3.79%

158 100%

The content analysis of 158 India-related news items published across Philstar

Global, Inquirer and ABS-CBN between May and October 2024 reveals a distinct

editorial prioritisation within Philippine media, reflecting both regional strategic

interests and normative framing practices. The data indicates a disproportionate

focus on five key categories: Geopolitics, External Affairs, Foreign Affairs and

Defence (19.62 per cent), Governance/Accident (19.62 per cent), Climate Disaster

(13.92 per cent), Bilateral Relations (11.39 per cent) and India’s Economic (10.75

per cent), which together constitute over 75 per cent of total coverage (Table 49).

Table 49: Philippines’s Top Five News Categories Related to India

Category of News, Topic Wise:  Philippines Number of News Items Percentage

Geopolitics, External Affairs, Foreign Affairs and Defence 31 19.62%

Governance/Accident 31 19.62%

Climate Disaster 22 13.92%

Bilateral Relations 18 11.39%

India’s Economy 17 10.75%

This distribution underscores how India is predominantly constructed as a

geopolitical actor, a governance model and a regional partner in crisis management

and economic collaboration. The emphasis on external affairs and bilateral

diplomacy suggests a media framing aligned with state-centric narratives and

strategic regionalism, while the salience of governance and climate issues reflects

an implicit valuation of institutional competence and resilience. Such patterns

highlight agenda-setting imperatives that reinforce India’s representation, mediated
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through selective editorial framing and thematic clustering that foregrounds

strategic interdependence, regional security and technocratic governance, hallmarks

of both media influence and the underlying political economy shaping

transnational news flows.

The source analysis data underscores a critical dimension in understanding

the media representation of India within the Philippine media ecosystem. Out of

158 India-related news items (used as a proxy to assess regional framing, including

India’s visibility), a striking 89.24 per cent (141 items) were sourced from

international or national agencies, while only 10.75% per cent (17 items) originated

from in-house reporters, editorial teams or op-eds (Table 50).

Table 50: News Source Analysis (Philippines)

Total News Items 158 100%

News coverage by reporters/news desk/editorial/op-eds 17 10.75%

News coverage by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 141 89.24%

This overwhelming reliance on external content producers not only reflects

structural dependencies in Philippine newsrooms but also signals a constrained

discursive sovereignty when it comes to representing India and regional affairs.

Such sourcing patterns diminish the possibility of localised, interpretive journalism

that could contextualise India’s role in ASEAN dynamics through culturally and

politically nuanced lenses. Instead, the dominant use of syndicated or agency

material tends to reproduce pre-framed narratives, often shaped by global or

regional hegemonic information flows, which may dilute India’s complex

engagements with the Philippines and Southeast Asia.

From the perspective of the media representation theory and the political

economy of communication, this sourcing imbalance limits agenda-setting power

within domestic media, delegating interpretive authority to transnational content

producers. It also reduces the potential for alternative framings, editorial critiques

or public diplomacy efforts from a uniquely Filipino standpoint. Understanding

this data is essential for decoding how India is positioned in the mediated

consciousness of Philippine audiences, not as an object of direct reportage or

public discourse, but often as a secondary actor filtered through broader narratives

of geopolitical alignments, investment patterns or multilateral diplomacy. This,

in turn, raises concern about epistemic autonomy and the selective visibility of

India in the Philippine media sphere, where representation is not merely about

presence, but about the modes, sources and intentions of narrative construction.
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The sentiment analysis data of India-related news coverage in the Philippine

media reveals critical insights into how narratives around India are constructed,

circulated and potentially perceived by domestic audiences. Of the 158 news

articles studied, only 22.78 per cent were coded as positive and 19.62 per cent as

negative, while the remaining proportion (implicitly over 57 per cent) presumably

falls under neutral or mixed sentiments (Tables 51, 52 and 53).

Table 51: Sentiment Analysis of Positive News (Philippines)

Positive news articles out of a total of 158 news articles 36 22.78%

Positive stories by reporters/news desk/opinion 7 19.44%

Positive stories by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 29 80.55%

Table 52: Sentiment Analysis of Negative News (Philippines)

Negative news articles out of a total of 158 news articles 31 19.62%

Negative stories by reporters/news desk/opinion 5 16.12%

Negative stories by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers/contributors 26 83.87%

Table 53: Sentiment Analysis of Apprehensive and Neutral News (Philippines)

Number of apprehensive news items of a total of 158 news items 28 17.72%

Number of neutral news items of a total of 158 news items 63 39.87%

Crucially, within the positive news cluster, a dominant 80.55 per cent were

produced by international or national agencies, freelancers or contributors, while

only 19.44 per cent originated from local reporters or editorial desks. A similar

trend is evident in negative news, with 83.87 per cent of items produced by

external sources and just 16.12 per cent by domestic newsroom actors. This

asymmetry is indicative of a structural and editorial dependency, where Philippine

media outlets rely heavily on wire services or syndicated sources for constructing

narratives around India.

Understanding the sentiment data is not merely a statistical exercise but a

foundational approach in decoding the ideological and representational position

India occupies in the Philippine media realm. Sentiment is not a neutral descriptor;

it reflects the evaluative stance taken by the media, which in turn influences public

perception, agenda-setting and political imagination. The production source of

sentiment-laden stories plays a key role here. External contributors, particularly

international agencies, often package content through globally resonant but

potentially detached frameworks, which may emphasise India’s geopolitical
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tensions, economic reforms or crises without contextualising them for a Filipino

audience. Conversely, when domestic reporters engage directly with India-related

stories, they can bring in localised angles or comparative insights that better situate

India within ASEAN or Philippines–India bilateral dynamics.

Moreover, the marginal presence of apprehensive news in the Philippines

data set (17.72 per cent out of 158 items) compared to the relatively higher

proportion of negative India-related stories (19.62 per cent of 158) suggests a

differentiated representational logic that privileges Singapore as a stable partner

while portraying India through more episodic or issue-specific lenses. This

difference further emphasises how sentiment analysis, when coupled with source

tracing, uncovers latent editorial hierarchies, geopolitical affinities and media

economies of trust. In sum, recognising the interplay between sentiment and

news sourcing is essential to deconstruct how India is selectively made visible,

legible and meaningful within Philippine media narratives. It also foregrounds

the urgent need for more direct, locally anchored journalism that can recalibrate

these representations through critical engagement rather than mediated repetition.

Decoding India–Philippines News Coverage: Priorities and Reasons

Discursive prioritisation in news coverage operates through selective emphasis on

particular issues, narratives and actors, thereby guiding how audiences perceive

and engage with mediated realities. News outlets do not merely report events but

actively shape interpretive frameworks by highlighting specific dimensions of a

story, identifying causes, assigning responsibility and suggesting consequences.

Through patterns of visibility and omission, media institutions establish hierarchies

of relevance that structure public attention. Representational practices often draw

from culturally embedded schemas and institutional power relations, privileging

dominant perspectives while rendering alternative or subnational viewpoints

peripheral. Strategic editorial techniques, such as clustering related stories and

curating the prominence of sources within introductory passages, consolidate

these dynamics and reinforce prevailing geopolitical and economic orientations.

These discursive mechanisms are rarely neutral; they are embedded in broader

media ecologies that are characterised by commercial compressions, content

syndication and asymmetrical information flows. As a result, news representation

becomes a curated terrain where meaning is produced through deliberate choices

about inclusion, tone and emphasis. The mediated portrayal of international actors

therefore reflects not only journalistic intent but also the structural conditions of

media production and the ideological undercurrents that influence narrative
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construction. Recognising these embedded patterns is crucial for understanding

how media contributes to the shaping of public consciousness and the symbolic

ordering of global affairs.

Analysing News Sentiment (Headlines) and Contextualisation of

Sentiments of News towards India in Philippine Media

The predominance of neutral and moderately valence headlines in Philippines–

India reportage reflects a calibrated strategy of mediated engagement that aligns

closely with the objectives of strategic communication and public diplomacy. By

distributing positive and negative evaluative cues sparingly, and concentrating

most items in a neutral register, Philippine outlets sustain relatively an image of

editorial impartiality (in comparison with other studied media outlets in this

study) that, paradoxically, advances diplomatic signalling more effectively than

overt advocacy. This ‘soft positioning’ mirrors Joseph Nye’s concept of soft power,

in which reputational capital is accrued not through coercive messaging but via

subtle alignment with shared norms and interests. At the same time, occasional

insertions of critical headlines by syndicated agencies function as a credibility

anchor: criticism signals independence, making subsequent favourable coverage

more persuasive.

Viewed through the lens of two-step and networked agenda dynamics, these

headline sentiment patterns perform a dual relay. First, they shape elite perceptions,

which include policymakers, opinion leaders, and diplomats, by presenting India’s

actions in terms of reliability, partnership, or challenge. Second, through

syndication networks, these distilled impressions cascade into wider public

discourse, reproducing a meta-narrative in which India is alternately collaborator,

reformer or foil. This interlocking sequence echoes the narrative paradigm, which

posits that audiences make sense of events through coherent storylines structured

around values and character roles; here, headline sentiment acts as the ‘plot cue’

that primes interpretive horizons. Moreover, the overwhelming dependence on

external wire services underscores a propaganda model critique, wherein structural

media imperatives and syndication economies subtly channel international

information flows and privilege hegemonic frames over localised nuance. The

sentiment architecture of headlines not only reflects but also constitutes a strategic

communicative choreography, one that leverages narrative theory, network

influence and the political economy of news to shape India’s mediated image in

the Philippines and beyond.
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Structural imperatives of Philippine Media and Representation

Philippine media operate within an interconnection of commercial imperatives,

political affiliations and syndication dependencies that together constitute their

structural imperatives. Ownership concentration, where a handful of

conglomerates control multiple platforms, inevitably steers editorial priorities

toward content that safeguards advertising revenues and political patronage.

Reliance on wire services and international agencies further entrenches a double

bind: domestic outlets are pressed to fill space with cost-effective, pre-packaged

stories even as those same stories perpetuate externally framed narratives.

Regulatory frameworks and self-censorship add another layer, incentivising outlets

to avoid material that might jeopardise lucrative business relationships or challenge

entrenched power structures. In this environment, the representation of any foreign

country becomes a function not solely of journalistic judgment but of newsroom

economics, ownership interests and the transnational circulation of ready-made

copy.

Interpreting the current study through the lens of the political economy of

media is indispensable because it situates sentiment orientation, source attribution

and discursive tone within these larger power relations. Without attending to

how profit motives, syndication agreements and elite alliances shape news supply,

one risks treating coverage patterns as purely editorial choices rather than outcomes

of structural constraints. A political–economic perspective reveals why certain

countries are rendered primarily as strategic partners or crisis actors, why

outsourced content predominates and why nuanced, locally rooted analyses remain

the exception. In doing so, it underscores that media representation is not an

index of objective reality but a constructed reflection of the economic and political

forces that govern news production.

Qualitative Analysis of News Headlines

This section presents a qualitative study analysing the sentiment expressed in

selected news headlines from three prominent Philippines media outlets: Philstar

Global, Inquirer and ABS-CBN. The study covers a six-month period from May 1

to October 31, 2024, drawing from a corpus of 158 news items. By examining a

curated selection of headlines, the study aims to explore the variations in sentiments

and identify patterns or differences in how these outlets frame their coverage.
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News Item: 48

The headline from Philstar Global, “‘Historic’ EU-Mid East-India Trade Plan

Launched” (News Item 48), published on September 10, 2023, by Andrew Beatty

from AFP carries a distinctly positive sentiment that underscores a significant

milestone in international collaboration. The use of the word ‘historic’ emphasises

the ground-breaking nature of the trade plan, suggesting a transformative moment

in global economic relations, while ‘launched’ conveys the successful initiation of

this initiative, fostering a sense of optimism and progress. This positivity is further

reinforced by the focus on cooperation among the European Union, the Middle

East and India, which highlights the potential for mutual economic benefits and

strengthened diplomatic ties under the Partnership for Global Infrastructure and

Investment (PGII). Such portrayal not only reflects India’s growing diplomatic

clout but also its strategic importance in international trade frameworks, which

can shape perceptions among global audiences and investors. Additionally, the

positive framing by a reputable outlet like Philstar Global, known for its

international reach, can influence how India is perceived in Southeast Asia and

beyond, potentially attracting economic opportunities while reinforcing India’s

narrative as a rising global leader in an increasingly interconnected world.
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News Item: 49

The headline from Inquirer, “India to Hold Top Spot for Economic Growth,

Survey Shows” (News Item 49), published on September 27, 2023, and sourced

from Reuters, conveys a positive sentiment by highlighting India’s leading position

in global economic performance. The phrase ‘top spot for economic growth’

emphasises India’s success and prominence, fostering a sense of optimism and

pride, while the reference to a survey adds credibility, grounding the positive

outlook in data and enhancing reader confidence. Despite the subheading’s

mention of ‘risks to downside’, the main headline prioritises India’s achievement,

maintaining an overall positive tone that celebrates its economic progress.

Understanding this headline is essential for assessing India’s global representation

as it positions India as a dynamic economic powerhouse, which can attract foreign

investment and strengthen trade partnerships, particularly in the Global South.

News Item: 50
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The headline from Philstar Global, “India Flood Toll Hits 56, Army Warns on

Stray Munitions” (News Item 50), published on October 8, 2023, and sourced

from AFP, carries a distinctly negative sentiment by focussing on a tragic natural

disaster and its dangerous aftermath. The phrase ‘flood toll hits 56’ immediately

highlights the severity of the crisis, with the specific death toll evoking sadness

and concern, while ‘army warns on stray munitions’ adds a layer of ongoing risk,

suggesting potential for further harm and creating a sense of urgency and alarm.

This focus on loss and unresolved danger, rather than recovery, crafts a grim tone

that underscores the crisis in India. Understanding this headline is vital for assessing

India’s representation in foreign lands, as it highlights the country’s vulnerability

to natural disasters, potentially shaping international perceptions of India as a

nation grappling with environmental and safety challenges. Published by a

prominent Philippine outlet and sourced from AFP, this negative framing may

elicit sympathy and humanitarian concern but could also reinforce stereotypes of

India as a developing nation struggling with infrastructure, overshadowing its

modern achievements, and affecting its global image in regions like Southeast

Asia where Philstar holds influence.

News Item: 51

The headline from ABS-CBN, “Canada Withdraws 41 Diplomats from India

over Separatist Killing” (News Item 51), published on October 20, 2023, sourced

from AFP, conveys an apprehensive sentiment through its focus on a deteriorating

diplomatic relationship and underlying tensions. The phrase ‘withdraws 41

diplomats’ signals a significant and drastic action, reflecting strained bilateral

ties, while the reference to a ‘separatist killing’ introduces a serious and contentious
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issue, likely tied to allegations of political violence, which fosters unease and

concern about potential conflict or instability. This apprehensive tone is evident

in the implication of escalating tensions between Canada and India, suggesting a

diplomatic crisis that could have broader geopolitical repercussions. Understanding

this headline is critical for evaluating India’s representation in foreign lands, as it

portrays India in a contentious light, potentially linked to controversial political

actions, which may negatively impact its international image as a stable and

cooperative global partner. Published by ABS-CBN, a leading Philippine media

outlet, this headline reflects how India’s diplomatic challenges are perceived in

Southeast Asia and beyond, potentially influencing foreign perceptions of India’s

governance and its handling of separatist issues, which could affect its credibility

and relationships with other nations in the global arena.

News Item: 52

The headline from Inquirer, “India’s Bengaluru May Need $363 Million to Fix

Drainage, Avoid Flooding - Report” (News Item 52), published on May 31, 2023,

and sourced from Reuters, exhibits a neutral sentiment by presenting a factual

and objective account of a potential infrastructural challenge in Bengaluru, a

major Indian city. The phrase ‘may need $363 million’ uses speculative language

to estimate the cost, avoiding emotional bias, while ‘to fix drainage, avoid flooding’

identifies both the problem and a solution in a balanced manner, focussing on

practicality without evoking strong positive or negative emotions. The reference

to a ‘report’ further enhances the headline’s objectivity by grounding the

information in data. Understanding this headline is significant for assessing India’s

representation in foreign lands, as it highlights urban challenges in a key tech

hub, potentially shaping international perceptions of India’s infrastructure and

development trajectory, while its neutral tone ensures a balanced portrayal that

neither glorifies nor criticises, fostering a realistic view of India as a developing

nation addressing its needs.
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Sentiment Dynamics between News Headlines and Introductions of the

News

The data offered in Table 54 illustrate that out of 158 news items, 68 (43.03 per

cent) exhibit divergent sentiments between the headline and the introduction

(the lead paragraph).

Table 54: Overview of Sentiment Alignment between News Headlines and
Introductions (Philippines)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of Total

Total News Items 158 100%

Headlines and introductions with different sentiments 68 43.03%

This suggests a significant prevalence of affective dissonance, which may reflect

intentional discursive constructions aimed at maximising engagement or managing

audience perception. Such sentiment shifts may also point to underlying tensions

between the commercial imperatives of sensationalism and the normative ideals

of balanced reporting. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for critically

interrogating how affective framing influences public cognition and narrative

construction in contemporary news media.

Table 55: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Positive Headlines (Philippines)

Category Number of News Items Percentage

Total with positive headlines 36 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 11 30.55%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 2 5.55%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 0 0%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 9 25%

The data in Table 55 offers a granular view into the affective heterogeneity

within news discourse, specifically among news items featuring ostensibly positive

headlines. Out of 36 such items, 30.55 per cent reveal dissonance in sentiment

between the headline and the introduction, a significant finding that complicates

assumptions of sentiment consistency across journalistic structures. The

predominance of neutral (25 per cent) and apprehensive (5.55 per cent) tonal

shifts within these introductions indicates that even when initial cues suggest

optimism or affirmation, the discursive body may reposition the narrative into a

more ambivalent or cautious register. This discord underscores the layered

construction of meaning in news texts, where different narrative components
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serve distinct affective and cognitive functions. Thus, the interplay between

headline sentiment and introductory tone reveals a form of textual stratification,

wherein affect is not uniformly distributed but selectively modulated across

segments, shaping interpretive trajectories in subtle yet powerful ways.

Table 56: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Negative Headlines (Philippines)

Category Number of News Items Percentage of
Negative Headlines

Total with negative headlines 28 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 13 46.42%
• Introductions with positive connotation 0 0%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 12 42.85%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 1 3.57%

The data in Table 56 reveals that nearly half (46.42 per cent) of news items

with negative headlines present a divergence in sentiment at the level of the

introductory paragraph, with 42.85 per cent adopting a neutral tone and a marginal

3.57 per cent reflecting apprehension. This pattern of sentiment modulation

suggests that while negative headlines function as strong initial affective cues,

potentially oriented toward eliciting urgency, concern or moral judgment, the

subsequent narrative often tempers this intensity, embedding the event within a

more dispassionate or context-sensitive register. The complete absence of positive

reframing at the introductory level points to a bounded spectrum of permissible

sentiment shifts, wherein the reversal of negative affect is constrained by normative

conventions of seriousness and credibility in journalistic practice. The prevalence

of neutral introductions in this corpus signals a textual negotiation between

affective provocation and informational stability, indicating that news production

involves not only the representation of events but the careful calibration of

emotional tone.

Table 57: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Apprehensive Headlines
(Philippines)

Category Items Percentage of
Apprehensive Headlines

Total with apprehensive headlines 31 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 22 70.96%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 0 0%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 7 22.58%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 15 48.38%
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The data in Table 57 illustrate a pronounced sentiment divergence within

news items that employ apprehensive headlines, with 70.96 per cent of the

corresponding introductions deviating from the initial tonal register. Of these,

nearly half (48.38 per cent) transition into neutral sentiment, while 22.58 per

cent escalate the affective weight by adopting explicitly negative tones. The absence

of positive sentiment in all introductions suggests a discursive boundary in how

apprehension is narratively resolved or re-contextualised. Rather than offering a

redemptive or reassuring counterpoint, these introductions predominantly re-

anchor the affect within either a neutral explanatory framework or a more explicitly

distressing register. This pattern underscores how apprehensive headlines function

as precursors to more complex affective elaborations that resist simplification.

