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How is autism portrayed in news
media? A corpus-based,
mixed-methods analysis in China

Wanting Zhou and Wei Guan*

School of Foreign Languages, Zhejiang University of Finance and Economics, Hangzhou, China

Introduction: News media play an important role in shaping public perceptions

of and attitudes toward people with autism. This study examines news reports

about autism in China Daily over the past 20 years, from 2003 to 2022.

Methods: This study employed both quantitative and qualitative analyses.

Results: The findings reveal that news coverage on autism predominantly

centers on children, with a significant shift in focus from support by family

members and schools to support at the broader societal and governmental

levels. Further, the overall representation of autism remains predominantly

negative and rooted in prejudice. In terms of gender representation, autism

is often depicted more frequently as male-oriented. However, a more diverse

representation of age groups has emerged. Finally, while news media subtly

convey negative attitudes toward autism, they also demonstrate a concurrent

concern for the condition, reflecting a complex and nuanced attitude toward

people with autism.

Discussion: Our study indicates that corpus-assisted critical discourse analysis

allows researchers to compare news over time, thus o�ering insights into

changing discourses. The analysis can also reduce bias and uncover the

implicit attitudes of news media toward autism by analyzing patterns of words

and discourses.
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1 Introduction

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder that occurs

worldwide (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Autism has increasingly emerged

as a significant health concern globally. In the United States, estimates from the Autism

and Developmental Disabilities Monitoring Network suggest that about 1 in 36 children

have been identified as having ASD (Maenner et al., 2023). Elsewhere, ASD prevalence

in Asia is estimated at 0.4% (Salari et al., 2022), whereas the prevalence is 10.18 per

10,000 individuals in China (Wang et al., 2018). Although China has a lower proportional

prevalence than the United States, the absolute number of individuals with autism is still

significant considering the country’s vast population. Nevertheless, public awareness of

autism in China remains low and themisunderstandings and stereotypes surrounding ASD

are numerous. In particular, stigma and biases toward people with autism and their families

continue (McCabe, 2007; Tang and Bie, 2016).

Studies on representations of the autistic population have two primary research

focuses: the construction of representations from the frame theory perspective (Holton

et al., 2014; Jones and Harwood, 2009; McKeever, 2013; Wilkinson and McGill, 2009) and
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the construction of representations in national news (Billawala and

Wolbring, 2014; Huws and Jones, 2011; Jones and Harwood, 2009;

Lin and Ma, 2023; Robertson, 2009). However, the first type of

research tends to be qualitative, potentially leading to biases due

to the absence of quantitative data. The second type of research

focuses on the Western media and lacks an in-depth analysis of the

image of autism in China. Hence, in this study, using a combination

of both quantitative and qualitative methodologies, we present a

corpus-assisted critical discourse analysis (CACDA) on changes

in the focus of news media and representations of autism in

China Daily from 2003 to 2022. This study aims to uncover the

representations of people with autism in China and attitudes of

Chinese newspapers toward them.

2 Literature review

We use a mixed approach to explore the representations of

people with autism in Chinese news discourse. Therefore, we

review the literature from two perspectives: news discourse on ASD

and a CACDA of autism.

2.1 News discourse on ASD

The press plays a vital role in informing and shaping people’s

attitudes toward and beliefs about a certain issue or group. The

image of autism in news media is mostly based on specific frames,

which refer to how the media and media professionals interpret

events and issues through various linguistic means (Entman, 1993,

p. 52). For example, McKeever’s (2013) study of 1,517 articles

revealed a consistent rise in autism coverage from 1996 to 2006 in

both The New York Times and TheWashington Post. In particular,

the research found a decline in science-based frames over time,

whereas policy-related frames surged. Clarke’s (2012) investigation

further uncovered the portrayal of children with autism within

the context of cause framing, where vaccination emerged as

a prominent factor attributed to autism in popular magazines.

Additionally, Holton et al.’s (2014) analysis demonstrated that “loss

frames” emphasizing the negative consequences of autism were

more prevalent in media coverage than “gain frames” highlighting

potential treatments and cures, across a sample of 473 articles. The

above studies were under typical frames in the field of journalism,

and few studies have dealt with the field of linguistics.

A high prevalence of negative stereotypes of ASD has been

found in different newspapers. For example, Jones and Harwood

(2009) revealed that Australian newspapers regarded children

with autism as dangerous, uncontrollable, and unloved. Billawala

and Wolbring (2014) collected newspaper articles from The

New York Times, which portrayed the image of people with

autism based on the disability model. In the UK press, Huws

and Jones (2011) and Robertson (2009) arrived at contrasting

conclusions in their respective studies. The former discovered

stereotypical representations of autism in the media between 1999

and 2008, whereas the latter reported that discrimination and

negative depictions of autism were not prominent in five national

UK newspapers.

Another line of study has found that the portrayal of autism

is closely related to the focus of news coverage. Lewin and Akhtar

(2021), after analyzing 315 reports of autism coverage between 2007

and 2016, observed a shift in emphasis from cause and cure toward

acceptance and accommodation. Yu and Farrell (2020) found that

newspapers tended to focus more on cues related to the lack of

social skills rather than physical appearance cues when reporting

on autism between 1998 and 2013. Pesonen et al. (2021) noted

that some articles in Finland’s largest newspaper adopted clinical

perspectives, whereas others addressed societal aspects relevant to

autism. In summary, the focus of international news discourse has

shifted from the physical deficits of autism to a greater emphasis

on social impairment (Reindal, 2008; Shakespeare, 2006, 2010).

However, it remains unclear how the image of autism is presented

in Chinese news media and its specific focus on autism.

Compared with the extensive literature on media

representations of autism in Western countries, there is a

paucity of relevant studies in China. Some exceptions are Bie and

Tang (2014) and Tang and Bie (2016). Bie and Tang (2014) surveyed

five leading Chinese newspapers and conducted an analysis from

four perspectives: issue framing, scientific framing, source framing,

and solution framing. Tang and Bie (2016) explored the occurrence

of stigmatizing cues (including peril, mark, and shame) and

challenging cues (including personification, hope, and fight) in

news reports on autism. They found that the most frequently

used challenging cues were personification and hope, but their

percentage of usage significantly decreased from 2003 to 2012.

