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Abstract
This paper examines US public opinion after the drastic changes in US–China relations during the Trump
presidency. I argue that the perceived China threat influences Americans’ evaluation of the China–Taiwan
tension. Based on the US dataset of the 2018 Survey on Global Attitudes and Trends by the Pew Research
Center, Americans tend to perceive the China–Taiwan tension as a serious problem for the USA when
Americans identify China as a major threat and its military strength as a concern. As US public opinion
shapes the US foreign policy on China, the findings shed light on the public support for the ongoing US–
China conflict.
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1. Introduction

Mounting literature on audience costs contends that American public opinion has influenced US for-
eign policymaking (Fearon, 1994; Partell and Palmer, 1999; Tomz, 2007). For the American people to
judge foreign policies, the elite-cue-taking theory shows that the US public takes an information short-
cut by receiving cues from the power elites (Brody, 1991; Zaller, 1992; Berinsky, 2007, 2009). Given
President Trump’s unprecedented rhetoric about China’s threat to the USA, it is essential to see
whether Americans follow suit and which kind of China’s threat to the USA makes the tensions
between China and Taiwan loom in the eyes of Americans. In this paper, I investigate whether the
US public opinion is in line with power elites’ cues focusing on China’s threat to the USA and the
China–Taiwan tensions, which is one of the most likely places the USA would engage in a war
with China (The Economist, 2021).

The USA has faced grave challenges to China’s growing military and economic strength in East
Asia. Since China’s economic reform in 1978 has grown enormously in wealth and power
(Johnston, 2003; Bijan, 2005). While claiming that its rise is peaceful, China has put substantial efforts
into the military buildup, including a nuclear missile arsenal, aircraft carriers, military bases in the
Indian Ocean, and artificial islands in the South China sea (Office of the Secretary of Defense,
2016, 2017, 2018; Stashwick, 2019, 2020). It also imposed economic sanctions on countries standing
up to it (Reilly, 2012; Chen and Garcia, 2016; Panda, 2019). During this time, engaging with rather
than containing China has significantly guided US policy on China throughout the Bush, Clinton,
Bush Jr., and Obama presidencies.

The Obama administration proposed Pivot to Asia policy to restore the US influence. It substan-
tially increases investment in the Asia-Pacific region militarily, economically, and diplomatically
(Clinton, 2011). Since the presidential campaign, Trump switched gears to a hardline US policy on
China by first framing China as a serious threat to the USA militarily and economically and next
identifying the issues ranging from loss of US jobs to China, US trade deficit with China, cyberattacks
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from China, and China’s violation of Uyghur human rights (Stracqualursi, 2017; Rappeport, 2019). He
even questioned the necessity for the USA to continue its longstanding One-China policy (Bohan and
Brunnstrom, 2016). The China–Taiwan tension is one of the main reasons why the USA and China
might engage in war (Ross, 2002; Copper, 2006; Carpenter, 2015). We have yet to determine if
Americans link China’s threat to the China–Taiwan tensions just like the public narratives or com-
mentaries do.

There is an urgent need for up-to-date research to capture the contour of US public opinion. To
address this timely issue, I argue that the perceived level and nature of China’s threat influence
Americans’ evaluation of the China–Taiwan tension. I claim that Americans’ perception of China
being a grave threat to the USA makes the China–Taiwan tension a salient issue for US interests.
When China’s military strength concerns Americans, I hypothesize that this makes Americans uncer-
tain about the USA’s chances and consequences of war with China. Such uncertainty induces them to
care about the China–Taiwan tension, which is the most likely cause of any future US–China war.
China’s growing economic power may arouse Americans’ concern over China surpassing the USA
in economic status. Such concern does not induce Americans to care more about the China–
Taiwan tension because commerce is not a zero-sum game. An economically thriving China does
not necessarily make the USA less weak in commerce.

To empirically test this, I use the Global Attitudes and Trends survey dataset provided by the Pew
Research Center. In April 2018, the Center surveyed 1,500 US respondents with either a household
landline or cell phone with a computer-assisted telephone interviewer system. The findings corrobor-
ate my argument that the level and nature of China’s threat to the USA determines whether Americans
see the China–Taiwan tension as a grave concern for Americans.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. In the next section, I briefly review the litera-
ture on US public opinion on cross-strait relations. Then, I propose two hypotheses on how Americans
perceive Chinese threats in terms of level and nature. Moreover, I elaborate on how such perception
leads to their attitudes toward the China–Taiwan tension. The fourth section lays out the research
strategy and presents empirical findings to support the argument. I conclude in the final section.

