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Summary
The 2025 “Guling Yuan” China-U.S. Youth Health Dialogue brought together early-
career doctors and medical students from the United States to China to explore 
common challenges and build people‑to‑people connections. Using a mixed-
methods design, the study examines how participants perceived the dialogue as 
well as their perceptions of China. It combines matched pre-/post-dialogue surveys 
with in-depth follow-up interviews conducted six months after the exchange. Given 
the small sample, the findings are illustrative rather than definitive. Even so, they 
point to a consistent pattern. The dialogue appears to have been more effective at 
strengthening interpersonal trust and cooperative framing than at changing overall 
attitudes toward China.

 
KEY QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS

•	 Overall attitudes toward China remained mixed. Positive and negative individual-level 
shifts offset each other, producing no net median change.

•	 Perceptions of Chinese behavior shifted modestly toward cooperation. After the 
dialogue, participants were more likely to view China as acting cooperatively rather than 
competitively toward the United States after the dialogue.

•	 Trust in Chinese institutions increased slightly but consistently. All observed changes 
moved in a positive direction, suggesting a meaningful, albeit limited, effect of direct 
engagement.

•	 Perceptions of U.S. media accuracy did not change. Short-term dialogue did not alter 
views of third-party information sources.

https://paxsapiens.org/newsroom/guling-yuan-china-u-s-youth-health-dialogue/
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WHAT THE INTERVIEWS SUGGEST

Qualitative interviews clarify how these 
patterns may have emerged. First, overall 
attitude stability does not necessarily 
indicate lack of impact. Instead, the 
information gathered in the interviews 
indicated that positive attitudes were 
counterbalanced by more cautious 
ones. For example, some participants 
described warmer views shaped 
by professional admiration, visible 
institutional progress, personal safety in 
China, and shared problem-solving with 
counterparts, while others paired greater 
appreciation or cultural connection 
with sharper caution about what 
some hospital or leadership settings 
appeared to emphasize, including global 
ranking and reputation, technology, and 
advancement over more patient-centered 
values. Taken together, these mixed 
responses help explain why aggregate 
attitudes remained stable even as the 
dialogue appears to have mattered at the 
individual level.

Second, increased perceptions of 
cooperation seem to have been grounded 
less in abstract judgments about 
stated intent than in direct professional 
interactions. Participants repeatedly 
emphasized the importance of meeting 
clinicians, touring hospitals, and observing 
counterparts confronting similar health 
challenges. The interview evidence is most 
consistent with a shift toward evaluating 
concrete professional behavior and 
shared problem-solving rather than broad, 
abstract geopolitical positioning.

Overall Attitudes Stable
People reacted in different ways

•	 Some came away more positive

•	 Others became more cautious

Cooperation 
Perceptions Increased
Direct contact made 
cooperation feel more real

•	 Meeting clinicians visiting hospitals

•	 Seeing shared challenges up close

Trust Increased Slightly
Confidence in capability rose 
more than trust in priorities

•	 Stronger confidence in medical 
capacity

•	 More caution about what the 
system prioritizes

Media Perceptions Stable
Firsthand experience 
mattered more

•	 Personal exposure became more 
important for some

•	 No broad change in media 
judgements
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Third, institutional trust appears to be multidimensional. Participants often expressed 
respect for technical capacity, infrastructure, and clinical competence while remaining 
more cautious about whether certain institutional values aligned with their own, especially 
when presentations seemed to emphasize prestige, scale, or affiliation more than empathy 
or patient relationships. In this sense, the interviews suggest that confidence in capability 
may increase more readily than deeper trust in what some institutions appear to prioritize.

Finally, perceptions of U.S. media accuracy remained largely stable. The interview evidence 
suggests that firsthand experience became more salient for some participants, but support 
for a broader decline in reliance on media is limited. A more cautious interpretation is that 
direct exposure supplemented rather than fully displaced participants’ prior views shaped 
by outside information sources.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

This pilot suggests several practical implications for future U.S.-China exchanges.