The most common stigmatizing cue was peril. The use of shame

cues was relatively infrequent, but it increased significantly from

2002 to 2012. Based on the framework of multimodal critical

discourse analysis (CDA), Lin and Ma (2023) explored the visual

images related to autism in People’s Daily (2008–2019). The study

revealed that people with autism are primarily represented as

having a deficit in communication, exhibiting deviations from the

norm, being pathological in nature, and requiring both medical

intervention and familial assistance.

As noted in the Introduction, research on autism is primarily

based on qualitative analyses such as content analysis (Bie and

Tang, 2014; Botha and Cage, 2022; Clarke, 2012; Holton et al.,

2012, 2014; Jones and Harwood, 2009; Lin and Ma, 2023; Tang

and Bie, 2016). For instance, Boyce (2006) used content analysis to

explore the reporting of the autism vaccine controversy by British

newspapers, television, and radio in 2002. In a similar vein, Clarke

(2008) conducted a content analysis of 279 articles from three

U.S. and three U.K. newspapers spanning 1998 to 2006 to assess

the balance in the media portrayal of the purported association

between autism and the MMR vaccine. Additionally, Holton et al.

(2012) used content analysis to investigate global media coverage

of the MMR/autism controversy across a 13-year period. Such

qualitative analyses necessitate the development of a codebook, but

variations in research foci among researchers can lead to disparities

in coding methods, thereby posing the potential risk of subjective

and selective interpretations (Breeze, 2011).

The combination of qualitative and quantitative methods has

recently been used to explore representations of autism. Karaminis

et al. (2023) pioneered the synergistic use of CACDA to investigate

the lexicogrammatical patterns used to report autism and expose

explicit and implicit attitudes toward autism in British newspapers.
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Their study employed collocation analysis, semantic preference

analysis, and discourse prosody analysis to analyze the news

reported by UK newspapers from 2011 to 2020. The results showed

that UK newspapers continued to emphasize the adversities linked

to autism and frequently resorted to negative language. However,

currently, no researchers have utilized the CACDA method to

examine the portrayal of autism in Chinese news media.

2.2 Corpus-assisted critical discourse
analysis

CACDA is a synergistic approach that combines CDA with

corpus linguistics. CDA focuses on the relationships between

language, power, politics, society, and ideology by studying the

discourses (Fairclough, 2001, p. 121–138). The transitivity system

is considered an important analytical tool in CDA. News language

not only conveys information but also influences readers’ values.

Transitivity analysis helps reveal the different positions and

viewpoints of reporters reflected in the underlying meaning of

news language.

Common methods of corpus linguistics used in research

include frequency, keywords, collocation, and concordance

analysis (Paterson and Gregory, 2019). Frequency analysis is

a methodological approach, as it allows researchers to count

the number of occurrences of a specific element. Based on the

frequency, lists of keywords can be generated. Keyness is defined

as the statistically significant increase in the frequency of specific

words or clusters within the corpus being analyzed compared

with another corpus, whether it be a general reference corpus or

a comparable specialized corpus. Its ultimate aim is to highlight

the “aboutness” of a text or a homogeneous corpus, thereby

revealing its core topic and the pivotal elements that constitute its

content. In this study, we use this technique to uncover the specific

focus of Chinese news media on autism. Collocation explores the

relationships between co-occurring words in naturally occurring

language (Baker, 2006). Collocation is invaluable for CDA, as it

not only offers researchers the semantic definition of a word but

also elucidates its implicit aspects within a discourse, providing a

deeper understanding of its contextual usage (Forest, 2007). The

most common statistical tests for measuring collocation are mutual

information (MI), pointwise mutual information (PMI), Z-score,

T-score, and log-likelihood. These quantitative methods are not

only used to provide data support and assist in qualitative analysis;

they also rely on qualitative analysis to interpret the quantitative

data. Concordance analysis stands as a qualitative method that

equips researchers with the capability to comprehensively explore

all instances of a designated search term within a corpus, inclusive

of its immediate co-text. This approach facilitates a contextual

analysis of linguistic features considering the contextual nuances

understood by the analyst and can make inferences from the

surrounding text.

2.3 Research questions

Our study aims to provide new insights through a systematic

investigation of the press representation of autism in China over a

TABLE 1 The number of search terms.

Search word Number of coverages

Autism 444

ASD 34

Autistic 332

Autistic children 354

Total: 1,164

20-year period. By adopting CACDA, we examine all news coverage

in China Daily between 2003 and 2022 to assess how portrayals of

autism have changed over time. The following research questions

are addressed.

1. What is the focus of the coverage of autism in China Daily?

Has it changed?

2. How are individuals with autism portrayed in China Daily?

3. What hidden attitudes are embodied in China Daily?

By quantifying the keywords, we aim to examine the shifting

focus of news coverage, while quantifying the intensity of

collocations allows us to delve into the portrayal of autism.

Qualitatively, we conduct concordance analysis to further explore

representations of autism in this context. Additionally, transitivity

analysis is used to uncover the implicit attitudes of Chinese news

media toward autism.

3 Methodology

3.1 Corpus construction

China Daily, established in 1981, stands as one of the most

influential media outlets in China, with a substantial global reach,

averaging more than one million copies in circulation worldwide

(China Daily, n.d.). Renowned for its role in disseminating

information about China to the world, China Daily’s reports not

only reflect the attitudes of the Chinese government on various

topics but also communicate China’s perspectives and plans to

international audiences.

We used a script in Python (version 3.11) run through the

Integrated Development Environment PyCharm to collect the data.

The search period ran from January 2003 to December 2022. We

searched for the words “autism,” “autistic children,” “ASD,” and

“autistic” to capture all reports related to autism. The script records

the news content and basic information (including news title, date,

and author), organizing them into rows. Detailed data are presented

in Table 1. Following themanual removal of duplicate news articles,

645 articles (555,466 words) remained.

