
 

 

Since January 2020 Elsevier has created a COVID-19 resource centre with 

free information in English and Mandarin on the novel coronavirus COVID-

19. The COVID-19 resource centre is hosted on Elsevier Connect, the 

company's public news and information website. 

 

Elsevier hereby grants permission to make all its COVID-19-related 

research that is available on the COVID-19 resource centre - including this 

research content - immediately available in PubMed Central and other 

publicly funded repositories, such as the WHO COVID database with rights 

for unrestricted research re-use and analyses in any form or by any means 

with acknowledgement of the original source. These permissions are 

granted for free by Elsevier for as long as the COVID-19 resource centre 

remains active. 

 



L

P
s
g
I

t
f
t
e
i
n
o
C
[
s
t
C
l
r
p
f

a
‘
p
d
n
j
t
s
t
W
t
p
i

M
s
c

Ethics, Medicine and Public Health 23 (2022) 100808

Available  online  at

ScienceDirect

www.sciencedirect.com

ETTER TO THE EDITOR

d
fl
t
g
s
u
o
n
a
a
[
t
f
r
t
t
i
i

u
e
t
r
d
t
n
t
m
s
t
p
h
t
e

o
t
r
c
s
o
c
r
v

eer review journals publishing
urveys of Chinese views on
overnment pandemic performance:
nvalid science and ethically wrong
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Dear  editor,
Recently,  I  was  sent  a  manuscript  by  a  peer  review  journal

o  evaluate  for  publication,  a  study  that  reported  findings
rom  a  survey  of  Chinese  citizens  on  their  perceptions  of
he  effectiveness  of  measures  deployed  by  the  Chinese  gov-
rnment  to  reduce  community  transmission  of  SARS-CoV-2
n  that  nation  [1].  The  manuscript  originated  from  a  Chi-
ese  university.  Given  the  longstanding  use  of  violent  and
ppressive  tactics  by  the  Chinese  government  to  enforce
ovid-19  preventive  measures  [2],  most  recently  in  Shanghai
3],  reviewing  this  manuscript  for  journal  publication  pre-
ented  ethical  concerns.  Chinese  citizens  are  being  forced  to
urn  their  homes  over  to  government  authorities  to  serve  as
ovid-19  isolation/quarantine  facilities,  are  enduring  severe

ockdowns  where  access  to  food  and  health  care  is  impeded,
esidential  buildings  are  fenced  off  if  occupants  have  had
ossible  viral  exposure,  and  children  are  forcibly  separated
rom  their  parents  [3].

After  presenting  uniformly  positive  survey  respondent
ppraisal  data,  the  authors  of  this  manuscript  concluded:
‘The  [Chinese]  public  has  a  high  acceptance  of  emergency
revention  and  control  measures  on  the  whole.  With  the
evelopment  of  the  epidemic,  the  acceptance  increased  sig-
ificantly  .  . .’’ [1].  Other  articles  published  in  peer  review
ournals  focusing  on  surveys  of  the  Chinese  public  regarding
heir  views  of  their  government’s  disease  control  measures
imilarly  do  not  consider  the  impact  of  respondents’  poten-
ial  fears  of  being  candid  in  expressing  their  views  [4—7].
hat  should  a  journal  peer  reviewer  do,  when  requested

o  review  and  assess  a  study  reporting  public  attitudes  and
erceptions  about  disease  control  strategies/tactics  forcibly
mposed  by  a  totalitarian  state?
Issues  of  concern  are  both  methodological  and  ethical.
ethodologically,  the  survey  failed  to  address  potential

ocial  desirability  bias  in  responses,  or  public  fears  of
andidly  expressing  dissatisfactions  with  the  government’s
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isease  control  measures  [1].  Ethically,  publishing  such
awed  and  likely  inaccurate  data  enables  a  false  or  dis-
orted  characterization  of  public  perceptions  of  the  Chinese
overnment’s  Covid-19  response  as  acceptable  and  widely
upported  by  the  public.  The  authors  also  inappropriately
se  this  biased  data  to  argue  that  Chinese  public  views
n  disease  control  measures  compare  favorably  to  other
ations,  including  democracies,  where  the  kind  of  draconian
nd  punitive  measures  deployed  by  the  Chinese  government
re  in  fact  socially,  politically  and  morally  unacceptable
1].  While  ethical  concerns  about  China’s  management  of
he  pandemic  are  not  new  [8,9], there  is  little  guidance
or  peer  reviewers  who  receive  manuscripts  from  journals
equesting  evaluation  of  Chinese  public  perception  data
hat  is  methodologically  and  ethically  of  concern.  Is  it
he  best  evidence-based  practice  of  biomedical  science  to
gnore  these  concerns,  and  for  journals  to  publish  such  stud-
es?

China  is  an  authoritarian  state  using  police  force  to  drive
niversal  adoption  of  pandemic  preventive  measures,  where
xpressing  a  negative  opinion  of  those  measures  risks  poten-
ial  sanctions  imposed  by  the  Chinese  government.  If  survey
espondents  are  fearful  that  criticism  of  governmental  pan-
emic  control  measures  may  result  in  punitive  retaliation,
hey  will  be  less  likely  to  respond  candidly.  Given  the  Chi-
ese  government’s  control  and  monitoring  of  public  access
o  the  global  Internet,  respondents  to  this  web-based  survey
ay  have  feared  that  they  did  not  have  true  anonymity,  and

o  limited  their  candor  responding  to  such  a  politically  sensi-
ive  survey.  China’s  use  of  police  and  military  force  to  drive
ublic  compliance  with  pandemic  disease  control  measures
as  likely  generated  sufficient  public  fear  and  intimidation
o  corrupt  the  veracity  of  responses  to  surveys  that  seek  to
valuate  its  citizens  views  of  these  measures.

