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Summary  

 

▪ This report is a result of a wide-scale study of public opinion on China in 

13 European countries,1 conducted in September and October 2020, on 

a research sample representative with respect to gender, age, level of 

education, country region, and settlement density.2 Here, we focus on the 

Spanish portion of the polling, building on the previously published report 

comparing the results across the 13 countries.3 

▪ Amid the pandemic, a relative majority of the Spanish population has 

expressed negative views on China (43% negative, 29.8% positive, 27.2% 

neutral) as well as the degradation of their perceptions of the Asian 

country in the past three years, in line with a similar dynamic among 

other surveyed EU countries (Figure 1 & Figure 2). China appears as one of 

the most negatively-perceived countries in Spain, but negative 

perceptions of China do not score far above those of the U.S. At the same 

time, the share of positive views on the US remains 8 percentage points 

higher. This suggests that a considerable part of Spanish society still 

holds neutral views of China, while Spaniards are more divided between 

the positive and negative views when it comes to the U.S. (Figure 3). 

▪ Worsening views of China are a recent trend and likely to be a result of 

being the origin of the new coronavirus. COVID-19 is by far the most 

common association which comes to the minds of most Spaniards, with 

other associations appearing often being large population, Communism, 

and technology (Figure 4). 

▪ Triangulation of the survey data with that of other polls suggests that 

other significant international China-related issues, namely the US-China 

trade war and technological competition or China’s activities in Hong 

Kong, have only been secondary factors of the degradation of China’s 

image in Spain. Even as a vast majority of Spaniards (76%) have 

expressed worries about US-China tensions, 4  data from the survey 

shows that globally, this has not translated into negative perceptions 

over trade with China or Chinese investment. Spaniards also maintain 

positive perceptions of Chinese technology and are relatively neutral 
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when it comes to cooperation with Chinese companies on 5G, although 

they express a higher preference to cooperate with the companies from 

the EU and Japan (Figure 14). This may suggest a limited impact of the 

debates and risks associated with the US-China technological 

competition on the image of China in Spain.  

▪ In contrast, data from our survey (Figure 19), as well as from the YouGov 

Cambridge Globalism project,5 show that Spaniards are highly critical of 

China’s early management and responsibility in the COVID-19 outbreak. 

Also, the significant gap between the share of respondents whose 

perceptions of China have worsened (41.6%) and those whose 

perception improved (17.1%) (Figure 2) contrasts with the relatively stable 

or resilient image of China before the pandemic. Data from the 

Eurobarometer shows no increase of Spanish negative perceptions of 

China between 2017 and 2018, i.e. after the start of the US-China trade 

war.6 Similarly, the Barometer of the Elcano Royal Institute has registered 

a stable valuation of China (5 points out of ten compared to a 5.02 points 

average over the 2012-2020 period) until early 2020.7 Data from the Pew 

Research Center provides a more nuanced picture. It reveals an increase 

of negative Spanish perceptions of China from 2017 to 2019 (from 43% 

to 53%), but it also confirms that the bulk of the degradation (from 53% 

to 63%) has taken place at an accelerated rate between 2019 and 

summer of 2020.8 

▪ As for Hong Kong, the elaboration and adoption of the national security 

law and the related mass civil protests, have gathered significant media 

coverage in the Spanish media, highly critical of China. But data from our 

survey suggest this may have had only a limited impact on Spanish 

perceptions of China. Support for Hong Kong autonomy, for instance, 

remains rather limited (27.9% agree, 21.7 % disagree) and Spaniards 

express neutral attitudes towards Hong Kong people (with an average 

score of 54.99%), without any special sympathy compared to other 

groups like Taiwanese (54.82) Russians (53.52), or even Chinese (53.91), 

while Tibetans (57.78) or Americans (58.01) score slightly more 

positively. It is very likely that the development in Hong Kong remains 

secondary in Spain, and is determined through the prism of the 

independence of Catalonia. Cross-tabulation suggests that opposition 
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to a referendum on Catalonia’s autonomy is a determining factor of 

Spaniard positioning on the autonomy of Hong Kong, but also the self-

determination of Tibet (Figure 21 & Figure 22). 

▪ Increasingly negative perceptions of China do not apply to people-to-

people exchanges and Chinese citizens. Spaniards hold positive 

perceptions of Chinese students, Chinese tourists, and the Chinese 

community overall, while they have negative views on Chinese 

politicians (Figure 6). 

▪ Spaniards hold a slightly positive view of the trade with China, neutral 

view of Chinese investments, and lean towards negative sentiments on 

other issues including Belt and Road Initiative, and especially China’s 

impact on the global environment, Chinese military power, and China’s 

influence on democracy in other countries (Figure 5). 

▪ The top policy priorities towards China as seen by the Spanish public 

include addressing cyber-security (68.9% of respondents) and 

cooperation on global issues like climate change (68.6%) (Figure 15). 

