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CHAPTER 1

Multilingual Media Consumption by the Chinese 
People in France during the Covid-19 Pandemic

Francesco Madrisotti and Simeng Wang

Abstract

This chapter examines the differences within the Chinese diaspora in France, in terms 
of access to and consumption of different media sources (French and Chinese tele-
vision, French and Chinese press, Western and Chinese social networks, etc.) in the 
Covid-19 era. In particular, authors focus on two main aspects of media consumption: 
media exposure in terms of the variety of media sources to which individuals have 
access and the polarization of media consumption between French and Chinese infor-
mation sources. Subsequently, authors examine the effect of polarization of media 
consumption on media exposure. Because the Chinese population in France is very 
heterogeneous, authors study the divergence in media consumption across different 
groups defined by their migration trajectory (descendants, nonnaturalized migrants, 
and naturalized migrants), and the differential impacts of the pandemic on media 
consumption practices by these three groups in terms of the time spent on obtain-
ing information and satisfaction with information on the pandemic. The descendants 
tend to have a preference for consuming French sources of information, and first- 
generation migrants, in particular those with a bachelor’s degree or higher, tend to 
consume a larger variety of media, constantly comparing French and Chinese sources. 
During the pandemic, they have greatly increased their media consumption and are 
more satisfied than the descendants with information on Covid-19. Authors also show 
the link between media consumption and risk perception: migrants whose media 
consumption tends toward French information are less likely to use protective mea-
sures, because the social representations of Covid-19 in France portray it as not very 
 dangerous. By contrast, the descendants, who also consume information from  Chinese 
sources in addition to many different French sources, have a stronger tendency to use 
protective measures. Furthermore, they feel the need to put the information from 
French media sources into perspective with news from Chinese media sources.
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1 Introduction

Ever since January 2020, when Covid-19 first emerged in China, its threats to 
health and social life, and the individual and collective measures to contain it, 
have dominated the media at the national and global level. The relationship 
between the media and the pandemic can be approached from multiple per-
spectives (Price and Harbisher, 2022). The first consists of studying discussion 
of the pandemic on mainstream media and social networks. Yu et al. (2021) 
studied 10,132 online comments related to Covid-19 on the TripAdvisor plat-
form from January 1 to February 29, 2020. They show that the rapid and unpre-
dictable spread of the disease drove a dynamic change in communication on 
social media regarding risk perception and the intensity of communication 
experienced by those who commented. Wicke and Bolognesi (2020) analyze 
concepts and discussions on Twitter regarding Covid-19 in March and April 
2020 and the use of war-related terminology in framing the discourse on spe-
cific topics, such as the treatment of those who fell ill with the disease. Balech 
et al. (2021) construct a “microhistory” of reactions to the Covid-19 pandemic 
by French users on Twitter between February and May 2020, finding that masks 
emerged as a central topic of discourse and controversy in France.

The second perspective concerns the relationship between media con-
sumption and mental health. On the one hand, researchers emphasize the role 
of crisis-related media exposure in amplifying the public health  consequences 
of Covid-19 (Garfin et al., 2020). Following this approach, scholars examine 
the relationship between Covid-19–related media and a deterioration in men-
tal health. Schmidt et al. (2021) describe a feedback loop in which consum-
ing crisis-related media and worrying have a reciprocal impact over time, as 
each feeds the other and might amplify the adverse effects of the crisis and 
other similar crises on mental and physical health. First et al. (2021) show that 
Covid-19 coverage in the media (traditional and social) and interpersonal com-
munication have a direct effect on stress and an indirect effect on stress and 
depression. In a study of over 1,118 Chinese in 30 provinces in mainland China, 
Liu and Liu (2020) show that four types of media (official media, commer-
cial media, social media, and overseas media) have negative effects on their 
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audiences to different degrees. Based on a cross-sectional telephone survey 
conducted in Hong Kong between May and August 2020, Wong et al. (2021) 
find that, among 3,421 adults age sixty and older, the use of social media to 
obtain information related to Covid-19 is associated with more symptoms of 
anxiety and lower social trust in information but has no significant relation-
ship to Covid-safe behavior. Along the same lines, by reversing the relationship 
and focusing on Chinese college students from March 24 to April 1, 2020, Zhao 
and Zhou (2021) show that Covid-19 stress is positively related to a tendency 
toward addictive use of social media. People who experience more Covid-19–
related stress are at increased risk of addictive use of social media, which in 
turn may be fostered by active use and experience.

Moreover, studies have shown that the media coverage of the pandemic, par-
ticularly in the first few months, which discussed the disease with a racial lens 
and reported multiple racist incidents related to Covid-19 that were directed at 
Asians, may have presented a significant risk to the mental health of people of 
Asian origin. In fact, many people of Asian origin started to realize that they 
could be accused of spreading the disease and that, for this reason, they could 
become stigmatized and targets of racism (Wu et al., 2021). Similarly, using 
a cross-sectional study of 430 US adults completed in May 2020, Tsai, Phua, 
Pan, and Yang (2020) investigate the relationship among news consumption, 
trust, intergroup contact, and prejudicial attitudes toward Asians and Asian 
Americans in the United States during the Covid-19 pandemic. They show that, 
among other factors, traditional news exposure, and trust in social media were 
positive predictors of prejudice against Asians and Asian Americans. Tsai et al. 
also state that the Asian population’s experience with racial prejudice during 
a challenging pandemic might have caused poor psychological outcomes and 
exacerbated health disparities.

Emerging research also examines how media coverage of disease (in 
 particular, Covid-19) and media consumption might influence people’s health 
behavior and their compliance with preventive measures. In a study  carried 
out in the United States, Nazione, Perrault, and Pace (2021) analyze the 
 relationship between mediated and interpersonal information consumption, 
risk perception, perceptions of general efficacy, and preventive behaviors spe-
cific to Covid-19.1 Nazione et al. show that the time spent consuming news, 
social media, and health website information is not related to risk perception, 
whereas perceived risk and perceived general efficacy are positively associated 
with preventive behavior.

1 Efficacy is defined as the belief that someone can perform the suggested behavior to combat 
the risk and as the belief that the suggested behavior will effectively combat the risk.
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Focusing on the opportunities for health education using digital media, 
Liu (2020) tests the links between four types of digital media consumption 
(social media, mobile social networking apps, online news media, and social 
livestreaming services) and preventive behavior against infection with Covid-
19. Liu states that digital media consumption is related to preventive behavior 
through stress. Based on an online survey with 511 respondents, Liu finds that, 
by seeking Covid-19 information through these four types of digital media, 
people are encouraged to engage in preventive behavior either directly or indi-
rectly. Notably, doing so on mobile social networking apps, social livestream-
ing services, and online news media is directly related to preventive behavior 
whereas using social media might elicit intense anxiety and, in turn, increase 
preventive behaviors.