The divergence may reflect an editorial imperative to move from emotional

ambiguity to discursive clarity, positioning apprehension as a transitional affect

rather than an endpoint. Thus, the high rate of sentiment shift not only reveals

the stratified architecture of news composition but also the careful management

of uncertainty in public discourse, where headlines evoke unease and introductions

act as sites of epistemic containment or intensification, shaping how readers

navigate the tension between emotional provocation and informational authority.

Table 58: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Neutral Headlines (Philippines)

Category Items Percentage of Neutral Headlines

Total with neutral headlines 63 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 22 34.92%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 5 7.93%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 12 19.04%
• Introductions with negative  sentiments 5 7.93%

Table 58 reveals that approximately 34.92 per cent of news items with neutral

headlines manifest a departure from neutrality in their introductory segments,

with affective shifts dispersed across positive (7.93 per cent), apprehensive (19.04

per cent) and negative (7.93 per cent) tones. This distribution highlights the

latent volatility embedded even in ostensibly impartial headline formulations.

The prevalence of apprehensive sentiment among these shifts suggests that

neutrality may function less as an affirmation of objectivity and more as a rhetorical

veil under which affective complexity is deferred to subsequent textual layers. In

this regard, the headline operates as a discursive threshold, muting emotional

valence at the point of entry while leaving space for its later articulation within

the introduction. Such stratification complicates conventional assumptions that
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neutrality in news texts ensures consistency in tone or intent. Instead, it foregrounds

a layered architecture of meaning-making in which neutrality is not a stable

descriptive category but a flexible rhetorical posture.

Qualitative Analysis of Discrepancies and Contradictions between

Headlines and Introductions in News Articles

Within the media landscape, headlines function as pivotal instruments in shaping

audience perception, often serving as the primary source of news content in digital

formats. Discrepancies and contradictions between headlines and their

corresponding leads have emerged as critical indicators of editorial manipulation.

This study employs qualitative methods to scrutinise such inconsistencies in major

Philippine news outlets, aiming to elucidate the editorial motivations behind

these practices and to evaluate their implications for media narrative construction,

public diplomacy and policymaking. Consequently, the analysis contributes to

ongoing scholarly debates surrounding journalistic ethics and the distortion of

information within market-driven and politically complex media environments.

News Item: 53

The news article from Inquirer, dated August 14, 2023, presents a notable contrast

between the sentiment conveyed in its headline and the tone of its lead paragraph.

The headline, “India’s July Wholesale Price Index Falls Less Than Expected on

Food Prices” (News Item 53), adopts a positive framing by emphasising that the

decline in the Wholesale Price Index (WPI) was milder than anticipated. This

suggests a narrative of relative economic resilience, as a smaller-than-expected fall

in prices may be perceived as indicative of stabilising market conditions. However,

the introductory paragraph introduces an apprehensive undertone by revealing
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that the 1.36 per cent year-on-year decline was driven primarily by higher food

and commodity prices. This detail introduces concerns about inflationary pressures

in essential sectors, which can adversely affect consumer purchasing power and

signal underlying structural issues within the economy. The body of the article

introduces economic concerns that warrant caution. Such divergence underscores

how editorial strategies may prioritise engagement in headlines while the article’s

content delivers a more nuanced economic analysis.

News Item: 54

On September 21, 2023, Philstar Global published a front page headline that

read, “India Visa Processor in Canada Says Told to Stop Services” (News Item

54). At first glance, this headline feels urgent and worrisome: it highlights a sudden

interruption in visa processing and hints at a sharp disagreement between India

and Canada. Such wording can make readers imagine long lines of frustrated

applicants or a breakdown in diplomatic relations. Yet, when you read the very

first paragraph of the same story, the tone shifts to something much more neutral.

It simply reports that BLS International, the company India uses to handle visa

applications in Canada, received instructions to pause its services. Soon afterward,

the company removed its website notice, and the article briefly mentions that this

action took place amid a diplomatic dispute over accusations related to a Sikh

separatist’s death. There are no charged words or dramatic details here, just the

who, what and why in straightforward terms. In essence, the headline is designed
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to grab your attention by emphasising the most dramatic element, a forced service

stoppage, while the opening paragraph focusses on relaying the basic facts without

added emotional weight. This approach helps engage readers with a sense of

urgency up front, then provides a calm, balanced account of the situation before

diving into further explanation.

News Item: 55

The headline of Philstar Global, on September 10, 2023, “2 Indians Held for

Robbery” (News Item 55), carries a noticeably negative tone. It frames the two

men as suspected criminals by immediately referencing their arrest. However, the

first paragraph adopts a more neutral tone, stating: “Police arrested two Indian

men tagged in a robbery in Quezon City on Thursday”. This opening is more

factual and balanced, offering a restrained approach compared to the more

provocative headline. This contrast reflects the distinct roles of headlines and

lead paragraphs: editors use bold, attention grabbing phrasing in headlines to

convey urgency or conflict, while the lead paragraph abides by journalistic

objectivity, succinctly answering the basic questions before delving into further

detail.
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News Item: 56

In the ABS CBN report published on June 5, 2023, the headline “India Drops the

Periodic Table, Pythagorean Theorem and Evolution from School Textbooks”

(News Item 56) carries an apprehensive tone by spotlighting the removal of

fundamental science and mathematics concepts, an implication that India’s general

curriculum is being stripped of essential knowledge. In contrast, the article’s

opening paragraph adopts a neutral stance, stating simply that “on June/ 1, India

cut a slew of foundational topics from tenth grade textbooks, including the periodic

table of elements, Darwin’s theory of evolution, the Pythagorean theorem, sources

of energy, sustainable management of natural resources and contribution of

agriculture to the national economy, among others”, without any emotive or

judgmental language. This divergence reflects a common editorial approach: the

headline is crafted to grab attention and signal potential risk, whereas the lead

paragraph fulfils journalism’s need for objectivity by calmly presenting the who,

what and when before delving into any analysis or critique.

News Item: 57
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In the Inquirer report of June 3, 2023, the headline, “At Least 207 Dead, 900

Injured in Massive Train Crash in Odisha, India” (News Item 57), uses neutral,

fact driven language to relay casualty figures and location without embellishment.

By contrast, the lead paragraph conveys a decidedly negative connotation, detailing

that the collision of two passenger trains in Odisha killed at least 207 people and

wounded 900 more, making it India’s deadliest rail accident in over a decade. The

headline of the article presents neutral information, simply stating the tragic event,

the train crash, without strong emotional language. It’s factual, focussed on the

scale of the disaster. The lead paragraph, however, carries a negative connotation:

the mentioning of casualties and injury count, as well as the anticipation of more

deaths, creates a sombre tone. The contradiction arises because while the headline

stays informational, the lead provides a grim emotional context to reinforce the

severity of the situation.



Chapter Seven

Decoding India’s News Coverage in ASEAN

Media: Framing of the Narrative

The prioritisation of India-related news across select ASEAN media outlets reveals

a systemic alignment with media framework, market-driven editorial logics,

resource distribution, political economy, state-centric strategic narratives and

geopolitical imperatives. This pattern underscores how media institutions function

as intermediaries of strategic communication, where coverage is filtered through

frameworks that prioritise India’s instrumental value, as a geopolitical

counterweight, economic partner or governance model, over its sociocultural or

civilisational dimensions. Thematic emphasis on diplomatic engagements,

economic integration and security alignments across Indonesia, Malaysia,

Thailand, Singapore and the Philippines suggests that India’s media representation

is shaped by a ‘hierarchy of strategic relevance’, wherein editorial selectivity mirrors

national foreign policy priorities and regional power dynamics. For instance, the

recurrent focus on India’s economic policies and bilateral trade agreements (as

seen in Indonesian and Malaysian coverage) reflects a media narrative that positions

India as a node within global supply chains and a participant in ASEAN-centric

economic architectures, resonating with scholarship that frames media as a

“discursive arena” for advancing state-commercial interests.484

The pronounced prominence of news pertaining to India’s geopolitics, external

affairs, and defense-related developments in the media ecosystems of major ASEAN

countries, specifically Malaysia, Singapore, and the Philippines, reflects the growing

regional attention to India’s strategic role and policies.  In these countries such

topics consistently dominate coverage across nine prominent publications. In

addition to this, in countries like Indonesia and Thailand, these topics in news

media consistently rank among the top three news categories and it can be

rigorously analysed through a multidimensional framework that integrates
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historical legacies, contemporary strategic imperatives and the shifting geopolitical

architecture of the Indo–Pacific region.

This editorial hierarchy is reinforced by a ‘structural dependency’ on elite-

driven narratives, where news outlets rely heavily on international wire services

and major media organizations as the primary sources shaping India’s image.

Such dependency marginalises ground-level reporting, reducing India’s

multifaceted identity to a composite of policy announcements, summit diplomacy

and crisis events. The underrepresentation of India’s cultural innovations, grassroots

governance experiments and societal transformations reflects what scholar’s term

“asymmetric epistemic visibility”, where media systems reproduce the agendas of

dominant political and economic stakeholders while neglecting subaltern

narratives.485 For example, the Philippine media’s disproportionate focus on India’s

climate disasters and governance challenges, while overlooking its technological

leapfrogging or social entrepreneurship echoes critiques of “disaster framing” in

transnational reporting, which reduces Southern nations to sites of risk or resilience

for Northern audiences.486

The prioritisation of India-related news coverage across five ASEAN countries,

Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore and the Philippines, reveals a media

logic that is deeply embedded within the broader architecture of regional strategic

interests, national developmental imperatives and the political economy of media

in Southeast Asia. In each of these countries, India is selectively constructed as a

consequential actor primarily in three interrelated domains: as a geopolitical player

in regional security configurations, as an emergent economic powerhouse relevant

to trade and investment flows and as a governance model that signals institutional

capacity and developmental reliability. This triadic framing, security, economy

and governance, forms the conceptual bedrock of India’s mediated image in the

ASEAN context, reflecting the strategic calculus of the host countries rather than

an even-handed journalistic engagement with India’s multifaceted identity.

In the Indonesian case, for instance, the media’s privileging of bilateral relations

and India’s geopolitical engagements over domestic political developments points

to a representational economy shaped by Indonesia’s own diplomatic aspirations

and regional anxieties. Coverage of India is not simply a reflection of

newsworthiness instead it operates as an extension of Indonesia’s foreign policy

grammar, wherein India is framed as a strategic partner in ASEAN multilateralism

and Indo–Pacific security. Similarly, Malaysian media demonstrates a keen editorial

interest in India’s economic trajectory and global economic integration, which

may be interpreted as an attempt to position Malaysia within larger circuits of
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regional trade and financial connectivity, where India represents both a comparative

reference and a prospective collaborator. In these contexts, media coverage serves

a dual function: it informs publics and it also legitimises policy alignments, thus

acting as a soft instrument of statecraft. Thai media, while less explicit in its

political leanings, nonetheless reflects a pragmatic editorial logic that places India

within narratives of bilateral trade, regional peace and democratic stability. The

foregrounding of formal state visits, strategic dialogues and economic cooperation

underscores the Thai media’s role in constructing a symbolic convergence between

domestic priorities and India’s perceived value as a partner in Southeast Asia’s

geopolitical ecosystem.

Singapore’s media ecology, shaped by its hyper-rationalised and technocratic

governance culture, offers a particularly illustrative case of how editorial

prioritisation aligns with elite strategic thinking. The disproportionate emphasis

on India’s macroeconomic indicators, regulatory governance and foreign policy

behaviour reflects an institutionalised effort to assess and anticipate India’s role as

a node in regional risk management, financial governance and innovation

ecosystems. News stories about infrastructure failures, anti-corruption drives or

electoral transitions are not random inclusions; rather, they function as discursive

signifiers that help Singaporean audiences, especially investors, analysts and

bureaucrats, evaluate India’s policy stability, investment climate and governance

credibility. These media practices thus reflect a highly instrumental use of

international news to mediate perceptions of strategic coherence and institutional

maturity, traits that Singapore privileges in its external engagements.

The Philippine media, while more varied in tone and less centralised in

structure, nonetheless converges with this broader regional pattern by prioritising

coverage of India’s geopolitical alignments, disaster management frameworks and

bilateral relations. What is particularly notable in the Philippine case is the inclusion

of climate and environmental crises within the hierarchy of India-related coverage,

a theme that connects strategic cooperation with existential risk management.

Here, India is not only a partner in trade or diplomacy but also a co-actor in

transnational regimes of resilience, especially in the face of climate-related

vulnerabilities. This representational pattern foregrounds a deeper epistemic

convergence between India and the Philippines, wherein state capacity and regional

solidarity become intertwined in media narratives aimed at reinforcing

intergovernmental legitimacy and collective preparedness.

Across all five countries, what emerges is a structurally consistent media strategy

that foregrounds narratives of strategic interdependence, while marginalising
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cultural, social and non-strategic representations of India. This selective emphasis

reflects the operational logic of what may be termed a ‘strategic media regionalism’,

wherein national media systems participate in constructing and reproducing

hierarchies of relevance based on perceived utility, alignment and policy

significance. Media scholars such as Daya Thussu,487 Philip Seib,488 and Michael

Curtin489 have argued that international news flows are increasingly shaped by a

convergence of state power, market imperatives and ideological positioning,

resulting in representations that are less about foreign realities and more about

domestic strategic priorities. The data from these five ASEAN countries appears

to substantiate this proposition. India is not covered comprehensively or holistically

but rather is filtered through a lens of instrumental relevance that privileges

narratives of power, performance and partnership.

Moreover, this form of editorial prioritisation reflects the entanglement of

media institutions with broader political economies, both national and regional.

Many Southeast Asian media organisations operate under varying degrees of state

influence, regulatory control or market pressure, which constrains the scope of

editorial autonomy and renders international reporting a carefully managed

domain. As such, the representation of India is not an autonomous editorial choice

but the outcome of intersecting pressures from foreign ministries, economic

lobbies, strategic think tanks and journalistic norms. In this framework, media

does not merely reflect public interest but actively participates in the construction

of it, mediating between foreign policy imperatives and audience perceptions.

The consequence is a regional information order in which India’s image is not

passively observed but strategically curated, projecting India as a partner of

consequence, a competitor of merit or a model of relevance depending on the

narrative requirements of each country’s foreign policy agenda.

This analytical synthesis suggests that the editorial prioritisation of India in

ASEAN media is less about India per se, and more about how India serves the

strategic imagination of these countries. In privileging certain themes, geopolitics,

economics, governance, over others, these media systems effectively delineate the

contours of India’s relevance to Southeast Asia, thereby constructing a discursive

geography of partnership, influence and alignment. This media logic mirrors the

region’s broader strategic orientation, where information flows are mobilised not

only for consumption but for positioning, signalling to domestic and international

audiences the terms on which regional actors engage with the global order, and

the role India is expected to play within it.
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India’s Portrayal, News Sentiment and the Manufacturing of
Narrative

In an age where narratives shape diplomacy as much as doctrines do, the

representation of India in ASEAN media holds consequences far beyond visibility

alone. It influences regional perceptions of India’s intentions, capacities and

relevance. Within Southeast Asia, a region marked by pluralism, strategic hedging

and rising digital interconnectedness, India’s presence in public discourse is

curiously uneven. While it is widely acknowledged as a key strategic actor, economic

partner and democratic counterweight to China, its cultural and civic presence

remains faint, fragmented and often filtered through reductive or external lenses.

India is seen, but not always understood; acknowledged, but seldom

emotionally engaged with. Its image is largely mediated through the prisms of

strategic summits, defence dialogues and foreign policy engagements, but lacks

the deeper narrative texture that builds long-term regional familiarity. The

dominant themes in which India appears across ASEAN media revolve around

its role in maritime security, economic connectivity, digital infrastructure and as

a member of multilateral formations like the ASEAN–India Dialogue, Quad,

Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation

and the Indo–Pacific Economic Framework. These stories portray India as a

rational, pragmatic actor, one that balances its interests with caution and

assertiveness, particularly in response to China’s growing assertiveness and the

geopolitical recalibrations triggered by US–China competition. However, this

framing is mostly elite-centric, emerging during ministerial visits or headline-

making events, and fails to filter down into the wider public imagination. Moreover,

these narratives often cast India in a derivative light, important primarily in relation

to other powers, rather than as an agent with its own regional vision. While this

visibility benefits India diplomatically, it remains a visibility without intimacy or

recognition without depth.

Table 59: Media Representation Patterns of India in Foreign Coverage

Aspect Pattern Implication

Thematic Focus Emphasis on diplomacy, security and economics, Reduces India to strategic-
marginalising culture/science economic actor

Sentiment Mix of positive, negative and cautious tones, Cultivates risk-reward lens,
often ambivalent limits trust

Sourcing Heavy reliance on international wire services, Introduces global biases, lacks
limited local reporting local nuance
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The representation of India in ASEAN media is shaped by a series of recurring

editorial and structural patterns that collectively create a fragmented, externally

driven and often superficial image of the country. Thematic focus across most

coverage emphasises India’s role in diplomacy, regional security and economic

strategy, effectively narrowing the country’s portrayal to that of a strategic actor.

This lens sidelines India’s vibrant cultural, scientific and civilisational narratives,

thus limiting its visibility beyond official corridors and disengaging wider

audiences. Sentiment within this coverage tends to be mixed and ambivalent,

oscillating between cautious admiration and sceptical detachment. This reflects a

‘risk-reward’ perception of India, where it is seen as a counterbalance in regional

geopolitics but not necessarily as a trusted or emotionally resonant partner.

Interpreting Projected Sentiment

In Indonesia and Malaysia, where media coverage skews predominantly positive,

the narratives likely reflect deeper synergies with India’s maritime diplomacy,

cultural linkages and economic outreach, particularly under initiatives like the

Act East Policy, which resonate with these nations’ efforts to diversify partnerships.

Conversely, Thailand’s disproportionately negative media portrayal of India fosters

scepticism toward India’s capacity to deliver substantive alternatives. Singapore’s

relatively balanced coverage, marked by cautious optimism, mirrors its pragmatic

statecraft: it acknowledges India’s role as a stabiliser in maritime security and as a

node in supply chain resilience, yet tempers enthusiasm with realist neutrality,

wary of alienating Beijing or overcommitting to New Delhi’s still-nascent Indo–

Pacific institutionalism. The Philippines’ muted polarity in media sentiment, with

neither pronounced positivity nor overt criticism, epitomises its fragmented

geopolitical identity. Interpreting these disparities through the prism of Indo–

Pacific geopolitics, the data signals India’s uneven penetration into ASEAN’s

collective consciousness. Positive sentiment in Indonesia and Malaysia highlights

India’s soft power successes and diplomatic agility in cultivating middle-power

coalitions, positioning itself as a benign alternative to China’s coercive economic

statecraft. Singapore’s measured tone reflects the city-state’s calibration of India’s

potential: a useful but incomplete partner in balancing hegemony, constrained

by bureaucratic inertia and infrastructural deficits. The Philippines’ ambiguity,

meanwhile, underscores the limits of India’s influence in states where U.S. and

Chinese dominance precludes third-party ascendancy. Collectively, these media

narratives reveal ASEAN’s fragmented consensus on India’s role. The region’s media
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sentiment acts as both a mirror and a mould, reflecting extant power asymmetries

while shaping domestic public opinion that, in turn, influences state policies.