3.2 Corpus-assisted critical discourse
analysis

3.2.1 Keyword analysis
Keyword analysis identifies the focus of the corpus in a complex

way (Baker, 2004). Term frequency-inverse document frequency

(TF-IDF) is a statistical measure that evaluates how relevant a

word is to a document in a collection of documents. It provides
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considerably more information than just the number of times a

word appears in a document. Simply put, TF-IDF calculates how

important a word is for a document in a corpus.TF-IDF includes

two parts: TF means the normalized frequency of the occurrence

of a word in a document and IDF refers to a logarithm of the

total number of documents divided by the number of documents

in which the term appears. The calculation formula is as follows:

TF − IDF =
ni,j

6Kni,k
· log

|D|

Dj + 1
(1)

TF-IDF is proportional to the number of occurrences of a word

in a text. If the TF-IDF value of a word is high, it means that it

occurs many times in the text. We used the Jieba package in Python

to automatically compute the TF-IDF value for each word, ensuring

both efficiency and precision in the process.

3.2.2 Collocation analysis
In this study, we used the corpus software Wordless8.0 (Scott,

2022) to identify the collocations. First, we only chose AUTISM

or AUTISTIC as nodes with the span [L5, R5] to obtain the

collocations. Second, the collocations were filtered using two

criteria: strength and frequency. PMI is one of several cohesion

metrics advanced in corpus linguistics to extract collocations

(Bouma, 2009; Evert, 2008). This measurement was introduced

into lexicography by Church and Hanks (1990). PMI measures

how much the actual probability of a co-occurrence of events

p(ab) differs from what we would expect it to be on the basis

of the probabilities of the individual events and assumption of

independence p(a)p(b). If two words occur more often than one

word would be expected, they receive a higher PMI score. In

short, PMI was used to measure the strength of the cohesion

between words.We selected the nouns and adjectives (PMI>3) that

collocate with AUTISM and AUTISTIC. The calculation formula is

as follows:

PMI(a, b)=log2
p(a, b)

p(a)p(b)
(2)

The second criterion was evaluated by frequency, that is, the

number of occurrences with AUTISM in the corpus.

3.2.3 Concordance analysis
In this study, AntConc 3.3.5 was used to retrieve the

concordance lines of the search words AUTISM and AUTISTIC.

AntConc is a freeware corpus analysis tool for concordance and

text analysis. This tool provides a “key word in context” display,

allowing for a comprehensive analysis of the linguistic context

surrounding search terms. As the search word AUTISM is a noun,

we chose “sort to left, and order by value with the span 3L.” By

contrast, as the search word AUTISTIC is an adjective, we chose

“sort to right and order by value with the span 3R.”

3.2.4 Transitivity analysis
Transitivity is defined as a network of systems that address

outside-world experiences or inner thoughts in the form of

TABLE 2 Types of processes and participants’ roles.

Process types Participants’ roles

Material Actor+ goal

Mental Senser+ phenomenon

Verbal Sayer+ target

Relational Carrier+ attribute

Behavioral Behaver

Existential Existent

FIGURE 1

Autism coverage in China Daily, 2003–2022 (n = 647).

“processes.” It comprises six process types: material, mental,

relational, verbal, existential, and behavioral processes (Halliday,

1967; Halliday and Matthiessen, 2014). Table 2 lists the types of

processes and participants’ roles, as expressed by the transitivity

system. In this study, we examined whether AUTISM and

AUTISTIC co-occurred with verbs expressing particular actions.

4 Results

4.1 Number of reports in each period

To explore changes in the representation of autism in news

media, we divided the 20-year period into four periods, with each

period covering 5 years, considering social and political factors, as

shown in Figure 1.

The first 5 years (2003–2007) were selected as the initial

period, since the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution in

2007 designating April 2 as World Autism Awareness Day. In

China, autism was not officially recognized by the government as

a psychiatric disorder until 2006. In this period, the number of

reports was 46, accounting for only 7.1% of the total.

The 5 years from 2008 to 2012 were the second period.

During this period, the Chinese government formulated its

policy on autism. For example, the Chinese Mental Health

Association established a committee in Beijing in 2009. The Child

Autism Diagnosis, Treatment, and Rehabilitation Guideline was

issued by the Ministry of Health in 2010. The 12th Five-year

Implementation Plan for Mental Disorder Prevention, Treatment,

and Rehabilitation was issued by the China Disabled Persons’

Federation in 2012. We assume that the increase in news coverage
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TABLE 3 Top 10 keywords (2003–2007).

Topic TF-IDF

Children 0.085

China 0.081

People 0.060

Autism 0.051

Parents 0.037

School 0.036

Million 0.036

US 0.032

Study 0.028

during this period was due to institutional settings and government

advocacy, which contributed to the rise in autism reports.

The period from 2013 to 2017 was considered the third phase.

In 2013, the DSM-V altered the definition and meaning of autism.

Autism, Asperger’s, and childhood disintegrative disorder were

combined into ASD. In 2017, the State Council officially approved

August 25 as Disability Prevention Day to raise public awareness

of disability prevention. These two important social and political

events in China and abroad contributed to the increase in relevant

reports on autism, with a total of 230 reports, accounting for 37%.

The period spanning 2018 to 2022 constituted the last phase.

The number of reports showed a downward trend. However, there

was a growing need for news media to inform the public (Chen

et al., 2011; Hua and Yang, 2013) because Chinese families with

autistic members were suffering significant pressure from stigma

and shame (McCabe, 2007, p. 48).

In summary, during the 20 years studied (2003–2022), the

number of stories on autism published each year displayed a clear

upward trend despite a slight decline in the last 5 years. The rising

number of reports intuitively reflects the increasing attention of

Chinese news media on people with autism, possibly driven by the

rise in the number of cases.

4.2 Keyword analysis

The keywords of the four periods were obtained using Python

(see Tables 3–6). We conducted a diachronic analysis of the

keywords. Different keywords reflected different emphases in the

news discourse in these four periods. First, the focus of continuous

attention in the news discourse was on children with autism. It was

evident that the keyword children appeared in all four stages and

was always ranked in the top two. Second, the focus of assistance for

autism expanded from family members and teachers to the social

level. For example, the keywords parents and school only appeared

in the first two periods (see Tables 3, 4), whereas government,

public, and social appeared in the third and fourth periods (see

Tables 5, 6), indicating that the public progressively paid attention

to people with autism from 2013 to 2022.

TABLE 4 Top 10 keywords (2008–2012).