Using data from a representative sample of people in the US, Jiang et al. 
(2020) analyze the relationship between attention to news media and 
social-distancing behavior and three potential mediators in this relationship: 
(1) perceived effectiveness of social distancing, (2) perceived susceptibility to 
Covid-19 infection, and (3) perceived negative consequences of infection. Jiang 
et al. find that attention to news media is positively related to social- distancing 
behavior during this period and is mediated by the perceived effectiveness of 
social distancing. Conversely, media trust negatively moderates the impact 
of news attention on the perceived effectiveness of social distancing, with a 
more pronounced effect on those who have lower trust in media. Overall, the 
study finds that, when they emphasize safety measures, news media have an 
important role in promoting social-distancing behavior. In a study focused on 
Lebanon, Melki et al. (2021) show that increased exposure to media convey-
ing Covid-19 news is positively related to people’s compliance with preventive 
measures and that perceived knowledge and fear mediate this relationship.

In sum, these studies on media consumption during the Covid-19 pandemic 
illustrate a wide range of approaches. They show that the treatment of Covid-
19 in official media and social media varies greatly over time and across socio-
political contexts. Moreover, these studies suggest that media consumption 
during Covid-19 might affect individual mental well-being, fuel the feeling of 
racial stigma, influence the adoption of protective behaviors and practices, 
and support the successful implementation of national and international pol-
icies to control the spread of the virus. We note that these studies examine 
official media and social media as mediators and vectors of information. But 
they examine the impact of the media regardless of the nature and content of 
the information mediated through that vector, paying little attention to the 
messages and representations being mediated. We believe that the impact of 
media and social media on individual and collective experiences is strongly 
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related to the content of messages and the type of representations dissem-
inated through different kinds of media and social media. Indeed, different 
groups in the same national context could have access to very different repre-
sentations of social reality and historical conditions in relation to their media 
consumption practices.

In this chapter, we examine media consumption by the Chinese popula-
tion in France. In particular, we analyze the differences in media consumption 
among different groups of Chinese in France based on their migratory status—
that is, whether they are migrants or descendants of migrants and subgroups 
therein. We show that different subgroups of the Chinese diaspora in France 
might have access to different representations of the Covid-19 pandemic, based 
on their consumption of different media. Furthermore, these differential rep-
resentations of the disease influence their experiences and their behaviors.

Our analysis builds on the fact that, as mentioned in the introduction to 
this book, from January to September 2020, the French and Chinese media 
described the pandemic and the institutional and individual measures needed 
to counter it in very different ways. Moreover, the institutional reactions 
at both the political and medical levels in the two social contexts were pro-
foundly different. Since January 2020, the Chinese media had described the 
coronavirus as extremely dangerous and supported the implementation of 
strict control measures. Although these measures strongly limit individual 
freedom, they were necessary to limit the spread of the virus. In parallel with 
collective measures to limit viral spread, the Chinese government and media 
quickly and strongly encouraged the population to take individual measures, 
such as self-isolation and wearing masks. In France, between January and 
September 2020, in a context characterized by a relative lack of knowledge of 
the virus and the absence of a scientific consensus on its characteristics and 
severity, the media featured a variety of voices, expressing conflicting opin-
ions and positions on both the severity of the disease and the need for collec-
tive measures to contain it. We believe that the experience and perceptions 
of individuals about the pandemic and, consequently, the protective practices 
adopted to avoid infection are affected by whether access to media narratives 
circulating in China, France, or China and France are singular or plural as well 
as by the ability to navigate between the Chinese and French media contexts, 
individual migration trajectories, and sociodemographic factors (age, gender, 
education, etc.).

We examine two main aspects of media consumption: on the one hand, 
we study media exposure in terms of the variety of media sources to which 
individuals have access; on the other hand, we study the polarization of media 
consumption between French and Chinese information sources. Subsequently, 
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we examine how media exposure affects the polarization of media consump-
tion. Because the Chinese population in France is heterogeneous, we explore 
divergence in media consumption among different groups, defined by their 
migration trajectory. More specifically, we are interested in the differences in 
the media consumption practices across descendants of Chinese migrants, 
nonnaturalized migrants, and naturalized French migrants. We then study the 
differential impacts of the pandemic on media consumption practices among 
these three groups in terms of time spent on seeking information on the pan-
demic and satisfaction with that information. Finally, we show that because 
of their differential media consumption, different groups in the Chinese dias-
pora in France have access to different and contradictory representations of 
the disease and of the measures needed to counter it, leading to differential 
attitudes regarding the risk of infection, differential behaviors, and differential 
experiences.

The originality of our contribution is its interest in media consumption 
practices and the relationship between those practices and the pandemic by 
a specific population. Indeed, media consumption practices by the Chinese 
population in France has been little studied. Moreover, this work is novel 
because of it studies media consumption practices based on groups defined by 
their migratory trajectory and in relation to social changes caused by the pan-
demic. Moreover, we show that, the Chinese people living in France, though 
residing in the same spatial territory, have access to different narratives and 
representation of the Covid-19 pandemic through differential media consump-
tion, which deeply affects their experiences and attitudes toward the virus and 
the  measures needed to deal with it.

2 Variables

2.1 Dependent Variables
2.1.1 Media Consumption
In our questionnaire, we asked respondents about their sources of informa-
tion. Respondents could choose from several options among the following: 
French TV, Chinese TV, French radio, Chinese radio, French newspapers, Chi-
nese newspapers, Western social networks (Facebook, Twitter  …), and Chinese 
social networks (WeChat, Weibo …). We also asked our respondents which 
protective practices they adopted during the health crisis. Respondents could 
choose from among several options: Wearing a protective mask, Going out less, 
Not working, Not going to school/Not letting their child go to school, Not using 
public transportation.
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The variable Exposure to media consumption is measured using an additive 
index that ranges from 0 to 8 by combining the responses to one item: Which 
media do you use the most to obtain information? French TV (no = 0, yes = 1), 
Chinese TV (no = 0, yes = 1), French radio (no = 0, yes = 1), Chinese radio (no 
= 0, yes = 1), French newspapers (no = 0, yes = 1), Chinese newspapers (no = 0, 
yes = 1), Western social networks (no = 0, yes = 1), Chinese social networks (no 
= 0, yes = 1).

The variable Polarization of media consumption is measured using an index 
that ranges from -4 (completely Chinese) to 4 (completely French), created by 
combining the responses to the question: Which media do you use the most to 
obtain information? French TV (yes = +1, no = 0), Chinese TV (yes = -1, no = 0), 
French radio (yes = +1, no = 0), Chinese radio (yes = -1, no = 0), French news-
papers (yes = +1, no = 0), Chinese newspapers (yes = -1, no = 0), Western social 
networks (Facebook, Twitter …) (yes = +1, no = 0), Chinese social networks 
(WeChat, Weibo …) (yes = -1, no = 0).

2.1.2 Evolution in the Time Spent on Information
We asked our respondents the following question: Has the time spent obtain-
ing information since Covid-19: “decreased,” “stayed the same,” or “increased”?

