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Can Belt and Road Initiative Improve China’s National Image
Wang Jinbo

Abstract: National image is the general presentation of a country’s comprehensive national power in the global arena.
Under the macro narrative structure of the strategic competition between China and the United States, how does the Belt and
Road Initiative(BRI)influence China’s national image, and can it improve the perceptions and narrative framing of China by
the countries concerned? Based on the Pew Research Center’s "Global Attitudes and Trends"(2005-2020)surveys, the au-
thor empirically examines the impact of BRI on China’s national image and its mechanism using Difference—in—Differences
with multiple time periods approach. The results show that BRI is correlated with China’s national image positively with sta-
tistical significance. Specifically, the effect of economic and social development, the Hirschman effect, and the mediating ef-
fects of trade, investment, bilateral political relations and partnership, all significantly increase a country’s positive assess-
ment of China and its identification with China;the interaction effect of BRI with cognitive distance variables including dif-
ferences in institution, culture, domestic politics and diplomatic stances, in addition to the optimizing and moderating effect
of BRI on power shift and strategic relations between China and the United States, will effectively alleviate and improve the
negative impact of a country’s misperceptions, negative perceptions on China(as a threat)and the dilemma of taking sides be-
tween China and the United States on China’s national image ; the cooperative narrative of BRI and its metaphorical replace-
ment of the competitive or even hostile narrative will also significantly soften and dissolve a country’s negative reasoning,
narrative framing, and identity or emotional antagonism with China. China should continue to play and consolidate the posi-
tive effect of BRI on China’s national image and Chinese narrative system, while re—framing Sino—U. S. relations and re—de-
constructing the strategic narrative of Sino—U. S. relations.

Key words: Belt and Road Initiative; national image; soft power; narratives; China—US strategic competition
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