Topic TF-IDF

Children 0.130

China 0.076

Autism 0.065

People 0.052

Autistic 0.051

Parents 0.033

Chinese 0.030

School 0.028

Help 0.028

TABLE 5 Top 10 keywords (2013–2017).

Topic TF-IDF

China 0.114

Children 0.092

People 0.080

Autism 0.057

Autistic 0.049

Million 0.043

Chinese 0.041

Government 0.030

Photo 0.028

Public 0.028

TABLE 6 Top 10 keywords (2018–2022).

Topic TF-IDF

China 0.092

Children 0.090

Said 0.810

People 0.067

More 0.065

Autism 0.044

Year 0.035

Students 0.034

Social 0.033

Autistic 0.032

4.3 Collocation analysis

4.3.1 Period one (2003–2007)
In terms of collocations with AUTISM (Table 7), owing to the

spread of the SARS (PMI = 6.58) virus in China, public focus

on autism was relatively low. The collocation of “education” with
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TABLE 7 The top 10 collocations with autism (2003–2007).

Collocations PMI

Institute 8.58

Society 7.58

Spokeswomen 7.58

Corporate 7.58

Developmental 7.26

German 7.26

SAS 6.58

Host 6.58

Education 6.25

Common 5.59

TABLE 8 The top 10 collocations with autistic (2003–2007).

Collocations PMI

Training 10.01

Children 9.43

Shortage 9.43

Center 9.01

Paralysis 7.26

Disappointments 6.12

Friend 6.12

Lifelong 6.12

Neuron 6.12

Families 4.16

AUTISM had a PMI value of 6.25. This indicates that the news paid

attention to the education of people with autism during this period.

In terms of collocations with AUTISTIC, “training” had the

highest PMI value (10.01), followed by “children” (PMI=9.43).

These two collocations indicate that the news paid attention to

training for children with autism, especially for family members

[see example (1)]. This could explain why the PMI value of

“families” with autistic scores was 4.16 (Table 8). Overall, the

collocations with both AUTISM and AUTISTIC show that public

awareness of autism was low in the initial period and that the

autistic population received little attention from society.

Example:

(1) “The three-month training is just a small battle those

families have won over autism. They will return home to fight

with the old feeling of sorrow and overcome future difficulties

without professional assistance.” The filmmakers say they hoped

a platform could be created that would allow autistic families to

receive the lifelong financial and scientific support their children

need (June 27, 2007).

4.3.2 Period two (2008–2012)
The highest intensity collocations with AUTISM were

“awareness” (PMI = 7.66) and “collaboration” (PMI = 7.66)

TABLE 9 The top 10 collocations with autism (2008–2012).

Collocations PMI

Awareness 7.67

Collaboration 7.67

Severity 7.67

Society 7.10

Asthma 7.10

Day 6.24

Neural 6.18

World 5.67

Rehabilitation 5.27

Spectrum 4.81

TABLE 10 The top 10 collocations with autistic (2008–2012).

Collocations PMI

Patient 8.84

Violent 8.84

Ridiculous 7.84

Provincial 7.52

Trouble 7.26

Training 7.16

Rehabilitation 7.15

Lesson 6.67

Hospital 5.94

Children 5.71

(Table 9). Example (2) shows the increase in public awareness

of autism and shifts in misunderstandings about people with

autism. Example (3) shows that the United States began to focus on

regional and international medical collaborations to treat autism.

The collocations “World” (PMI = 5.67) and “day” (PMI = 6.24)

had high values, which may be due to the influence of World

Autism Awareness Day. The word “rehabilitation” had a PMI value

of 5.27, which suggests that the need for healthcare resources,

especially for rehabilitation treatment resources and conditions for

people with autism, was urgent in this period [see example (4)].

Most collocations with autistic (Table 10) were associated with

stigma, such as “patient” (PMI = 8.84), “violent” (PMI = 8.84),

and “ridiculous” (PMI = 7.84). The representation of people with

autism was more negative than in the first phase and the stigma

persisted. Hence, the persistence of stereotypical beliefs about

autism among the public remained evident despite the awareness

campaigns on World Autism Awareness Day.

Examples:

(2) By bringing autism awareness to a global level, we will give

a voice to the millions of children who are misunderstood, abused,

and looking for help (April 7, 2008).

(3) The statement came as Ban addressed a United

Nations panel discussion aimed at strengthening regional
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TABLE 11 The top 10 collocations with autism (2013–2017).

Collocations PMI

Awareness 7.82

Clinic 7.82

Spectrum 7.50

Disorder 7.37

Day 7.02

Neural 6.99

World 6.88

Palsy 5.33

Charity 5.31

Cerebral 4.80

and international collaboration to help treat the developmental

disorder (April 7, 2011).

(4) The China Disabled Persons’ Federation says more than

6,000 disabled survivors badly need medical treatment, surgery,

rehabilitation, and artificial limbs (November 27, 2008).

4.3.3 Period three (2013–2017)
“Awareness” and “clinical” had the highest collocations with

AUTISM (Table 11), both with a PMI value of 7.82. Example (5)

suggests that clinicians began to explore the etiology of autism.

From the perspective of clinical medicine, news reports were not

only publicizing the latest research findings but also objectively

popularizing autism to the public. In addition, the collocations

of “charity” (PMI = 5.31) highlighted news reports’ humanistic

concern for the autistic population.

Table 12 illustrates the collocations of family roles and age

groups with AUTISTIC. Among the family roles, the most

prominent was “mother” (PMI= 9.05). Among the age groups,

the word ‘youth’ had the highest PMI (8.05). Moreover, some

collocations (e.g., offering, training, and help) indicate that the

autistic population was gradually receiving more attention. In this

phase, public awareness increased steadily and the image of the

autism population tended to center on younger people.

Example:

(5) “This study offers the promise of a major new tool for

understanding the causes of major developmental disorders of the

brain... as well as testing possible treatments,” said Paul Matthews, a

professor of clinical neuroscience at Imperial College London, who

was not involved in the research but was impressed with its results

(August 29, 2013).

4.3.4 Period four (2018–2022)
In terms of collocation with AUTISM (Table 13), the PMI

of rehabilitation (6.11) with AUTISM was higher than that in

the second phase. Simultaneously, the collocation “institutes”

(PMI=6.28) occurred, which meant that more medical resources

and better rehabilitation conditions could be provided for patients

with autism (see Example 6).