•	 Set realistic expectations. Short-term dialogue is more likely to improve interpersonal 
trust, professional respect, and willingness to cooperate than to transform broad 
political attitudes toward China.

•	 Focus on mechanism, not just outcome. Programs should be evaluated not only by 
whether overall favorability rises, but also by whether they reduce social distance, 
increase practical trust, and make future collaboration more imaginable.

•	 Design for continuity. Participants identified stronger peer pairing, specialty-specific 
matching, shared contact lists, and clearer post-program follow-up, such as alumni 
calls or joint projects, as concrete ways to deepen and sustain exchange effects.

•	 Prioritize quality over scale. Expanding participant numbers alone is unlikely to 
maximize impact. Professionally relevant, well-structured, and sustained interaction is 
likely to matter more than volume.

•	 Continue investing, but with disciplined evaluation. Although this pilot is small, it 
supports continued investment in people-to-people exchange as a relatively low-cost 
and low-risk way to preserve channels of contact under geopolitical strain. Future 
iterations should incorporate larger samples, clearer comparison points, and longer 
follow-up to assess which effects endure.



Building Trust Through Dialogue?  |  6 PAX sapiens  |  U.S.-China Program

Introduction
China and the United States face shared health challenges, from pandemic preparedness to chronic disease, 
even as bilateral relations remain strained by strategic competition. In this context, people-to-people 
exchanges offer one possible way to reduce mistrust by giving young professionals direct exposure to one 
another’s lived realities and creating shared experiences that official diplomacy often cannot provide. Against 
this backdrop, PAX sapiens Foundation and the Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign 
Countries (CPAFFC) cohosted the 2025 U.S.-China Youth Health Dialogue to examine whether immersive, 
professionally oriented exchange can shift perceptions among American participants.

This pilot study is guided by four questions:

1.	 How did participants’ overall and issue-specific perceptions of China change after 
the dialogue?

2.	 Do baseline ideology, prior exposure to China, or personality traits shape how 
responsive participants are to the experience?

3.	 Does firsthand interaction affect trust in Chinese institutions and views of U.S. 
media coverage about China?

4.	 Does participation increase willingness to pursue further professional collaboration 
with Chinese counterparts?

 
Although the dialogue was organized around health, the study also considers whether sector-specific 
exchange generates broader spillover effects on perceptions of cooperation in adjacent fields, including 
education, technology, and P2P engagement.

The project uses a mixed-methods design combining matched pre- and post-dialogue surveys with qualitative 
evidence from open-ended reflections and focused follow-up interviews. It examines whether participation 
in the dialogue shapes how American participants view China and how willing they are to work with Chinese 
counterparts in health and related sectors. Beyond general favorability, the analysis tracks change across several 
domains while using qualitative material to better understand the mechanisms behind any observed shifts.

The study is intentionally narrow in scope. It is a pilot based on a small, purposive sample (n = 8) rather 
than a large-scale or nationally representative survey. It captures attitudinal change over the immediate 
post-dialogue period rather than long-term effects years later. It does not assess logistical or organizational 
aspects of the program, nor does it make normative judgments about official policy. Its purpose is more 
limited and empirical: to assess whether a targeted dialogue can produce measurable attitudinal movement 
among participants and to identify the conditions under which such movement appears more or less likely. 
For clarity, the main report emphasizes medians and interquartile ranges, while additional statistical tests are 
presented in the appendices.
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Results and Interpretation
OVERALL ATTITUDES TOWARD CHINA

6.5 6.0
(5.75 - 7.0) (6.0 - 6.5)

PRE POST

Overall Favorability of China
Participants entered the dialogue with generally positive 
views: The pre‑dialogue median rating was 6.5/7. After 
the dialogue, the median fell slightly to 6.0. Changes 
varied widely: Three individuals reported more favorable 
attitudes, three reported less favorable attitudes, and 
one remained unchanged. Because positive and negative 
shifts balanced, the overall median difference was zero.  
These mixed patterns suggest that personal experiences 
during the dialogue shaped perceptions differently. Some 
participants may have encountered challenges that 
tempered enthusiasm, while others felt more warmly 
toward China. The dialogue did not produce a uniform 
rallying effect on overall favorability.