2. Elite cues to US public opinion on foreign policy making

Early works debate whether people can collect information and formulate coherent decisions about
foreign policies (detailed review in Baum and Potter, 2008). The latest literature on audience costs
shows that public opinion influences foreign policymaking in democracies where the general public
holds politicians accountable for their policies, foreign policies included (Fearon, 1998; Tomz et al.,
2020). Empirical research further confirms that public opinion influenced the US use of force abroad
in general (Tomz, 2007; Tomz et al., 2020) and in specific countries, including Nicaragua (Sobel,
2001), Somalia (Klarevas, 2002), and Iraq (Larson and Savych, 2005; Voeten and Brewer, 2006).

The next question is how the general public makes a consistent judgment call on foreign policies
remotely related to their daily experiences (Rosenau, 1965). There is an information asymmetry
between elites and the people (Colaresi, 2007; Baum and Groeling, 2010). Elite cue-tasking theory sug-
gests that the public takes an information shortcut by receiving cues from the power elites who fill in
people with what they would like them to think about foreign policymaking (Brody, 1991; Zaller, 1992;
Berinsky, 2007, 2009).

Based on the logic, I examine whether the US public opinion is in line with power elites’ cues,
focusing on the China–Taiwan tensions where Taiwan is arguably one of the most likely places
where the USA would engage in a war with China (The Economist, 2021).

3. US public opinion on the cross-strait relations

Scholars have paid close attention to the China–Taiwan tension, which has been one of the essential
issues in US–China relations, where public opinion in the USA arguably has a role in shaping the
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formation of the US foreign policy toward cross-strait relations. A few studies account for how US
public opinion has exerted such influence.1

The China–Taiwan tension took root in the Chinese Civil War (1927–1949), fought between two
belligerents, the Kuomintang-led (KMT) government of the Republic of China (ROC) and the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP). The CCP eventually won the war, controlled mainland China, and founded
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, while the ROC retreated to Taiwan.2 The PRC and ROC
governments claimed sovereignty over mainland China and Taiwan in their constitutions.

In 1954, the first Taiwan Strait Crisis broke out when China attacked the Tachen Islands. By heed-
ing the first example of President Truman, President Eisenhower sent the US Navy’s Seventh Fleet to
blockade the Taiwan Strait to defend Taiwan from China’s attack. According to State Department
public opinion poll in September 1954, 53% of the respondent favored ‘giving the Chinese
Nationalist government in Taiwan all the help it needs,’ while 33% disapproved and 14% had no com-
ments. Of the 53% supporting coming to Taiwan’s rescue, 20% favored sending US troops, and 31%
supported only some undefined aid (Olivia, 2018: 124). Later, when the Eisenhower administration
threatened a nuclear attack on China in 1955, the US public opinion favored a diplomatic and peaceful
solution to the China–Taiwan tension (Irish, 1960; Kau et al., 1978; Soman, 1994; Olivia, 2018).
According to the Department of State Office of Public Opinion Studies records, Olivia shows that
the opposition to the present US policy to intervene in the Taiwan Strait rose from 33%
(September 1954) to 50% (March 1955) and 90% (April 1955) (2018: 149). President Eisenhower
eventually aborted the use of nuclear weapons and turned to cease-fire negotiations with the PRC
and ROC governments.

In 1958, the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis broke out. Americans’ preferences again played an essen-
tial role in how the US government dealt with when China launched a surprise attack on Quemoy
(also known as Kinmen) and Matsu islands, Taiwan’s fortified outposts close to China. Based on a
Gallop poll, 62% of Americans opposed using nuclear weapons against the PRC (Eliades, 1993).
The Eisenhower government ultimately bent on the US public’s will to reject the use of nuclear weap-
ons. President Eisenhower sent US aid and small-scale military intervention to contain China’s attack.
The PRC may not aim to take over the ROC’s offshore islands (Christensen, 2011; Taylor, 2011).
Ultimately, ‘the US public opinion succeeded in bringing about a major shift in the American policy
in the crisis’ (Soman, 1994: 374).

In the face of confrontations between China and Taiwan after two Taiwan Strait Crises, the US pol-
icy on China has been a hot topic of debate in academic and policymaking circles. Eventually, the
engagement camp gained the upper hand in hoping for future democratization in China
(Shambaugh, 1994). In 1978, China initiated economic reform. Concurrently the Carter administra-
tion recognized the CCP-led government of the PRC in 1979 and severed diplomatic relations with
the ROC. To counterbalance this, Congress passed the Taiwan Relations Act in 1979, supporting
US arms sales to Taiwan for defensive purposes and a peaceful solution to the China and Taiwan ten-
sion (Taiwan Relations Act, 1979). Since then, the USA has engaged with China and implemented
strategic ambiguity in its security commitment to Taiwan (Campbell and Mitchell, 2001; Zhongqi,
2003; Kastner, 2006).

Nevertheless, the US public was polarized about whether the USA should commit to defending
Taiwan against a Chinese attack, and their support for militarily defending Taiwan has gradually
risen (Kau et al., 1978: 135). Based on various polls, Russett and Deluca indicated that the support
for using force in defending Taiwan started at 17% in 1974 and rose to 43% in 1980 (1981: 387).
They concluded that Americans’ willingness to defend Taiwan slightly tilted from dovish toward
hawkish.