TABLE 12 The top 10 collocations with AUTISTIC (2013–2017).

Collocations PMI

Offerings 9.05

Artistic 9.05

Kindness 9.05

Mother 9.05

Youths 8.05

Teen 6.88

Cater 6.65

Children 5.50

Trainings 5.10

Help 2.94

TABLE 13 The top 10 collocations with autism (2018–2022).

Collocations PMI

Awareness 8.82

Awful 8.64

Competitiveness 8.06

Neurodevelopment 7.99

Day 7.74

World 7.63

Baby 7.18

Institute 6.28

Rehabilitation 6.11

Children 2.63

TABLE 14 The top 10 collocations with autistic (2018–2022).

Collocations PMI

Insane 10.69

Paranoid 10.69

Psychotic 10.69

Trainings 10.69

Youth 7.23

Artistic 7.05

Awareness 6.40

Guidance 6.40

Children 5.45

Inclusion 5.34

During this period, the collocations with AUTISTIC were

mainly related to disability and medical terms such as insane (PMI

= 10.69), paranoid (PMI = 10.69) and psychotic (PMI = 10.69)

(Table 14). At the same time, the news was paying more attention

to training people with autism (PMI=10.69).
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Although the descriptions of autistic individuals in the news

still had a negative connotation to some extent, the PMI value of

the word “inclusion” was as high as 5.34, which strongly indicates

that the reports gradually show an inclusive attitude toward autistic

individuals. At the same time, this stage coincided with the

COVID-19 pandemic, which had a profound impact on young

children. Many of these children experienced the predicament of

social isolation.

Specifically, the long-term lockdowns, strict restrictions on

peer interaction, and mandatory mask-wearing measures caused

by COVID-19 may constitute barriers to children’s learning of

facial expressions and understanding of nonverbal cues, which may

further exacerbate the symptoms of autistic children. The frequent

appearance of the word “inclusion” in autism-related reports is

a manifestation of the media’s deepening understanding of the

additional challenges that autistic children may face during the

pandemic and their social integration needs. It further confirms

that the media is gradually shifting toward a more comprehensive,

inclusive, and caring perspective when reporting on autism-

related issues.

Example:

(6) The German couple, who are known by their Chinese

names of Du Xuehui and Wu Zhengrong, had just completed a

two-year Chinese language course when they came to visit the

Hunan Disabled Persons’ Federation to learn about a charitable

program funded by a German organization helping the province’s

deaf children with speech rehabilitation training (June 8, 2021).

4.4 Concordance analysis

4.4.1 Period one (2003–2007)
In the concordance lines of AUTISM (Figure 2), the results

show that there was still little understanding of autism, which led to

a poor system of both education and social welfare for people with

autism, as shown in example (7). The fifth concordance line shows

that one in every 175 children in the United States had autism. The

growing prevalence of autism and scarce social assistance created

a dramatic effect, thus affecting the representations of the autistic

population as well as creating anxiety for their families. Therefore,

parents of children with autism had to label their children as autistic

to obtain additional educational resources [see example (8)].

Most concordance lines of AUTISTIC (Figure 3) were related to

age, such as boy, child, and children. This suggests that news media

exhibited biases in terms of age and sex. Overall, in this phase, news

media created conflicting effects by highlighting the public’s low

awareness of autism, in addition to the high prevalence of autism

and scarcity of resources.

Example:

(7) “I believe the educational system and even society as a whole

don’t know much about autism, which leads to insecure social

welfare for those children with special needs,” said Jiang Limin, who

opened Xingyu (October 18, 2006).

(8) “Sometimes, if a child has problems that seem like autism,

parents will push for an autism label to get additional educational

services,” he said (February 9, 2007).

4.4.2 Period two (2008–2012)
As shown in Figure 4, the concordance lines of AUTISM

reveal that the public’s understanding of autism was still relatively

poor. In example (9), the public simply thought that autism was

only a medical problem, but the news pointed out that it is

also an educational problem. In terms of social assistance, China

took action at this stage. Example (10) highlights that social

organizations for autism appeared in China, although their number

remained relatively small.

Examining the concordance lines of AUTISTIC (Figure 5), we

find that news media began to pay attention to adults with autism.

Example (11) shows that adults with autism also needed help to

allow them to be better integrated into social production. While

public awareness of autism was still lower in these 5 years than

in the previous period, assistance for the autistic population had

increased significantly. Meanwhile, news media focused not only

on children with autism but also on adults with autism.

Example:

(9) “When people talk about autism, they simply treat it as

a medical issue, but how to take care [of] the autistic children is

actually an education issue,” Sun told METRO (July 2, 2010).

(10) “China has only about 400 autism service organization[s],

amongwhich small, private ones account formore than 70 percent,”

Wen said (March 30, 2012).

(11) She is convinced that given the right support, some autistic

adults could be integrated into the workforce and live independent

lives (April 28, 2012).

4.4.3 Period three (2013–2017)
As shown in the concordance lines with AUTISM (Figure 6),

although some parents were still relatively unfamiliar with this

population between 2013 and 2017, there was a notable increase

in global awareness and attention to autism. Example (12) clearly

shows a significant rise in public awareness, as evidenced by the

fact that students with disabilities can now attend public schools.

Figure 7 shows that AUTISTIC often co-occurred with

developmental impairment because ASD was often defined

as a developmental disorder caused by brain differences. A

gap still existed between China’s social assistance and that

provided internationally. As shown in example (13), international

organizations were already focusing on adults with autism and

providing one-on-one rehabilitation. During this period, China

Daily continued to focus on public awareness and social assistance.

There was a significant increase in public awareness compared with

in the previous decade and international assistance for adults with

autism emerged.

Examples:

(12) Since 2013, students with disabilities can no longer be

rejected by public schools. “The general level of awareness about

autism has risen a lot” (July 22, 2016).

(13) This year, the NGO began working with some

international organizations to provide professional one-to-

one therapy for autistic adults. Zou Wen, another co-founder of

Kangnazhou, has a 16-year-old son with autism, Kang Changzhou

(November 7, 2013).
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FIGURE 2

Concordance lines with autism (2003–2007).

