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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Peer review journals publishing L)
surveys of Chinese viewson ™
government pandemic performance:
Invalid science and ethically wrong
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Chinese pandemic attitudes;
China government pandemic control

Dear editor,

Recently, | was sent a manuscript by a peer review journal
to evaluate for publication, a study that reported findings
from a survey of Chinese citizens on their perceptions of
the effectiveness of measures deployed by the Chinese gov-
ernment to reduce community transmission of SARS-CoV-2
in that nation [1]. The manuscript originated from a Chi-
nese university. Given the longstanding use of violent and
oppressive tactics by the Chinese government to enforce
Covid-19 preventive measures [2], most recently in Shanghai
[3], reviewing this manuscript for journal publication pre-
sented ethical concerns. Chinese citizens are being forced to
turn their homes over to government authorities to serve as
Covid-19 isolation/quarantine facilities, are enduring severe
lockdowns where access to food and health care is impeded,
residential buildings are fenced off if occupants have had
possible viral exposure, and children are forcibly separated
from their parents [3].

After presenting uniformly positive survey respondent
appraisal data, the authors of this manuscript concluded:
**The [Chinese] public has a high acceptance of emergency
prevention and control measures on the whole. With the
development of the epidemic, the acceptance increased sig-
nificantly ...”" [1]. Other articles published in peer review
journals focusing on surveys of the Chinese public regarding
their views of their government’s disease control measures
similarly do not consider the impact of respondents’ poten-
tial fears of being candid in expressing their views [4—7].
What should a journal peer reviewer do, when requested
to review and assess a study reporting public attitudes and
perceptions about disease control strategies/tactics forcibly
imposed by a totalitarian state?

Issues of concern are both methodological and ethical.
Methodologically, the survey failed to address potential
social desirability bias in responses, or public fears of
candidly expressing dissatisfactions with the government’s

disease control measures [1]. Ethically, publishing such
flawed and likely inaccurate data enables a false or dis-
torted characterization of public perceptions of the Chinese
government’s Covid-19 response as acceptable and widely
supported by the public. The authors also inappropriately
use this biased data to argue that Chinese public views
on disease control measures compare favorably to other
nations, including democracies, where the kind of draconian
and punitive measures deployed by the Chinese government
are in fact socially, politically and morally unacceptable
[1]. While ethical concerns about China’s management of
the pandemic are not new [8,9], there is little guidance
for peer reviewers who receive manuscripts from journals
requesting evaluation of Chinese public perception data
that is methodologically and ethically of concern. Is it
the best evidence-based practice of biomedical science to
ignore these concerns, and for journals to publish such stud-
ies?

China is an authoritarian state using police force to drive
universal adoption of pandemic preventive measures, where
expressing a negative opinion of those measures risks poten-
tial sanctions imposed by the Chinese government. If survey
respondents are fearful that criticism of governmental pan-
demic control measures may result in punitive retaliation,
they will be less likely to respond candidly. Given the Chi-
nese government’s control and monitoring of public access
to the global Internet, respondents to this web-based survey
may have feared that they did not have true anonymity, and
so limited their candor responding to such a politically sensi-
tive survey. China’s use of police and military force to drive
public compliance with pandemic disease control measures
has likely generated sufficient public fear and intimidation
to corrupt the veracity of responses to surveys that seek to
evaluate its citizens views of these measures.

Therefore, the favorable views found in this public survey
of the government’s disease control measures likely reflect
the impact of these fears, rather than the actual views of
respondents. The study authors offer no discussion of these
critical methodological flaws in the implementation of their
survey or the interpretation of its findings [1]. The results
of this and similar public survey studies conducted in China
cannot be accepted as accurate reflections of respondents’
real views of governmental tactics to reduce spread of the
virus, despite the significant imprimatur and status con-
veyed by peer review journal publication. No public survey
data on the value, acceptability and effectiveness of Covid-
19 disease control measures in China should be regarded as
scientifically unbiased and objective, nor should such data
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be published in peer review journals, unless captured by
an independent third party beyond the influence, monitor-
ing and control of the government, so that respondents can
be highly confident that their responses will be anonymous,
ensuring respondents will not be identified and at risk of
governmental retaliation and sanctions.

The impact of social desirability bias and fear of candor
on public responses to surveys in China, where government
controls and monitors public access to the Internet, engages
ubiquitous video surveillance in public spaces, and enforces
pandemic response measures by brutalizing and imprison-
ing its own citizens, is likely profound and sufficient cause
for scientific journals and peer reviewers to question the
integrity of such studies and public survey data. Public
respondents to such surveys may legitimately fear potential
retaliatory sanctions caused by truthfully condemning gov-
ernmental practices, and will likely prefer not to challenge
governmental authority in a nation where this is not toler-
ated. In China’s embrace of its ‘‘Zero Covid’’ policy, it is
forcefully leveraging its zero tolerance of public resistance
or protest.

With 18% of the world’s population living in China, and
given the pandemic’s origins in that nation, the international
public health community understandably seeks objective
public perception data about China’s pandemic perfor-
mance. However, we legitimize use of oppressive pandemic
disease control policies by publishing likely biased findings
on public perceptions of these measures in peer review jour-
nals. Public surveys of Chinese citizens about their views of
governmental disease control tactics are not fit for publica-
tion in peer review journals if they are not anonymous and
unless certainty that their responses are de-identified is con-
veyed to respondents, enabling them to feel safe expressing
their actual views. Survey findings in the study cited are not
science, but propaganda disseminated on behalf of the Chi-
nese government lacking scientific validity and thus utility.

Data and insights from totalitarian states like China
that achieve Covid-19 disease control success through use
of unethical and coercive authoritarian measures have no
generalizability to liberal democracies, where governments
do not enforce compliance through violent, suppressive
police action, and where governmentally monitored Inter-
net access is not the norm. Conclusions these authors draw
comparing Chinese acceptance of governmental pandemic
measures relative to other states are not scientifically valid
for the same reasons; most states do not employ violent
coercion and harsh sanctions for non-compliance to achieve
disease control objectives.

Journals and their peer reviewers should consistently dis-
qualify studies based on unscientific public survey data that
ignores, rationalizes or implicitly commends the Chinese
government’s unethical, punitive pandemic disease control
efforts. When a government is, figuratively and literally,
holding a gun against the public’s head to ensure they will
comply with pandemic control measures, respondents will
surely indicate those measures are effective and desirable,
even if privately they believe otherwise.

After expressing these points to the journal’s editors,
the subsequent publication of the cited article was con-
cerning. Such studies implicitly message that other nations
should emulate and replicate the methods China uses to
achieve effective disease control. Publication of these arti-

cles advances the disinformation and propaganda objectives
of the Chinese government in its effort to rationalize dra-
conian and inhuman pandemic control measures. While
some nations may emulate what China has achieved with
its “*Zero Covid’’ practices, peer review journals should
denounce the unethical police methods deployed by not
publishing such scientifically invalid and morally compro-
mised reports.
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