Qualitative interviews help explain this apparent stability. Rather than pointing to simple attitudinal inertia, 
the null aggregate change appears consistent with divergent individual-level processes operating in opposite 
directions. Some participants described more positive feelings shaped by admiration for Chinese peers, 
visible institutional progress, personal safety in China, and the practical experience of working through similar 
health challenges. Others described a more mixed response, in which stronger appreciation for aspects 
of China or the exchange coexisted with greater caution about what some hospital or leadership settings 

appeared to emphasize. In the clearest cases, this caution 
did not center on technical competence itself. Instead, it 
reflected unease about whether the values being emphasized 
(i.e., reputation, technology, advancement, elite partnerships, 
and institutional ranking) fully aligned with participants’ own 
professional expectations, especially around the human side 
of care, patient relationships or empathy. As one participant 
put it, they came away “quite impressed by the medicine,” but 
also “more cautious about what gets valued and rewarded.” 
Another described some leadership presentations as feeling 

“hollow,” with repeated emphasis on institutional standing 
and global ranking over how patients are treated. These 
multidirectional shifts help explain why aggregate favorability 
remained stable even as the dialogue appears to have shaped 
how some participants interpreted what they saw.

The interview evidence is stronger for the claim that attitudes moved in different directions than for the 
more specific claim that participants with favorable prior views mainly experienced confirmation rather than 
change. That possibility remains plausible, but the current interview material supports it only indirectly.
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PERCEPTIONS OF BEHAVIOR:  
COMPETITION VERSUS COOPERATION

3.5 5.0
(3.0 - 5.25) (4.75 - 6.0)

PRE POST

China	     U.S. Behavior Index

ꜛThe dialogue appears to have nudged perceptions of 
Chinese behavior toward cooperation.  Participants 
rated whether China acts competitively or cooperatively 
toward the United States.  The median score increased 
from 3.5 (leaning competitive) pre‑event to 5.0 (leaning 
cooperative) post‑event. Five participants reported more 
cooperative perceptions (changes of +1 to +3 on the 
seven‑point scale); two reported no change; one reported 
a shift toward competition. Although not statistically 
significant in such a small sample, the direction of change 
is consistent. Participants generally viewed Chinese 
behavior as less antagonistic after interacting directly 
with Chinese peers and institutions. The robustness 
checks show that this pattern holds even when removing any single survey item from the behavior index.

Interviews suggest that this shift may reflect a change in the level at which participants interpreted “Chinese 
behavior.” Rather than reassessing China’s strategic intent in the abstract, participants frequently emphasized 
what they observed directly in hospitals, clinics, and professional exchanges.

Several participants described the importance of meeting clinicians, touring facilities, and talking through 
common challenges with counterparts. In these accounts, cooperation became more concrete through 
direct interaction and shared professional context. The interview evidence therefore suggests a cautious 
mechanism. Perceptions of cooperation appear to have been shaped less by abstract geopolitical reasoning 
than by firsthand exposure to professional behavior and common problem-solving.

This interpretation should still be stated carefully. The interviews support the mechanism more through 
repeated descriptions of direct interaction and shared goals than through many respondents explicitly 
contrasting “geopolitics” with “practice” in a single clean formulation.

Note: The strongest clusters in the interview language center on exchange, contact, trust, values, and skepticism, reinforcing the 
interpretation that admiration for Chinese institutional capability and caution about its priorities often coexisted.