1Many events have taken place in US–China relations regarding the Taiwan issue since the end of World War II. In this
paper, I review only survey studies of them with a focus on the elite cues and the US public opinion on cross-strait relations.

2For the following paragraphs, I use the ROC and Taiwan interchangeably as well as the PRC and China.
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In 1989, the outbreak of the Tiananmen Massacre in China brutally suppressed the Chinese peo-
ple’s demands for democracy, which were growing as they watched the fall of the Soviet Union. The
US engagement policy with China encountered a temporary setback due to economic sanctions on
China during Reagan’s presidency. The next administration, under Bush, soon restored the engage-
ment policy after lifting the ban on China. In 1996, the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis broke out when
China held missile drills to intervene in the first presidential election in Taiwan (Scobell, 2000).
President Clinton sent two aircraft carrier groups to prevent the tension from escalating (Ross,
2002). In a 1996 survey, Tien and Nathan suggested that, due to China’s aggressive conduct, approxi-
mately 40% of Americans supported the US government militarily defending Taiwan in a Chinese
attack (2001: 126). A 1997 Gallup poll showed that 65% of Americans felt that taking a stance against
China’s forceful takeover of Taiwan was more important than maintaining good relations with China
(Newport, 1997).

Given that the engagement policy was a significant theme for the Clinton and Bush Jr. govern-
ments, some polls found a relatively low supporting rate for defending Taiwan with military force.
A 1999 Gallup survey showed that only 27% of Americans favored US troops if China should invade
Taiwan (Saad, 1999). According to a 2008 survey, only 32% of Americans supported sending troops to
Taiwan if China should invade Taiwan (Page and Tao, 2010a: 64). In a 2015 survey, the Chicago
Council on Global Affairs (CCGA) found a 28% support rate for US troops defending Taiwan (2016).

Previous literature meticulously documents the trend of Americans’ attitudes toward defending
Taiwan. However, it could be more satisfying in the following regards. First, current research has
yet to systematically link China’s image to the China–Taiwan tension, instead surveying and reporting
on them separately. However, the linkage is significant, as Taiwan has become one of the most likely
hot spots for a third world war involving the USA and China (Tucker, 2008; Blackwill and Zelikow,
2021). This paper intends to fill the gap by presenting survey evidence on such a link.

Second, existing studies have yet to account for how the general public in the USA relates China’s
image to the China–Taiwan tension for two reasons. The US China policy was one of the most critical
themes in the 2016 US presidential campaign (Etzioni, 2016). A drastic downturn in the US China
policy took place under the Trump administration. Since the Republicans and the Democrats have
gradually come to a consensus on viewing China as a threat, they would continue to support a hawkish
China policy (Leung and Depp, 2019). The latest survey by Page and Tao (2010a), with its relatively
low public support for sending troops, was implemented before the first term of Obama’s presidency.
Thus, it is essential to observe whether the Americans followed suit after President Trump’s unprece-
dented rhetoric about China’s threat to the USA. Public opinion was arguably consequential to the
USA’s use of force to confront China to defend Taiwan. There is a need for an updated study on
US public opinion to investigate how China’s image affects the tension between China and Taiwan.

4. Elite cues for public opinion on China’s threat and the China–Taiwan tension

In this paper, I argue that given power elites’ loaded cues about China’s threat to the USA, the military
threat enhances Americans’ attention to the China–Taiwan tensions. After decades of economic pros-
perity, China became more open and liberal during General Secretary Jiang and General Secretary Hu.
When Xi took the helm, China drastically regressed by tightening up all China’s social, economic, and
political controls and lifting the President’s term limit instead of becoming more free and liberal
(Economy, 2014, 2018). Next, Xi Jinping ended the rules and norms of the two-term limit for the
last two decades and declared to serve the third term as General Secretary at the 20th National
Congress of the Communist Party of China from October 16 to 22, 2022. The rise of an authoritarian
leader like Xi in China proves that the USA failed to produce a more open and liberal China through
an engagement policy. The bankruptcy of the engagement camp in fostering a democratic China has
given rise to the containment camp, which urges the USA to take preemptive actions to contain China,
now seen as a revisionist state challenging the interests of the US hegemon (Roy, 1994; Broomfield,
2003; Friedberg, 2005; Zbigniew and Mearsheimer, 2005; Kirshner, 2012; Allison, 2017).

Japanese Journal of Political Science 193

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

14
68

10
99

23
00

00
38

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1468109923000038


Despite the debates about China’s threat to the USA, Americans’ attitudes toward China were
polarized. In 2001, Americans generally saw China as a threat to current and future American interests
but not a major threat (Tien and Nathan, 2001). Fourteen years later, most Americans still felt the
same way. According to a 2015 survey, China is a minor threat to 41% of Americans, with 31% believ-
ing that China’s military and economic power constitute critical threats to the USA (Chicago Council
on Global Affairs, 2015).

