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  Abstract 
The media play a crucial role in shaping how cities are perceived by both domestic 
and global audiences. City image construction has become a strategic process 
through which media framing and agenda-setting guide public understanding and 
promote urban identity. As one of the fastest-developing cities in China, Shenzhen 
demonstrates how official media contribute to this process. This study takes Shen-
zhen Daily, the city’s official English-language newspaper, as a case to analyze how 
media representation constructs Shenzhen’s city image. Using data mining, content 
analysis, and discourse analysis of 2,313 articles published between 2023 and 2024, 
the research applies Zhang’s macro–meso–micro framework to examine thematic 
framing, event selection, and linguistic strategies. The findings reveal that Shenzhen 
Daily constructs an image of Shenzhen as an innovative, green, and culturally active 
metropolis through coordinated thematic focus and evaluative language. The study 
highlights the essential role of official media in urban communication and provides 
insights for global city image construction. 
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Introduction 

Cities worldwide build distinctive images to enhance competitiveness and global appeal. Anholt (1988) notes that 
city image is essential to economic growth and social development. This study focuses on Shenzhen Daily, an Eng-
lish-language newspaper that introduces Shenzhen to international audiences. As an official medium, it influences 
how global readers perceive Shenzhen’s development and governance (Fan, 2018). 

Building on Goffman’s (1974) framing theory and McCombs and Shaw’s (1972) agenda-setting theory, this study 
applies Zhang’s (1999) three-level framework to analyze how Shenzhen Daily constructs Shenzhen’s image. The 
macro level identifies main thematic groups, the meso level examines event selection and agenda alignment, and the 
micro level explores linguistic and metaphorical strategies. 

The study aims to answer: 
1. What are the dominant themes in Shenzhen Daily’s coverage (macrostructure)? 
2. How does the newspaper select and prioritize events (mesostructure)? 
3. What linguistic features are used to shape Shenzhen’s image (microstructure)? 
Through these analyses, the research reveals how Shenzhen Daily serves as both a news outlet and a strategic 

communicator in promoting Shenzhen’s city image. 

1. Theoretical Background 

Research on city image construction has long emphasized the role of the media in shaping how cities are perceived. 
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Among theoretical foundations, framing theory and agenda-setting theory provide essential perspectives for under-
standing these processes. A city’s image refers to the perceptions and associations people hold about a city (Lynch, 
1960). It affects tourism, investment, and development, and is a strategic advantage on which economic opportunities 
and global competitiveness depend (Govers & Go, 2009). The media construct narratives that emphasize specific 
attributes and influence public perception (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). 

Framing theory explains how media organize and interpret reality through patterns of emphasis. Originating from 
Goffman (1974), it argues that news reports do more than describe—they build meanings by selecting and highlight-
ing certain aspects. Zhang’s (1999) three-tiered model refines this theory by distinguishing macrostructure (themes), 
mesostructure (main events and evaluations), and microstructure (linguistic and metaphorical forms). This layered 
framework integrates topic structure, event selection, and language to explain how Shenzhen Daily constructs a co-
herent image of the city (Entman, 1993). 

Within this analytical framework, agenda-setting theory complements framing by showing how media determine 
the salience of public issues. According to McCombs and Shaw (1972), the press guides what people think about by 
prioritizing topics across media, policy, and public agendas. Selective reporting aligns with framing by emphasizing 
certain facts to guide perception and evaluation. These theories together form the foundation for analyzing how Shen-
zhen Daily shapes Shenzhen’s city image through structured discourse and agenda organization 

2. Research Methodology 

The study combines framing theory and agenda-setting theory to analyze how Shenzhen Daily constructs Shenzhen’s 
city image through textual and thematic framing. Based on Zhang’s three-layer framework model, the research inte-
grates computational and manual coding to examine the macro, meso, and micro levels. At the mesostructure, agenda-
setting theory is applied to explore how the newspaper selects and organizes main events to shape public issues. 

A dataset of 2,313 English articles published between January 3, 2023, and December 31, 2024, was collected 
through web scraping tools, including headlines, dates, and full texts. After cleaning and removing stopwords, a 
structured corpus was created. 

LDA modeling was used to identify major topics at the macro level; key events were coded and categorized at the 
meso level; and word frequency and metaphor analysis were applied at the micro level to study linguistic strategies. 
The combined quantitative and qualitative analysis provides a comprehensive understanding of how Shenzhen Daily 
builds Shenzhen’s image. 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1 Macrostructure: Thematic Framing 

The macro structure analysis of Shenzhen’s city image that was presented in Shenzhen Daily shows five main topic 
groups found from news headlines using LDA modeling. These topics are shown in Figure 1, which displays their 
importance in the dataset. 