Cooperation / Contact Trust / Caution

exchange
contact interact

shared work

delegation colleagues
meet

site visits

clinical work

collaborate
common goals clinicians

trust
values

systems
competence

stereotypes

experience

media
bias

priorities

skeptical

capacity

firsthand contact
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TRUST IN CHINESE INSTITUTIONS 
AND U.S. MEDIA PERCEPTIONS

Trust is central to sustainable cooperation. The dialogue 
fostered a modest but consistent increase in American 
students’ trust in China’s institutions during the trip. On a 
seven‑point scale, the median trust rating rose from 5.5 to 
6.0. All four participants who changed their rating moved 
in a positive direction; the remainder reported no change. 
A non‑parametric test (p ≈ 0.07) suggests a possible 
true effect despite limited power. This indicates that 
face‑to‑face engagement may build institutional trust even 
when broader attitudes are mixed.

Qualitative interviews suggest that participants did not 
always understand institutional trust as a single, undifferentiated concept. The clearest evidence instead 
points to a distinction between confidence in capability and confidence in what some institutional settings 

appeared to value most. Several interviewees described 
stronger confidence in technical competence, organizational 
capacity, and clinical scale after seeing hospitals and 
clinicians up close. At the same time, this did not always 
translate into broader trust across all dimensions. For 
some, conversations with bureaucratic leaders raised new 
questions about how ordinary physicians are assessed 
within a highly metric-driven system, and whether 
administrative performance indicators adequately capture 
clinical quality. The resulting caution was less about clinical 
ability itself, but more about whether some institutional 
settings placed too much emphasis on metrics, prestige, and 
advancement at the expense of patient-centered values.

This distinction helps explain why trust scores moved 
modestly in a positive direction even as some participants 

continued to express caution about whether those institutional emphases aligned with their own values. 
The strongest qualitative support in this section therefore concerns growing confidence in capability, while 
evidence for broader normative trust is more limited and mixed.

5.5 6.0
(4.75 - 6.0) (5.0 - 6.0)

PRE POST

Trust in Chinese Institutions

 

“Just travel and meeting people cuts down on bias and stereotypes much, 
much more than hearing news articles or reading something online.”
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3.0 3.0
(2.0 - 3.0) (1.75 - 3.25)

PRE POST

U.S. Media Accuracy
Views of U.S. media accuracy, by contrast, remained 
broadly stable. The interview evidence offers limited but 
suggestive support for the idea that firsthand experience 
became more important for some participants when 
interpreting China-related information. However, this 
pattern should be treated cautiously. The stronger 
qualitative finding is not that media credibility was 
broadly revised, but that direct exposure sometimes gave 
participants an additional frame of reference alongside 
existing mediated narratives.

COLLABORATION INTENTIONS AND BEHAVIORAL INTENT

Although survey questions about future collaboration were not paired pre-post, post-event responses provide 
suggestive evidence on behavioral intentions. Most participants expressed willingness to engage again in 
similar exchanges and to share lessons learned with peers. Participants who reported larger increases in trust 
also tended to express stronger interest in future collaboration with Chinese counterparts. 

“It would be really nice to have more of a contact list that was 
provided for people that we did meet over there.”

MODERATING FACTORS:  
IDEOLOGY, EXPOSURE AND PERSONALITY

Exploratory analyses examined whether patterns of attitudinal change differed descriptively across participant 
characteristics. Participants self‑identified along a five‑point ideology scale. Because of small numbers, 
responses were collapsed into liberal, moderate and conservative categories. No clear pattern emerged. 
Liberals and moderates exhibited a mix of positive and negative shifts, and the lone conservative reported 
no change in overall attitudes. An index of prior China exposure (summing ten experiences such as study 
trips and Chinese friends) also showed no consistent relationship with attitude change. However, personality 
openness (TIPI) may play a role. Participants scoring low on openness displayed more pronounced positive 
shifts in overall attitudes and cooperation perceptions, while those scoring high showed little change or slight 
declines. Given the exploratory nature and tiny sample, these observations should be treated as hypotheses 
for future research.
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Discussion and Conclusion
This pilot dialogue suggests that a targeted, 
professionally oriented U.S.-China youth exchange can 
generate modest but meaningful gains in interpersonal 
trust and perceived scope for cooperation, even when 
broader country-level attitudes remain mixed. The 
qualitative interviews help clarify the mechanism. 
Participants repeatedly described face-to-face 
interaction as making the other side feel less abstract 
and more relatable. What changed was not necessarily 
their overall geopolitical outlook, but their sense that 
cooperation was more concrete, human, and practically 
grounded than they had assumed before. In that 
respect, the exchange appears to have worked less by 
changing ideology than by narrowing social distance.