Trump, his campaign team, and later his administration repeatedly emphasized that Chinathreatens
to the USA and even the world on military and economic fronts (Stracqualursi, 2017; Rappeport,
2019). He painted China as a major threat to the USA via social media, TV shows, and campaign ral-
lies (Stracqualursi, 2017). He even doubts the necessity of the One-China policy (Bohan and
Brunnstrom, 2016). Before Trump took over the presidency, most Americans (55%) held an unfavor-
able view of China, the USA’s largest Asian competitor (Wike and Poushter, 2016). At the beginning
of the Trump presidency, the Pew Research Center fielded a survey in January 2017 showing that ‘65%
said China is either an adversary (22%) or a serious problem (43%), while only about a third (31%)
said China is not a problem’ (Manevich, 2017). Such a change in Americans’ view of China is under-
studied for how it influences Americans’ evaluation of the China–Taiwan tension.

In this paper, I argue that China’s threat influences Americans’ perception of the China–Taiwan
tension concerning its level and the issues seen as relevant. Specifically, Americans are wary of
China’s military strength, aggravating the perceived severity of the China–Taiwan tension. Given
the geographical significance, Taiwan is one of the flashpoints where China would most likely engage
in war with the USA. When China looms large as a threat to the USA, its tension with Taiwan makes
an alarming signal of China’s intention to shake up regional stability for Americans.

The more Americans pay attention to the China–Taiwan tension, the more likely they perceive
China as a major threat to the USA. However, China’s intention to take down Taiwan has been a con-
sistent policy since the founding of the PRC. It is China’s military ambition that has changed in recent
years. About six months after Trump swore into the presidency in July 2017, PRC gradually increased
its military presence near Taiwan (Gady, 2017). By the end of 2017, Reuters reported that high officials
of the PRC claimed an ‘overwhelming advantage’ in bringing Taiwan to heel (Reuter Staff, 2017). Such
aggression raised awareness and wariness of cross-strait tensions worldwide, including among the gen-
eral public in the USA. China’s threat induces Americans to take China’s tension with Taiwan more
earnestly than the other way around.

The first hypothesis is derived accordingly to empirically check whether Americans take the
China–Taiwan tension more seriously when they perceive China as a grave threat to the USA.

H1: When Americans identify China as a major threat, they are more likely to believe that the China–
Taiwan tension is a serious problem.

Next, what aspect of China’s threat draws Americans’ attention to the China–Taiwan tension? I argue
that concerns over China’s military rather than economic strength induce Americans’ perception of the
China–Taiwan tension as crucial to the USA. When China’s military strength concerns Americans, it
makes Americans uncertain about the chance for the USA to win a war with China. It induces them
to care about the China–Taiwan tension, one of the most likely reasons the USA and China would
engage in war. Essentially, the USA and China disagree on how to resolve the Taiwan issue.

Poll results show that many Americans are worried about China’s growing military power. In a
1997 survey, 72% of Americans said that opposing China’s sale of nuclear weapons worldwide is
more important than maintaining good relations with China (Newport, 1997). In a 2008 US survey,
Page and Tao found that a substantial minority saw China as a ‘critical threat’ developing into a world
power, focusing more on its military than economic power (2010a). Also, more than 70% of
Americans are worried about China becoming a future military threat to the USA (Page and Tao,
2010a).

194 Hsin‐Hsin Pan

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

14
68

10
99

23
00

00
38

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1468109923000038


China claims that it would only use force against Taiwan. China has upheld the One-China prin-
ciple with a focus on Taiwan being part of China since the foundation of the PRC. The CCP’s General
Secretary Xi Jinping initiated military and economic actions in response to the US balance of power
against China (Dian, 2015). At the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, General
Secretary Xi Jinping mentioned the importance of ‘Two Centenaries’ in his speech. The year 2021 is
the first centenary of the founding of the CCP, and 2049 is the second centenary of the founding of the
PRC. It is debatable whether they are deadlines for unifying Taiwan by force (Lams, 2018; Bush, 2019;
Mazza, 2021; Sacks, 2021). China’s aggression against Taiwan gradually looms with a higher frequency
of military presence near Taiwan.

Nevertheless, the US government clearly states that it considers ‘any effort to determine the future
of Taiwan by other than peaceful means, including by boycotts or embargoes, a threat to the peace and
security of the Western Pacific area and of grave concern to the United States’ (Taiwan Relations Act,
1979). To further emphasize the role of Taiwan in the US grand strategy, the Trump government and
Congress reinforced the importance of Taiwan’s capacity for self-defense against China by bypassing
and signing the 2018 National Defense Authorization Act and Asia Reassurance Initiative Act into law
(Asia Reassurance Initiative Act of, 2018; National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year, 2018;
Wu and Hetherington, 2020). In the annual reports to Congress from 2016 to 2018, the
Department of Defense repeatedly mentioned China’s threat to the USA and its implications for
US interests in the event of a Chinese attack on Taiwan (Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2016,
2017, 2018).