 
Figure 1. Classifications in Headline Theme. 
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The five themes show different proportions and article counts: Technology takes 26.59% with 615 articles, Society 
has 22.52% with 521 articles, Public Services gets 19.58% with 453 articles, Education accounts for 18.24% with 
422 articles, and Culture and Arts makes up 13.06% with 302 articles. This classification was a decision prioritized 
by the media to emphasize Shenzhen’s position as a global innovation hub. The report focuses on developments in 
urban development, public welfare, infrastructure, and education. Although culture and art account for only the small-
est part, they still make significant contributions to the city’s characteristics and cultural appeal. It can be seen from 
this that the distribution of themes reflects the strategic arrangement of the media in showcasing the diverse devel-
opment directions of the city, and also indicates Shenzhen’s orderly attention to different fields in the process of 
shaping the image of a modern city. 

This analysis is based on Zhang’s (1999) three-layer framework model and reveals the path by which Shenzhen 
Daily builds the city image through the thematic distributions. The organic selection of themes has strengthened 
Shenzhen’s city image of balancing technological progress, social harmony, and cultural diversity. Just as Chan (2022) 
pointed out, this communication strategy not only enhances the global reputation of the city but also confirms the 
crucial role of official media in shaping the city’s image. 

3.2 Mesostructure: Event Framing and Agenda Setting 

At the meso level, media representation goes beyond headlines to explore how Shenzhen Daily shapes Shenzhen’s 
image by selecting and framing key events within the media, policy, and public agendas. Using McCombs and Shaw’s 
(1972) agenda-setting theory, the newspaper aligns its reports with the national and municipal development directions. 
Main event topics include science, education, and public services. As Table 1 shows, 55.51% of all articles relate to 
technology and education, reinforcing Shenzhen’s image as both a “Silicon Delta” and a “learning metropolis”. 

Table 1. The aspect of Events Categories 

Events Categories Number of reports Percentage 

Science and Technology 688 29.74% 

Education and Academic Exchange 596 25.77% 

Urban Parks and Public Services 466 20.15% 

International transportation and tourism services 370 16.00% 

Culture and Arts 193 8.34% 

 
Through continuous coverage and metaphorical framing, Shenzhen Daily builds cognitive dominance over certain 

issues. It refers to the 5G network as “digital arteries” and smart city systems as “urban nervous systems,” linking 
modernization with symbolic meaning (Li, 2022). In this way, agenda-setting not only informs but also legitimizes 
Shenzhen’s management agenda. 

Public agenda formation is achieved through framing that connects events to shared values and aspirations. Reports 
on schools are framed as cultivating citizens with global perspectives, while events such as the Shekou Summer 
Camp are depicted as “conduits for transnational youth dialogue,” placing Shenzhen within cultural diplomacy and 
soft power practices (Ting & Liu, 2024). 

Shenzhen Daily’s focus on specific events further demonstrates this agenda-setting role. Technology-related events 
form the largest coverage (29.74%), followed by education (25.77%), public services (20.15%), international trans-
portation (16%), and culture (8.34%). This structure mirrors Shenzhen’s development priorities and promotes a uni-
fied narrative of progress (Xu et al., 2023). 

Events like the Greater Bay Area AI Summit are reported as “worldwide conversations about digital tomorrow,” 
while infrastructure projects such as the Bao’an International Airport expansion are seen as opening Shenzhen to the 
world and strengthening regional ties (Chan et al., 2021). Educational programs such as the Shekou Summer Camp 
are presented as spaces for global skills exchange and cultural collaboration (Ting & Liu, 2024). This aligns with 
Govers and Go’s (2009) idea of “place branding through events,” where a city strengthens its identity through mean-
ingful activities. 

Although reports on cultural activities are fewer, they are arranged to enhance Shenzhen’s overall urban image. 
Coverage of the Dapeng Ancient Castle restoration highlights cultural heritage protection and innovation. Phrases 
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like “a historical node in the modern cityscape” reflect how culture is embedded within Shenzhen’s modernization 
(Fan, 2018). 

Through these agenda-setting practices, Shenzhen Daily not only reports but actively constructs Shenzhen’s iden-
tity as an innovative, global, and culturally open metropolis, shaping both domestic and international perceptions. 