2.1.3 Satisfaction with COVID-19 Information
We asked our respondents the following question: Are you satisfied with the 
information about Covid-19 to which you have access? Respondents could 
answer on a four-point Likert scale (1 = not at all satisfied, 2 = somewhat dissat-
isfied, 3 = somewhat satisfied, 4 = satisfied).

2.2 Independent Variables
2.2.1 Migratory Status
In order to understand the impact of the migratory trajectories on the expe-
riences and behaviors of our respondents, we constructed a variable that we 
call “migratory status.” Migratory status is a hybrid variable built by a cross sec-
tion of two variables: place of birth and nationality. We thereby obtain three 
groups: nonnaturalized migrants, naturalized migrants, and descendants.

Media exposure and polarization of media consumption are independent 
variables for explaining time spent on learning about Covid-19 through media 
and social media and satisfaction with information on the pandemic.

2.3 Control Variables
Age, gender, profession, and education (university-level education versus pri-
mary/secondary) are included in this study as control variables.
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First, we analyze whether and how the migratory status, gender, and age 
of our respondents influence media exposure and the polarization of media 
consumption. Second, we look at how media exposure affects the polarization 
of media consumption. Third, we examine whether and how migratory status, 
gender, and age affect the time spent learning about the Covid-19 pandemic 
and the satisfaction with information about the Covid-19 pandemic obtained 
through the media and social media.

3  Media Consumption, Media Satisfaction, and Time Spent Seeking 
Information

3.1 Media Exposure and Polarization of Media Consumption
Tables 1.1 and 1.2 present the results of a regression analysis in which we exam-
ine the effect of migratory status, sex, age and education on (1) media exposure, 
described as the variety of media sources to which respondents have access on 
a daily basis, and (2) the polarization in media consumption.

Model 1 explains only 6.2 percent (R2 = 0.062) of the variance in media 
exposure. Two of the four variables included make a significant contribution. 
Age seems to strongly decrease media exposure (Beta = -0.01, 95% confidence 
interval [CI] = [-0.02, -0.00]): younger respondents use more media sources 

Table 1.1  Regression analysis on media exposure

Beta 95% CI p-value

Migratory Status
Descendants _ _
Nonnaturalized migrants 0.28 -0.01, 0.58 0.061
Naturalized migrants 0.42 -0.08, 0.92 0.10
Age -0.01 -0.02, 0.00 0.033
Sex
Women _ _
Man 0.20 -0.08, 0.48 0.2
Education
High school or less _ _
Bachelor’s degree or higher 0.52 0.22, 0.81 <0.001
R-squared:  0.06244
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than their elders. However, the level of education seems to strongly increase 
media exposure (Beta = +0.52, 95% CI = [0.22, 0.81]): respondents with a bach-
elor’s or master’s degree use more media sources to obtain information than 
people with a high-school degree or less. Migrants, whether naturalized or not, 
seem to consume more sources of information than descendants do, and the 
effect is marginally significant.

In Table 1.2, model 2 examines the polarization of media consumption due to 
media exposure, migratory status, sex, age, and education. Descendants’ media 
consumption tends toward French media (the overall intercept is 1.01, 95% CI 
= [0.61, 1.42]). But “nonnaturalized migrants” and “naturalized migrants” are 
negatively correlated to polarization toward French media (respectively, Beta 
= -1.41, 95% CI, [-1.66, -1.16] for nonnaturalized migrants and Beta -0.75, 95% CI 
= [-1.17, -0.32] for naturalized migrants) and, more important, their estimated 
coefficients are nearly zero. Therefore, migrants in general seem to have more 
hybrid consumption, with more access to both Chinese and Western media 
sources.

Age is also negatively correlated to polarization toward French media. By 
contrast, education is positively correlated to polarization toward French 
media: media consumption by respondents with a bachelor’s or master’s 
degree tend more toward French media than that of respondents with a high-
school education or less. After media exposure is added as a predictor, the 

Table 1.2  Regression analysis on the polarization of media consumption

Beta 95% CI p-value

Migratory Status
Descendants _ _
Nonnaturalized migrants -1.41 -1.66, -1.16 <0.001
Naturalized migrants -0.75 -1.17, -0.32 0.007
Age -0.02 -0.03, 0.01 <0.001
Sex
Women _ _
Man -0.18 -0.44, 0.07 0.2
Education
High school or less _ _
Bachelor’s degree or higher 0.62 0.36, 0.89 <0.001
R-squared:  0.035
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variance explained by the model is 41.5 percent (R2 = 0.415). Media exposure 
has a strong and significantly positive effect on polarization toward French 
media: when respondents tap a larger variety of media sources, they add 
French sources more frequently than Chinese sources.

3.1.1 Media Exposure and Media Polarization among Descendants
In general, younger and most educated people engage with more media 
sources, especially French media sources. The increase in the variety of media 
sources mainly results from adding French media sources, which leads to 
polarization in media consumption toward French sources. A large difference 
emerges between descendants and migrants: descendants consume mainly or 
almost exclusively French media sources, but migrants have more hybrid con-
sumption, engaging with both Chinese and French media.

Our ethnographic interviews and observations enable us to explain these 
trends. For one thing, descendants often have low proficiency in the Chi-
nese language, therefore, they prefer (or consume exclusively) French media. 
Charles, a twenty-three-year-old law student, describes his media consump-
tion as follows:

Q: From which media would you say you usually get your infor-
mation?

Charles: In general, through social networks, which are on the front 
lines, so to speak, but they are not always the best for reliabil-
ity. So, let’s say that I prefer to read Le Monde or Le Parisien and 
science magazines, for example, Science et Vie, or magazines 
on history or physics.

Q: And when you talk about social networks, which ones did you 
have in mind?

Charles: Mostly Twitter and Instagram. But it’s not really to get infor-
mation; I just learn about a topic, … For example, during the 
lockdown, there were two, three postings about Asians who 
experienced inappropriate behavior, … I don’t read about it on 
social networks; I just learn that it’s something that exists. …

Q: Do you read Chinese, for example?
Charles: No, speaking Chinese is already a problem, but reading is even 

more of a problem.
Interview conducted in French, June 2020 

For descendants, access to Chinese media sources and information is often 
mediated by their parents or other family members who speak Chinese. These 
descendants can learn about information posted on WeChat through their 
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parents who use this social network or by overhearing Chinese television pro-
grams that their parents are watching.2 This is true of Monica, a twenty-three-
year-old student born in France to Chinese parents from Cambodia who went 
to France in the 1980s:

Q: And do you check Chinese sources?
Monica: Well, I don’t really check Chinese sources. But I watch a bit 

of Chinese TV with my parents, such as [the Chinese cable 
channel] Phoenix TV. They watch a lot of [the cable channel] 
Mandarin TV, too, which shows some news. … It’s really their 
main source of news. They only watch Asian news—so, CCTV 
[Chinese Cable TV] and Cantonese channels. …

Q: And they don’t go to French sources for information?
Monica: Well, a bit less, as they don’t speak French very well; they 

understand it a bit, but they still prefer to get their informa-
tion from Chinese sources.

