
When it comes to predicting the behavior of China and other closed regimes, the US in-
telligence community has consistently failed. Why? Because it has prioritized espionage 
over other intelligence-gathering methods—despite the counterintelligence capabilities 
of closed regimes and their ability to apprehend our spies. The Policy Change Index 
(PCI) can provide a better, “open source” way to understand these regimes. Instead of 
relying on classified information, foreign informants, and covert operations, we just need 
to understand how to read between the lines in their newspapers. The PCI does exactly 
that. By reading the People’s Daily, this machine learning tool can provide a better under-
standing of the Chinese leadership’s plans than what many China experts can predict.

WATCH THEIR MOUTH(PIECE)
In its official newspaper, the leadership Chinese Com-

munist Party’s leadership is remarkably transparent 

about its intentions. But to discover their intentions, 

you have to know what to look for. 

The PCI machine learning algorithm does not tell 

you what the People’s Daily says. Rather, it tells you 

what the newspaper says that is markedly different 

from what it used to say, which serves as a baseline. 

In other words, the PCI doesn’t measure levels but 

detects anomalies. Anomalies are what raise flags and 

demand closer attention from analysts. 

THE PCI “BEATS THE MARKET” IN ITS 
CHINA PREDICTIONS 
During its spring 2019 trade dispute with Beijing, 

Washington raised tariffs on Chinese imports to pres-

sure the Chinese regime to make structural changes 

to its economy and move toward a more open system. 

US policy experts and media sources like the Wall 

Street Journal said these efforts would succeed. But 

the PCI was seeing something else.

As the algorithm indicated, Beijing was not preparing 

the ground for concession by telling its people about 

the changes the United States wanted to see, such as 

the protection of intellectual property rights. Instead, 

it was becoming more hawkish. The PCI suggested 

we should not expect to see any substantial conces-

sions from China. Two weeks later, the negotiations 

between Washington and Beijing fell through, and the 

two sides walked away from each other. 

The following year, right after the regime thought it 

had contained COVID-19 in China, the People’s Daily 
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the US—for a while. When Xi Jinping became leader, 
mentions dropped off. Today, the Chinese have little 
good to say about Uncle Sam. So, mum’s the word. 
And that’s one trend that continues. 
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suddenly began to emphasize the country’s mili-
tary power. The newspaper had always done so to 
an extent. But now it was flaunting China’s military 
capacity more, at levels far above the baseline. The 
PCI detected this anomaly and flagged it. Was China 
planning some form of military aggression? 

A few months after the PCI identified the new trend, 
the Chinese began to send fighter jets across the 
median line of the Taiwan Strait. They were harassing 
ships in the South China Sea. And they were engaging 
in confrontations with Indian troops at their shared 
border. Since then, matters have de-escalated, and for 
the PCI, things have returned to the baseline, back to 
“on trend.” 

THE PCI ON CHINA’S ATTITUDE TOWARD 
THE UNITED STATES
The People’s Daily rarely says anything negative about 
other countries or their leaders: Chinese propagan-
dists prefer not to mention them. As your mother 
taught, if you can’t say anything good about a person, 
don’t say anything at all. 

Here, again, we need to pay attention to the trend. 

How many times has the People’s Daily used the word 
“US” over the years? After Beijing joined the World 
Trade Organization and China was integrating into the 
global economy, the newspaper increased mentions of 
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