Table 60: Overall Sentiment Data

Total News Articles from All Studied Countries: 2,301

Positive News 759 32.98%

Negative News 611 26.55%

Apprehensive News 324 14.08%

Neutral News 608 26.42%

One of the key conceptual premises embedded within the study is sentiment,

categorised into four distinct types, with positive and negative sentiments being

the most analytically significant, particularly as they are prominently manifested

in news headlines (Table 60). The distribution of these sentiments provides a

crucial empirical foundation for interrogating the processes through which national

images are constructed and mediated within regional news ecosystems. The relative

prevalence of positive and negative headlines across the surveyed ASEAN countries

not only illuminates the degree of India’s media visibility, but also exposes the

editorial logics and framing practices through which India’s diplomatic postures,

policy orientations and regional engagements are interpreted, filtered and

disseminated to domestic audiences. In Indonesia and Malaysia, the relatively

balanced occurrence of positive and negative headlines suggests that India occupies

a discernible and contested space in the media narrative, neither uniformly

welcomed nor categorically resisted. This balance indicates that India’s diplomatic

overtures, economic engagements and cultural initiatives are being covered with

both interest and scrutiny. The fact that a substantial share of headlines reflects

positive sentiment in these two countries suggests a partial alignment with India’s

strategic communication goals; however, the coexisting presence of negative

sentiment equally highlights the necessity for India to refine its messaging and

adapt its outreach to local sensibilities and media dynamics. Such coverage reflects

the operation of news media as an active agent in the making of strategic narratives,

not merely as a conduit of diplomatic information.

In Thailand, a markedly higher prevalence of negative headlines signals a

significantly more critical media stance toward India. This lopsided distribution

points to a communicative environment where Indian initiatives may be perceived

less through their intended message and more through localised lenses of scepticism

or competing geopolitical interests. It suggests that in Thailand, India’s narrative



198 o Strategic Communication, Manufacturing of Narratives and India–ASEAN Relations

is either being overshadowed by competing actors or is encountering editorial

filters that amplify dissonance over resonance. In strategic communication terms,

this underscores a gap between India’s intended messaging and its actual reception

in Thai media discourses, implying the need for a recalibration of public diplomacy

tools and narrative framing mechanisms that can better accommodate local

editorial norms and policy priorities. However, this study also examines the source

of news information; we have seen in Chapter Eight that various Western news

agencies dominate the supply of news, which impacts the sentiments. We will

discuss this issue in Chapter Nine. Singapore, with its near parity between positive

and negative headline sentiments, presents a more calibrated reception of India’s

presence in the Indo–Pacific narrative. Here, India is recognised as a relevant

strategic actor, but this recognition is mediated through Singapore’s characteristic

policy of balance and its editorial preference for analytical and multi-perspective

reporting. The relatively favourable tilt in headline sentiment suggests that Indian

narratives may find resonance when articulated in terms of shared regional stability,

rule-based order and economic complementarities. In contrast, the Philippines

show the least polarised sentiment distribution, marked by low overall percentages

for both positive and negative headlines. This suggests a media environment where

India is either underrepresented or not deemed a central geopolitical actor in the

domestic news agenda. Rather than signalling indifference, this could point to a

structural marginality in India’s strategic communication efforts vis-à-vis the

Philippines, demanding greater engagement and visibility-building activities to

reposition India as a relevant actor in the Filipino strategic imagination.

The overall sentiment analysis unveils a dual narrative in how India’s role is

depicted in ASEAN news outlets. A clear predominance of affirmatively toned

articles suggests that the media largely perceives India as a proactive and dynamic

stakeholder in the region. This positive messaging emphasises narratives of progress,

constructive diplomacy and shared regional aspirations that align with broader

Indo–Pacific strategic initiatives. However, the existence of a considerable volume

of negatively framed articles introduces a counterpoint, reflecting caution and

underlying critiques regarding certain aspects of India’s engagement. This critical

perspective, infused with scepticism, signals that while India’s potential as a strategic

partner is widely acknowledged, there remains a healthy degree of scrutiny

concerning its policy measures and broader geopolitical ambitions. The overall

messaging projected by the data paints a picture of a complex interplay between

celebration and critique, a narrative that both lauds India’s transformative
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diplomatic efforts and invites continuous, informed debate about the implications

of its rising influence in ASEAN countries.

Deconstructing Sentiment Polarity

The preceding discussion initially suggests an analysis of media narratives through

a binary lens of positive and negative framing. However, such an approach

overlooks the inherent complexity of textual production in news discourse. Media

texts rarely conform to rigid dichotomies; rather, they often employ layered

narratives that reflect shifting or ambivalent sentiments. By broadening the

analytical framework of this study beyond sentiment polarity, a more nuanced

understanding emerges regarding India’s representation in ASEAN media, one

that acknowledges the interplay of geopolitical, economic and cultural factors

shaping these mediated portrayals.

Positive sentiment in headlines suggests the successful penetration of favourable

messaging aligned with India’s diplomatic, economic or strategic objectives.

However, negative sentiment, within this framework, not only challenges India’s

positioning but also actively reshapes its perception through editorially embedded

critique and scepticism. What intensifies this narrative complexity is the presence

of apprehensive headlines, those not overtly negative, but marked by caution,

doubt or latent pessimism. These articles, often constructed through speculative

framing or anticipatory language, occupy a critical discursive space in the media

ecosystem. While they do not categorically delegitimise India’s actions or role,

they problematise it in subtle ways, generating interpretive friction that may foster

public uncertainty rather than consensus. In the Indonesian and Philippine

contexts, the presence of apprehensive headlines is notably high, indicating a

communicative environment where India’s actions are often read through a lens

of conditionality or possible adverse outcomes. When apprehensive headlines are

analytically grouped with explicitly negative ones, a broader phenomenon emerges:

a significant proportion of the overall news discourse surrounding India becomes

tinted with scepticism or caution, which cumulatively acts as a drag on the potential

affirmative reception of India’s public diplomacy efforts.

Neutral headlines, on the other hand, offer a distinct but equally significant

interpretive function. Far from being merely passive or irrelevant, neutral coverage

signifies editorial restraint, objectivity or prioritisation of descriptive reporting

over evaluative framing. In countries like Singapore and the Philippines, where

the share of neutral news is relatively higher, it suggests a media environment
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where India’s representation is less editorially predetermined and more contingent

upon the event itself, providing a discursive middle ground that neither amplifies

nor undermines India’s standing. However, the strategic impact of neutral reporting

in shaping public perceptions is ambivalent. On one hand, it mitigates polarisation

by offering unembellished narratives; on the other, its lack of persuasive framing

may fail to galvanise public support or emotional engagement, thereby weakening

the affective dimension of India’s strategic communication.

When aggregating the effects of positive, negative, apprehensive and neutral

headlines, a composite picture emerges: India’s media portrayal in ASEAN is

defined less by consistency and more by fragmentation and editorial variation.

Such a fragmented narrative landscape implies that India’s strategic communication

must not only contend with explicit opposition but also engage with the subtler

forces of narrative hesitation and neutrality, which shape public opinion in less

predictable but no less impactful ways. For a country seeking to consolidate its

regional image in the Indo–Pacific, this underscores the imperative of deepening

media engagement strategies that go beyond event-based outreach and embrace

narrative stewardship across diverse editorial cultures. Moreover, the insights

derived from this dataset are instructive not only for India but for any developed

nation aiming to enhance its soft power and influence through public diplomacy

in Southeast Asia. In conclusion, the sentiment structure of news articles related

to India in these ASEAN countries reveals an uneven communicative terrain shaped

not merely by content, but by the editorial disposition and sentiment framing of

the media. Apprehensive articles, though less forceful than outright negative ones,

play a decisive role in creating doubt, thereby diluting the clarity of India’s strategic

narratives. Neutral articles, while potentially reinforcing factual awareness, may

lack persuasive power. The interplay between these sentiment categories suggests

that India’s standing in the Indo–Pacific is mediated not simply by geopolitical

alignments but by the everyday discursive practices of news production,

interpretation and dissemination. Strategic communication in such a milieu

requires not only the articulation of national interests but also the cultivation of

narrative environments where these interests can be interpreted as legitimate,

credible and mutually beneficial by diverse Southeast Asian publics.

Structural Mediation and Semantic Encoding in News Discourse

The sentiment profile derived from the studied corpus of news articles about

India in ASEAN’s online print media provides a valuable entry point into

understanding the deep structure of news discourse, especially when approached
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through the headlines and the process of making of narratives through strategic

communication. Within the communicative architecture of news, headlines are

not merely summarising devices but are ideologically charged signifiers. They

encapsulate the epistemic stance of the news institution and operate as affective

triggers that shape audience reception before the full narrative unfolds. In media

studies, headlines function as what Gérard Genette conceptualised as “paratexts”,

liminal elements that mediate between the text and its readers, serving not only to

attract attention but to position the story within a broader discursive frame.

Table 61-A: Overall Sentiment Data of Headlines

Total News Articles from All Studied Countries: 2,301

Positive 759 32.98%

Negative 611 26.55%

Apprehensive 325 14.08%

Neutral 608 26.42%

Table 61-B: Overall Sentiment Data of Headlines

Total News Articles from All Studied Countries: 2,301

Positive + Neutral 1,367 59.40

Negative + Apprehensive 936 40.67

When coverage of a foreign state like India leans predominantly toward positive

and neutral tones, as is evident in the dataset under review, it signals a strategic

orientation of media framing. According to Entman’s theory of framing, news

selection and presentation do not merely reflect reality but actively construct it

through processes of inclusion, exclusion and emphasis. The preference for

positivity and neutrality in the reporting of India suggests that media institutions

in ASEAN may be subscribing to a functionalist logic of regional harmony and

constructive engagement, potentially influenced by state-level diplomatic priorities

or cultural proximities that discourage overtly adversarial reporting. This trend

aligns with the broader functioning of newsrooms in Southeast Asia, where editorial

decisions often blend journalistic autonomy with tacit policy alignments, shaped

by both market incentives and geopolitical interests.

The presence of apprehensive or negative sentiment, though less dominant,

should not be dismissed as marginal. Rather, it reflects the selective activation of

frames of insecurity, competition or ideological divergence, which are periodically

mobilised in response to specific events or policy postures. These sentiments are

embedded within a larger schema of agenda-setting, whereby the media does not
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tell the audience what to think, but what to think about. The affective and

interpretive weight of such framing is often frontloaded into the headline, the

first textual contact point for readers and arguably the most cognitively influential.

Once the headline establishes a narrative anchor, the subsequent introduction or

lead paragraph either deepens the resonance or undermines it, depending on the

coherence of tone and thematic continuity.

In this light, the function of headlines in the communication realm must be

understood not just as textual artifacts but as operational nodes within the

production of ideology. According to Van Dijk’s critical discourse theory, headlines

are implicated in the reproduction of social cognition: they activate scripts and

mental models that shape how audiences process and recall news events. A headline

that projects optimism about India’s technological or economic trajectory, for

instance, sets into motion an interpretive schema that frames India as a rising,

benign actor. This interpretive schema is then either reinforced or dissonantly

contradicted by the introduction paragraph, which should ideally elaborate the

claim, provide context and align the affective tone with the headline’s narrative

cues. However, when there is misalignment between the headline and the

introductory paragraph, when, for instance, a positive headline is followed by an

introduction that introduces scepticism or veiled critique, the narrative coherence

is fractured. This disjunction not only confuses the reader but also dilutes the

ideological effect of the piece. In communication theory, such fragmentation

impairs the encoding–decoding process theorised by Stuart Hall. In Hall’s

framework, news producers encode meaning within a preferred reading that

audiences may accept, negotiate or oppose. For the preferred reading to succeed,

the structural elements of the text, chief among them the headline and the

introduction, must work in tandem to project a unified ideological message.

This necessity of alignment brings us to a central theoretical proposition:

that of narrative synchronisation within news discourse. Drawing from Goffman’s

frame analysis, every news item can be seen as a structured performance wherein

the headline and the introduction act as sequential framing devices. If these

elements are misaligned, the frame becomes unstable and the communicative

efficacy of the piece is compromised. Therefore, the synthesis of the headline and

the introduction is not a stylistic luxury but a communicative imperative,

particularly in international reporting where affective and interpretive signals are

crucial in shaping geopolitical perceptions.

In sum, the study of India-related news coverage in Indonesian media reveals



Decoding India’s News Coverage in ASEAN Media o 203

not only the distribution of sentiment but also the structural logic of mediated

representation. The dominance of positive and neutral frames points to a calculated

discursive strategy, while the occasional activation of apprehensive tones suggests

a responsive rather than adversarial press orientation. Within this configuration,

headlines emerge as powerful semiotic instruments, anchoring the affective tone

and interpretive direction of the news item. Their efficacy, however, is contingent

on a coherent alignment with the introductory paragraph, which must function

not as a narrative detour but as an extension and deepening of the headline’s

discursive promise. This insight underscores the broader communicative principle

that the persuasive and ideological potency of news depends not on the headline

alone but on the seamless integration of all textual components into a singular

narrative frame.

Dissecting Headline–Introduction Discrepancies

Communication scholars warn that media often frame events by “select[ing] some

aspects of a perceived reality and make[ing] them more salient in a communicating

text”. Entman (1993) argues that framing defines problems and assigns moral

judgment and remedies within a news story. By contrast, in this study of 2,301

news articles about India, roughly one-third (772 items, or 33.55 per cent) exhibit

sentiment misalignment between the headline and the introductory paragraph

(introduction). Such discrepancies can distort framing: a negative or sensationalist

headline primes readers to see an issue one way, even if the article’s body presents

a more nuanced or opposite tone.

Table 62: Overview of Sentiment Alignment between News Headlines and
Introductions

Category Number of News Items Percentage of Total

Total news items 2,301 100%

Headlines and introductions with different sentiments 772 33.55%

In effect, the headline sets one interpretive frame while the introduction offers

another, undermining coherence. This is especially important because ‘headlines

act as the agenda’ for readers. Media ‘shapes the political debate by choosing

which topics and issues should feature in the news broadcasts’, and an issue’s

prominence in the headline leads audiences to view it as important. If headlines

carry a different sentiment (e.g., positive or apprehensive) than the subtler content

of the articles, the public’s perceptions may be guided by the initial, possibly

misleading cue.
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Moreover, recent research shows that headlines with more negative wording

significantly boost readership. Robertson et al. (2023) demonstrate that each

additional negative word in a headline increases click-through rates by about 2.3

per cent. In short, ‘it bleeds, it leads’: sensational or frightening headlines draw

readers, whereas positive wording dampen engagement. Thus, commercial logic

pressures editors to accentuate emotion. A headline–introduction misalignment

can thus be strategic: a stingy, provocative headline grabs attention, while the

body text delivers a more balanced account. This dynamic amplifies framing effects

— the initial frame (anger, fear, optimism) is broadcast by the headline, setting

the agenda, regardless of later nuance. As Yoon et al. note, detecting incongruence

between headlines and bodies is “timely and important…for minimizing the

negative consequences of potential misinformation”. Inconsistent sentiments in

headlines risk misleading readers or causing misinformation by prejudicing

interpretation before any detail is read.

Roselle, Miskimmon and O’Loughlin (2014) argue that strategic narratives

give states and actors “purchase on the complexities of international politics”,

showing how influence operates in modern media environments. In this view,

news is not neutral fact-recounting but a medium for projecting national and

ideological stories. A strategic narrative blends facts into a coherent plot that

advances policy or identity goals. As Roselle et al. emphasise, “the ability to develop

strategic narratives are especially important in determining foreign policy success

and failure”. If media outlets — consciously or under pressure — inject dissonant

sentiments between headlines and introductions, they may be fragmenting or

amplifying a narrative with purpose. For example, a rowdy or alarmist headline

about India’s actions could serve a narrative of India as a regional provocateur,

even if the article’s introduction tempers that by citing context or official statements.

Such editorial decisions can thus forward a subtle propaganda aim: to draw on

audience biases or fears via the headline’s frame, then issue a kinder introduction

that ostensibly balances the story without undoing the initial impact.

In sum, the communication theory predicts that misaligned sentiments

between headlines and introductions can amplify framing distortions and steer

public attention on partial cues. The agenda-setting function of the headline is

potentiated when its emotional tone diverges from the article’s content. The

strategic-narrative perspective adds that headlines may be tailored to broader

foreign-policy messages: as Monroe Price observes, governments and media regimes

often control information to influence both domestic and foreign audiences. A
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headline–introduction gap could thus serve political ends (by evoking the desired

reaction in readers) while preserving journalistic deniability in the body.

These theoretical insights take on specific significance in the context of ASEAN

press coverage of India. Recent analysis490 finds that leading Southeast Asian

newspapers rely heavily on international wire services and external sources when

reporting on India. This dependency tends to produce ‘superficial narratives’ in

which India is often cast unfavourably; the study notes a ‘skewed representation,

with a majority of headlines presenting India in a negative or apprehensive light’.

If ASEAN outlets frequently echo external reports, a misalignment of sentiments

may arise simply because editors copy sensational headlines from agencies but

write more cautious introductions. But more deeply, it reflects strategic

communication choices. ASEAN nations have diverse relations with India —

some see India as an emerging partner (economic and strategic), others as a

competitor or outsider in Asian diplomacy. Headlines that highlight India’s

challenges or controversies can serve domestic or allied narratives (e.g., aligning

with U.S.-led ‘Indo–Pacific’ rhetoric that is wary of India’s regional role), while

the introductions can present the official, factual angle (for instance, quoting

Indian diplomats or domestic context).

Importantly, about 33.6 per cent of the 2,301 sampled articles from ASEAN

media exhibit divergent sentiments between the headlines and the introductions

(our analysis). This high rate indicates that such misalignment is systemic, not

sporadic. It suggests that for one in three stories on India, the initial emotional

framing conflicts with the main thrust of the narrative. The implications are

grave for India’s image in the region. While on one hand aggressive, emotionally

charged headlines can cement negative stereotypes of India (as a troublemaker or

unstable emerging power), on the other, the corresponding introductions can

attempt to smooth over these notions with balanced reporting or with India’s

perspective. The net effect may leave readers with mixed signals: a salient negative

impression (from skimming the headline) that is moderated by the text upon

closer reading. But research suggests that many readers don’t get to the nuance.

Allen et al. (2024) find that “more than 90% of people read nothing beyond [the

headline] when browsing social media”; so headlines essentially shape public

perception. Accordingly, even if the introduction is benign, the initial negative

narrative often ‘sticks’ with audiences.

This study examining 2,301 news items also reveals that 769 articles feature

headlines with positive sentiment. However, upon further analysis, it was
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discovered that 204 of these articles have introductions that diverge from the

positive tone set by the headline (Table 63).

Table 63: Breakdown of News Items with Positive Headlines Overall

Category News Items Percentage

Total with positive headlines 769 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 204 26.52%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 32 4.16%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 1 0.13%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 171 22.23%

This misalignment, where a headline promises optimism while the

introduction shifts to a different emotional register, illustrates a critical lapse in

the communication. The discrepancy disrupts the narrative flow, leaving readers

feeling misled and questioning the underlying intent of the content. Delving into

the specific breakdown of these inconsistencies, the data indicates that among the

204 mismatched cases, 32 news stories have introductions that adopt an

apprehensive tone, despite the cheerful promise of the headline. In one instance,

the introduction even takes on a negative sentiment, starkly contrasting with the

positive opening. The majority, 171 articles, showcase introductions that adopt a

neutral tone rather than matching the upbeat headline. Such variations not only

diminish the persuasive power of the communication but also contribute to a

fragmented narrative, which can ultimately erode audience engagement.