On the other hand, China’s economic power may induce public concern over the China–Taiwan
tension. China achieved remarkable double-digit GDP growth from 1978 to 2007. In 2010, China sur-
passed Japan and became the second-largest economy (Barboza, 2010). The size of China’s economy
allegedly would surpass America’s by 2035 and double it by the mid-twenty-first century (Keidel,
2008). While most American corporations see China as an opportunity and hope for increased exports
to China after China enters the WTO, Americans’ opinions split on how they see China’s economic
power as more of a threat or an opportunity to the USA, with about 45% on each side (Newport,
1997). After China entered the WTO, more Americans saw China as an opportunity rather than a
threat. In total, 48% believed that more trade with China would benefit the US economy, whereas
37% saw it as detrimental to the US economy (Tien and Nathan, 2001). According to a 2016
Gallup survey, ‘by 50% to 37%, more Americans say China rather than the US is the top economy,’
however, ‘more now believe the US economy will overtake China in the future’ (Saad, 2016).

Such sentiment may spill over how Americans see the China–Taiwan tension. Taiwan’s trade
dependence on China’s market makes Taiwan more pro-China (Wong and Wu, 2016). It can poten-
tially eclipse the US influence on Taiwan, home to major semiconductor producers crucial to the tech-
nology industries in Silicon Valley. However, when the engagement was the focus of US policy on
China, the China–Taiwan tension was marginalized to clear the US commercial engagement with
China. Based on this argument, I derive the second hypothesis as follows.

H2: Compared with economic strength, Americans concerned about China’s military strength are
more likely to believe that the China–Taiwan tension is a serious problem.

5. Research design

5.1 Data

To validate the two hypotheses, I use the US dataset of the 2018 Survey on Global Attitudes and
Trends by the Pew Research Center (hereafter Pew 2018), an international survey institute based in
the USA. The US dataset contains 1,500 successful telephone interviews with adult Americans. The
sample comprises 25% of household landlines and 75% of mobile users stratified by the Census
Division. We selected the youngest male or female adults at home for the landline sample. For the
mobile sample, whoever answers the phone must be 18 or older to qualify as a respondent.
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The timing could be an issue for one round of survey analysis. The Pew poll shows that ‘US views of
China experienced minor fluctuations in the years preceding Xi’s presidency’ (Silver et al., 2022). It
also indicates that the gap between those favorable and unfavorable of China was up to 34% in
2018. The gap has widened since 2018. Thus, 2018 makes a turning point for the US public opinion
to switch from a good to a bad impression of China’s threat.

5.2 Variables

5.2.1 Measuring the perceived China–Taiwan tension
To verify Americans’ perception of the China–Taiwan tension, Pew 2018 asked the question, ‘I am
going to read you a list of things that may be problems for the US. For each one, please tell me if
you think it is a very serious problem. [Tension between China and Taiwan].’ Answers like
‘Refused’ and ‘Don’t know’ are dropped out of the observations. As Figure 1 shows, 7.9% of US
respondents think that the China–Taiwan tension is ‘Not a Problem,’ and 19.7% answered ‘Not
Too Serious,’ while 47.1% and 25.3% of them respectively consider the tension ‘Somewhat Serious’
and ‘Very Serious.’ Next, I compute a binary variable of whether the perceived China–Taiwan tension
is serious, where 0 denotes ‘No’ (combining the 27.6% for ‘Not a Problem’ and ‘Not Too Serious’) and
one is ‘Yes’ (72.4% for ‘Somewhat Serious’ and ‘Very Serious’).

5.2.2 Measuring China’s threat
I measure China’s threat by its level and nature in the US public opinion. To capture the respondents’
perceived level of China’s threat, Pew 2018 asks, ‘Do you think that China is a major threat, a minor
threat, or not a threat to the US?’ where 0 refers to ‘Not a Threat,’ 1 to ‘Minor Threat,’ and 2 to ‘Major
Threat.’ Observations with ‘Don’t know’ are left out of the analysis. On the left-hand side of Figure 2,

Figure 1. US public opinion on the China–Taiwan tension.
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the percentage of respondents considering the China–Taiwan tension a serious problem for the USA
goes up from 51.8% (Not a Threat), 67.1% (Minor Threat), to 80.6% (Major Threat) as the level of
China’s threat goes up.