FIGURE 3

Concordance lines with autistic (2003–2007).

FIGURE 4

Concordance lines with autism (2008–2012).
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FIGURE 5

Concordance lines with autistic (2008–2012).

FIGURE 6

Concordance lines with autism (2013–2017).

4.4.4 Period four (2018–2022)
As shown in Figure 8, most of the concordance lines with

AUTISM reflect a significant increase in public awareness of people

with autism, such as more awareness about, raise awareness about,

and spread awareness about. The concordance line of example (14)

shows that only raising public awareness can break the stigma

of autism.

The concordance lines with AUTISTIC (Figure 9) show that

organizations started to mention training courses for people with

autism, which aimed to enable the autistic population to acquire

basic life skills. As shown in example (15), one organization used

LED lights to display the work of children with autism to both raise

public awareness of autism and encourage such children to acquire

certain life skills.

Examples:

(14) “I wanted to create opportunities for the team to be seen

by more people, and in this way, to increase public awareness and

conversations about autism, and help to break down stigmas,” Li

adds (September 28, 2022).

(15) An LED light show and 48 works of art by autistic children

were presented in the evening on the exterior of Tianjin Tower to

raise public awareness (April 2, 2021).

4.5 Transitivity analysis

In collocation analysis, while nouns and adjectives are typically

emphasized, verbs play a critical role in expressing the relation

between participants, the attitudes of participants, and the act of

the situations. In the transitivity analysis, we first selected the verb

(PMI >3). Each verb was then retrieved in the text to determine

whether autismwas the subject or object. The initial corpus analysis

revealed 11 statistically significant verbs whose lemma forms of

AUTISM and AUTISTIC appeared either as subjects (AUTISMwas

diagnosed) or as objects (vaccines cause AUTISM). Table 15 shows

that AUTISM appeared as an object seven times more frequently

than as a subject in news discourses. When AUTISMwas used as an

object, it often appeared in passive sentences [see example (16)]. By
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FIGURE 7

Concordance lines with autistic (2013–2017).

FIGURE 8

Concordance lines with autism (2018–2022).

contrast, when AUTISM was used as a subject, news media focused

on basic information about autism such as the age of onset and sex

[see example (17)].

For the process types, the behavior process type was identified

as the most frequently deployed (Table 16). In the behavior process,

the verbs involved were suffer, diagnose, and raise. Behavior is often

specific to an autistic person or a group of autistic people. The

material process ranked second. The process included three verbs,

namely, link, associate, and depend. Moreover, the findings show

that mental processes were the least frequent process type. Finally,

there was only one verb—affect—in this process type.

Examples:

(16) Higashida was just 5 years old when he was diagnosed

with severe autism. Autism is a spectrum of neuro-developmental

disorders that manifests itself in difficulties communicating

(March 11, 2015).

(17) The specific report was as follows: Autism and related

disorders continue to be diagnosed farmore often in boys than girls,

and in white people than black people or Hispanics (April 2, 2014).

5 Discussion and conclusions

This study used a mixed method (i.e., CACDA) to examine the

focus of news media and representation of the autistic population

in China Daily from 2003 to 2022. The number of reports on

autism has risen consistently over the past two decades, potentially

contributing to greater public awareness of ASD. To facilitate a

comprehensive analysis, we divided the 20-year period into four

distinct periods to examine changes in representations of autism

and shifts in the focus of media coverage in China.

Regarding the first research question, our analysis reveals two

key findings. First, the keyword analysis demonstrates that children
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FIGURE 9

Concordance lines with autistic (2018–2022).

TABLE 15 The frequency of each verb in each period.

Corpus
verb

Autism as object Autism as subject

2003–2007:

Suffer 2

Diagnosed 4 6

2008–2012:

Depend 4

Cause 5

Suffer 7 8

Diagnosed 38 2

2013–2017:

Link 1

Affected 6

Raise 34

Diagnosed 71 10

2018–2022:

Designate 3 6

Link 4

Cause 5

Associate 11

Diagnose 42 1

Total: 237 33

with autism have consistently been the primary focus of news

discourse. This finding aligns with those of Huws and Jones (2011)

and Wilkinson and McGill (2009), who both observed that media

representation disproportionately centers on children with autism.

Wilkinson and McGill (2009) noted that the word “children”

appeared 46 times in The Guardian, while words related to adults

TABLE 16 Distribution of process types in the news discourses.

Process
types

Frequencies Percentage Example

Mental 6 2.2% 70 million people

affected by

Material 20 7.4% They are linked to

autism

Behavior 244 90.4% They suffer from

autism

Total: 270 100%

(e.g., “male,” “adult”) appeared only three times. Similarly, Huws

and Jones (2011) found that British newspapers disproportionately

focus on children. This overrepresentation of children with

autism in news media is not merely a reflection of societal

concern but also reveals underlying ideological structures within

public discourse. The focus on children reinforces narratives of

vulnerability and dependence, perpetuating the idea that autism is

primarily a childhood issue, thereby marginalizing the experiences

of autistic adults. This selective framing strengthens societal power

dynamics, where children are viewed as in need of protection

and intervention, while autistic adults are rendered invisible or

irrelevant in the discourse. Second, the keyword analysis also

indicates a shift in the focus of news coverage regarding assistance

for individuals with autism—from family members and schools to

society and government. In the first decade of the study period,

parents and schools were cited more frequently than society

and government in news coverage. This finding concurs with

Bie and Tang (2014), who showed that in Chinese newspapers

between 2003 and 2012, family members were the most cited

source of support, reinforcing an ideology that framed autism

as a private family matter rather than a public or medical issue.

This narrative reflects and reinforces societal power structures

by placing the responsibility of care and support primarily on
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the family, absolving broader societal and governmental systems

from accountability.