The observation that 171 news articles feature neutral introductions paired

with positive headlines speaks volumes about the multi-layered process of encoding

messages in media production. Media institutions, in their drive to capture

attention in a competitive digital environment, often craft headlines with an overtly

positive spin. This technique is designed to attract clicks and signal an upbeat

narrative at first glance. However, the subsequent shift to a neutral tone in the

introduction suggests that behind the market-driven, attention-grabbing headline

lies a more cautious and measured approach to storytelling. This divergence reflects

an internal balancing act: while the headline is tailored to garner immediate interest,

the introduction is more aligned with traditional journalistic responsibilities of

objectivity and factual reporting. For the common reader, this discrepancy

introduces a subtle yet significant gap in meaning-making. When readers encounter

a positive headline, they form an initial expectation of optimism or uplifting

content. A neutral introduction, however, does not fully confirm this expectation,

requiring readers to re-adjust their interpretation of the story. Such a gap can lead
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to cognitive dissonance, prompting readers to seek a more nuanced understanding

or to question the underlying realities that have been subtly downplayed. In this

way, the reader is impelled to engage in a higher level of scrutiny, weighing the

emotional lure of the headline against the more restrained narrative that follows.

Adding another layer to this analysis is the contrasting instance of 32 articles that

employ an apprehensive tone in their introductions despite sporting positive

headlines, a juxtaposition that borders on the ironic. In these cases, the headline

likely serves to capture attention, but the introduction immediately reorients the

reader towards caution or concern. This ironic twist could be interpreted as a

deliberate strategy: an attempt to leverage the emotional appeal of positivity to

draw the reader in while simultaneously ensuring that the more critical or sobering

details of the story are not ignored. Such a move exemplifies the dual imperatives

that media institutions navigate, balancing the need for engagement with the

ethical responsibility of conveying more measured and accurate information.

For statecraft and policy makers, the encoded message in the media becomes

a complex signal. On one side, a positive headline can project an image of public

optimism and stability, potentially influencing political narratives or policy

agendas. On the other, the neutrality of the introduction serves as a corrective,

hinting at a more balanced reality that might temper overly rosy interpretations

of the situation. This discrepancy might alert policy makers to the risk of over-

relying on superficial media signals and underscore the necessity of engaging with

the substance of the news. It also emphasises the need for a discerning approach

when parsing media messages, particularly in contexts where public sentiment

and policy decisions are interdependent.

Table 64: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Negative Headlines

Category News Items Percentage

Total with negative headlines 599 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 198 33.05%
• Introductions with positive connotation 9 1.50%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 108 18.03%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 81 13.52%

This study also reveals significant sentiment misalignment in news articles

featuring negative headlines (Table 64). Of the 599 such articles, 198 exhibit

divergent sentiments in their introductory paragraphs, 108 maintain a neutral

orientation, 81 convey an apprehensive tone and nine adopt an unexpectedly

positive stance. This mismatch suggests that the practice is not incidental but is
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embedded within editorial and making of media making frameworks aimed at

controlling narrative perception. The incongruity between the headline and the

introduction serves multiple communicative objectives. It is important here to

underscore a particularly ironic observation: among the 599 news articles with

negative headlines, nine articles surprisingly convey a positive sentiment in their

introductory paragraphs. Additionally, 108 articles maintain a neutral tone despite

beginning with negatively framed headlines. This notable misalignment between

headline sentiment and introductory content reflects a broader communicative

discrepancy that warrants deeper analysis through the lens of communication

theory, particularly the processes involved in encoding and disseminating

information during news production. Furthermore, the communicative process

becomes more complex when readers approach the news article expecting a strongly

negative narrative about India based solely on the headline, only to encounter a

more nuanced or even positive tone in the article’s content. Such divergence may

induce cognitive dissonance, as the reader must reconcile an initial expectation

with contradictory information, thereby disrupting the decoding of the message.

This psychological dissonance can result in misinterpretation, confusion or even

biased conclusions, especially if the reader lacks the time or inclination to engage

with the full article. Negative or provocative headlines are known to attract more

clicks, social media shares and overall reader interest, even if the actual article

content is more balanced or subdued. This form of clickbait journalism reflects

the commercial pressures of the digital news economy. Beyond economics,

ideological framing also plays a central role in the portrayal of India. According

to the framing theory, as advanced by scholars like Goffman (1974) and Entman

(1993), journalists selectively emphasise certain aspects of reality to shape how

audiences interpret events. In this context, media outlets may deploy negative

headlines to signal critique or scepticism, potentially reflecting broader geopolitical

concerns, regional anxieties about India’s rising influence or to be in alignment

with dominant international narratives, while the introductions temper that

critique with more neutral or constructive details. Furthermore, from a strategic

communication perspective, the discrepancy may be a part of a dual messaging

tactic aimed at different audiences: a sensational headline captures casual readers

and resonates with domestic political concerns, while a more nuanced introduction

speaks to informed audiences or diplomatic stakeholders. This editorial balancing

act reflects the inherent tension between journalism’s roles as both a commercial

enterprise and a public information service. The phenomena of ‘irony’ and

‘deflation’ further illustrate the depth of this editorial strategy, wherein a negative
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headline is undercut by a neutral or even positive introduction, leading to a

weakening of the initial emotional charge.

Table 65: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Apprehensive Headlines

Category News Items Percentage

Total with apprehensive headlines 327 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 148 45.25%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 21 6.42%
• Introductions with negative sentiments 44 13.45%
• Introductions with neutral sentiments 82 25.07%

Table 65 illustrates another breakdown of introduction sentiments for

apprehensive headlines: out of a total of 2,301 news articles examined, 327 were

identified with having apprehensive headlines, those that evoke unease or concern

regarding the subject matter, in this case, India. However, within this group of

apprehensive headlines, a significant portion,148 articles, or approximately 45

per cent, reveal a mismatch in sentiment when comparing the headline to the

introductory paragraph of the same article. This means that nearly half of these

articles set an apprehensive tone at the outset but proceed with introductions that

do not maintain that tone. Delving deeper, of these 148 mismatched cases, 6.42

per cent (21 articles) introduce their stories with a positive sentiment despite

having headlines that suggest apprehension, a contrast that creates a strong sense

of irony. This kind of discrepancy can leave readers puzzled or misled, especially

if they form an early judgment based solely on the headline. Another 44 articles

have introductions that lean into a clearly negative sentiment, subtly shifting the

tone from apprehension to outright criticism or disapproval, indicating a deepening

of sentiment rather than a reversal. The most substantial portion of these

discrepancies, however, involves 82 articles where the introductions are neutral,

despite the apprehensive framing in the headlines. This constitutes about 25 per

cent of the total 327 apprehensive-headline articles and highlights a deliberate or

unintended softening of the emotional tone once readers move past the headline.

The presence of such a large volume of neutral introductions under apprehensive

headlines raises questions about the intention behind such framing, whether it is

to initially capture attention through emotionally charged language or a reflection

of editorial inconsistencies in the news-making process. These discrepancies have

consequences for readers, who may begin reading with a mindset conditioned by

an apprehensive headline, only to find a calmer or even optimistic account in the

body of the article. This emotional disconnect may not only impede accurate
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interpretation but may also diminish the reader’s capacity to assess the gravity or

immediacy of the issue under discussion. Furthermore, this concern becomes

particularly relevant in instances where readers do not engage beyond the headline,

a phenomenon frequently documented in previous studies.

Table 66: Breakdown of Introduction Sentiments for Neutral Headlines

Category Items Percentage

Total with neutral headlines 608 100%

Introductions with different sentiments 164 26.70%
• Introductions with positive sentiments 68 20.00%
• Introductions with apprehensive sentiments 57 06.70%
• Introductions with negative  sentiments 36 05.92%

Out of 2,301 news items, 608 articles feature neutral headlines, ostensibly

suggesting an objective or balanced stance (Table 66). However, within this subset,

164 articles, approximately 27 per cent, contain introductions that diverge in

sentiment from their headlines, revealing a deeper layer of communicative

inconsistency. Among these 164 instances of misalignment, 68 articles (about 20

per cent) begin with positive introductions, suggesting an upbeat or constructive

narrative that is not hinted at in the emotionally detached headline. Similarly, 57

articles (6.70 per cent) contain introductions with an apprehensive tone, one that

signals unease, tension or concern, despite the neutral headline. Furthermore, 36

articles (approximately 5.92 per cent) present negative introductions, introducing

critical or unfavourable perspectives that were not projected in the headline.

The discrepancies between neutral headlines and introductions imbued with

divergent sentiments, positive, apprehensive or negative, trigger significant

cognitive and psychological impacts on readers. When a neutral headline masks a

positive introduction (e.g., ‘India’s GDP Growth Reviewed’ paired with ‘record-

breaking expansion’), readers experience tension between the headline’s impartiality

and the introduction’s optimism, often resolving it by either embracing the

positivity as a ‘soft-sell’ tactic or distrusting the outlet for downplaying good

news, as seen in studies where such mismatches are perceived as strategic

moderation to appease polarised audiences. Conversely, neutral headlines with

apprehensive introductions amplify anxiety through ‘uncertainty bias’, priming

readers to overestimate risks despite the neutral framing, a dynamic linked to

increase dwell time but reduced factual recall in research. The most destabilising

mismatch arises with negative introductions, where ‘negativity bias’ dominates,

overshadowing balanced analysis and fuelling cynicism as readers interpret the
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dissonance as covert criticism or institutional hedging. These patterns reveal

broader harms: cognitive overload from reconciling conflicting signals, erosion

of trust through perceived deception and policy missteps as time-strapped decision-

makers skim headlines while missing critical introductions.

Structural Asymmetries in the Communication Ecosystem

The comprehensive analysis of sentiment discrepancies between news headlines

and introductions reveals profound systemic issues in contemporary journalism

that demand urgent attention. Our research identifies three distinct but interrelated

patterns of misalignment that collectively undermine effective communication

and erode public trust in media institutions. The ‘soft-sell positive’ approach,

where neutral headlines conceal optimistic introductions, represents the mildest

form of cognitive manipulation, yet still establishes problematic precedents for

information processing. More concerning is the ‘anxiety hook’ technique that

strategically deploys apprehensive introductions after neutral headlines, exploiting

fundamental human threat detection mechanisms to boost engagement at the

cost of rational discourse. Most damaging of all is the ‘bait-and-alarm’ strategy,

where jarring negative introductions follow ostensibly neutral headlines, creating

acute cognitive dissonance that disproportionately influences audience perception

and recall.

These patterns collectively demonstrate how modern media institutions have

developed sophisticated techniques for sentiment layering that prioritise metrics

over truth, engagement over understanding. The psychological impacts follow a

clear and concerning hierarchy of effects, with negative introductions triggering

the strongest neural responses in conflict-monitoring systems, while positive

introductions produce more subtle but still consequential alterations in

information retention. What makes these practices particularly insidious is their

systematic nature—these are not random errors but calculated institutional

strategies that leverage our cognitive vulnerabilities while maintaining plausible

deniability through headline neutrality. The persistence of these discrepancies

across media outlets and topics reveals fundamental structural flaws in

contemporary news production. At their core, they reflect the unsustainable tension

between journalism’s democratic function and the commercial realities of the

attention economy. Neutral headlines serve as institutional fig leaves, allowing

organisations to claim objectivity while directional framing in article bodies does

the actual work of shaping perception. This two-tiered communication model
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constitutes a fundamental breach of the implicit contract between journalists and

their audiences.

The path forward demands nothing less than a recommitment to journalism’s

foundational purpose—not merely to capture attention, but to facilitate

understanding; not to manipulate perception, but to illuminate reality. Only by

aligning presentation with content, form with substance, can news media hope

to regain the trust it has systematically eroded through these practices of sentiment

discrepancy. The stakes could not be higher, for in an era of rampant

misinformation and declining institutional trust, the costs of continued cognitive

manipulation may prove catastrophic for democratic discourse itself.

Strategic Divergences in Narrative Framing and News
Dissemination

The recurring mismatch between the sentiments of headlines and introductions

in ASEAN media coverage of India reveals a layered and deliberate editorial practice

that intersects with media economics, geopolitical alignment and audience

psychology. These discrepancies are not accidental or sporadic anomalies; rather,

they reflect an entrenched system of strategic messaging that uses sentiment

modulation to balance competing communicative objectives. Headlines, as the

most visible component of news articles, function as powerful cognitive frames

that shape how audiences interpret subsequent information. In the case of India,

a significant portion of ASEAN headlines adopt a neutral or even an optimistic

tone, highlighting themes such as economic collaboration, cultural diplomacy or

shared regional goals. These headlines often emphasise India’s contributions to

ASEAN infrastructure projects, educational exchanges and broader initiatives like

the Act East Policy. However, when readers proceed to the introductory paragraphs,

they frequently encounter more complex narratives that introduce reservations,

caveats or apprehensions, such as political delays, regional scepticism or unfulfilled

commitments. This discord between the headlines and the opening of the articles

constructs a dual-layered narrative that serves multiple audiences simultaneously:

the headline appeals to casual or diplomatic readers, while the body content

addresses more discerning or policy-aware publics.

This editorial duality aligns with theoretical insights from media framing,

agenda-setting and strategic communication. From a framing perspective, the

positive or neutral headline directs the reader’s cognitive attention toward

favourable aspects of India’s engagement, even before deeper reading occurs. The

agenda-setting theory further reinforces this by suggesting that such headlines
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disproportionately influence what topics or sentiments readers prioritise, especially

in fast-paced digital environments where headlines often substitute for full reading.

The implications of this become particularly salient when considering that most

media consumers, especially those engaging via mobile devices or social media,

rarely proceed beyond the headline. In such cases, the optimistic or diplomatic

framing presented at the outset may shape public perceptions more strongly than

any critical nuance buried within the article. The result is not just a

misrepresentation of facts, but a skewed public understanding, where India is

consistently perceived as a cooperative actor, regardless of emerging frictions or

policy contradictions noted later in the article. This phenomenon becomes even

more complex when viewed through the lens of strategic narrative theory. ASEAN

countries may deliberately employ such sentiment mismatches to maintain

diplomatic balance: signalling warmth and partnership in headlines to align with

regional solidarity and India’s soft power diplomacy, while embedding more

cautious or critical tones in the text to reflect domestic concerns, policy complexities

or geopolitical hedging strategies.

At the same time, the rise of the attention economy and the economics of

digital journalism exacerbate these tendencies. Media outlets are incentivised to

craft headlines that maximise clicks, shares and visibility, often at the expense of

content congruence. A headline that promises cooperation or success invites

broader readership, especially among international audiences or stakeholders. This

commercial logic, while understandable, introduces ethical and cognitive tensions.

As empirical studies show, misleading or sentimentally inconsistent headlines can

lead to cognitive dissonance, mistrust and distorted memory recall among

audiences. When the body of a story contradicts the headline, readers may

experience confusion, feel manipulated or selectively internalise whichever message

aligns with their pre-existing biases. Over time, such experiences can erode

confidence in media credibility and reduce the perceived transparency of journalism

itself. Furthermore, for countries like India that invest heavily in regional image-

building and soft power strategies, this kind of sentiment mismatch can dilute

narrative coherence. If headlines consistently promote an image of India as an

engaged and benevolent actor, but introductions raise doubts or concerns, the

net impact is a fragmented portrayal that undermines India’s ability to maintain a

consistent strategic narrative across the region.

Moreover, these discrepancies also pose significant risks to democratic

information ecosystems. When headlines, which serve as cognitive anchors, do

not align with the substance of reporting, they distort the public’s ability to make
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informed judgments. This breach of narrative coherence becomes especially

troubling in the context of international relations, where public sentiment can

influence diplomatic engagement, foreign policy support and cross-border

collaboration. For ASEAN media, allowing such discrepancies to persist may

unintentionally contribute to regional ambiguity or misperception, not just about

India, but also about the reliability of the media itself. Editorial decisions that

appear to placate one audience while quietly informing another create a two-

tiered communication structure that lacks transparency and accountability. From

a communicative ethics perspective, this undermines the journalistic obligation

to present information clearly, honestly and coherently. In effect, what emerges is

a form of strategic ambiguity that leverages sentiment layering to meet multiple

goals: engaging audiences, sustaining commercial viability and navigating

diplomatic sensitivities.

The sentiment gap between headlines and introductions in ASEAN coverage

of India is more than a stylistic quirk, it is a revealing symptom of the complex

interplay between media framing, regional geopolitics and the economics of digital

journalism. This practice allows news outlets to balance optimism and critique,

diplomacy and realism, visibility and nuance. Yet, it also creates a fragmented

media environment where headlines function as standalone narratives divorced

from the deeper, often more balanced, substance of reporting. For India’s strategic

communication efforts, this poses challenges to the clarity and stability of its soft

power narrative. For ASEAN media, it highlights the need for greater editorial

alignment and communicative integrity. And for regional audiences, it underscores

the importance of critical media literacy in navigating the increasingly layered

and strategic world of international news.



Chapter Eight

Curated Narratives: External Dependency and

the Strategic Framing of India’s Image in

Southeast Asia

An empirical analysis of 2,301 news items from the online editions of leading

newspapers across the five most economically significant ASEAN countries,

Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore and the Philippines, reveals a

pronounced asymmetry in the sourcing of India-related news.

Table 67: Overall Source Data

Total News Items 2,301 Percentage

News coverage by reporters/news desk/editorial/op-eds 677 29.42%

News coverage by international agencies/national agencies/ 1,624 70.57%
freelancers/contributors

Only 29.42 per cent of the content was produced through the internal

journalistic mechanisms of these media organisations, encompassing contributions

from staff reporters, news desks, editorial columns and opinion pieces (Table

67). In stark contrast, 70.57 per cent of the coverage was derived from external

sources, overwhelmingly dominated by Western wire services such as Reuters,

AFP and AP. This disproportionate reliance on international news agencies not

only signals a dependency in journalistic practice but also foregrounds a deeper

structural imbalance in the mediation and representation of India within the

ASEAN media space. The data, drawn from 15 of the most influential publications

in the region, underscore how Western-centric narratives continue to shape the

contours of India’s image in ASEAN countries. The heavy outsourcing of content

generation to Western agencies entrenches epistemic hierarchies within the global

flow of information, whereby the perspectives, priorities and frames of Euro–
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American institutions are privileged over regional or indigenous understandings.

As a result, the portrayal of India is frequently filtered through lenses that are

often misaligned with the socio-political, cultural and strategic contexts of

Southeast Asia, producing a mediated vision of India that is less reflective of

India’s story and desired narrative and more indicative of Western editorial

understanding.

This pattern of news production reflects a deep-seated legacy of unequal

information flows embedded within the global media architecture, wherein

dominant Western news agencies, operating from historically privileged

geopolitical centres, continue to exert a disproportionate influence over the

production, dissemination and framing of news narratives in the Global South.

These hegemonic information structures not only marginalise indigenous and

regional voices but also standardise the contours of international news through

ideologically charged lenses that mirror the strategic and normative priorities of

Western powers. Consequently, even when the Western coverage of countries like

India is factually accurate, the slanted priorities and the misalignment between

headlines and introductions influence how readers determine the sentiment (as

discussed in the Chapter Nine) It is rarely ideologically neutral; instead, it tends

to privilege themes and tropes that align with broader geopolitical imaginaries

and policy discourses emanating from the Global North. Such coverage frequently

foregrounds India’s domestic political tensions, perceived democratic regressions,

governance inefficiencies, socio-economic disparities, law and order failures,

climate vulnerabilities and institutional fault lines.

Table 68: Overall News Source Data with Sentiment Categorisation

Positive news articles out of a total of 2,301 news articles 759 32.98%

Positive stories by reporters/news desk/opinion out of the total 226 29.77%
positive news articles

Positive stories by international agencies/national agencies/freelancers 532 70.09%
out of the total positive news articles

Negative news articles out of a total of 2,301 news articles 611 26.55%

Negative stories by reporters/news desk/opinion out of the total 169 27.65%
negative news articles

Negative stories by international agencies/national agencies/ 442 72.34%
freelancers/contributors out of the total negative news articles

Number of apprehensive news items of a total of 2,301 news items 324 14.08%

Number of neutral news items of a total of 2,301 news items 608 26.42%
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When we further breakdown the empirical date and analyse the overall news

source data with sentiment categorisation, we see numerical snapshots of how

positive news articles are distributed among various sources (Table 68). With

32.98 per cent news items, that is, 759 out of 2,301 total articles classified as

positive, this data invites a deeper reflection on media operations. This study

examines how the flow of information, from the origin of content to its

dissemination, can inadvertently disrupt effective communication and lead to

the imposition of a slanted narrative. By deconstructing the data into its constituent

parts, we gain insights into the inherent biases and potential pitfalls in the

structuring of media messages.