As for the nature of China’s threat, respondents are presented with the question: ‘Which concerns
you more about China?’ I recode the variable such that the value of ‘Economic Strength’ is 0, ‘Military
Strength’ is 1, and ‘Both’ is 2. I drop ‘Neither’ (3.1%), ‘Don’t know,’ and ‘Refuse.’ In the right-hand
graph in Figure 2, higher percentages of respondents take the China–Taiwan tension seriously
when they have concerns about China’s military strength (77.5%) and both economic and military
strength (80.8%) in comparison with those concerned only about economic strength (70.2%)
(Figure 2).

5.2.3 Control variables
I use demographic, political, and attitudinal variables as control variables. For the demographics, I
include gender, age, and education. First, I code the male as a dichotomous variable, where females
are coded as 0 and males as 1. Previous literature indicates that women are marginalized in security
issues (Huddy and Terkildsen, 1993), although some have shown otherwise (Ono and Yamada, 2018).
I do not predict the gender effect on the perceived China–Taiwan tension.

Second, I recode six age groups, with a 10-year gap between the age groups. Age is closely related to
the effect of living memories on how Americans see the China–Taiwan tension. Senior Americans
have witnessed the US confrontations with the Communist camp, including China during the Cold
War and the US engagement policies during China’s rise. In contrast, younger Americans have
only experienced the latter. Given the differences in historical experiences, the older generation is
more likely to have concerns over the China–Taiwan tension than the younger generation.

Figure 2. China’s threat and the China–Taiwan tension.
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Therefore, I expect age to be positively associated with the likelihood of seeing the China–Taiwan ten-
sion as a severe problem for the USA.

Third, I compute a binary variable where 0 refers to ‘No’ for respondents without a college educa-
tion, and 1 is ‘Yes’ for those without a college education. Respondents with higher education are pre-
sumably better at processing detailed information about international affairs and making
comprehensive evaluations. Thus, they are more likely to be aware of what the China–Taiwan tension
might imply for the well-being of the USA.

As for political controls, I take political identification and political ideology into consideration.
First, Party Identification is coded as 1 ‘Republican,’ 2 ‘Democrat,’ and 3 ‘Independent.’ Since
Trump was a Republican president, his China policy was considered a more hawkish line, so
Republicans were assumed to take the China–Taiwan tension more seriously than Democrats.
Meanwhile, Independents have different foreign policy stances. I do not make assumptions about
their perceptions on this issue. Second, Political Ideology is measured on a five-point scale from 1
‘Very Liberal’ to 2 ‘Liberal,’ 3 ‘Moderate,’ 4 ‘Conservative,’ and 5 ‘Very Conservative.’ Previous litera-
ture indicates that conservatives focus on domestic affairs and have great reservations about interven-
ing in international affairs, while liberals emphasize otherwise (Fordham, 1998; Desch, 2008). Thus,
liberals presumably take the China–Taiwan tension seriously, as they essentially are more internation-
alists than conservatives.

Next, I control for a battery of variables about the most controversial and well-known issues con-
stantly brought up in Trump’s rhetoric about China’s threat, which entails consequences for how
Americans see China–Taiwan relations. The variables include the Loss of US Jobs to China, US
Trade Deficit with China, and Cyber Attack from China. I also include President Trump’s controversial
policy of not pressing China’s Policy on Human Rights. Suppose China’s threat should remain signifi-
cant after including these variables in the models. In that case, I can confirm that China’s threat is vital
for Americans’ attention to the China–Taiwan tensions. I will elaborate more on the issue variables as
follows.

Loss of US Jobs to China and US Trade Deficit with China. In Trump’s framing, China’s economic
strength was believed to be ‘raping the US with unfair trade policy’ (Zurcher, 2016) and stealing jobs
from the USA (BBC News, 2019). Previous polls show that ‘economic competition from low-wage
countries has regularly been treated as a critical threat to the vital interests of the United States’ by
a substantial minority. It was mentioned by 38% of respondents in a 2008 CCGA survey, up slightly
from 32% in 2006 to 35% in 2004. The figure was 40% in 1998 (Page and Tao, 2010b: 25). Given that
China accounted for one-third of the total US trade deficit, most Americans believe that ‘reducing our
trade deficit with foreign countries’ should be ‘very important’ (Page and Tao, 2010b: 22–23). The two
control variables are crucial to Americans’ evaluation of the China–Taiwan tension. When Americans
pay more attention to the loss of US jobs to China and the US trade deficit with China, they are more
likely to be wary of the tension between China and Taiwan. The outbreak of war in the Taiwan Strait
would drastically impact US economic interests regardless of the US role in the war.