However, the keyword and concordance analyses reveal that

in the second decade of the study, news coverage began to

shift, increasingly focusing on aid provided by international

organizations and government bodies. This evolution reflects a

changing discourse where autism is no longer seen solely as

a familial concern but as a societal and global issue requiring

institutional and governmental intervention. The inclusion of

international organizations and government officials in autism

coverage signals a rebalancing of power, where state and global

institutions are now acknowledged as key stakeholders in providing

support for individuals with autism. This shift is consistent with

previous findings from McKeever (2013), who found that scientific

experts and government officials were cited more frequently than

family members in The New York Times and The Washington

Post’s coverage of autism. Similarly, Kang (2013) concluded that

doctors were more frequently cited than family members in U.S.

television news stories about autism. These shifts in discourse

reflect broader ideological changes regarding the role of the state

and society in addressing autism. News media play a crucial role

in constructing and disseminating these ideologies, influencing

how the public understands the division of responsibility between

families and governments.While family members remain central to

the narrative, the growing emphasis on societal and governmental

responsibility highlights the evolving recognition that the issue

of autism extends beyond the private sphere and into public,

institutional domains. In summary, multiple voices should be

included in news reports, recognizing the importance of both

family members and government institutions in addressing autism.

It is not only families who bear the responsibility for supporting

children with autism, but also society and governments, which

must offer adequate resources and interventions. Institutional

power has begun to take a more prominent role, as evidenced by

the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), which underscores

the responsibility of all pediatric healthcare professionals to engage

in early identification of developmental disorders as part of

primary care. Additionally, China’s 2022 “Service Standards for

Autism Screening, Diagnosis, and Intervention and Rehabilitation

for Children from 0 to 6 Years Old” issued by the National

Health Commission requires all levels of health administration

departments to actively promote and ensure the provision of autism

services. These institutional guidelines further reflect the shift in

discourse, from autism being a family issue to one that involves

public health infrastructure and governmental responsibility,

reinforcing the need for systemic support.

Regarding the second research question, our analysis reveals

persistent negative stereotypes surrounding autism throughout

the study period. The collocation analysis shows that the word

“AUTISM” frequently co-occurred with negative adjectives such as

“psychotic”, “violent”, and “paranoid”. This discursive association

between autism and other disorders shapes public perceptions by

pathologizing autism and reinforcing harmful narratives (Baker,

2006, p. 70). Similar findings were noted in Tang and Bie

(2016) study, where approximately 9% of articles described people

with autism as “introverted” or “unsocial”. Lin and Ma (2023)

further observed that individuals with ASD were portrayed as

having a communication deficit, deviating from social norms, and

being pathologically different. It is important to note that the

challenges inherent in autism spectrum disorder (ASD) stem from

its multifactorial etiopathogenesis, involving complex genetic and

environmental interactions (Rutter, 2005; Hallmayer et al., 2011).

These factors contribute to the wide heterogeneity in symptoms

and experiences among individuals with ASD, making it difficult

for the public to fully understand the condition. Compounding

this is the stigma associated with mental health disorders, which

often results in individuals with ASD being perceived through

a lens of deviance or inadequacy (Broady et al., 2017). This

lack of understanding, combined with societal misperceptions,

reinforces negative stereotypes and oversimplifies the realities of

living with autism. These discursive patterns highlight the powerful

role of media in constructing ideologies that stigmatize autism.

By drawing connections between autism and mental disorders in

such an unscientific and sensationalist manner, news reports serve

to perpetuate existing power imbalances. These representations

reduce individuals with autism to stereotypes, reinforcing an

ideological framework that views them as socially deviant and

in need of “fixing” or “containment.” Such portrayals not only

deepen the public’s misunderstanding but also exacerbate the

marginalization of individuals with autism, shaping how they are

treated both socially and institutionally. The continued use of

such language sustains a discourse of deficiency and deviance,

undermining the potential for more empowering representations

of autism in the media.

To counter these deeply entrenched stereotypes, the media

must adopt a more nuanced and objective approach in its

coverage of autism. First, news outlets should offer comprehensive

coverage of the causes, diverse symptoms, and available treatment

options, which can enhance public awareness and reduce the

stigma associated with autism. Currently, media reports rarely

explore the complexities of autism diagnosis or the varying

levels of severity (Levels 1, 2, or 3), leaving the public with an

incomplete understanding of the condition. Greater emphasis on

these distinctions would allow audiences to gain a more accurate

picture of autism’ s diversity, thereby dismantling the narrow

and reductionist views often promoted in mainstream discourse.

Furthermore, it is crucial for the media to adhere to principles of

both humanism and scientific rigor, moving away from traditional

medicalized discourses that pathologize disability. Instead, autism

should be portrayed with respect and empathy, emphasizing the

individuality and humanity of those affected (Brownlow, 2010;

Cooper et al., 2017; Davidson, 2008). By challenging the dominant

ideology that positions individuals with autism as fundamentally

“other” or inferior, the media can play an active role in reshaping

public discourse and power dynamics, presenting autism as a

neurological difference rather than a deficit.

Additionally, the issue of social isolation among individuals

with autism remains a central concern for multiple stakeholder

groups, including autism advocates, caregivers, and service

providers (Heinrich and Gullone, 2006). According to the Institute

of Medicine’s definition, autism at the individual level often

manifests in a lack of social interaction, contact, and relationships

with family, friends, neighbors, and the broader community

(Peplau et al., 1982). Social interaction is a fundamental human
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need, and its absence can lead to isolation and loneliness,

particularly for children with autism, where early experiences of

social exclusion can have profound effects on their development,

learning abilities, and mental and physical health. In this context,

media discourse wields significant power in shaping public

attitudes toward autism. Positive and realistic portrayals of

individuals with autism can mitigate social isolation by fostering

greater understanding and inclusion. The media has the capacity–

and responsibility–to reshape societal ideologies surrounding

autism, offering narratives that promote connection rather than

division. By highlighting the strengths, capabilities, and diverse

experiences of the autism community, news coverage can help

dismantle harmful stereotypes and encourage a more inclusive,

supportive social, educational, and professional environment. In

doing so, the media can shift the balance of power, providing a

voice to those who have long been marginalized and contributing

to the creation of a society that values and supports all individuals,

regardless of neurological difference.

The second key finding in the representation of autism over

time is the persistent male dominance in media coverage. In the

first phase of the analysis, the frequent appearance of “boy” in

the concordance lines of “AUTISTIC” suggests that news media

consistently focused more on males with autism. This gender bias

was observed in both Chinese and British media. Karaminis et al.