The data divides the positive news articles into two principal categories. First

one is about the production of media text through their own resources. Among

the 759 positive articles, 226 (29.77 per cent) are produced by internal sources

such as reporters, news desks or through editorial opinions. This subset reflects a

segment where the narrative can be more rigorously edited and shaped by the

internal agenda of the organisation and moreover control by the organisation and

editors/policy makers. Another category of those news articles consists of items

that are essentially supplied by external and independent contributors. The

remaining 70.09 per cent of news related to India (532 articles) comes from

international agencies, national agencies, or freelance journalists. This larger

percentage implies a heavy reliance on external content providers. The varied

origins inherently introduce an element of heterogeneity in perspectives; however,

when aggregated, these voices may smooth over significant local issues or alternative

narratives due to standardised professional journalistic practices or broader

geopolitical pressures.

This bifurcation is pivotal to understanding how the media’s sentiment, when

largely positive, might not offer a comprehensive picture of events. The origin of

these articles, especially from external sources, amplifies certain viewpoints while

potentially silencing dissenting or more nuanced stories. With over 70 per cent of

the positive content deriving from external agencies and freelancers, there is a

tendency toward homogenisation. These sources often operate under similar

editorial frameworks and common geopolitical narratives. As a result, the diversity

of perspectives is diminished, and the prevailing narrative may be perpetuated

across multiple platforms. This echo chamber effect can disrupt communication

by reducing the incident of opposition voices and critical viewpoints.

The predominance of positive coverage, representing approximately one-third
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of all news articles, when interpreted without context, might skew public

perception. For instance, an overt focus on positive sentiments, especially from

sources not firmly embedded within the local context, can mask critical issues

and challenges. Such a bias may not only sanitise or oversimplify complex issues

but also lead to an imbalanced understanding of events, thus affecting public

trust and informed discourse. Moreover, the reliance on both internal and external

contributors introduces variability in quality control. While established news desks

may adhere strictly to journalistic integrity, freelancers and external agencies might

not apply a uniform standard. This fragmentation can result in discrepancies in

reporting, where the flow of information may be disrupted by inconsistencies,

further impeding a coherent narrative. The resultant mixed quality of reporting

may confuse audiences about the reliability of positive portrayals and even

contribute to the circulation of incomplete or biased information.

Our quantitative analysis of sentiment-based content sourcing (Table: 68)

reveals a profoundly asymmetrical dependence on syndicated wire services across

both commendatory and critical coverage within our publications, thereby calling

into question the robustness of our in-house journalistic infrastructure. Specifically,

although approximately 29.77 per cent of positive news items are generated by

reporters and editorial teams, an almost similar pattern emerges in the realm of

adverse reporting: a mere 27.65 per cent of negative stories originate from internal

sources, while an overwhelming 72.34 per cent of such content is furnished by

external wire agencies. This near-perfect symmetry between positive and negative

internal sourcing highlights a systematic tendency to outsource how both positive

and negative narratives are selected and framed. In effect, it transfers the

organization’s editorial judgment to the priorities and biases of global news

syndicates. The effects of this dependence are significant. First, it limits the

organization’s ability to provide investigative depth and contextual understanding.

Wire-fed reports, though often accurate, are shaped to fit the geopolitical,

ideological, and commercial interests of the wire services, rather than reflecting

the organization’s local perspectives or regional expertise. Second, the fact that

the internal production of negative stories is even lower than the organization’s

own positive content suggests hesitation or lack of resources to pursue critical,

accountability-focused journalism, areas essential for academic and civic self-

reflection.  Thirdly, this external sourcing dynamic risks homogenising editorial

voice, thereby undermining our credibility among discerning readers who seek

independent analysis rather than repackaged global narratives. From an academic

standpoint, such outsourcing of critical discourse can attenuate the pedagogical
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function of our newsroom, which ideally should serve as a crucible for investigative

scholarship, experiential learning and reflexive critique. In effect, by ceding editorial

control over the majority of our negative coverage to wire services, we inadvertently

position our institution as a passive conduit for externally defined agendas, rather

than as an active producer of original, contextually rich journalism.

Internal journalistic mechanisms, comprising staff reporters, news desks and

editorial opinions, contribute roughly 27–29 per cent of the content for both

positive and negative news. These locally produced narratives have the potential

to reflect nuanced, context-specific issues and counterbalance the standardised

framing produced by external agencies. However, with local production

representing a minority share, their ability to reframe or challenge the dominant

narrative is diminished. Consequently, the strategic communication process is

influenced more by external priorities than by locally attuned sensitivities. Although

explicit breakdowns for the internal versus external sourcing of apprehensive and

neutral news are not provided, the overall sentiment distribution, 14.08 per cent

apprehensive and 26.42 per cent neutral, suggests these categories form a substantial

portion of the media output. If these categories follow the sourcing patterns seen

in the positive and negative news, it could imply that strategic messaging across

the sentiment spectrum is subject to the same external editorial oversight despite

the very different tones they project. The weight of external sources potentially

ensures that even more subtle forms of sentiment, such as apprehension and

neutrality, are embedded within an overarching framework influenced by Western

journalistic standards.

The marked reliance on external sources enables international wire services

to shape not only the substance of the news but also its framing and tone. Through

a process of standardisation and repetition, wire agencies establish an ‘echo

chamber’ effect where the narrative, be it positive, negative, apprehensive or neutral,

unfolds in a consistent manner across different media outlets. This narratively

uniform landscape can constrain the diversity of perspectives and limit the capacity

of internal journalism to introduce context-specific narratives that might challenge

prevailing ideologies.

Implications for Epistemic Sovereignty, Credibility and Strategy

ASEAN news outlets overwhelmingly depend on major wire agencies (Reuters,

AFP, AP) for India coverage. This reflects entrenched structural factors: most

leading media houses are parts of large conglomerates and operate under tight
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political constraints. For example, Indonesia’s media is dominated by a few family-

owned conglomerates aligned with elites, and even its Press Council notes that

only a sliver of outlets meet professionalism standards. In Malaysia the market is

similarly concentrated (e.g., Media Prima controls most TV) with no anti-

monopoly laws and licenses tightly controlled to favour pro government content.

Thailand’s broadcast sector is state leaning (military/monarchy hold national TV

licenses), while Singapore’s press is almost entirely run by state linked groups

(Mediacorp, SPH Media) under strict licensing laws. In the Philippines, a few

conglomerates control TV and print, and hostile laws and interventions (e.g.,

taxation or licensing challenges against critical outlets) deter independent foreign

reporting. Under these conditions, local newsrooms have limited resources or

autonomy to generate original India news. Subscribing to wire services is cheaper

and politically safer. As one study notes, “Southeast Asian newspapers heavily

depend on external sources for their portrayal of India”491, producing mainly

agency copy. This explains why roughly 70.6 per cent of India-related stories in

the dataset come from Reuters/AFP/AP rather than from local reporting.

This structural dependence has significant consequences. When foreign wires

drive most coverage, ASEAN countries lose epistemic sovereignty—the capacity to

independently interpret and frame international affairs. Instead, a Western centric

perspective of India predominates. Media credibility can suffer as audiences notice

the uniform, impersonal tone of syndicated content. Indeed, where domestic

outlets lack original reporting, public trust can erode, for example, Philippine

data show that mainstream news lost credibility amid political pressure. Earlier

studies suggest that ASEAN populations receive a ‘skewed’ image of India that

aligns with global information flows favouring the West. This undermines

informed opinion in the region.492 Strategically, it means that India’s voice is faint

in regional discourse: ASEAN publics mainly see India through outside eyes. For

India’s diplomacy and Act East Policy, this is costly — local nuances and positive

developments in India may be underreported, while critical issues are magnified.

This anaysis thus calls for more local reporting and diverse sourcing to build a

balanced image.

News Sourcing and Prioritisation within Bilateral Frameworks

This empirical study reveals stark differences in how five Southeast Asian media

ecosystems assign their own reporters to cover India (Table 69). Thailand leads

by a wide margin—53.0 per cent of Thai India stories are produced by internal

sources (staff or local sources in India)—compared to only 10.8 per cent in the
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Philippines. Indonesia (37.0 per cent) and Singapore (35.6 per cent) occupy a

middle ground, while Malaysia (19.0 per cent) also remains low on this metric.

Table 69: The Country That Reports Most Extensively on India Using Internal Sources

Country Total News Coverage on India Internal Source Stories Percentage (Internal)

Thailand 166 88 53.01%

Indonesia 81 30 37.03%

Singapore 1,092 389 35.62%

Malaysia 804 153 19.02%

Philippines 158 17 10.75%

In absolute terms, Singapore produces by far the most India related content

(1,092 stories) but still relies on agencies for roughly two thirds of it. These figures

in Table 69 indicate that Thailand and Indonesia have made the greatest

institutional commitment to independently covering India to an extent, whereas

Singapore, Malaysia and especially the Philippines largely depend on international

wire services for India news.

High internal commitment (> per cent of India stories): Thailand (53.0 per

cent), Indonesia (37.0 per cent) – in these markets, over one third of India news

is generated by domestic reporters.

Moderate internal commitment: Singapore (35.6per cent ) – high volume of

coverage, but only about one third internally sourced, implying reliance on agencies

for most stories.

Low internal commitment: Malaysia (19.0 per cent), Philippines (10.8 per

cent) – in each case fewer than one in five India stories is produced in house,

signifying heavy dependence on external news agencies.

These patterns reflect editorial priorities and capacities. Thailand’s extremely

high internal sourcing suggests that Thai newsrooms consider India an important

beat and allocate correspondents or stringers there. By contrast, Philippine media

virtually ignores India unless an international story appears via wire services.

Singaporean outlets publish many India stories (likely due to large business and

diaspora interest), but still use outside agencies for most content, perhaps valuing

the efficiency and global perspective of Reuters/AP feeds. In sum, the relative size

of the internal sourced share can be read as a proxy for how high India figures in

each country’s foreign news agenda: high shares (Thailand, Indonesia) imply India

is treated as a strategic or priority partner, while low shares (Malaysia, Philippines)

indicate it is treated as a more peripheral or routine topic.
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These internal sourcing patterns must be interpreted in the context of each

country’s media environment. Press freedom rankings and media structures provide

clues about why outlets do or do not invest in foreign bureaus. Thailand and

Indonesia—the two leaders in internal coverage—also have relatively more vibrant

media landscapes in ASEAN terms. Thailand (ranked around 85th globally in

Reporters Sans Frontieres’ (RSF) 2025 index) and Indonesia (around 127th) allow

more independent reporting (though still with significant constraints). In Thailand,

RSF notes a “vibrant media with a crop of new publications”, suggesting journalists

can pursue foreign stories (subject to taboos such as lese-majeste). Indonesia’s

press is described as a “pioneer of press freedom in Southeast Asia” (despite some

new legal threats), indicating a relatively strong tradition of investigative and

foreign reporting. These freer contexts may embolden Thai and Indonesian news

organisations to station correspondents or commission stringers in India, and to

present India news with local perspective rather than merely relaying agency copy.

By contrast, Singapore and Malaysia—despite economic clout—have

historically tighter media environments. Singapore’s press is famously constrained:

RSF reports that Singapore “boasts of being a model of economic development”

but is “an example of what not to be” in terms of press freedom, which is “almost

non-existent”. In practice, Singaporean outlets (like The Straits Times or CNA)

face strict regulations and self censorship. This likely discourages heavy investment

in foreign bureaus; instead, newsrooms rely on international agencies for global

reporting, including India news. Malaysia’s media freedom improved sharply after

2022 (climbing dramatically in the RSF index under a new government), but the

older restrictions still exist. The recent relaxation may not yet have translated into

more India coverage. In Malaysia, mainstream outlets tend to focus on domestic

politics and Malay–Chinese issues; coverage of India (or even of the Indian–

Malaysian Tamil community) remains comparatively niche. The low 19 per cent

internal sourcing suggests that Malaysian newsrooms either have few India

correspondents or defer to wires.

The Philippines presents a mixed case. Its 2023 RSF rank (132) reflects an

“extremely vibrant” press that is nevertheless under frequent pressure and often

consumed with domestic and Western agendas. Philippine media traditionally

prioritise ties with the U.S. and Southeast Asian regional affairs, with China

looming as a major security issue. India is not a leading strategic partner, so few

Filipino media dedicate their own staff to it. Indeed, only about one in 10

Philippines–India stories uses a local reporter. Many Philippine outlets (like

Philippine Star or ABS-CBN News) simply pick up Reuters, AFP or wire photos
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when India matters. In this sense, press freedom is not the binding constraint in

the Philippines; rather, it is editorial choice and interest. Even in a relatively free

environment, coverage reflects perceived national priorities — and India appears

low on that list for Filipino newsrooms.

The allocation of journalistic resources also mirrors each country’s geopolitical

orientation and bilateral relationship with India. Over the past two years, four of

these five nations have significantly upgraded ties with India, yet media follow

through varies. For example, India elevated relations to a Comprehensive Strategic

Partnership with both Singapore and Malaysia in 2024. In Singapore (one of

India’s closest economic and security partners in ASEAN), this formal deepening

of relations coincided with massive trade and investment links. Nevertheless,

Singaporean media — despite their volume of India stories — still relies largely

on global agencies for content. This may reflect both Singapore’s media practice

of outsourcing international coverage and a cautious approach: the government

likely prefers to project stable, positive ties rather than ground up analysis. In

Malaysia, Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim’s August 2024 visit to Delhi culminated

in a new strategic partnership, but Malaysian newsrooms have shown little sign

of a media ‘pivot’ to India. Apart from a few high profile visits, India news in

Malaysia often comes via international feeds or occasional commentary. Domestic

concerns (political reform, Malay-majority economics and China policy) tend to

dominate coverage, leaving India relatively under covered despite the official

partnership.

Thailand officially upgraded its relationship with India to a Strategic

Partnership in April 2025. Interestingly, Thai media had already been producing

over half of its India news through internal sources well before this formal

announcement. This suggests that Bangkok (both government and press) has

long viewed India as an important ally. Geographically, Thailand shares land and

maritime links with India (via the Bay of Bengal); culturally, both are Asian powers

with Buddhist heritage. Strategically, Thailand may see India as a counterbalance

to China’s regional dominance. Thus, Thai newsrooms arguably devote more

reporter time to India–Thailand defence cooperation, investment deals and cultural

exchanges. The Thai example shows that when a government prioritises

engagement with India, domestic media tend to follow suit in allocating

correspondents.

Indonesia has no recent ‘new’ partnership announcement (it maintains its

long standing ties), but as ASEAN’s largest member it plays a central role in
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regional diplomacy. Indonesia and India cooperate in forums like the East Asia

Summit and Indian Ocean Rim Association. Indonesian journalists have

sometimes covered India’s economic rise, elections and disasters with their own

staff (e.g., Jakarta Post correspondents in Delhi). The 37 per cent internal sourcing

suggests a moderately strong commitment: not as extreme as Thailand’s, but well

above Malaysia or the Philippines. Indonesia’s robust Non-Governmental

Organisation and media sector (and a tradition of covering fellow democracies)

likely contributes to this. Moreover, the Indonesian public has shown interest in

India’s democracy and technology, which can motivate newsrooms to report

independently. Geopolitically, Indonesia and India both champion a ‘Free and

Open Indo–Pacific’, and this conceptual alignment probably justifies editorial

attention.

In contrast, the Philippines maintains only a basic partnership with India

(e.g., Jaishankar’s 2024 Manila visit), reflecting growing but still secondary bilateral

ties. Economic links are modest (trade and investment figures between Manila

and Delhi are much smaller). Security cooperation is limited. As a result, Philippine

media appear to regard India as a low salience story. The data (10.8 per cent

internal) imply that no Philippine newsroom considers India a top foreign beat.

India appears in Filipino newspapers mostly when there are big global events

(elections, Bollywood stars) picked up from AP or CNN; local journalists are

rarely sent to India. This likely mirrors Manila’s own foreign policy: despite interest

in diversifying partnerships, the Philippines still focusses more on Japan, Australia,

the U.S. and China.

Taken together, the internal sourcing decisions suggest how each country

positions India in its foreign news strategy. Thailand’s very high internal coverage

implies that Indian affairs are a priority story category; Thai editors presumably

view Indian developments as having direct relevance. In practice, Thai outlets

may contextualise Indian news through a Thai lens (e.g., reporting on India’s

Look East/Act East Policy because it impacts Thailand). Indonesia’s moderate

commitment indicates that India is treated as an important but not dominant

foreign affairs topic. Singapore’s approach — high volume but low internal share

— suggests that while India matters (especially economically), Singaporean

newsrooms prefer to repackage already vetted content rather than invest heavily

in original reporting. Malaysia and the Philippines clearly rank India lower: by

providing few staff generated pieces, their media effectively relegate India to

‘outsourced’ coverage. In editorial terms, this means Indian affairs may not receive

in-depth analysis or local angles in those markets.
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In media studies terms, this pattern reflects agenda-setting and resource

allocation. Countries that see India as strategically or economically central

(Thailand, and to a lesser extent Indonesia) have placed more journalistic ‘weight’

on it, signalling to their public that India is a significant partner. By contrast, the

Philippines’ reliance on wires for India news suggests a lack of agenda priority —

India’s profile is set by global narratives rather than local interpretation. This can

shape public perception: if domestic reporters do not frame India stories, the

country is less likely to be viewed as intimately relevant.

Finally, broader economic and geopolitical dynamics underpin these media

choices. ASEAN as a whole is India’s fourth largest trading partner, so one might

expect robust coverage everywhere; the uneven data show that bilateral nuances

matter more. Diaspora communities also play a role: Singapore and Malaysia

have substantial Indian-origin populations, but only Singaporean media (mostly

English-language) tap them heavily — yet still through wire services. The relatively

small Indian diaspora in Thailand and the Philippines suggests that their high/

low coverage is driven more by state policy than community demand. It is

important to highlight that the allocation of internal journalistic resources reflects

each country’s perceived stakes in India. Thailand and Indonesia clearly signal

that India is a priority of interest; Malaysia and the Philippines do so far less;

Singapore occupies an intermediate position, valuing information on India but

preferring syndicated supply over its own reporting.

Statecraft and Media Governance: Ownership, Regulation and
Strategic Communication

The role of media in policymaking, especially concerning strategic communication,

belongs to a system that includes various elements like normative structure of the

state, economic structure, geo-political equations, etc. It is obvious that this conveys

certain messages or propagates specific ideas because a selective approach is

embedded in the process of media text production. Moreover, the media itself

develops a system for this propagation. “The mass media serve as a system for

communicating messages and symbols to the general populace... To fulfill this

role requires systematic propaganda”.493  In the midst of this deliberation one

significant issue has been whether the given media system is instrumental in

endorsing or undermining a free and independent structure of communication

and democratic institution and practices. “Are media a force for social justice or

oligarchy?”494 As we discussed earlier in this sub-section that media text is essentially

a content that conveys some idea through information. As John Pilger495 says that
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the entire media content is not only about dissemination of information, it is also

about power, which it generates through the propagation of ideas. In addition to

this, “The people who are able to engineer consent are the ones who have the

resources and the power to do it, the business community, and that’s who you

work for”.496  At the granular level, while media narratives or the state cannot

directly control a society, but through frequent and consistent opinionated

information infusion, it may influence what you think. 497 Schiller highlights

how powerful nations or groups use public media,498 which includes mass media,

for example, television, radio and newspapers. Mass media as a tool to spread

their influence in other societies. Obviously, as the purpose is to spread this

influence to make it widespread and effective, these dominant powers need to

take control of the media systems themselves. This domination may help in shaping

the messages and information that reach the public, aligning them with their

own interests and values. Making of this dominated ecosystem, is part of what

Schiller refers to as “cultural imperialism”,499 where a dominant culture imposes

its beliefs and practices on another, often through subtle means through media

and communication, rather than through direct force. Subtle control over media

content promotes its own way of life and perspectives, potentially overshadowing

or replacing local cultures and viewpoints. In other words, Schiller is warning

about the power of media as a tool for cultural domination,500 where control over

information can lead to control over how people think and perceive the world.