Interview conducted in French, October 8, 2020 

Among the descendants, Chinese social networks are used very little for infor-
mation, for two main reasons. First, some descendants express distrust of 
information from China and Chinese platforms, which they consider highly 
susceptible to “fake news.” Second, they criticize their parents’ use of Chi-
nese social networks, which they deem very superficial and uncritical. How-
ever, some descendants use Chinese social networks (especially WeChat) 
to keep in touch with friends or relatives who live elsewhere. For instance, 
Charles said:

Charles: For her [my mother], first-hand information is Chinese social 
networks, and her social network is WeChat. … It is perhaps a 
little more susceptible to fake news. … For example: the day 
before the lockdown [in France], they were broadcasting pho-
tos of war tanks in France, and she believed it [was actually 
happening]. I have the feeling that it came from WeChat. … 
She tells me about it, typically at mealtime, and I try to ask 

2 WeChat was launched in 2012 and rapidly became the most preferred Chinese social media 
platform. WeChat fundamentally changed the ways in which Chinese migrants use personal 
messaging and group communication, produce and distribute news, and access information. 
To understand the role of WeChat in the daily life of Chinese people, see Sun and Yu (2022); 
for a French study of WeChat use among Chinese, see Wang (2022).

For use by the Author only | © 2024 Francesco Madrisotti and Simeng Wang



52 Madrisotti and Wang

her where she gets it from, and there is a good chance that it is 
from very unreliable sources.

Q: So you’re quite skeptical of the information that is spread on 
WeChat?

Charles: Yeah, I am. … On the other hand, on Twitter and Instagram, 
there is more often real news, but when it’s fake news, it’s the 
same thing I see on WeChat.

Interview conducted in French, June 7, 2020 

3.1.2 Media Exposure and Media Polarization among Migrants
Our quantitative data indicate that when our respondents consume more 
media sources, they are more often French sources. In addition, the data show 
that the level of education strongly affects media exposure: the more educated 
our respondents are, the wider the variety of media sources they consume. 
Among migrants, the level of education also has an impact on the polarization 
in media consumption. Migrants with a bachelor’s or master’s degree consume 
more media sources than those with a high-school degree or less; they also 
consume more French media sources. For each type of media, migrants con-
sume a variety of sources that convey different political positions and points 
of view. Qiaoling, a twenty-five-year-old migrant who is a graduate of the Paris 
Institute of Political Studies [Institut d’Etudes Politiques, called Sciences Po], 
describes her media consumption as follows:

In particular, I consume French sources, usually newspapers, radio, and, 
of course, mobile applications. In particular, I consult the mobile version 
of a newspaper [Le Monde]. For Chinese news, I use social networks, 
especially WeChat and Weibo. … I think social networks certainly are less 
reliable than traditional media, such as newspapers or radio. … During 
the pandemic, I mostly watched France Info. […] I don’t read the Chinese 
press, but I read the French press to get information about the pandemic. 
… I always learn about Chinese news via Weibo or WeChat; I just read 
what is tweeted.

Interview conducted in Chinese, June 5, 2020

Qiaoling consumes Chinese news in a rather detached and passive way, espe-
cially through Chinese social networks. Moreover, she believes that social net-
works are less reliable than the traditional media. However, she accesses many 
French media sources, which she actively uses to find information that might 
interest her, in particular on the health crisis.

Feng, a migrant, executive, graduate of Sciences Po in Paris, describes her 
consumption as follows:
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In France, I get my information from newspapers and a little less from 
television, because I haven’t bought a television yet. I also consult Chi-
nese sources such as WeChat and Weibo. But there are also niche sites 
such as Chinese forums, for example, Rabbit, Zhihu, Hupao. … In France 
I read France Soir, sometimes, Le Parisien; when I was learning French, I 
read Le Monde, and two days ago, I started reading Le Canard enchaîné. … 
I think that different media have different political perspectives. I try not 
to take a position, because it is difficult to say whether it is right or wrong 
or whether it is good or bad.

Interview conducted in Chinese, January 31, 2021

Like Qiaoling, Feng has access to general information through WeChat.  How-
ever, she then seeks more specific information using specialized Chinese 
online sources, especially in forums. In addition, she uses both general and 
specialized French sources: she watches French television and has access to 
several newspapers. Two aspects of Feng and Qiaoling’s media consumption 
seem interesting. First, they have language skills and cultural capital that 
enable them to navigate between various sources in different languages, to 
multiply the sources that they can access and to grasp the different positions 
expressed by various media actors. In the French context, marked by the num-
ber of and accessibility to both national and international media sources, we 
note the abundance and variety of the French sources consumed. In addition, 
Qiaoling and Feng adopt a critical stance toward information from both China 
and France: this stance consists, first, of not “taking a position” and maintain-
ing a “certain distance” from the information and, then, comparing the differ-
ent sources with one another and synthesizing the information themselves. 
A majority of those holding a bachelor’s degree or more hold these skills and 
attitudes.

For example, these attitudes are evident in Li’s statements. Born in China, 
she went to France in 2009 to study psychology and now works as a psycholo-
gist and is married to a French man. For her, the context of the health crisis has 
two effects: first, it reinforces the tendency to access many French sources (not 
Chinese sources) of information in order to understand what is happening 
“around her” (she consumes Chinese sources, especially WeChat, in a passive 
and marginal way); second, the context of the pandemic drove her to adopt a 
critical and comparative stance, which consists of accessing several different 
sources but maintaining a certain distance from them:

Li: I just read some independent French newspapers, which are 
 probably a bit more specialized—for example, Mediapart. … Then, 
during the pandemic, the TV news channel became a habit in our 
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house: we watch TF1 at 8 o’clock every day, we didn’t even have this 
habit before. … So, we watch the 8 o’clock news to start with, and 
then, for example, at 7:40, we have the news on Arte channel and 
then we switch to channel TF1, and after the news we turn off the 
TV. And then sometimes I listen to the news on Radio 2. … It’s just 
about knowing what’s going on around us … , and what is new in 
France. It’s related to the pandemic, to see how far has it spread and 
what are the conditions at hospitals … We tend to look at the official 
media, and then we filter out information that we think shouldn’t 
be accepted.

Q: Do you look at Chinese media or Chinese channels?
Li: I look at some of the Chinese articles that appear in WeChat, but 

I don’t look for that information specifically. I go to English news 
sources, instead.
Interview conducted in Chinese, January 21, 2021

Li mainly uses French sources: several television channels, newspapers, and 
radio. Moreover, when she searches for more specific or specialized informa-
tion, it is in French sources. She indicates that she has a much more marginal 
and passive consumption of Chinese sources. This consumption, which is very 
heterogeneous and very “French,” can be explained by her cultural capital and 
her proficiency in the French language but also by her deep roots in French 
society: she studied in France, married a French person, started a family in 
France, and is integrated into the French labor market. She is, therefore, inter-
ested in understanding “what is going on around us,” how the pandemic is 
evolving in France, in her town, and the conditions at French hospitals, there-
fore, she inevitably favors French sources.