However, it is likely that these do not indicate a genuine inclination for 

cooperation with China, but rather that they arise as a necessity due to 

concerns over China's impact on the global environment and 

cyberattacks coming from China (Figure 5). Advancing human rights and 

democratic reform in China is another policy priority, echoing largely 

negative perceptions of the human rights situation in China (Figure 10) and 

concerns about its influence on democracy in other countries (Figure 5). 

Preventing China's geopolitical expansion is the least preferred policy 

priority. 

▪ China is recognized as a powerful international actor on par with the U.S. 

It is ranked similarly to the U.S. and Russia in terms of military capacities, 

significantly above the EU (Figure 7). It is also considered as the global 

economic and technological power roughly on par with the U.S (Figure 8). 

As such, China’s importance for the Spanish economy is seen again 

similar to the U.S., with the EU being the most important in this regard 

(Figure 11). In terms of cultural attractiveness, China comes second, after 

the EU and ahead of the U.S. and Russia (Figure 9). However, China is not 
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seen as a trustworthy partner with figures similar to that of Russia, and 

below that of the U.S., and more significantly that of the EU (Figure 12).  

▪ Spaniards display a clear policy preference for alignment with the 

European Union, rather than with the U.S. or China (Figure 13). The EU is 

considered a trustworthy partner in contrast with the other global 

powers. In terms of the rollout of 5G, Spanish public opinion favors 

cooperation with EU companies, ahead of the cooperation with the 

Japanese companies. Cooperation with Chinese companies is favored 

about the same as the cooperation with the U.S. companies (Figure 14).  

▪ These EU-friendly preferences also apply to China policy as the majority 

of respondents (50.7%) advocates for a policy framed at the EU-level 

rather than at the national one (Figure 15).  

▪ Importantly, China’s image differs between voters of traditional parties 

(PSOE and PP) and Unidas Podemos, which hold more positive 

perceptions of China, and voters from Ciudadanos (54), Vox (55.4%), and 

the Republican Left of Catalonia (58.6), whose negative perceptions all 

score above 50% of respondents. However, the share of negative 

perceptions remains superior among all the main Spanish parties, except 

for PSOE voters (38.4% positive, 38% negative) (Figure 20). 

▪ China’s assistance amid the COVID-19 pandemic has been 

acknowledged by almost half the population (48.8%). It scores well 

below the EU’s assistance (66%) but far above that of the United States 

(19.7%) (Figure 18). Cross tabulation reveals that positive perceptions of 

Chinese assistance are more often associated with a positive image of 

the country) which suggests that Chinese public diplomacy may have 

partly achieved a damage control objective. At the same time, it has 

failed to decouple the pandemic from its outbreak in China as more than 

40% of the respondents have directly linked COVID-19 with an intentional 

(41%) release from a Chinese laboratory (Figure 19). 
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1 Feelings towards China and other countries 

 

Figure 1: Feeling towards China among Spanish respondents9 

 

 
Figure 2: Change of feeling towards China among Spanish 

respondents in the past three years10  
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Figure 3: Feeling towards select countries among Spanish 
respondents11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: What is the first thing that comes to your mind when China is 

mentioned (most frequent answers, only 10+ mentions)?12  
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Figure 5: Perceptions of certain China-related issues among Spanish 
respondents13 
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Figure 6: Feelings towards Chinese people among Spanish 

respondents14 
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2 Comparing the global powers 
 

Figure 7: How militarily strong do you consider the following 
countries/entities? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: How economically strong do you consider the following 
countries/entities? 
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Figure 9: How culturally attractive do you consider the following 

countries/entities? 
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Figure 10: How do you evaluate the human rights situation in the 
following countries/entities? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11: How important are the following countries/entities to the 
economic development of Spain? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: How much do you trust the following countries/entities? 
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3 Spanish foreign policy towards China 
 

Figure 13: How closely should Spanish foreign policy be aligned with the 
policy of the following actors? (0=not at all; 10=completely)15 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 14: Should Spain cooperate with the following countries in 
building its 5G network? (% of respondents agreeing) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15: What should be Spanish foreign policy priorities towards 
China? (% of respondents agreeing) 
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Figure 16: Should Spain pursue its own strategy towards China or 

contribute to an EU China strategy? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17: Satisfaction of Spanish respondents with their government’s 

policy towards China 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
  

 
Spanish public opinion on China in the age of COVID-19 14 
 

4 COVID-19 pandemic 
 

Figure 18: How much did the following countries/entities help Spain 
during the COVID-19 pandemic?16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19: Spanish views on the COVID-19 pandemic (% of respondents 

agreeing) 
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5 Views of China & political affiliation 

 

Figure 20: Feelings on China among voters of political parties polling 
over 5%17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 21: Support for the autonomy of Hong Kong among Spanish 

respondents according to their support of the independence 

referendum for Catalonia18 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 22: Support for self-determination of Tibet among Spanish 

respondents according to their support of independence 

referendum for Catalonia 19 
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