In the given political–economic normative ecosystem, there are various tools

that have been instrumental in controlling the media functioning, and according

to cultural theorist Raymond Williams, ‘advertisement’ has been like “the official

art of modern capitalist society”.501 It is obvious that there are various tools and

according to Noam Chomsky and Edward S. Herman, the state influences media

through structural biases rooted in ownership, advertising, sourcing, flak and

shared norms. This outlines how these five filters create a systemic distortion of

news coverage, shaping public opinion.502 Moreover, the initial content of news

must go through multiple layers of screening, leaving only the refined remains

suitable for publication.503 It seems very evident that media industries operate in

a system, and this is true for other businesses, but businesses deal with some sort

of products in one way or another.504 In the case of the media industry, it deals

with the structuring and shaping of information into a media product. In the

agreed system, each and every element tends to alter itself to operate; and in a

given political–economic ecosystem, “Media themselves undergo transformations

in the course of political transitions”.505 In the case of Southeast Asia, there are
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many practices as far as the media system is concerned and it has been in flux as

per political transitions in the region. “The media’s contributions to political

transitions in Indonesia, Myanmar, and Malaysia are not easy to pin down. For

the most part, the pre-transition media were highly restricted, limiting their

capacity to communicate dissent and turning them into ready vehicles for their

respective regimes’ favored narratives, whether on economic policies, political

debates, or social relations. State control, however, was never total. The market

orientation of commercial media and a democratic ethos among media

professionals meant that there was always some resistance within news organizations

to the state’s preference for media that served a purely propaganda function”.506

In Indonesia, the media backdrop is subjugated by conglomerates with direct

links to political entities that have been influencing media content. Earlier studies

suggest that media dynasts have been instrument in using media outlets for

supporting of political campaigns, for example we can name the chairman of

Nasdem Party (who owned Metro TV) was supporting Joko Widodo in his 2014

presidential election. It is quite an overt preposition that “Media moguls use their

outlets to serve their personal interests, not to form cartels”.507  Another factor

has been the concentration of ownership among elites, and this further complicates

the media landscape. This concern comprises increasing dominance, which may

push a domination that bounds public discourse.508 In the case of Malaysia, the

media ecosystem has been inclined towards the ruling architecture. The evidence

leans toward significant government control, with outlets like Bernama owned

by the state and Media Prima by UMNO, a Barisan Nasional (BN) component.

“Many media outlets in Malaysia are owned by the government or by component

parties of the Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition, which was in power until May

2018. For example, Bernama, the national news agency, is owned by the

government, while Media Prima, the largest media group in Malaysia, is owned

by the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), a component party of

BN”.509 Another studied country in this study is Thailand, where the media

ecosystem is represented by ownership by oligarchs with links to the royal family

and armed forces. It is important to highlight that this structure of media ecosystem

shapes content. “Leading media outlets are owned by oligarchs with links to the

royal family and the armed forces. Public and semi-public media groups, such as

MCOT, are accused of avoiding any criticism of the government.”510 Another

normative structure is the legal preposition, like the lèse-majesté law (Article 112),

punishable by up to 15 years in prison, which further influences media content,

with recent arrests of journalists for reporting on anti-royalist graffiti in August
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2024.511 This recent example can be explained through the incident of the

suspension of the Move Forward Party in August 2024, when the Constitutional

Court intervened over proposed amendments to Article 112, which has further

entrenched suppression.512

If we try to assess Singapore’s scenario, the statecraft operates through specific

ownership rules (such as powerful ‘management shares’), which efficiently sanction

dominating political entities associates in media organisations. In other words, a

regulatory rule “enables the ruling coalition to co-opt establishment and market

forces, nurturing a vested interest among these stakeholders in maintaining a

stable political climate”.513 Normative practices and the political economic

structure suggest that Singapore’s conventional media steadily resonates with

government priorities.514 In the Philippines, research suggests that media

concentration influences content, and this domination was demonstrated a few

years ago when the Duterte government’s actions, such as the closure of ABS-

CBN in 2020, underscored the political influence on media,515 where a strong

tradition of watchdog journalism struggling under increasing authoritarianism.

In addition to this, the socio-economic disparities, largely due to urban–rural

gaps, uphold legacy media hegemony, and this state of affairs projects an ecosystem

that shapes media content embedded with elements that limit critical discourse.516

There is ample evidence that illustrates the interconnected relationship between

the media and the dominant normative structure. We can generalise the

phenomenon in these ASEAN countries, about the pattern of concentrated media

ownership besides the political and economic elites, apart from this government

regulations influence the freedom, and economic tools like advertising revenue

further put filters over the content. Indonesia and the Philippines show significant

elite capture, Malaysia and Singapore exhibit strong government control and

Thailand combines oligarchic and royal influence with legal threats. There are

high possibilities that, in this given media and normative ecosystem, media content

has been subject to alteration, aligning with political and economic comforts,

thus impacting public discourse and democratic processes. Therefore, media

content represents the overall deliberations on issues, including the sensitive issue

of policymaking.

Structural Constraints and India’s Framing in Southeast Asian
Media

The media landscape of Southeast Asia is marked by concentrated ownership,

tight state influence and deep integration with global news networks. A handful
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of conglomerates or government-linked entities control much of the press in

countries like Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand, often aligning editorial agendas

with prevailing political interests. At the same time, most newsrooms lack the

resources to send reporters abroad; foreign news budgets have shrunk and coverage

is heavily syndicated from international wire agencies. UNESCO and media

scholars have long warned that such imbalances skew global information flows.

In practice, Southeast Asian outlets tend to rely on Western and regional wire

services for international reporting, reinforcing a ‘North-to-South’ dependency

in news content. For example, one study found that Indonesia’s leading newspaper

relied on foreign agencies for 74 per cent of its India stories, with only ~26 per

cent produced by its own reporters. 517 Similarly, a major Malaysian daily sourced

67 per cent of its India-related content from external agencies.518 These structural

factors, media concentration, the economic imperatives of market-driven news

and transnational news flows profoundly constrain what topics are covered and

how. As McQuail519 and McCombs & Shaw observe, the political–economic

context of a media system shapes its ‘agenda-setting’: with limited local reporting,

news agendas default to events deemed important by global wire editors rather

than nuanced bilateral issues.

In normative terms, most Southeast Asian media operate under hybrid models

that blend state control with market aims. In fully authoritarian or ‘development’

systems (e.g., Vietnam, Laos or historically Malaysia), the press is explicitly guided

to support national development goals and avoid sensitive topics, curtailing critical

or foreign policy coverage. Even in nominally liberal democracies, such as

Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand, political or legal pressures induce

pervasive self-censorship. In Singapore and Brunei, ‘public service’ or nationalist

media models prevail: major outlets are state-owned or tightly regulated,

broadcasting a pro-government narrative.  By contrast, only a minority of Southeast

Asian countries exhibit a truly ‘liberal’ press free from state interference (and

often even these, like the Philippines, are now backsliding under populist

populism). In sum, the dominant normative ethos in the region treats media as

subordinate to elite and state interests. This means foreign issues — especially

those not directly affecting domestic elites — receive perfunctory coverage or are

framed through a domestic lens. As Siebert et al. note, non-democratic regimes

“impose strict controls over mass communication”520, whereas democracies allow

free media. In practice, Southeast Asia’s press often reflects this tension: it is freer

than in North Korea or China, but far from the robust pluralism of the West.
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These political–economic and normative constraints jointly shape ‘how India

is framed’ in the Southeast Asia media. Because local newsrooms seldom dispatch

correspondents to South Asia, India stories tend to be episodic and shallow.

Coverage often derives from press releases, official visits or wire reports on crises

– for example, reportage of disaster, economic setbacks, negative geopolitical

dynamics and religious tensions. The focus is typically on sensational or stereotype

confirming angles (terrorism, poverty or disaster) rather than deep political or

social analysis.  Scholars have observed that Southeast Asian audiences “view India

with mixed feelings: both with a sense of deep-rooted cultural connections, but

also with a lack of understanding of India and Indians beyond what the media

makes superficially visible”.521  In other words, media frames reduce India to

caricatures. At the same time, any positive or nuanced stories (India’s IT boom,

democratic debates or foreign policy vision) struggle to break through the noise.

A study on ASEAN–India Media portrayal confirms this: “newspapers heavily

depend on external sources for their portrayal of India, often resulting in superficial

narratives” 522, with a majority of headlines casting India in a negative or

apprehensive light. Indeed, much of the (often negative) India coverage in Malaysia,

Indonesia and elsewhere comes straight from international news agencies.  The

net effect is a skewed, episodic image of India that aligns with Western news

agendas more than with India’s self-image or bilateral priorities.

The implications for India’s strategic communication and soft power are

significant. Media agendas help determine foreign policy salience: as Cohen notes,

“the media may not tell people what to think, but it is remarkably successful in

determining what issues they think about”. If India rarely appears as an issue

except in fleeting headlines, publics in ASEAN states remain unaware of India’s

perspectives, policies or partnerships. Survey data bear this out: a 2024 ISEAS

survey found only \~14 per cent of ASEAN respondents felt confident India

would “do the right thing” on global issues, and merely 0.4 per cent of respondents

viewed India as the region’s most influential power.  In other words, India’s visibility

and credibility in the region are low, making it hard to translate cultural ties or

economic initiatives into tangible influence. From the standpoint of the

‘dependency theory’, this dynamic is unsurprising: news flows remain heavily

North-to-South, so a rising power like India is still peripheral in Asia’s media

landscape.
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Normative Logics of ASEAN News Frameworks

The representational patterns emerging from media coverage of India in five

ASEAN countries, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore and the Philippines,

reflect a deeply structured and ideologically saturated process that is less about

journalistic neutrality and more about systemic alignment with national and

regional strategic imperatives. Across these contexts, the prioritisation of specific

news categories, such as geopolitics, bilateral diplomacy, economic trends,

governance and regional cooperation, indicates a media logic shaped by the political

economy of news production and the normative functions that media is expected

to perform in each country. This logic privileges news items that serve as extensions

of state narratives, facilitate foreign policy goals or resonate with elite concerns

about regional stability, economic opportunity and governance credibility. Rather

than engaging with India’s complex internal realities in a comprehensive or nuanced

manner, media in these ASEAN states constructs India primarily as a strategic

referent, an actor whose relevance is determined by its capacity to reinforce the

host country’s diplomatic, economic or developmental orientations. The

Indonesian case, for example, suggests a media apparatus that functions as a

transmitter of national interest, selectively highlighting India’s geopolitical

alignment and market integration to mirror Indonesia’s broader aspirations within

the Indo–Pacific framework. Similarly, Malaysian media’s heavy emphasis on India’s

economic and geopolitical roles reveals a selective affinity shaped by trade interests

and shared participation in regional groupings like the East Asia Summit or

ASEAN–India mechanisms. In both cases, coverage choices align closely with

government discourses and business priorities, underscoring the entwinement of

editorial judgment with institutional agendas.

In Thailand and the Philippines, where political contestations over media

autonomy are more visible, the press nonetheless operates within a bounded space

in which foreign policy narratives and strategic relevance override any broader

cultural or human-interest engagement with India. Coverage of India’s domestic

politics or social issues is minimal and often instrumentalised to make inferences

about stability, regulatory coherence or governance standards, all of which bear

implications for regional partnerships or bilateral exchanges. The Thai media’s

emphasis on formal state engagements and bilateral economic interests exemplifies

how the press functions as a legitimising mechanism for existing diplomatic

alignments, echoing what scholars of media sociology describe as ‘indexing’ to

elite sources (Bennett, 1990). Even in the Philippines, where climate and disaster

coverage features more prominently, India is framed less as a society coping with
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environmental risk and more as a co-participant in global crisis management

architectures, a framing that reflects international policy discourse rather than

indigenous storytelling. Singapore’s media system, the most technocratic and elite-

oriented among the five, exemplifies how journalistic prioritisation is driven by a

managerial rationality that centres economic performance indicators, macro-

political trends and institutional efficiency. Here, news serves a diagnostic purpose,

providing stakeholders with cues about India’s risk environment, policy continuity

and investment climate, mirroring the city-state’s strategic calculus as a global

financial hub. This technocratic filtering of news content reveals how media systems

in high-capacity states prioritise informational capital over civic engagement,

treating international reporting as a site of strategic knowledge production rather

than democratic deliberation (Chua, 2012; George, 2006).

What unites these diverse cases is a normative model of journalism that

functions less as a check on power or a vehicle for cosmopolitan exchange, and

more as a mechanism for strategic signalling, elite consensus-building and regional

agenda-setting. This is especially pronounced in Southeast Asia, where many media

systems are marked by varying degrees of state control, market dependency and

editorial discipline, conditions that constrain the scope of foreign reporting and

shape the editorial framing of international actors like India (Rodan, 2004). Within

such systems, newsworthiness is not a neutral metric, but a strategic decision

governed by what Hallin and Mancini (2004) describe as the media’s embeddedness

within political and economic institutions. The consistent foregrounding of India’s

geopolitical positioning, bilateral relations and economic performance across these

countries points to a shared editorial logic that aligns with broader regional

priorities, such as hedging strategies in the Indo–Pacific, economic diversification

or the search for governance models that balance openness with institutional

control. The marginalisation of cultural, social or grassroots-level themes reflects

a deeper structural tendency within ASEAN media to filter international actors

through a framework of functional utility and strategic relevance. In this sense,

the media act as a curator of regional consciousness, shaping how publics and

policymakers alike perceive external powers not in their full complexity, but

through a prism of selective relevance and instrumental association.

This convergence between editorial priorities and regional strategic thinking

underscores the need to analyse media representations as a part of a larger

ideological apparatus that mediates global relations through domesticated frames.

India’s portrayal in Southeast Asian media is thus less an account of its own agency

and more a mirror of the receiving country’s foreign policy posture, economic
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strategy and normative expectations about regional order. As such, the study of

media prioritisation in these contexts cannot be decoupled from the broader

political economy that governs news production, nor from the discursive regimes

that define what counts as relevant, credible or strategically significant. In

privileging certain narratives while omitting others, ASEAN media does not merely

report on India, it participates in constructing a vision of India that aligns with

local priorities, institutional logics and regional imaginaries of partnership and

progress (Thussu, 2006; Seib, 2010). This mediated vision, while functional for

policy communication and elite discourse, remains partial and ideologically coded,

reinforcing a strategic vocabulary that both reflects and shapes the contours of

contemporary Asian geopolitics.

The assertion that media coverage of India in ASEAN countries is

systematically shaped by state-centric agendas and transnational diplomatic

priorities, rather than emerging from independent journalistic practices, finds

robust support across multiple theoretical frameworks and empirical studies in

media analysis, political science and international relations. At its core, this

phenomenon reflects the broader interplay between media institutions and political

power structures, wherein news narratives function not merely as informational

outputs but as strategic instruments of statecraft. In the ASEAN–India context,

this means that governments can indirectly, or in some cases, directly, steer media

focus towards topics that reinforce their policy objectives, such as economic

collaboration, security alliances or cultural diplomacy, while marginalising coverage

that might complicate these narratives. For example, during periods of intensified

trade negotiations, ASEAN media might disproportionately highlight India’s

economic potential, while underreporting domestic challenges within India that

could undermine its image as a reliable partner.

Selective emphasis, lexical choices and contextual cues in the media text

emphasise predispose audiences toward specific interpretations. When ASEAN

media frames India as a ‘democratic counterweight’ to China or a ‘growth engine’

for regional trade, it is not merely describing reality but advancing a diplomatic

narrative that aligns with state interests. Such framing is particularly evident in

the coverage of multilateral forums like the ASEAN–India Summit, where media

outlets often echo their governments’ official stances, presenting India’s role in

terms that harmonise with broader regional strategies. States cultivate favourable

international perceptions to advance foreign policy goals. ASEAN countries, for

instance, may leverage media to amplify narratives of India as a stabilising force

in the Indo–Pacific, thereby reinforcing bilateral and multilateral partnerships.
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This is especially salient in light of initiatives like the Indo–Pacific Economic

Framework (IPEF), where media portrayal of India’s participation can sway public

and elite opinion in ways that facilitate policy implementation.

Underpinning these dynamics is the ‘political economy of media’ (Murdock

& Golding, 1977), which highlights how ownership models, regulatory

environments and economic dependencies constrain journalistic autonomy. In

many ASEAN states, where media outlets operate under varying degrees of state

influence or corporate oligarchy, coverage of India is often filtered through the

prism of national interest. For example, in Vietnam, where state-aligned media

dominates, reporting on India’s defence collaborations may emphasise mutual

strategic benefits, while downplaying any friction that could arise from competing

interests. Similarly, in Singapore, where media is corporatized but retains close

ties with state priorities, coverage of India’s digital economy might foreground

opportunities for Singaporean investors, reflecting the city-state’s economic

diplomacy.

Empirical evidence substantiates these theoretical claims. A 2023 study by

the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) found that ASEAN media’s

portrayal of India shifted markedly during the negotiation of the Regional

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), with outlets in pro-trade states

like Thailand and Singapore emphasising India’s potential contributions, while

those in more protectionist economies like Indonesia framed its eventual

withdrawal as a setback. Similarly, an analysis of The Straits Times (Singapore)

and The Bangkok Post (Thailand) revealed that coverage of India’s Act East Policy

consistently aligned with their respective governments’ enthusiasm for deeper

regional integration, while outlets in more sceptical ASEAN nations offered muted

or critical perspectives. Historical precedents also illustrate this trend. During the

2018 ASEAN–India Commemorative Summit, media in the Philippines and

Malaysia, both of which were seeking stronger defence ties with India, gave

prominence to stories highlighting India’s maritime security role, whereas

Cambodian and Laotian media, whose governments maintain closer ties with

China, offered minimal coverage. Such variations underscore how media narratives

are tailored to local political exigencies.

It is significant to underline that the interplay of agenda-setting, framing,

media diplomacy and political–economic structures demonstrates that ASEAN

media coverage of India is far from a dispassionate reflection of events. Instead, it

is a curated output, meticulously aligned with the strategic imperatives of states
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and the fluid terrain of transnational diplomacy. This alignment not only shapes

public perception but also serves as a mechanism for reinforcing state power and

advancing regional geopolitical objectives. Future research could further dissect

the granular mechanisms of this process, such as the role of state-funded think

tanks in shaping media discourse or the impact of digital platforms in challenging

or reinforcing these curated narratives.



Chapter Nine

India’s Media Portrayal through Strategic

Communication Framework

Contextualising India’s Media Portrayal in ASEAN

Within the complex structure of modern geopolitics, narrative power has come

to be as determinative in shaping foreign policy as classic doctrines. This represents

a new departure in the exercise and perception of power at the global level. States

now increasingly find that in addition to economic or military power, the capacity

to shape, spread and configure one’s narrative worldwide is an essential element

of foreign policy. This brings public diplomacy into a prime strategic role and

highlights the absolute significance of a state’s image.