Highly educated migrants (people with a bachelor’s degree or more) thus 
obtain information from both Chinese and French sources. Chinese sources 
consist of Chinese social networks (WeChat and Weibo) for more general and 
passive information and online sites (Rabbit, etc.) for more specific informa-
tion. In addition, they consume a variety of French media sources (newspa-
pers, radio, television, social networks), for both general and more specialized 
information. This can be explained in three ways. First, several French sources 
are accessible; second, highly educated migrants have a generally positive view 
of French information (see Chapter 2); and, third, migrants feel a sense of local 
anchoring, as they have established a foothold in French society, where they 
study, work, and start families.

Migrants who do not speak French and have less education can access a 
more limited range of information sources. Because they do not understand 
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French, they obtain their information mostly from Chinese or Chinese- 
speaking sources. Chinese social networks, especially WeChat, are their main 
sources of information. On WeChat, they receive information through official 
accounts, but also through exchanges in peer groups composed of friends, 
colleagues (former or current), and relatives living in China or elsewhere: the 
original source of the information that circulates within these groups is rarely 
indicated. This consumption of Chinese sources is accompanied by the con-
sumption of Chinese television channels in France (Phoenix TV, Mandarin TV, 
CCTV). Among migrants who do not speak French and have less education, 
the situation for elderly Chinese is relevant. As illustrated in Chapter 6, elderly 
Chinese mainly obtain information from WeChat, a social network in which 
the only news that circulates is (re)published in Chinese and shared through 
groups of friends, relatives, and other users. The majority of these elderly Chi-
nese have a television at home. However, they do not watch Chinese-language 
TV channels with the specific goal of being informed. On the contrary, it is 
just one of their everyday sociability practices. Elderly Chinese have very little 
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concern about the reliability or the quality of the information they receive 
from Chinese media and social media because they have been immersed for 
years in a monolinguistic media environment, governed either by the Chinese 
state (Chinese channels aimed at a foreign audience) or its spokespersons or 
collaborators overseas (Chinese-speaking channels created outside China).

The scatterplot above examines the relation between the polarization of 
media consumption (x axis) and the variety of media consumption across 
three groups defined by their migratory status. The polarization of media con-
sumption ranges from -4 (a media consumption polarized towards Chinese 
media) and 4 (a media consumption polarized towards the French media). The 
scatterplot shows that when the variety of the media consumption increases, it 
increases by adding mainly French media sources. This indicates that the con-
sumption of various French sources is the primary cause of the multiplicity of 
media sources. To be more specific, the descendants who use a range of media 
only use French-language sources. One Chinese source (mostly Chinese social 
networks) and numerous French sources are consumed by migrants who are 
proficient in French and who use a variety of sources. Finally, migrants who 
lack French proficiency restrict their media consumption to a single source, 
typically Chinese social networks.

3.2  Time Spent on Information and Satisfaction with Covid-19 
Information

In this section, we examine the differential impacts of the pandemic on 
media consumption practices by the Chinese population in France in terms 
of time spent on staying informed and satisfaction with information about the 
pandemic.

Figure 1.2 illustrates respondents’ answers to questions about the level of 
satisfaction with information about Covid-19 (left) and evolution in the time 
spent on obtaining information about the Covid-19 pandemic (right). Over-
all, the patterns concerning satisfaction with information are quite similar 
across the three groups: the majority of respondents indicated that they are 
“Somewhat satisfied”: 51 percent of the descendants, 45.7 percent of the natu-
ralized migrants, and 58.8 percent of the nonnaturalized migrants. Divergence 
emerges in the extreme answers: descendants seem to be more dissatisfied 
(10.2%) than migrants, both naturalized (2.8%) and nonnaturalized (3.3%). In 
contrast, migrants are more likely to be satisfied with the information (natural-
ized migrants, 22.8%, and nonnaturalized migrants, 15.3%) than descendants 
(10.2%). With respect to evolution in the time spent on obtaining information, 
the majority of respondents in all three groups say that they increased the 
time spent on obtaining information. However, two different patterns can be 
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Figure 1.2  Bar plots showing the level of satisfaction with Covid-19 information (left) 
and the evolution of the time spent on information about the Covid-19 
 pandemic (right) among the respondents of the questionnaire

distinguished. On the one hand, migrants have largely increased the time spent 
on obtaining information (74.2% of the naturalized migrants and 77.7% of 
the nonnaturalized migrants), and only a small share claim that they have not 
changed their time spent on obtaining information (14.2% of the naturalized 
migrants and 16.2% of the nonnaturalized migrants) or have decreased it (11.4% 
and 6.2%, respectively). But, among the descendants, a more nuanced pattern 
emerges: although a small majority claims to have increased the time spent on 
obtaining information, a large share (31.3%) says that the time spent on obtain-
ing information remained the same, and 30.6 percent claims that it declined.

In order to gain more insights, we performed a logistic regression analysis 
in which we examine the effect of migratory status, sex, age and education, 
media exposure, polarization of media consumption on (1) evolution in the 
time spent on obtaining information during the pandemic and (2) satisfac-
tion with information about Covid-19 during this period. Figures 1.3, 1.4, and 1.5 
illustrate the results of an ordinal logistic regression representing the relative 
risks—that is, the ratio of the probability of choosing one outcome category 
over the probability of choosing the baseline category.

Model 1 shows that migrants, both naturalized and nonnaturalized, 
were more likely than descendants to increase the time spent on obtaining 
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Figure 1.4  The effect of migratory status, sex, education, and age on the level of 
satisfaction with the information about the Covid-19 pandemic
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information: that is, the relative risk ratio for switching from “decreased” to 
“increased” is 4.62 for naturalized migrants vs. descendants and 7.99 for non-
naturalized migrants vs. descendants. Age, sex, education, polarization of 
media consumption, and media exposure have no significant effect on evolu-
tion in the time spent on obtaining information.

Model 2 shows that, when controlling for sex, education, and age, migrants, 
especially nonnaturalized migrants, were more likely than descendants to say 
they were “satisfied” and “somewhat satisfied” rather than “dissatisfied.” That 
is, the relative risk ratios for switching from “not at all satisfied” to “somewhat 
satisfied” and “satisfied” are, respectively, 3.84 and 4.73 for nonnaturalized 
migrants vs. descendants and 4.14 and 9.44 for naturalized migrants vs. descen-
dants. These trends are confirmed after polarization in media consumption 
and media exposure are added to the model. Moreover, media exposure 
appears to have a positive impact on an increase in the level of satisfaction. 
The relative risk ratio for a one-percentage-point increase in media exposure is 
1.84 for being “somewhat dissatisfied” vs. “not at all  satisfied” and 1.76 for being 

Descendants
Migratory Status

Sex

Education

Age

Polarisation of media

consumption

Media Exposure

OR

Naturalized Migrants

Nonnaturalized Migrants

Female

Male

Bachelor’s or higher

High School or less

1 10 100

p � 0.05 p � 0.05

Satisfĳied Somewhat dissatisfĳied Somewhat satisfĳied

Figure 1.5  The effect of migratory status, sex, education, age, media exposure, and 
 polarization of media consumption on the level of satisfaction with the 
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“somewhat satisfied” vs. “not at all satisfied.” The statistical analysis suggests 
that migrants are more satisfied than descendants with information about the 
Covid-19 and that the fact that they have access to multiple sources of informa-
tion contributes to an increase in their level of satisfaction with information.