Therefore,  the  favorable  views  found  in  this  public  survey
f  the  government’s  disease  control  measures  likely  reflect
he  impact  of  these  fears,  rather  than  the  actual  views  of
espondents.  The  study  authors  offer  no  discussion  of  these
ritical  methodological  flaws  in  the  implementation  of  their
urvey  or  the  interpretation  of  its  findings  [1].  The  results
f  this  and  similar  public  survey  studies  conducted  in  China
annot  be  accepted  as  accurate  reflections  of  respondents’
eal  views  of  governmental  tactics  to  reduce  spread  of  the
irus,  despite  the  significant  imprimatur  and  status  con-

eyed  by  peer  review  journal  publication.  No  public  survey
ata  on  the  value,  acceptability  and  effectiveness  of  Covid-
9  disease  control  measures  in  China  should  be  regarded  as
cientifically  unbiased  and  objective,  nor  should  such  data

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jemep.2022.100808
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00000000
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.jemep.2022.100808&domain=pdf
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e  published  in  peer  review  journals,  unless  captured  by
n  independent  third  party  beyond  the  influence,  monitor-
ng  and  control  of  the  government,  so  that  respondents  can
e  highly  confident  that  their  responses  will  be  anonymous,
nsuring  respondents  will  not  be  identified  and  at  risk  of
overnmental  retaliation  and  sanctions.

The  impact  of  social  desirability  bias  and  fear  of  candor
n  public  responses  to  surveys  in  China,  where  government
ontrols  and  monitors  public  access  to  the  Internet,  engages
biquitous  video  surveillance  in  public  spaces,  and  enforces
andemic  response  measures  by  brutalizing  and  imprison-
ng  its  own  citizens,  is  likely  profound  and  sufficient  cause
or  scientific  journals  and  peer  reviewers  to  question  the
ntegrity  of  such  studies  and  public  survey  data.  Public
espondents  to  such  surveys  may  legitimately  fear  potential
etaliatory  sanctions  caused  by  truthfully  condemning  gov-
rnmental  practices,  and  will  likely  prefer  not  to  challenge
overnmental  authority  in  a  nation  where  this  is  not  toler-
ted.  In  China’s  embrace  of  its  ‘‘Zero  Covid’’  policy,  it  is
orcefully  leveraging  its  zero  tolerance  of  public  resistance
r  protest.

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

Data  and  insights  from  totalitarian  states  like  China
hat  achieve  Covid-19  disease  control  success  through  use
f  unethical  and  coercive  authoritarian  measures  have  no
eneralizability  to  liberal  democracies,  where  governments
o  not  enforce  compliance  through  violent,  suppressive
olice  action,  and  where  governmentally  monitored  Inter-
et  access  is  not  the  norm.  Conclusions  these  authors  draw
omparing  Chinese  acceptance  of  governmental  pandemic
easures  relative  to  other  states  are  not  scientifically  valid

or  the  same  reasons;  most  states  do  not  employ  violent
oercion  and  harsh  sanctions  for  non-compliance  to  achieve
isease  control  objectives.

Journals  and  their  peer  reviewers  should  consistently  dis-
ualify  studies  based  on  unscientific  public  survey  data  that
gnores,  rationalizes  or  implicitly  commends  the  Chinese
overnment’s  unethical,  punitive  pandemic  disease  control
fforts.  When  a  government  is,  figuratively  and  literally,
olding  a  gun  against  the  public’s  head  to  ensure  they  will
omply  with  pandemic  control  measures,  respondents  will
urely  indicate  those  measures  are  effective  and  desirable,
ven  if  privately  they  believe  otherwise.

After  expressing  these  points  to  the  journal’s  editors,

he  subsequent  publication  of  the  cited  article  was  con-
erning.  Such  studies  implicitly  message  that  other  nations
hould  emulate  and  replicate  the  methods  China  uses  to
chieve  effective  disease  control.  Publication  of  these  arti-

2

lert

les  advances  the  disinformation  and  propaganda  objectives
f  the  Chinese  government  in  its  effort  to  rationalize  dra-
onian  and  inhuman  pandemic  control  measures.  While
ome  nations  may  emulate  what  China  has  achieved  with
ts  ‘‘Zero  Covid’’  practices,  peer  review  journals  should
enounce  the  unethical  police  methods  deployed  by  not
ublishing  such  scientifically  invalid  and  morally  compro-
ised  reports.

uman  and  animal  rights

he  authors  declare  that  the  work  described  has  not  involved
xperimentation  on  humans  or  animals.

nformed  consent  and  patient  details

he  authors  declare  that  the  work  described  does  not  involve
atients  or  volunteers.

unding

his  work  did  not  receive  any  grant  from  funding  agencies
n  the  public,  commercial,  or  not-for-profit  sectors.

isclosure  of  interest

he  authors  declare  that  they  have  no  known  competing
nancial  or  personal  relationships  that  could  be  viewed  as

nfluencing  the  work  reported  in  this  paper.
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