For an emerging global power like India, particularly in the strategically critical

and culturally pluralistic region of Southeast Asia, the articulation and

dissemination of its image in news media take on central significance.523 This

research enquires into what ways India’s image is being manufactured in ASEAN

media as a part of strategic communication and how narrative practices shape

public perception and diplomacy.524 The emphasis on managing India’s image

highlights a proactive approach to foreign policy.525 It is not solely about what

India does, but critically, how its actions and identity are perceived by external

audiences.526 This generates a built-in tension: a country’s strategic value may be

understood at an elite level but if its media image and characterisation are

disconnected or ruptured from its larger identity, its ability to convert hard power

into soft power, and elite interaction into popular legitimation, is substantially

eroded.527 This opens up the central concern of this study, the disconnect between

India’s strategic recognition and its complex media presence in ASEAN.
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Strategic Narratives and Media’s Discursive Role

Scholars like Alister Miskimmon, Ben O’Loughlin and Laura Roselle argue that

strategic narratives are key to pursuing foreign policy goals.528 Under this approach,

media outlets aren’t regarded as neutral vessels for facts-reporting. Rather, they’re

understood to actively project national and ideological stories that determine

international perception.529 These stories serve as essential diplomatic tools for

embedding symbols, rhetoric and strategically selected imagery into the larger

narrative of public diplomacy. This argument goes as far as to say that media

constitutes international reality in an active sense rather than simply reflecting an

already constitutive power. To India, this means that its public diplomacy cannot

simply be a case of ‘getting the facts out’.530 Rather, it must actively participate in

narrative construction and contestation and recognise its image as an achieved

outcome of media discourse rather than a fait accompli. The task here, then, isn’t

so much what is said but how it will be interpreted.

The media as a ‘discursive arena’ for promoting state–political–economic

agendas also serves to further illuminate this dynamic.531 This comes accompanied

by the development of ‘asymmetric epistemic visibility’,532 where the agendas of

the elite commonly take precedence over ‘subaltern narratives’.533 This model

explains why the media lens tends to fall back on what suits geopolitical and

economic interests and why there is rarely a representative representation of India’s

holistic image.534 This uneven level play in information dissemination means

that state and political–economic agendas and interests tend to wield media to

project narratives in support of them. This isn’t a question of reported content

per se but of what takes precedence and what happens to be omitted. The

marginalized narratives, particularly the societal, cultural, and grassroots narratives

of India, are structurally at a disadvantage in this system.535 This bias in system

architecture explains why India suffers from a form of ‘visibility without

intimacy’,536 in that the active projection by the media, with its bias in favour of

agendas of influence, tends to filter out India’s multifaceted and complex nature

and reduce India’s reality into a utility-driven triadic framing. This then represents

a deep-structure obstacle to inclusive representation.

News media outlets, either consciously or unconsciously influenced by media

logics as a result of the competition and pressures of the globalised media industry,

have a tendency of injecting dissonance into strategic communication.537 This

either takes the form of intentional or unconscious fragmentation or the

amplification of narrative production in the service of various objectives such as

attracting an audience with sensationalism, signalling complex diplomatic postures
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to targeted audiences and projecting an exterior image of objectivity.538 The

interplay of these mechanisms demonstrates a sophisticated understanding of

media’s persuasive potential in shaping complex international relations.539

Fragmentation frequently arises when initial, often sensationalised headlines,

imprint a particular sentiment that is only superficially mitigated by subsequent

text.540 Given that many media consumers engage briefly with content, often

only absorbing the headline, the negative or oversimplified narrative tends to

persist, with long term implications for India’s soft power.541 This indicates that

there are inherent, sometimes conflicting, incentives at play within media

organisations.542 Commercial imperatives (like sensationalism for readership) and

political objectives (signalling nuanced diplomatic stances) can lead to a

fragmented, oversimplified or even contradictory portrayal.543 India’s efforts to

project a holistic image are thus challenged not only by misinformation but by

the very structure of news production and consumption, where superficial

engagement and sensationalism often prevail.544

Structural Realities and Media Ecosystem

The Southeast Asia media landscape is not monolithic; far from it, it is a diverse

mosaic composed of different national contexts, each with distinct political systems,

civic engagement and changing societal norms.545 This structural foundation has

a profound impact on how external actors, including India, are represented.546

Southeast Asia contains a wide political spectrum, from mature democracies to

authoritarian regimes and those in the midst of democratic backsliding.547 This

directly influences the extent to which media freedom is practiced as well as the

limits as to what can be enquired into.548 For example, some countries may have

relatively liberal media environments, some impose stringent curbs on freedom

of the press, with results in highly controlled narratives.549 This is such a wide

variation that whatever is known about India is filtered through radically different

lenses, from comparatively independent questioning to state curated narratives.550

This differential permeability of ASEAN media to external narratives includes

that India’s narrative is going to be construed otherwise in different ASEAN

nations. The media freedom directly relates to how open a media environment is

in a nation to external narratives within the political–economy framework,

specifically those that may be counter framing to state preferred ones.551 In more

liberal systems, India may gain wider scope for nuanced cultural narratives; in

controlled ones, it will be framed through political–economic centric or

geopolitical lenses.552 Hence, this requires a highly variable and personalised
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strategic communication approach for India in ASEAN, with a “one-size-fits-

all”553 approach being ineffective.

One characteristic structural feature of media systems in many Southeast

Asian nations is the politically entrenched concentration of ownership in oligarchic

networks and politically entrenched groups of conglomerates.554 This pervasiveness

not only undermines normative notions of media autonomy, but also enables the

instrumentalisation of media as a means for promoting proprietorial interests,

personal as well as political.555 Indonesia is a particularly informative example, as

powerful media moguls use their vast media holdings to promote personal agenda,

often in a ‘tightly knit hegemony’ with the power in office.556 This concentrated

ownership also shows a critical dynamic: in addition to overt censorship, economic

fragility and concentrated media ownership in Southeast Asia operate as potent,

less obvious, control mechanisms for narratives.557 This is a systemic prejudice in

which stakeholder power meets editorial agendas that truncate nuanced, exhaustive

reporting to political–economic narrative, often at the expense of media objectivity.

Economic fragility is also a ‘silent killer’ that ensures that even if reporters wish to

report objectively on India’s cultural contribution, monetary compulsion and

ownership arrangements may discourage it in a manner that is explicit or implicit

in favour of advertiser-friendly or media owners-friendly material.558 India’s

strategic communication cannot therefore target just government officials or

traditional media; it must also address how to approach or contend with the

commercial interests and forms of ownership that necessitate implicit control

over media narratives, perhaps involving cooperation with business elites or with

less commercialised media sites less susceptible to such pressures.559

The domestic architectural arrangements as well as the transnational

communicational infrastructures in Southeast Asia mediate in a critical manner

the epistemic bases for media production, especially in international reporting,

where the input information is multifariously derived and transversally distributed.

The international news flow has traditionally been, and to a large extent continues

to be, controlled by Western-based news agencies, commonly known as the ‘Big

Four’: Associated Press (AP), Reuters, Agence France-Presse (AFP) and United

Press International (UPI).560 These agencies supply well over 90 per cent of the

foreign news appearing in the world’s newspapers during the last century,561,562

and their coverage is often less expensive as well as fuller in content than having a

spotty system of ‘own correspondents’. Among these big four, three of them still

dominate.
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Reuters, AP and AFP supply over 90 per cent of the international newswire

content used by media organisations across the world. Estimates suggest that AP

contributes approximately 39–40 per cent of this content, AFP accounts for about

30–31 per cent and Reuters provides roughly 21–22 per cent. These agencies

maintain extensive networks, with Reuters operating in over 200 locations, AP

maintaining a presence in more than 100 countries with over 250 bureaus and

AFP covering 151 countries through 201 bureaus. Their operational model is

based on a tiered subscription system, offering text, image, video and multimedia

content to clients such as newspapers, digital platforms and broadcasters.563

A marked quantitative imbalance defines this news flow, where Western

agencies relay a great deal more news to Asia than they take in from it. For example,

AP sends a daily average of 90,000 words from New York to Asia but takes in a

mere 9,000 words from the continent in the last century.564 This produces a ‘one-

way’ or unidirectional movement of information, mostly from developed to

developing countries, as well as from technologically advanced to less advanced

countries. The exorbitance of foreign bureau upkeep forces most ASEAN media

organisations to rely extensively on these wire services for international news,

including information from India. This reliance results in the original framing,

selection, as well as even the very wording adopted for narrating situations in

India being often dictated by the interests and priorities of the Western news

organisations.565 This reliance can quietly affect the bigger story about India even

before that reaches the local populace. This enforces a form of “information

colonialism”,566 where the framing, selection and terminology in international

news is represented largely by actors in another area.567 This is not a matter of

bias; it is a matter of the very epistemology by which international events make

sense. It curtails the narrative sovereignty of countries like India, as stories from

them get narrated through the interests and lenses of outside, historically powerful,

media institutions.568 India’s strategic communication must not merely counter

individual negative narratives, but also tackle the systemic disparity. This includes

investing in substitute news dissemination channels, promoting South–South

media partnerships or directly contesting the current form of the information

order so that narratives in it may not be perpetually relayed by outside

gatekeepers.569

ASEAN media organisations display unique editorial practices, where

narratives get fragmented or reconstituted to serve multiple and sometimes

contradictory purposes.570 Earlier experiences and study suggest that editorial

discretion is often exercised in the name of state imperatives, economic calculations
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or dependence on international wire services.571 Such practices create a two-level

system of communication: one that, at a surface level, manages to satisfy public

demands, but in a subtle manner, promotes different political–economic agendas.

This duality is indicative of a wider trend whereby “strategic ambiguity” is deployed

to wink at multiple diplomatic positions at the same time.572 A part of strategic

communication also involves the subtle manipulation of biases in the intended

audiences.573 Media narratives capture the implicit predispositions and anxieties

of diverse audiences by framing media text in a strategic manner. This differential

focus not just reconfirms the original depiction of sentiment but also reduces the

potential for nuanced understanding and fair reportage. As a result, readers get a

form of informational anchoring that is unbalanced, where the essence of a

multifaceted India gets reduced to a limited number of preformed images and

associations.574 This dynamic produces a reinforcing cycle. The structural reality

in the media (ownership, economic compulsion, wire dependence) inclines it to

adopt certain framings.575 These, in turn, get amplified by editorial practices that

take advantage of biases in the audience and sensationalised headlines, leading to

“informational anchoring” in a reduced-proportioned image.576 This, in itself,

works inverse to the public’s capacity for making a well informed judgment, and

can lead to cognitive dissonance that may fray public trust in media institutions.

For India, this translates into not just counter propagating against negative

narratives but breaking this cycle of unbalanced perception. The solution lies in

strategies that counteract informational anchoring directly, promote critical media

literacy in audiences and offer different, trustworthy, nuanced versions of

information that can cut through the “strategic ambiguity” and fractured ness.577

A Dichotomy of Perception

Empirical evidence from this research points towards a stark divergence from

India’s formal acknowledgment as a strategic actor, economic partner and

geopolitical counterbalance factor and its relatively subdued cultural and civic

presence in ASEAN media. High-level strategic engagements like bilateral political

exchanges, people-to-people contact, negotiations over shared strategic interests,

economic cooperation and bilateral relations enter the public realm wherever

they occur, but the wider story falls short in reflecting the nuanced multiplicity of

India’s sociocultural self. This division gives rise to what may be termed as a

‘surface-level scrutiny’ whereby India is noticed but not represented inclusively.

This is also described as a ‘recognition without depth’.578 The differential presence

of India in ASEAN media is not just a happenstance journalistic failure but a
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deliberate narrative strategy aiming at ambiguity. Fragmentation occurs as one-

time, usually sensationalised headlines leave a particular emotion that is tangibly

assuaged by subsequent content. Since a large number of media consumers read

content for minutes at a time, often taking in just the headline, the adverse or

oversimplification narrative is one that endures, with long-term fallouts for India’s

soft power. This is a serious strategic casualty for India, as soft power, dependent

on attraction and cultural resonance, is created through depth of understanding

and emotional connection. If recognition is ‘divorced from deep cultural

engagement’, India’s potential to create profound, long-lasting connections with

the wider public is curtailed. Its power is reduced to “elite, transactional

relations”.579 This denies India a broad reservoir of popular support and goodwill

in the neighbourhood, essential for long-haul leverage and resilience in the face

of geopolitical changes. India must make a deliberate attempt at closing this gap

between its hard power acknowledgment and strategic narrative deficit, going

beyond merely highlighting high-level engagements and consciously advancing

its cultural, civilisational and grass-roots narratives as a vital part of its strategic

narrative.580

ASEAN media does not merely report India; it actively constructs its image

in ways that serve specific media ecosystems. India is framed for the most part for

its ‘instrumental value’.581 This selective modelling, known as “triadic framing”582

(one of the geopolitical actors, emerging economic power, rhetorical narrative on

bilateral cooperation), prioritises those attributes in India that benefit the strategic

calculus of the host ASEAN country. Singapore media, for example, emphasises

India’s macroeconomic statistics and regulatory rule-building to gauge its utility

in managing risk in the region, and Malaysian media emphasises India’s economic

path to place Malaysia in the circuits of global commerce. This thus illustrates

how policy abstraction is rendered meaningful in relatable narratives that, in the

eyes of ASEAN citizens, produce a specific perception of the utility and relevance

of India. This ‘utilitarian reading’ reduces India’s multiple facets to a list of

functional characteristics. It is not a matter of what India is as a society or a

civilization, but what India can be for ASEAN in the ways of security, economic

progress or models for governance. This framing, even as a gesture toward India’s

significance, inadvertently constrains the space for a more profound, finer

understanding of its cultural, social and civilisational value. India’s strategic

communications need to make a deliberate effort to overcome this utilitarian

framing by proactively introducing narratives that feature its cultural richness,
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social variety and contributions as a civilisation, illustrating that the value that

India represents goes beyond mere utilitarian utility.583

This framing has significant implications for India’s soft power and influence

management, highlighting a “deficit in India’s soft power”584 within the region.

Despite India’s recognition as a strategic and economic player, the marginalisation

of its cultural innovations, grassroots initiatives and broader societal

transformations leads to ‘recognition without depth’. Soft power, which thrives

on attraction and cultural resonance, is built through deeper understanding and

emotional engagement. By consistently sidelining these narratives, ASEAN media,

driven by its own national strategic interests, inadvertently limits India’s capacity

to forge profound, enduring connections with the broader public. This suggests

that India’s influence might largely remain confined to elite, transactional

relationships, rather than being deeply embedded in the collective public

consciousness of Southeast Asia, thus risking reducing India to a temporary,

transactional partner. This perception overshadows India’s long-term potential as

a comprehensive partner built on shared values, cultural affinity and civilisational

ties.585 If India’s appeal is primarily functional, its influence could wane if

geopolitical dynamics shift or if another actor offers a more compelling functional

alternative.

Table 70: Key Themes in India’s ASEAN Media Portrayal

Category Theme Description

Dominant framing Security/Geopolitical Portrayed primarily as a strategic partner,
(visibility without Counterweight particularly against China.
intimacy)

Economic partner Highlighted for macroeconomic indicators,
trade potential and role in regional risk
management.

Governance model Viewed for regulatory governance and
democratic counterbalance.

Muted/marginalised Cultural innovations/ Limited coverage of India’s rich cultural
presence (recognition Sociocultural identity heritage, arts, traditions and societal
without depth) transformations.

Grassroots initiatives/ Insufficient attention to India’s civil society
People-to-people contact efforts, local developments and broader

human connections.
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India’s Media Ecosystem and Institutional Limits

The Indian wire agency ecosystem is a multifaceted and critical environment,

with the focus being on basic wire services such as the Press Trust of India (PTI)

and United News of India (UNI), which provide the necessary news coverage,

such as text, photographs and video, to media organisations in the entire nation,

thereby shaping the basic narrative.586/ PTI is a non-profit cooperative owned by

more than 450 Indian newspapers, as compared to UNI, which is a public limited

company; both serve mostly in Indian affairs for domestic subscribers.587/ They

are supplemented by powerful actors such as Asian News International (ANI), a

large commercial video news agency with widespread reach, often seen as

promoting the views of the government,588 and public broadcasters Doordarshan

News (DD News) and All India Radio News (AIR News), the broadcast arms of

Prasar Bharati.589,590 These organisations, especially ANI, collect foreign

information and cooperate internationally (e.g., with Reuters), but with a basic

mandate focussed on Indian affairs for domestic consumption. DD News and

AIR News, in contrast, directly address vast audiences through television and

radio with a focus on direct public relations over providing material to be

syndicated by other wires. These strategic functions are multifaceted: agenda

setting, determining coverage and its prominence; framing, shaping presentation,

often with a focus on development, national security, and cultural heritage; and

rapid response, circulating official viewpoints swiftly in times of crisis. They have

been disseminating India’s perspective in the international sphere through

institutions such as ANI and DD India (the international TV news channel of

Prasar Bharati),591 and fostering unity by highlighting the nation’s achievements

and strengthening a sense of common citizenship.

ANI has established notable media penetration across Southeast Asia primarily

through syndication partnerships and digital distribution channels, though exact

subscription figures remain undisclosed. As one of India’s largest video news

agencies, ANI supplies content to international news agencies like Reuters.592

That said, ANI faces stiff competition from global wire services like Reuters and

AFP that have deeper penetration, as well as from dominant local agencies such

as Vietnam News Agency (VNA),/ / which operates more than 30 foreign

bureaus and 63 domestic bureaus, and Indonesia’s Antara/ —/ the state authorised

national news agency founded in 1937. While ANI may not match the subscription

volumes of these established players, its niche focus on South Asian affairs and

digital redistribution strategy enables it to reach millions of viewers and readers

indirectly through republication by partner outlets.
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Prasar/ Bharati’s recent foray into digital media further continually endows it

with power, particularly for domestic consumption.593 Launched in 2019, the

Prasar/ Bharati News Service (PBNS) is a digital video news wire that provides

ready-cut video packages to TV channels, digital media.594 PBNS relays content

from DD/ News and AIR/ News, ensuring that Prasar Bharati’s and often the

government’s narrative reaches scores of newsrooms directly. It also presents a

low-cost option for smaller media organisations, allowing for rapid visual

transmission of India’s story.595 This is backed by PBshabd, launched in 2024,

which is Prasar Bharati’s multilingual digital news aggregator (website and

application).596 PBshabd directly engages with citizens, cutting through traditional

media to transmit news, features and analysis in several Indian languages. Although

primarily aimed at domestic audiences and Indian media subscribers, Prasar Bharati

also engages in international content exchange through Asiavision (AVN), a non

profit video news exchange by the Asia Pacific Broadcasting Union (ABU).597

AVN shares over 13,000 developmental news stories every year, mostly by way of

official/public broadcasters, although it has negligible effect on popular media

agendas.598 Indo Asian News Service (IANS) and Hindustan Samachar are the

other news agencies from India,599 but they have an even more limited and less

influential reach than PTI and UNI.

The above data and analysis regarding the reach of India’s disseminators or

distributors of information has a limited role to play in Southeast Asia’s ecosystem.