China’s Policy on Human Rights. China has been known for its human rights abuse, from organ
procurement practice (Paul et al., 2017), to religious persecution of minority groups (Potter, 2003;
Clarke, 2010), and suppression of political dissent (Conrad and Ritter, 2019). In 2017, Secretary of
State Rex Tillerson publicly condemned China for having the lowest ranking on human trafficking
issues (Gramer and Allen-Ebrahimian, 2017). In 2018, acting Secretary of State John Sullivan also
released human rights reports stating that ‘China continues to spread the worst features of its authori-
tarian system, including restrictions on activists, civil society, freedom of expression, and the use of
arbitrary surveillance’ (Sullivan, 2018). A 1997 Gallup poll found that 69% of respondents say that
China poorly observes its citizens’ human rights (Newport, 1997). The figure was about the same
in 1997 and 1999 (Tien and Nathan, 2001: 126). Tien and Nathan found that ‘39 and 67% of respon-
dents believe that human rights issues should prioritize when the United States makes foreign policy
toward China’(2001: 127). China’s dire human rights record sharply contrasts with a Chinese-speaking
democracy, Taiwan, raising the saliency of the China–Taiwan tension in the eyes of the US public.
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Cyber Attack from China. Trump accused China of hacking the emails of Democratic officials to
intervene in the 2016 presidential election (Reuters, 2017). President Trump’s national security
team proposed excluding China from building a super-fast 5 G wireless network to counter the threat
of Chinese spying (Holland and Schroeder, 2018). Based on the original four-point metric in the ques-
tionnaire, I re-compute a binary variable where 0 means ‘No’ (‘Not a Problem’ and ‘Not Too Serious’)
and 1 means ‘Yes’ (‘Somewhat Serious’ and ‘Very Serious’). Because Taiwan is also a victim of China’s
cyberattack, Americans may find Taiwan is a valuable ally in fighting against in China’s cyberattacks.
Thus, the China–Taiwan tension stands out as an issue in their minds. Summary statistics of the vari-
ables are presented in Appendix I.

6. Empirical results

This paper examines how the level and nature of China’s threat shape Americans’ evaluatation of the
China–Taiwan tension. Due to the dichotomous nature of the dependent variable, whether the China–
Taiwan tension is a serious problem for the USA, I utilize logit models for the statistical analysis. I use
robust standard errors at the individual level. I report the results with odds ratios (OR) for a more
straightforward interpretation. The full results for logit models are in Table 1.

In models 1 and 2 of Table 1, I present the results about the effect of the level and nature of China’s
threat on whether Americans see the China–Taiwan tension as a serious problem for the USA when
the demographic and political variables are under control. The positive coefficients increase the OR of
taking the China–Taiwan tension seriously, while the negative ones decrease it. With a positive coef-
ficient at the significance level of 0.001, a one-unit increase in the perceived level of China’s threat is
associated with a 1.897-unit rise in the log odds of the China–Taiwan tension being considered serious
in model 1; that is, the chance Americans think of the China–Taiwan tension a serious issue increases
by 189.7%.

In model 2, I examine the effect of the nature of the perceived threat on US public opinion about
the China–Taiwan tension. Given that the Nature of China’s threat is a categorical variable, I set
Economic Strength as the baseline for respective comparisons with Military Strength and Both.
Based on a positive coefficient at the 0.05 level, the OR for Military Strength is 1.529, which translates
into an increase of 152.9% for the China–Taiwan tension considered serious for the USA. Despite hav-
ing a positive sign, Both are not significantly different in Economic Strength.

In model 3, I integrate the explanatory variables, level, and nature of China’s threat in the model
after controlling for demographic and political variables. The results remain robust. Level of China’s
Threat and Military Strength remain positive and significant, and their log odds respectively translate
into a 180.6% and 151.4% increase in the gravity of the China–Taiwan tension in the eyes of
Americans. Note that I make the nature of Economic Strength the benchmark to evaluate the effect
of Military Strength on the salience of the China–Taiwan tension.

One may suspect that Americans’ assessment of the factors involved in US–China relations trickles
down to their perception of the China–Taiwan tension. In model 4, I control the four most prominent
factors in US–China relations, including Loss of US Jobs to China, US Trade Deficit with China,
China’s Policy on Human Rights, and Cyber Attack from China. For China’s Threat and Military
Strength Level, the coefficients remain positive and significant, where the ORs are 144.1% and
179.6%, respectively. Loss of US Jobs to China (204.5%), US Trade Deficit with China (213.8%),
China’s Policy on Human Rights (298.8%), and Cyber Attack from China (236.3%) carry positive
signs, meaning that they significantly increase the chance of the China–Taiwan tension casting a sha-
dow over Americans’minds. The results echo the previous suspicion that the US public opinion on the
major factors involved in US–China relations influences how seriously Americans treat the China–
Taiwan tension.

As for other controls, Age Groups systematically exerts a positive and significant effect on the
China–Taiwan tension being taken seriously across all models. Older respondents in the USA are
more cautious about the China–Taiwan tension than the younger ones because of their Cold War
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memories and awareness of US history in battling communism. In addition, Male and College
Education both carry negative coefficients, in line with the prediction. Nevertheless, they are signifi-
cant in some models but not all four. Moreover, Party Identification and Political Ideology coefficients
are insignificant in any four models, while the negative signs fit squarely with the predictions. In sum,
the effect of the grave China threat on the military front is proven robust with statistical significance
across all four models. Age, widely publicized US disadvantages to China (Loss of US Jobs to China and
US Trade Deficit with China), and China’s aggressions (Cyber Attack from China and China’s Policy on
Human Rights) are also proven to be statistically significant factors in shaping Americans’ perception
of the China–Taiwan tension.