The ethnographic interviews provide some possible explanations of these 
trends. Migrants, especially highly educated migrants, feel the need to learn 
about the evolution in the pandemic in both China and France. This was par-
ticularly true during the first months of the pandemic, between January and 
May 2020. This need was often triggered by a feeling that the disease was very 
serious. In addition, they were greatly concerned about the physical and psy-
chological well-being of relatives, friends, and loved ones in China and, as the 
pandemic spread to France, their own well-being. In January, China became 
the epicenter of the pandemic and the focus of international media attention. 
In this context, in January 2020, migrants, especially highly educated migrants, 
needed to learn about evolution in the pandemic in China using both Chinese 
and French sources.

Based on their statements, at least three factors drove migrants to seek 
more information. First, during the first weeks of January 2020, information 
was “hazy,” incomplete. and contradictory. Second, the Chinese government, 
Chinese media, and relatives in China described the disease as extremely 
dangerous and advocate very strict protective measures at the collective and 
individual level: this created concern over the physical and psychological 
well-being of relatives, friends, and loved ones in China. Third, the migrants 
perceived significant discrepancies between the statements about the danger 
of the disease and its evolution by Chinese and French authorities and the 
measures taken by the Chinese and French authorities to counter it. Thus, 
the lack of accuracy in information, the feeling of danger and concern about 
the well-being of  relatives, and the perceived discrepancies between the 
respective postures by the Chinese and French authorities drove migrants to 
seek more information, to widen their media sources (French, Chinese, and 
other), and to compare them. This led to an increase in the amount of time 
spent on obtaining information. Bing, a thirty-year-old doctoral student in 
sociology, describes this period:

In fact, the information at the first stage [of the pandemic] was very 
vague; so, I mostly looked at official websites. … Afterward, I mainly 
followed the Chinese health strategies, saying that “you have to put on 
masks” and “if it’s not necessary, don’t go out.” I completely accepted 
that and practiced it in France. I looked at both French and Chinese 
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newspapers and I took an average look, not a neutral one, by which I 
mean that when I look at positive news on the Chinese websites, I say 
to myself, “maybe [the situation is] not that positive, but when I look 
at the French critics of China and the discussions, notably, I look at Le 
Monde and Le Figaro, I say to myself, maybe [conditions are] not that 
bad. The two sources of information are both a bit too extreme. … At 
that time, in January 2020, I was reading a lot of Chinese news to try to 
understand what this virus is; at that time, the French were demonstrat-
ing and going on strike; when I found out about the demonstrations, I 
was very worried because it’s like being in a restaurant, with proximity, 
shouting, and common gestures that would help spread the virus. And to 
find out about the [current] situation, I watch the local news, for exam-
ple, FranceInfo or France 24, BFMTV, … and also Le Monde or Le Figaro. 
… I also get some distance and look at the news from mainland China 
from Taiwanese news to compare [them] because generally they say the 
opposite, so I will look for the differences. And it’s important to analyze. 
I think it’s the Taiwanese press that has used the term “Wuhan virus” 
most in the world. 

Interview conducted in French, January 2021

Bing’s experience leads us to consider a fourth factor that contributes to the 
increase in time that migrants spent on obtaining information. This factor 
is strongly related to the second phase of the pandemic outbreak. In Febru-
ary, Covid-19 began to spread in Europe, particularly in France. At that time, 
in addition to concern about the health of relatives in China, migrants were 
also concerned about their own health: they started to look for information 
about what was going on around them in France, in particular, the French 
government’s management of the health crisis and preventing the virus from 
spreading.

In their search for information, migrants, especially well-educated 
migrants, tap a wide range of information sources. They believe that, in 
France, they can easily find the information that they are looking for. They can 
read a variety of newspapers or specialized magazines in different languages, 
watch French or foreign television channels, listen to the radio or podcasts, 
search online using the main search engines. Thus they have the impression 
that they can easily access information, compare various sources, sort out 
relevant information, and summarize it themselves. This is particularly true 
when they search for information about the evolution of the Covid-19 pan-
demic. The high level of satisfaction with information that migrants express 
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is related not only to the quality of the information per se but to the potential 
to access and compare several sources. Jianhe, a thirty-three-year-old nonnat-
uralized migrant and PhD student in sociology, describes the accessibility to 
information as follows:

Well, it’s not difficult to find [the right information]. … I use two [mobile] 
apps a lot—for Le Monde and Le Figaro. And [I receive] a lot of messages 
[that I read] every day. If I want to get more information, or more targeted 
information, I just open Google and do a direct search, and I can get the 
information I need.

Interview conducted in Chinese, September 10, 2020

In short, migrants who lack proficiency in French and those with little cultural 
capital cannot navigate the various media sources in different languages, this 
does not mean that they do not screen the media sources that they access. Mr. 
He, a retired employee in the catering sector, said:

Some information is too upsetting and hard to take. For example, a girl in 
Italy decided to commit suicide in front of her mother. This type of story 
makes me sad for a long time, so I avoid it; in other words, I choose which 
information I want to access.

Interview conducted in Cantonese, July 2020

A sixty-five-year-old interviewee, Ms. Zhang, who had retired from a job at a 
national firm in China and had traveled to France for a family visit but was 
stranded there because of Covid-19, does not speak French or English. During 
her stay in France (in 2020), almost the only way she could become informed 
was through WeChat.

There is no TV at my daughter’s house. Of course, we exchange informa-
tion on Covid-19 with her that is in different languages and from different 
sources. But on my own, I can only obtain information through WeChat. I 
found some differences in the way that Covid-19 conditions are reported 
by different news sources: on the one hand, by Chinese media sources 
located in China and, on the other hand, by Chinese-language media 
outlets run by Chinese people in France. The first one conveys the Chi-
nese government’s ideas, and the second one translates the French gov-
ernment’s plans into Chinese and disseminates the Chinese news from 
China. At the beginning of the pandemic [January and February 2020] 
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I only followed Chinese media based in China on the pandemic condi-
tions. But it made me too stressed, and I couldn’t fall asleep at night. Later, 
my daughter told me about this second type of Chinese media, based in 
France. The information about the pandemic is presented a little less dra-
matically, and when I read it, I feel less stressed.

Interview conducted in Chinese, October 2020

Ms. Zhang’s description highlights the nuances in the media posture by differ-
ent sources of news even in Chinese. Based on the geographic source of media, 
the national context in which the media is embedded affects how the content 
is produced and how the Covid-19 pandemic is depicted. And all these ele-
ments undoubtedly influence the representation of the pandemic described 
and internalized by individuals (see below, section 4).