This points to a paradox: India has a strong internal communication setup, but

this strength does not automatically translate into global reach. The focus on

‘internal communicative cohesion’ and doing business with domestic stakeholders

indicates that international dissemination is typically an extension of domestic

imperatives rather than as a central strategic goal.600

 This positions India in a space where it has a strong domestic foundation

but limited capability to purposively shape international narratives, particularly

in a competitive space with international players with a core mission to disseminate

international news. For a successful projection of self in ASEAN, India’s news

agencies need a fundamental strategic tilt in approach, from a largely domestic

with limited international outreach to a deliberate and funded international public

diplomacy mandate. Despite this outreach, international reach for the news

agencies from India is curtailed by a variety of structural constraints. Key among

them is the uneven power and reach advantage enjoyed by established Western

news agencies like Reuters and AFP, whose greater resources and well-entrenched

worldwide infrastructures give them a structural advantage. It is important to
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highlight that, in seeming appearance notwithstanding, Indian news agencies

essentially operate in a nationally based media economy. Their operations depend

mostly on the subscriptions, catering to domestic stakeholders like newspapers,

television channels, ministries and localised media channels. Therefore, the

organisational goals and editorial priorities remain inward-looking communicative

demands. This lack of competitiveness with the bigger players, and unavailability

in media space in ASEAN, again supports the media in ASEAN in continuing to

be dependent on Western wires, and so sustains the information asymmetry,

curbing India’s capacity to present itself. To break through this, one does not need

just marginal improvements, but perhaps decisive investment and a rethink of

the business model for disseminating international news by Indian agencies. It

could be in the form of government intervention, public–private partnerships or

even novel funding models to create a competitive international footprint.

This current study offers limited explicit discussion regarding India’s integrated

multi-level coordination of its communication efforts. While high-level bilateral

engagements are noted, the text does not detail how India synchronises its

diplomatic messaging across various communication platforms, from traditional

channels to social media, or how it leverages interdisciplinary insights in its own

public diplomacy. If there is a lack of integrated multi-level coordination, it implies

that India’s various diplomatic, cultural and economic agencies might be operating

in silos, potentially sending fragmented or even contradictory messages.601 This

internal fragmentation then exacerbates the external fragmentation observed in

ASEAN media, making it harder for a coherent and consistent narrative about

India to emerge. It also suggests a missed opportunity to leverage the full spectrum

of communication tools and interdisciplinary expertise. Effective strategic

communication requires a ‘whole-of-government’ approach,602 where messaging

is harmonised across all relevant ministries, departments and public/private entities

involved in India’s international engagement. This is a foundational requirement

for overcoming external narrative challenges.



Chapter Ten

Conclusion and Recommendations

The intricate landscape of international relations is increasingly being shaped by

the narratives that define nations on the global stage. Depiction of India in

Southeast Asian media, whilst formally a strategic and economic partner and

democratic counterbalance, languishes from an absence of cultural and civic

nuance. This constrained representation, coined as ‘visibility without intimacy’

or ‘recognition without depth’, diminishes India’s soft power and renders it

incapable of fostering deep influence in Southeast Asia. The argument made in

this study highlights the ways in which structural and editorial considerations

within ASEAN media organisations, including the disparate nature of the political

environment, centralised media ownership, economic constraints and dependency

on Western wire agencies complicate this imbalance. Furthermore, India’s foreign

policy strategy itself, its Act East drive being a prime example, albeit of crucial

importance for strategic coordination, inadvertently institutionalises a reductionist

‘triadic framing’ that focusses on security, economy and governance in regional

media reporting.

The media lens of top ASEAN countries primarily focusses on India’s ‘utility’

in the realms of geopolitics, economics and governance, often to the exclusion of

its larger sociocultural, civilisational or grass-root dimensions. This selective

framing may call the ‘priorities framing’ (security, economy and governance) is

the conceptual grounding of the representation of India in the ASEAN media.

This reflects less of an impartial media text exploration of the many-slanted account

of India and rather more of a calculus of the host nations’ interests and the power

architecture in the regions. This repetitive focus also implies that the media

representation of India is naturally determined by a ‘hierarchy of strategic

importance’, such that selective reporting reflects the national foreign policy agenda

and regional power structure of the given ASEAN states. This indicates that the
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selective reporting of the larger identity of India is not an incidental neglect but

an intentional strategic move on the part of ASEAN media. Editorial filtering on

their part selects the value of India on the basis of its functionality for the host

country agenda and thereby instrumentalises the image of India.

Another crucial aspect of this instrumental framing is the broad under-coverage

or exclusion of the soft-power innovations, grass-roots experiments or larger-

scale social shifts of India. This narrow framing actively contributes to a significant

imbalance of India’s regional soft power. Soft power, based on attraction and

cultural affinities, is built on greater appreciation and emotional bonding with

the people, values and social progress of a nation.

Editorial Logics and Foreign Policy Alignment

This study shows that media in every ASEAN nation has individualised editorial

discourses that conform to the nation’s foreign policy priorities, producing a

discursive geography of partnership, influence and alignment. Indonesian media

presents bilateral relations and the economic course of India as privileged themes,

positioning India as an ASEAN multilateral and Indo–Pacific security partner of

strategic importance. This representation functions as an extension of the grammar

of Indonesia’s foreign policy, an expression of its own regional anxieties and

diplomatic ambitions. The Malaysian media reflects an intense editorial concern

with India’s economic course and integration into the world economy. This may

be seen as a part of an effort to locate the position of Malaysia in broader circuits

of regional economic and financial ties. Here, media reporting fulfils a twin

purpose: informing publics and legitimising policy alignment, thus performing

the task of being a soft tool of statecraft.

Thai media, albeit less explicitly political in its inclinations, does share the

practical reasoning of editorials. This locates India in discursive imaginaries of

bilateral trade, regional peace and democratic stability. Official state visits, strategic

debates and economic engagement revolve on the media’s construction of symbolic

overlap between domestic interest and the perceived ‘utility’ of India for Southeast

Asian geopolitics. The media ecology of Singapore, a product of its hyper-

rationalised and technocratic regime, presents a compelling example of the ways

that elite strategic thought maps on to editorial priority. The disproportionate

focus on the macroeconomic metrics of India, regulatory statecraft and behaviour

in the realm of foreign affairs indicates an institutionalised desire to gauge and

project India’s positioning as an actor in regional risk management, finance
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governance and innovation networks. The Philippine media, although less

centralised in form and varied in tone, meets this larger regional trend by focussing

on the geopolitics of India’s alliances, disaster management strategies and bilateral

ties. What is most striking about the Philippine experience, however, is the

integration of climate and ecological crises into the order of priority of stories

about India, a theme that links strategic engagement with managing existential

threats.

The extensive country-specific analysis emphasises that the representation of

India falls short of being an expression of India’s essential identity or behaviour

and that it is actually a strategically created representation on the basis of the

perceived utility of India in each country’s unique geopolitics and economic agenda.

This variety of national framings necessitates that the public diplomacy of India

will have to be extremely customised and subtle.

Structural Determinants of Media Representation

Beyond country-specific editorial choices, broader structural factors profoundly

shape India’s media portrayal in ASEAN, influencing the very informational terrain

upon which strategic communication operates.

The major influence here is the ‘structural dependency’ of ASEAN media on

global wire networks and traditional media constructs as the main determiners of

the image of India. This dependency has a far-reaching impact: ground reporting

from India becomes marginalised, with the resultant mediated image being highly

externally sourced and superficial. This process can be described as one of

‘asymmetric epistemic visibility’, in which the media systems mainly reproduce

the agendas of the highest-ranking economic and political stakeholders. This

structure of dependency creates a strong self-reifying cycle. Global media bias

establishes the initial template for one-sided representations, which national

strategic imperatives process and sharpen to meet national agendas. This forms

an auto-reifying cycle that actively restricts a comprehensive and detailed

representation of India.

In addition, the media’s political economy is not a passive context but an

active driver of the effectiveness of strategic communication. The pressure of the

profit motive and advertising reliance directly compromises the editorial autonomy,

with the media environment tending to be sensationalist and restricted in leaning.

This weakens the common epistemic foundation important for the effectiveness

of strategic communication. The intrinsic tension between media being a public
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good and media being a business makes it an ongoing predicament for strategic

communication that seeks to serve public or national interests.

This situation introduces extra layers of complexity when analysing the

epistemological basis of the information available. The interrelation of news

content and its source of origin is undoubtedly vital in the construction of news

stories from available information. News isn’t a reflection of reality but a symbolic

world, an ordered narrative with specific messages and themes embedded within.

Translating the raw data into significant information and subsequently into an

engaging narrative requires an active process, one that will always be influenced

by the sources of the raw materials and the making of media text process that

interprets them. The self-imposed interdependence of media on sources, together

with an underlying struggle for control over the presentation of the information,

makes that news narrative frequently the negotiated compromise of competing

interests.

Sentiment, Misalignment and Discursive Fragmentation

The general sentiment analysis of the news depiction of India across ASEAN

media indicates a ‘dual narrative’, with a complex interplay of celebration and

critique. Although an evident dominancy of positively phrased articles infers that

India is generally seen as an energetic and proactive regional stakeholder, a

significant amount of negatively worded articles adds a counterpoint of wariness

and underlying critique. This creates an overall sentiment that’s mixed and

ambivalent, swinging between cautious admiration and sceptical distance,

capturing a ‘risk-reward’ understanding of India. Critically, a binary positive/

negative framing of the news discursive structure fails to comprehend the

representation of India. The analysis requires the extension of the frame to

encompass ‘apprehensive’ and ‘neutral’ headlines for a richer understanding.

The meticulous categorisation of sentiment beyond the simple positive or

negative polarity discloses a more subtle and complex kind of narrative dilution

than explicit, straightforward negative reporting. Pure negativity is clearly

recognisable and can be counteracted directly through strategic communication.

Yet the ubiquitous existence of fear and neutrality, being less assertive and subtle,

can undermine trust, develop scepticism or forestall the establishment of very

strong, positive public attitudes without inducing instant alarm or necessitating a

direct response. This underscores the deep complexity of ‘narrative stewardship’

in an atomised and intricate media environment.
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The critical observation here is the spread of sentiment misalignment between

introductory paragraphs and the headlines of news stories. Such mismatches are

problematic because they interfere with framing: an attention-grabbing negative

or sensationalist headline primes the reader to interpret an issue in a specific

manner, even when the article’s content delivers a more subtle or contrary tone.

Essentially, the headline establishes one interpretive frame, and the introduction

presents the reader with an alternative, thus compromising narrative coherence.

This process typically draws on a given media system’s manoeuvring with the

pressures of the political–economic logic to heighten the emphasis on emotion. A

sensational headline provokes attention, but the subsequent text delivers the more

balanced reportage, reconciling the economic pressure to capture instant interest

with the journalistic mandate of presenting measured and accurate information.

This use of the ‘anxiety hook’ or ‘bait-and-alarm’ strategy plays on the primal

human threat detection processes to increase engagement, attracting readers with

sensationalist copy but keeping the lid on with plausible deniability coded in the

headline’s objectivity. When coupled with anxious introductions accompanying

neutral headlines, this heightens anxiety through the operation of ‘uncertainty

bias’, priming the reader to exaggerate threats despite the countervailing framing.

This incompatibility may provoke dissonance, as the reader must come to grips

with an expectation followed by contrary information, with a resultant likelihood

of misreading, misunderstanding or even opinionated appraisal. ‘Negativity bias’

tends to prevail, dominating even-handed analysis and fuelling suspicion, thus

undermining media credibility. The ‘bait-and-alarm’ model, with its displeasing

sentiment misalignment, exemplifies the underlying tension between media’s

democratic mission and commodification within the attention economy. This is

not an isolated technical defect but an exemplar of a systemic pathology where

commercial imperatives take precedence over informational integrity, giving rise

to the ‘re-feudalization of public space’. This qualitatively suggests a decline in

the public’s standards of debate where sensationalism prevails over hard facts,

collapsing the very basis of informed citizenship.

Towards a More Nuanced and Reciprocal Engagement

This empirical study illuminates the fundamental paradox of India’s visibility in

ASEAN media: strategically recognised yet culturally excluded, increasingly

prominent yet frequently subjected to structural neglect. The evidence implies

that without the critical restructuring of information streams and representation

practices, the region faces the danger of embedding a kind of ‘discursive neo-
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colonialism’, with Southern voices always mediated through Northern lenses,

and with partnership potential always contained by narrative asymmetries of the

past. As the India–ASEAN relationship evolves from transactional mutual support

to the development of an authentic civilisational exchange on the basis of respect

and shared values, the future holds the answer to the creation of an enriched and

sustainable alliance. This change from strategic coordination to civilisational and

cultural understanding reflects the importance of addressing issues of representation

imbalances for achieving sustainable mutual growth.

India’s Strategic Communication in ASEAN: Opportunities and
Strategic Recommendations

India’s strategic communication within the ASEAN domain plays out in a highly

asymmetrical global media space, where deeply rooted structural imbalances

continue to restrict non-Western voices from visibility and agency. In spite of the

widespread articulation of initiatives such as digital diplomacy, cultural engagement

and direct media outreach, India’s communicative reach still suffers from a

deficiency of global media infrastructure. These deficiencies are acutely felt in

Southeast Asia, a key region for Indian strategic, economic and civilisational

interests at a time when rapidly changing global geopolitics dominate. Current

efforts, although valuable, function within a general narrative architecture

dominated by Western and state-backed media outlets and actors who increasingly

define and set agendas for India’s image. Therefore, India’s potential to present its

own narrative, counter misinformation and promote its normative agenda

continues to remain severely handicapped.

In order to surmount these difficulties, India needs to go beyond fragmented

or ad hoc public diplomacy instruments towards achieving a sustained and coherent

media presence. An internationally accepted, autonomous Indian news agency

can act as a powerful instrument for projecting India’s democratic values,

developmental successes and multicultural diversity. It would improve India’s

credibility and make it possible for more balanced and multi-polar global flows

of news. It would make it possible for greater engagement with ASEAN media

environments while strengthening India’s voice within multilateral and regional

fora. In this regard, a planned institution of India’s global media voice in a

multipolar information order towards an independent Indian news agency for

global impact would be a timely and urgent step towards consolidating India’s

soft power and securing enhanced narrative sovereignty at international levels.
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Direct Media Engagement

India has a significant opportunity to bypass traditional gatekeepers by directly

engaging with a broader spectrum of ASEAN media outlets, including independent

and digital-native platforms. This approach can facilitate the co-creation of

narratives that are more authentic and less susceptible to external biases. Building

relationships with diverse media ecosystem requires a proactive public diplomacy

campaign.

Proactive Digital Diplomacy

The rise of digital platforms offers India a chance to enhance its strategic

communication through proactive digital diplomacy. By leveraging social media

for rapid responses to disinformation and for fostering genuine online

communities, India can amplify its voice and engage directly with ASEAN

audiences. This requires a deep understanding of local digital cultures, preferred

platforms and the nuances of online discourse in each ASEAN country.

Adopting International Best Practices

Learning from successful models like the US Department of State’s Asia Pacific

Media Hub can provide India with a framework for institutionalising effective

media engagement. Establishing a dedicated media hub to connect Indian

policymakers and experts with ASEAN journalists can streamline access to

authoritative information, ensure consistency in messaging and build trust over

time.

Advocacy for Balanced News Flow: Support initiatives for direct news exchange

between Indian and ASEAN media to reduce reliance on external gatekeepers,

fostering regionally centric narratives and mutual understanding.

Diversify Information Channels: Move beyond state-to-state communication to

engage with a wide range of ASEAN media, including independent outlets and

digital platforms. This involves proactive outreach and relationship building with

journalistic communities.

Promote Cultural Narratives: Invest in cultural exchange programmes, digital

content and people-to-people initiatives to highlight India’s sociocultural identity

and build emotional connections.
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Establishing India’s Global Media Voice in a Multipolar
Information Order

India’s burgeoning global stature, marked by its robust economic growth and

increasing diplomatic engagement, necessitates a sophisticated and effective

strategic communication architecture. The current landscape, however, reveals a

significant gap in India’s international media representation, particularly within

the ASEAN media ecosystem. Existing Indian efforts by public organisations,

such as Prasar/ Bharati News Service (PBNS) and PBshabd, are primarily focussed

on domestic consumption, leaving India’s narrative underrepresented and

vulnerable to external framing. This contrasts sharply with the pervasive global

reach and influence of established Western news agencies like Associated Press

(AP), Agence France-Presse (AFP) and Reuters, and the rapidly expanding “go

global”603 strategy of China’s state-backed Xinhua News Agency.604

Global news wires like AP, AFP and Reuters go beyond their historical function

of being mere conduits of unprocessed facts. This can result in the oversimplifica-

tion of intricate international developments or the swift dissemination of specific

narratives, which may either disregard India’s multifaceted interests and strategic

goals or deal them potentially debilitating blows. For example, China’s Xinhua

News Agency is already actively pursuing its “go global” strategy with a view to

“increasing China’s global influence” and offering an “alternative to the hegemonic

Western voice”,605 potentially picking up considerable ground in areas of Indian

interest too.

This reliance on global news wires can seriously impact India’s soft power

projection, stifle its diplomacy and expose it to misrepresentation. The far-reaching

implication is that India’s strategic communication gap today is no longer an

issue of lack of presence, but a seminal lack of control on its own narrative within

the powerful global information discourse. This reliance can seriously impact its

soft power projection, stifle its diplomacy and expose it to misrepresentation,

particularly within strategically crucial groups like ASEAN where competing

narratives, such as Xinhua’s, are actively taking hold.

Key Learnings from Global Players

The analysis of leading global news agencies reveals several critical lessons for

India’s strategic communication ambitions:
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Different Funding Structures: The study identifies a range of funding systems,

from mainly commercial (Reuters) to hybrid public-private (AFP, AP’s system)

and fully state-sponsored (Xinhua) systems. Each type of structure offers a distinct

set of trade-offs regarding financial sustainability, operational scope, editorial

autonomy and perceived reputation.606

Global Reach and Local Depth: For genuine global impact, however, it is not

enough to have a broad presence, it needs deep local immersion. This means large

networks of correspondents, carefully situated bureau offices and a localised

understanding of settings to guarantee wide and culturally relevant reporting.607

Credibility as Paramount: In all these models, trust, precision, impartiality and

perceived independence stand out as most valued and irreplaceable assets for any

international news agency. These are essential for securing and maintaining

audiences’ trust and influence.608

Strategic Use of Technology: Sustained and significant investment in leading

technology, such as Artificial Intelligence (AI), advanced multi-platform

distribution systems and contemporary content management systems, is imperative

to remain competitive, maximise reach and amplify influence within the digital

world.609

The Importance of Global Bureau Presence and Local
Contextualisation

Successful international reporting demands not only large networks of stringers

and correspondents located in various countries, but also a fine-grained equation

of journalistic objectivity and sensitivity to local context, coupled with an

understanding of possible diplomatic fallout. Reporters covering conflict zones

and places with restricted press freedoms must resort to creative means, like

reporting undercover and drawing on anonymous sources, backed by strict training

and tight security. In these fast changing times, user-generated content and citizen

journalism have become essential sources of instantaneous, on-the-ground views

supplement and challenge orthodox reporting, particularly from places

unapproachable for traditional reporters. Though quantitative reach is gauged by

how many foreign bureaus, like the presence of AFP’s bureau in 260 cities within

150 countries, an agency has, it becomes a reflection of media influence only

when it is matched with qualitative engagement and penetration. For India, to

intensify international media reach and presence, it (media text/information) needs
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to be coupled with culturally textured reporting, trust building among local

populations and growing the capacity to engage various local publics. This calls

for investment in highly trained, culturally attuned journalists and partnering

with local media actors and citizen reporters in order to wean away from a state-

centric, top-down model of reporting.

India’s Current Strategic Communication Footprint

India has a rich domestic media scene comprised of various national press agencies

like Asian News International (ANI), Hindusthan Samachar, Indo-Asian News

Service (IANS), Press Trust of India (PTI) and United News of India (UNI).610

Yet, when it comes to the user’s question, it specifically points to some of India’s

current strategic communication efforts, such as PBNS and PB Shabd, and

describes them as “concentrating basically on domestic consumption.”611 This

suggests a basic restriction on their design and scope of operation, serving mostly

internal information needs and less international projection. Although these

agencies function importantly within India, their global reach is restricted or

minimal when contrasted with the large international operations of others like

AP, AFP, Reuters and Xinhua.612
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