3.3 Microstructure: Linguistic Construction 

3.3.1 Metaphorical Features and City Image Construction 
The power of metaphor consists in establishing conceptual connections between urban realities and familiar images, 
which renders the former more comprehensible. We find that Shenzhen Daily tends to employ metaphors that liken 
the city to a gateway, centre, or leader, thereby accentuating its significance and symbolic nature. From a technical 
perspective, comparing Shenzhen to “China’s Silicon Valley” has a strong sense of substitution, and it is easy for 
readers to associate it with words such as innovation, creation, and global influence; Reports about AI-powered eye-
wear at the 2024 Shenzhen International Optics Fair describe products as “windows to the future,” combining tech-
nology progress with forward-thinking symbolism. 

In terms of the environment, this 50-kilometer-long coastal bike path is called the “green artery”, comparing urban 
infrastructure to an important biological system. The Futian Mangrove Reserve is known as the “lungs of the city”, 
which indicates that environmental health is the foundation of urban energy. 

On the cultural level, the tour of the American “One Voice Children’s Choir” tour was presented in the form of a 
“symphony of cross-cultural harmony,” and musical collaboration became a metaphor for Shenzhen’s global con-
nectivity. 

These metaphors are associated with Lynch’s (1960) concept of the imaginability of the city, in which symbolic 
landmarks make the image of the city easier to perceive and remember. Through these expressions that have sensory 
and emotional connections, Shenzhen Daily constructs a concrete and emotionally resonant image of Shenzhen. 

3.3.2 Evaluative Language and City Image Construction 
Shenzhen Daily crafts a positive and prospective picture of the city by using evaluative language, which is defined as 
words and expressions that reflect a writer’s attitudes, judgments, and values to gently impact readers’ sentiments 
and viewpoints (Ban & Noh, 2018; Bednarek, 2010). The newspaper picks words that show progress, innovation, 
and energy. The newspaper does not give a neutral view. Instead, it always talks about Shenzhen’s success. Words 
like “growing,” “new,” and “changing” are used by the writers to show continuous progress. This method connects 
with Bednarek’s (2010) idea that evaluative language in journalism helps create main stories and shapes how people 
think about events. 

From the newspaper’s coverage of the Shenzhen Talent Park Phase II, it can be seen that the park is described as 
a “green oasis fostering innovation,” not only existing as a leisure place but also being shaped as a symbol of the 
city’s promotion of environmental protection and knowledge development Coverage of the Nanshan Half Marathon 
rendered the race itself a “celebration of resilience and community spirit”, making the seemingly mundane sporting 
event yet another testament to Shenzhen’s determination to realize its dreams. When faced with the trials of hot 
weather that will occur in 2023, the coverage has always been guided by how to rescue and adapt, rather than focusing 
on exhibitions of systemic vulnerability, and the term “smart energy-saving infrastructure” looks to the future, to 
problem-solving, and is selectively optimistic about this. It can be observed that his approach validates Koivunen’s 
(2021) research on the language of emotions in news, emotions, and evaluative language can unconsciously influence 
audience perceptions of what is going on, allowing a favorable image of the city or institution to be constructed. 

Apart from building the city’s image, this method also has a bigger agenda-setting role. When Shenzhen Daily 
keeps using positive words, it makes Shenzhen look better and changes how people at home and abroad see the city. 
These word choices help show Shenzhen as a city that can compete globally and thinks ahead, fitting well with 
China’s big plan for city development. As Fan (2018) points out that this kind of framing helps strengthen city iden-
tities in talks about urban development nationally and internationally. 

4. Conclusion 

This research examines Shenzhen Daily’s role in shaping Shenzhen’s city image through integrated media framing 
and agenda-setting strategies. Drawing on data mining, content analysis, and discourse analysis of 2,313 articles from 
2023-2024, the study demonstrates how framing and agenda-setting theories jointly explain the construction of 
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Shenzhen’s image as an innovative, green, and culturally vibrant metropolis. 
From the macro perspective, the newspaper’s thematic framing identifies five dominant themes—technology, ed-

ucation, society, public services, and culture—reflecting Shenzhen’s alignment with national strategies and its pursuit 
of modernization. Through agenda-setting at the meso level, Shenzhen Daily consciously selects and organizes major 
events such as technological breakthroughs and educational programs to strengthen a forward-looking narrative of 
progress and openness. At the micro level, the use of metaphor and evaluative language highlights Shenzhen’s 
achievements and constructs an emotionally resonant and future-oriented image. 

The findings reveal that Shenzhen’s image is not passively reported but strategically framed through coordinated 
thematic, event, and linguistic choices. This study provides an empirical model for understanding how media framing 
and agenda-setting interact to build city images in contemporary urban communication. 
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