At the same time, the findings point to clear limits. Participants’ assessments of U.S. media accuracy in 
portraying China did not improve after the trip, and most continued to rate coverage as only moderately 
accurate. This suggests that short-term dialogue may strengthen direct interpersonal trust without 
substantially displacing more durable interpretive frames shaped by media, politics, and prior beliefs. A brief 
exchange may make the other side more legible at the personal level, but it is unlikely to undo entrenched 
narratives formed over years. The more defensible conclusion, then, is a limited one. P2P dialogue can 
improve how participants relate to one another directly, even if it does not significantly revise how they 
interpret the broader information environment.

The pilot also hints that dialogue effects may vary across participants. Preliminary patterns suggest that 
those lower in openness (a personality trait) showed larger positive attitude shifts, whereas highly open 
participants changed less or in some cases slightly backslid. Given the very small sample, this pattern should 
be treated cautiously. Still, it raises an analytically useful possibility. Exchange programs may have greater 
marginal impact on participants whose prior views are more ambivalent than on those already predisposed 
toward cross-cultural engagement.

Just as importantly, the findings suggest that program design shapes outcomes. Participants did not simply 
call for “more exchange.” They pointed to specific features that would make exchange more consequential: 

•	 stronger peer matching by specialty, 

•	 clearer post-trip follow-up such as alumni calls or joint projects, 

•	 simple tools like shared contact lists to sustain relationships after the visit. 

Taken together, these suggestions imply that the value of dialogue depends not only on exposure, but on 
whether interaction is professionally relevant, socially reinforced, and sustained over time. This is a significant 
point. It suggests that the effects of youth exchange should not be evaluated as a one-off encounter, but as 
part of a longer process of relationship-building.
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For policy, the implications are therefore modest but practical. Youth and professional exchanges are unlikely 
to transform strategic distrust at the state level, especially in a period of broader bilateral tension. But they 
can preserve channels of contact, reduce interpersonal misperception, and create limited but real social 
foundations for future cooperation. In the current U.S.-China context, that makes them neither a substitute for 
diplomacy nor a symbolic add-on. Their value lies in helping sustain communicative capacity where formal 
political trust is weak.

This also means that improving exchange quality may matter more than simply expanding exchange volume. 
Lowering participation barriers, supporting better professional matching, and creating clearer post-program 
pathways for continued contact would likely strengthen the durability of observed gains. Future programs 
should also incorporate more systematic evaluation so that dialogue effects can be assessed with greater 
confidence and compared across cohorts.

These conclusions should be interpreted cautiously. The sample is very small, the effects are modest, and 
this was a pilot rather than a large-scale test. The findings are therefore directional rather than definitive. Even 
so, they support a limited but important proposition. P2P exchange is most likely to matter not by reshaping 
grand political attitudes in the short run, but by making trust, communication, and cooperation more plausible 
at the human level. In an era of persistent rivalry, that is a constrained outcome, but not an insignificant one.
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METHODOLOGICAL APPENDICES

The appendices summarize the study design, data collection procedures, analytical methods and key 
quantitative as well as qualitative findings. It complements the main report by providing technical detail in 
clear language.

A1. Survey Design and Data Processing
Thirty young health professionals from the United States participated in the U.S.-China Youth Health Dialogue 
in 2025. A baseline survey was administered immediately before the program, and a follow-up survey was 
administered after completion. Eight participants completed both surveys and therefore constitute the 
matched analytic sample used in the pre/post analysis. 