(2023) found that “son” was the most frequent collocate, with

boys mentioned twice as often as girls. This pattern aligns with

epidemiological data, as studies (Maenner et al., 2023; Loomes

et al., 2017) have shown that males are significantly more likely

to be diagnosed with autism than females. However, despite this

statistical basis, media’s emphasis on male experiences reflects a

broader discourse of gendered power, where males are portrayed

as the primary subjects of autism, marginalizing the experiences of

females and reinforcing the notion that autism is predominantly

a “male” condition. This gendered representation in media not

onlymirrors epidemiological data but also shapes public perception

in ways that reinforce patriarchal ideologies. By prioritizing male

narratives, media discourse perpetuates the invisibility of females

with autism, who are already underdiagnosed due to differing

symptomatology. This selective focus reinforces societal power

structures, where males are positioned as the default subjects of

medical and public discourse, while females are sidelined. The use

of epidemiological data to justify this imbalance allows media to

maintain existing gender hierarchies, shaping public understanding

and influencing broader decisions in policy and healthcare that

often overlook the unique challenges faced by females with autism.

For more equitable representation, media must engage in more

inclusive reporting that reflects the experiences of all individuals

with autism, challenging these dominant ideological frameworks.

Third, we find that news media coverage of autism leans toward

a more balanced representation across age groups, including

both children and adults, in contrast to Karaminis et al. (2023),

whose collocation analysis revealed that age/sex and family roles

primarily focused on children. In our study, the collocations

of “AUTISM” referring to children (e.g., child, pupil, boys)

appeared 8.6 times more frequently than collocations referring to

adults. This significant disparity not only highlights the media’s

disproportionate focus on the child population but also reflects

broader societal ideologies that prioritize children’s issues. The

overrepresentation of children in autism coverage is rooted in a

discourse that frames childhood as a period of vulnerability, thus

deserving more attention and intervention. This emphasis reflects

societal power structures that privilege the needs of children,

aligning with cultural expectations that position children as the

primary recipients of care and support. However, this focus

on children also perpetuates an imbalance in public discourse,

marginalizing adults with autism and reinforcing the ideological

assumption that autism is predominantly a childhood condition.

The comparatively lower prevalence of autism in adults is often

explained through the lens of early intervention, particularly during

the neuroplastic stage of 2–3 years (Zwaigenbaum et al., 2015).

Early interventions during this critical period are frequently framed

as preventive measures that influence developmental trajectories,

potentially reducing future cases in adulthood. While this narrative

emphasizes the importance of early intervention, it also risks

devaluing the ongoing needs of adults with autism, contributing to

their invisibility in media discourse. To challenge this imbalance,

we advocate for a more inclusive media approach that highlights

not only the benefits of early intervention but also the unique

challenges and needs of the adult autism population. Balanced

reporting is essential for fostering an inclusive support system that

serves individuals with autism across all stages of life, thereby

challenging the dominant ideologies that limit autism to childhood.

Regarding the third research question, this study uncovers the

presence of negative attitudes in the Chinese press toward autism.

The transitivity analysis reveals that “autism” was more frequently

used as an object rather than a subject, indicating a discursive

tendency to position individuals with autism as passive recipients

of actions, rather than agents with autonomy. This linguistic

choice reflects broader power dynamics and ideological structures

that contribute to the marginalization of people with autism. By

consistently objectifying autism, the media reinforces a narrative

of dependency, framing individuals with autism as subjects of

external control, intervention, or management rather than active

participants in society. Moreover, the analysis shows that news

media overwhelmingly focused on behavioral cues (90.4%) rather

than mental deficit cues (2.2%) over time. Halliday (1967) posits

that behavioral processes represent the external manifestations

of inner experiences, linking actions to conscious processes

and physiological states. However, certain behavioral verbs carry

negative semantic prosody, subtly contributing to stigmatization.

For example, phrases such as “mentally” impaired children and

those who suffer from autism and cerebral paralysis use behavioral

verbs that imply a sense of burden or affliction, reinforcing harmful

stereotypes. Such language constructs a narrative of autism as a

condition that needs to be “fixed” or “managed,” thus perpetuating

the power imbalance between neurotypical and neurodivergent

individuals. Despite these problematic representations, further

analysis reveals attempts by the media to promote positive actions

taken by the government and society. Reports highlighting events

like World Autism Awareness Day on April 2 demonstrate

growing efforts to increase awareness and foster governmental and

charitable engagement with autism issues. However, these efforts,

while commendable, risk being overshadowed by the dominant

narrative of autism as a deficit or problem to be solved. To
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challenge these entrenched discourses, we advocate for the press

to adopt a more balanced and nuanced approach in its coverage

of autism. As a powerful disseminator of scientific and social

information, the media holds the ideological power to either

reinforce or dismantle discriminatory narratives. By collaborating

with self-advocacy groups like the neurodiversity movement, media

outlets can shift the discourse toward one that recognizes and

respects the autonomy and humanity of individuals with autism.

Promoting the development of a “positive autism identity” (Cooper

et al., 2017) within media representations can foster greater

societal acceptance and understanding, ultimately challenging the

ideological structures that marginalize people with autism.

To summarize, our study demonstrates that using CACDA

allows researchers to compare news over time, thus offering insights

into changing discourses. CACDA can also reduce bias and uncover

the implicit attitudes of news media toward autism by analyzing

patterns of words and discourses. Our research should thus

complement the findings of earlier studies in China and offer fresh

insights into the nature of these implicit attitudes. Furthermore, we

expect this study’s findings to make the Chinese public more aware

of autism and hence more impartial toward people with autism.

This study has some limitations. First, the representativeness

of our sample is limited, as we focused solely on China Daily.

While this periodical is a prominent national newspaper in China

that provides valuable insights into shifts in portrayals of autism

and media focus over the past two decades, it cannot describe

the entirety of the press representation of autism in China.

Future studies could expand the corpus sources to collect more

Chinese reports on autism and better present the image of autism.

Moreover, conducting cross-cultural studies by collecting autism-

related reports from different countries could illuminate variations

in attitudes toward autism globally. Second, our study exclusively

examined print media, overlooking the significance of digital media

platforms. It would also be interesting to explore the representation

of people with autism in digital media such as movies and TV,

which might also leave a strong impact on the public. In this

way, the image of autism could become more accurate, complex,

and diverse.
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