The descendants’ stance seems to be more ambivalent. Indeed, 30 per-
cent of the descendants said they had reduced the time spent on obtaining 
 information. Moreover, although the majority of descendants responded that 
they are “rather satisfied” or “satisfied” with the information on Covid-19, 
they are less satisfied than migrants, and 10 percent said they are “not at all 
satisfied.”

Our interviews highlight two factors that explain the dissatisfaction of some 
descendants. First, the many views and actors in the French media can present 
contradictory information and create some cacophony. Because of that con-
text, some respondents said that they feel “lost” and “frustrated” and have lost 
trust in the messages transmitted and those transmitting them. Second, some 
respondents denounced the ethnic and racist comments about populations 
of Chinese origin that appeared in some French media, especially during the 
first phase of the pandemic, when the disease was strongly associated with 
Asian ethnicity. Camille, a student who is a twenty-three-year-old descendant, 
explains why she reduced her media consumption:

My media consumption decreased during Covid, because of some of the 
comments. … Sometimes, I has nightmares about reading the comments 
in some publications, and then I start going crazy. … And even the media 
coverage was unbearable. It was not informative, … it made me tired. … 
But the way that China was treated by the Western media, in my opinion, 
is very marked by a certain orientalism, by something that is “otherizing,” 
… [as if Chinese people form] a “shapeless mass,” … “they are numerous, 
it’s their fault,” as if they are people who are not individuals.

Interview conducted in French, November 4, 2020

For use by the Author only | © 2024 Francesco Madrisotti and Simeng Wang



64 Madrisotti and Wang

4 Access to Different Representations and Narratives on Covid-19

In this section, we show that the differential tendencies in the media con-
sumption of different groups lead to various representations of Covid-19 and 
the measures needed to deal with it by delivering very different narratives.

In the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, the strong polarization in media 
consumption toward French sources and the partial and indirect access to Chi-
nese information (due to a lack of Chinese-language skills) mediated by par-
ents or family members put the descendants in a position in-between theme. 
On the one hand, information from Chinese media and, on the other hand, 
information from French media. This intermediary position enables them to 
take a critical attitude toward the information that they obtain. But, at the 
same time, it exposes them to contradictory information: the Chinese media 
deliver strong indications of the severity of the disease and urgent demands 
for compliance with protective measures, whereas the French media present 
more flexible attitudes and temporize about the gravity of the disease.

Amanda, a twenty-three-year-old descendant who works as an executive in 
the insurance industry, describes her state of mind as follows:

Clearly, there are differences in how Covid-19 is presented: in France, 
we continue to go out, and everyone says, “it’s ok, it’s not very serious; 
there are no problems for young people; it’s just like the flu,” whereas in 
China my whole family says, “don’t go out, don’t go out.” [They offered] 
two conflicting views. … So, I felt a bit in between the two, and I don’t 
know whether I should believe Chinese media, because I know how it 
works in China, and I know that in France, we also underestimate the 
situation. … For example, in France, they said that we didn’t need to 
wear masks and that it wouldn’t make a difference, but in China, they 
said, “never leave your house without a mask.” … I regularly view French 
media, but because I am often in contact with my grandmother [who 
lives in Cambodia] via WeChat, I often get feedback about Chinese 
media discourse. And so, based on my reading, I was not really con-
cerned about the disease, however, because of what she said, I was still 
quite vigilant/aware.

Interview conducted in French, November 2020

At the beginning of the pandemic, Amanda, like a majority of the descendants 
interviewed, was not worried about Covid-19; indeed, French media delivered 
rather reassuring messages. Still, she began to be careful after talking to her 
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grandmother in Cambodia on WeChat, because she gained access to Chinese 
information that was constantly conveying messages of danger and the need 
for vigilance. Amanda is aware of the differences in the political and media 
narratives about the Covid-19 pandemic between the French and Chinese con-
texts, and she feels like she is “in between.” She is also aware that these narra-
tives deeply affect the attitudes and behaviors of her relatives and friends in 
France and China. Although she is suspicious of information from China, she 
starts to maintain some distance from information from France. This ambiv-
alence between French and Chinese information can create tension and con-
flict, which are expressed with her family or among friends. These conflicts 
unfold with her family regarding the concerns and highly protective attitudes 
(e.g., total elimination of going out before the lockdown by the French gov-
ernment) by parents and the more relaxed attitude about protective measures 
and greater carefreeness by their children. In the friendship or work context, 
these conflicts are expressed in terms of vigilance by the descendants and the 
complete carelessness and lack of protective measures by their French friends 
or colleagues. Thus the descendants hear different and in some ways contra-
dictory narratives about Covid-19 and the measures needed to address it. Com-
pared to consistent messages on Covid-19 presented by Chinese media, the 
many contradictory positions aired on French media might produce a sense 
of confusion.

Awareness of discrepancies in the media narratives between the French and 
Chinese contexts is also demonstrated by the experience of highly educated 
migrants. After January 2020, they were quickly struck by the outbreak of the 
pandemic in China and by the narratives produced and disseminated through 
Chinese media and social media. Chinese media reported the lockdown of the 
Hebei region, the mobilization of thousands of doctors and nurses, the con-
struction of new hospitals, and described the virus as extremely dangerous, 
encouraging the population to take protective measures immediately. More-
over, among the migrants, the Covid-19 outbreak recalled painful experiences 
with the SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) pandemic in 2002 and the 
strict protective measures (at the individual and collective level) employed to 
counter it. In addition, in conversing with their families and relatives in China, 
migrants heard about concern over the virus from their parents and friends. 
After January, migrants began to worry about the virus and expressed concern 
about the physical health of their parents and friends in China and the possi-
ble spread of the virus in France.

Zhe, a thirty-six-year-old migrant from the Hubei region and a geologist at 
the University of Nancy, describes his feeling of stress and anxiety between 
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January and March 2020, when the virus was spreading in China and then 
globally:

To be honest, it was really scary to see those people [in the Hubei region]; 
many people in a panic looking for help, … and watching the news [on 
Chinese media] about many families that lost loved ones, or an entire fam-
ily that died, and so on; it is very sad. A more painful private thing: at the 
time, my grandfather and my cousin were infected, but luckily they sur-
vived, … they were in the hospital for nearly forty days. … Social  networks 
are a good tool for getting information, … but there is a problem: a lot of 
information is not verified and produces panic and false judgments. This 
is a personal example: at the end of December 2019, I saw in the news 
that someone had said that SARS returned to Wuhan, and some people 
were infected. Some doctors, such as Li Wenliang, passed information 
to their own small circle. … When I saw this information, I became very 
afraid because I experienced the first SARS [outbreak]. … My perception 
was that this new virus is very, very scary, and, if you get it, you will die. At 
the time, I saw some reports in Chinese media about someone who sud-
denly fell to the ground and died; when I saw this report, I became very, 
very nervous, because many Chinese people live in Nancy. At the time, 
it was the end of the French [winter] holidays, and many students from 
Hubei were returning to France.