The questionnaire measured overall favorability toward China, perceptions of Chinese behavior toward the 
United States, trust in Chinese institutions, assessments of U.S. media accuracy, perceived value of the 
dialogue, prior exposure to China, political ideology, and personality traits. Behavioral items used seven-point 
semantic differential scales.

Survey responses were converted to numeric form and aligned so that higher values consistently reflected 
more positive views where applicable. Pre- and post-dialogue responses were matched using unique 
participant identifiers.

Given the very small matched sample, the analysis emphasized descriptive summaries and simple non-
parametric comparisons. Results are reported primarily through medians, interquartile ranges, and median 
change between pre- and post-dialogue responses. Where useful, composite measures were used only for 
conceptually related items, such as a behavior-based cooperation index. Sensitivity checks were conducted to 
ensure that broad patterns were not driven by any single item.

A2. Summary of Quantitative Results
Overall attitudes toward China showed no consistent net shift. Some participants became more favorable 
and others less so. Perceptions of Chinese behavior moved modestly toward cooperation. Trust in Chinese 
institutions increased slightly and consistently across those who changed, while evaluations of U.S. media 
accuracy remained broadly stable. Taken together, these quantitative patterns are consistent with modest 
movement toward greater perceived cooperation and trust, while overall attitudes and media perceptions 
remained mixed or unchanged. Given the very small sample, these findings should be interpreted cautiously.

Table A2. Key Attitudinal Changes

Pre median (IQR) Post median (IQR) Median change (Δ)

Overall Favorability of China 6.5 (5.75-7.0) 6.0 (6.0-6.5) 0.0

China ꜛ U.S. Behavior Index 3.5 (3.0-5.25) 5.0 (4.75-6.0) +1.0

U.S. Media Accuracy 3.0 (2.0-3.0) 3.0 (1.75-3.25) 0.0

Trust in Chinese Institutions 5.5 (4.75-6.0) 6.0 (5.0-6.0) +0.5

Note: IQR = interquartile range; Δ = median of within-participant change (post − pre)
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B1. Summary of Qualitative Interviews
To better understand the mechanisms behind the survey results, the author conducted follow-up interviews 
with participants six months after the dialogue. Each interview lasted 30–45 minutes and explored how 
participants interpreted their experiences, including moments that stood out, shifts in trust and perceptions, 
and intentions for future collaboration. These interviews were not intended to be representative. Rather, they 
were used to clarify how and why attitudes may have shifted following direct engagement.

All interviews were transcribed and then processed in stages. The qualitative workflow began with transcript 
cleaning and segmentation to create a traceable interview evidence layer. Analysis was guided by the inter-
view guide but proceeded conservatively, using first- and second-pass review to identify recurring themes and 
mechanisms most relevant to the report’s main findings. Identifying details were removed or withheld where 
necessary to protect participant privacy, and quotes are used selectively to illustrate recurring patterns rather 
than to generalize beyond the sample.

B2. Interview Guide (Sample)

Attitude Shifts When you signed up, what were you hoping to get out of this experience? 

Did things turn out as you expected? Any moment that really surprised you? 

  

Think of one conversation or moment that really stuck with you: What happened, 
how did it make you feel, and why do you think it mattered? 

If you had to turn that into a headline or social post, what would it say? 

Has this experience changed how much you trust Chinese institutions or how you 
see U.S. media coverage of China? What made the biggest difference? 

If you could rethink one belief you had before, what would it be, and why? 

 

After the dialogue, have you shared what you learned or stayed in touch with 
anyone from China? What helped or got in the way? 

If you set one small goal for collaboration in the next three to six months, what 
would it be? What support would help? 

 

Looking back, what parts of the program really helped build trust? Were there any 
parts that made things awkward or confusing? 

If you could tweak the design, like content, pacing, pairing, or follow-up, what 
would you change? 

Critical Incidents 
& Affective Arc 

Trust & Information 
Exposure

Post-trip 
Collaboration

Mechanisms & 
Design Feedback
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