Interview conducted in French, January 2021

Zhe believes that, by describing the virus as extremely dangerous to people’s 
health, Chinese official media and social media played a crucial role in the 
increase in stress and anxiety by migrants. The narratives and the descriptions 
spread by Chinese media (both official and social media) drove Zhe to change 
his behavior and attitudes and to take strict protective measures, such as asking 
his wife to stop working and isolating themselves at home very early on, start-
ing “about February 29,” three weeks before the national lockdown in France.

What I want to say is that Chinese media only spreads fear through terri-
fying reports, such as the young man who fell to the ground and died. … I 
am an example of this myself: at first, I was really afraid even to go out. … 
[or] to touch anything because I believed that I would get infected—after 
all, I have a wife and children at home.

Clearly, Zhe was aware of the different cultural representations of the disease 
in different countries: the Chinese media view in particular focused on “fear” 
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of the virus, whereas the approach in European and US media seemed more 
scientific, focusing on data, and describing the virus in less dangerous terms. 
These different representations affected the way in which people experienced 
the pandemic—specifically, the effect of Covid-19 on their personal level of 
stress and anxiety, as Zhe describes:

I continually followed the data from the United States, France, and 
Europe, but I slowly realized that if you look carefully at the data, and 
relevant academic papers, the average global mortality rate is about 0.1 
percent, and it may be different for different ages. For example, the mor-
tality rate for people under age fifty might be 0.0 or so, whereas for those 
over age sixty, the mortality rate is about 3 percent or 4 percent. This is 
why some people say that Covid-19 is just like the flu. I am not saying 
this to make people relax their vigilance, but … what I want to say is that 
when I have more comprehensive data and papers, I will gradually calm 
down. Of course, I think it was necessary to take protective measures, but 
based on Chinese information, this was done blindly and created a lot of 
pressure on my psyche. … My in-laws in China have not calmed down yet; 
for example, they know that [in France] 10,000 to 20,000 people a day 
are diagnosed [as being infected], so they believe that we are surrounded 
by the virus. They have been in a very fearful state ever since January 23, 
when the lockdown in Wuhan started.

Zhe has access to both French and Chinese media (and other international 
media) and can compare the information from both of them. Based on this 
comparison, his own representations of the disease changed, from being a 
deadly disease to one that, while serious, is somewhat less dangerous.

Like Zhe, many educated migrants compared sources from different 
contexts. This enabled them to look at the information with some mental 
distance to construct their own views about the disease and its dangers. As 
mentioned earlier, the ability to access information from multiple national 
contexts selectively helps them to feel satisfied about the information they 
obtain but, at the same time, increases the time spent in pursuing this 
information.

Finally, the quantitative data we collected shows that the media accessed 
by less-educated migrants was strongly tilted toward Chinese sources for lin-
guistic reasons. This has a strong impact on their attitudes, behaviors, and 
protective measures. The effect of this differential access to narratives pro-
duced in French and Chinese on the behaviors of less-educated migrants is 
demonstrated in the following account by Amanda, a twenty-three-year-old 
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descendant and an insurance executive, about her parents’ attitudes toward 
the disease:

Every time my father watches Chinese TV, he gets a bit worried, and 
then he watches French TV and says to himself, “well, it’s not that serious 
after all.” And so he goes out once or twice a day to buy a newspaper and 
 groceries. He wanted to continue to go out, but my mother was really wor-
ried because she doesn’t understand much French, and she doesn’t know 
what is said on French media. She only has Chinese information, and so 
she says to my father, “don’t go out, don’t go out,” but my father still wants 
to go out. … Later, we became aware that sometimes a lot of fake news 
circulates in China, so we didn’t know whom to believe. Because my father 
watches [the French cable news channel] BFM and hears what its report-
ers or French officials have to say, he trusts French information more. My 
mother, however, gets information from the Chinese media, so she gets the 
Chinese point of view. She understands much less French than my father, 
… she doesn’t know what is said in French newspapers, only what is said 
in the Chinese press and what my family in China says. We talked on the 
phone with our family in China almost every day, and they told us, “don’t go 
out.” They told my mother, “don’t go out, stay at home, don’t go out, even to 
go shopping. Go out once a week; go out as little as possible. Afterward, you 
have to disinfect all the groceries; disinfect yourself well and wear masks.”

Interview conducted in French, November 2020

Amanda describes the influence of media consumption practices on the atti-
tudes of her migrant parents: her mother, who only accesses Chinese infor-
mation, takes very strict measures, whereas her father, by listening to French 
news, downplays the severity of the disease as described by the Chinese media 
and allows himself to engage in more flexible protection measures.

As mentioned in Chapter 6, the majority of the elderly people interviewed 
criticize how the French government is handling the pandemic. Some  Chinese 
nationalist discourses emerge in the WeChat group by older people who are 
nostalgic for the Maoist period. Obviously, when these elderly people talk to 
their children and grandchildren, they feel out of step with them, as illus-
trated by Amanda’s comments. These discrepancies are largely fueled by the 
 divergent in their media consumption in terms of the source and language. In 
Chapter 2, we analyze the discrepancies between different groups of Chinese 
living in France, and how these discrepancies translate into different attitudes 
and protective measures, in more detail.
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5 Conclusion

Many studies have examined the impact of media consumption on col-
lective and individual behavior across various groups defined by their 
demographics and their cultural origins during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Researchers have looked at how different media (official media or social 
media) influence (or not) the adoption of protective measures at both the 
individual and collective level, affect individual mental health, fuel the feel-
ing of racial stigma, and support the successful implementation of national 
and international policies to control the spread of the virus. A majority of 
these studies focus on the different types of media, but they give less atten-
tion to the content being broadcast. Our study examines the effect of multi-
lingual media originating in different national and transnational settings on 
the behavior of Chinese people living in France by describing their different 
 representations of the Covid-19 disease. Because the Chinese and French 
representations of the Covid-19 pandemic have been so different, we believe 
that the differential access to information, which is socially constructed in 
the two national contexts, heavily affects not only the perception of Covid-
19 disease by the Chinese diaspora but also the preventive measures adopted 
(see Chapter 2).

By analyzing different media consumption practices by the population in 
France of Chinese origin, we highlight the differences between migrants and 
descendants in terms of polarization in media consumption and exposure. We 
find that descendants have highly polarized media consumption with a pref-
erence for French information, and that migrants, in particular those with a 
bachelor’s degree or higher, consume a larger variety of media. We also show 
that highly educated migrants, who consume more media sources, tend to 
consume more media from French sources and continually compare French 
and Chinese sources. During the pandemic, they have strongly increased their 
media consumption and are more satisfied than the descendants with infor-
mation about Covid-19. Finally, we show that migrants whose media consump-
tion is highly polarized, with a preference for French information, are less 
likely to take protective measures, because of the France views of the disease 
that present it as not very dangerous or as dangerous only for vulnerable pop-
ulations. But descendants who consume Chinese sources in addition to the 
many French sources have a strong tendency to engage in protective measure. 
Furthermore, they put the information obtained from French media sources 
into perspective by comparing it with the information from Chinese media 
sources.
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