Next, I move on to visualizing the main findings in Figure 3. I mark the point estimates with a circle,
diamond, or cross-references to represent the predicted probability of respondents considering the
China–Taiwan tension a serious problem for the USA. The two bars stretching from the point estimates
are the 95% confidence intervals. Based on logit regression models with robust standard errors, the left
graph in Figure 3 shows the predicted probabilities of the China–Taiwan tension being a serious prob-
lem for the USA on the condition that China is a significant threat and a military threat to the USA in
the eyes of Americans. I find that the point estimate of Military Threat is the highest among the three
natures of China’s threat across all three levels of China’s threat. As the level of China’s threat escalates,
the point estimates for the three natures of China’s threat systematically rise.

Table 1. Logit models for the perception of the China–Taiwan tension

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Coef. OR Coef. OR Coef. OR Coef. OR

Level of China’s Threat 0.640*** 1.897 0.591*** 1.806 0.365** 1.441
(0.117) (0.122) (0.139)

Issue of China’s threat
(Baseline: economic strength)
Military Strength 0.425* 1.529 0.415* 1.514 0.586** 1.796

(0.186) (0.192) (0.213)
Both 0.323 1.381 0.070 1.072 0.079 1.082
(Economic and Military Strength) (0.401) (0.407) (0.413)

Age Groups 0.132** 1.141 0.178*** 1.195 0.141** 1.152 0.115* 1.122
(0.045) (0.046) (0.047) (0.051)

Male −0.465** 0.628 −0.464** 0.629 −0.473** 0.623 −0.343 0.710
(0.160) (0.161) (0.166) (0.178)

College Education −0.320* 0.726 −0.212 0.809 −0.224 0.799 −0.230 0.794
(0.146) (0.149) (0.151) (0.169)

Party identification
(Baseline: Republican)
Democrat −0.045 0.956 −0.163 0.850 −0.191 0.826 −0.265 0.767

(0.242) (0.245) (0.249) (0.266)
Independent −0.047 0.954 −0.093 0.912 −0.123 0.884 −0.224 0.799

(0.209) (0.211) (0.218) (0.232)
Political Ideology −0.032 0.968 −0.038 0.963 −0.060 0.942 −0.158 0.854

(0.084) (0.087) (0.088) (0.092)
Loss of US Jobs to China 0.716** 2.045

(0.249)
US Trade Deficit with China 0.760** 2.138

(0.237)
China Policies on Human Rights 1.095*** 2.988

(0.234)
Cyberattacks from China 0.860** 2.363

(0.302)
N 1201 1180 1159 1115
Pseudo R2 0.0558 0.0343 0.0584 0.1362
Log pseudolikelihood −652.380 −646.163 −618.257 −536.179

Note: Coefficient (coef.) and odds ratio (OR) are presented,robust standard errors in bracketsand constants suppressed.
*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001.
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For more intuitive comparisons of the effect of China’s threat on Americans’ evaluation of the
China–Taiwan tension, I use Economic Threat as the baseline and present the differences in the pre-
dicted probabilities for the nature of China’s threat across the three levels of China’s threat. If the 95%
confidence interval bar crosses the red dotted line of zero, the predicted probability is not statistically
distinguishable from zero. As the right graph in Figure 3 shows, both point estimates are no different
from those of Economic Strength across the three levels of China’s threat, as the three bars of the 95%
confidence intervals touch on the red dotted line. However, the point estimates ofMilitary Strength are
significantly different from those of Economic Strength regardless of China’s threat level when the 95%
confidence intervals bars do not cross the red dotted line. Judging from Figure 3, I conclude that the
concerns over China’s military draw more Americans’ attention to the destructive consequences of the
China–Taiwan tension to the USA than the concerns over China’s economic power. Intuitively, con-
cerns over military and economic threats should make more respondents worry about the China–
Taiwan tensions. A possible explanation is that economic concerns may carry more weight in the pool-
ing of military and economic concerns, such that the effect of the pooled concerns is not significantly
different from the sheer concern over economic influence. An increasingly strong Chinese economy
eventually fosters more excellent military capability. Economic strength may be detrimental to US
interests. However, it is ultimately China’s military capacity rather than China’s economic power
that induces Americans’ concerns over the China–Taiwan tension.

7. Additional analysis

The statistical results may depend on the model choice, which is conditional on the nature of the
dependent variable. To rule out the possibility of model dependency, I perform a robustness check

Figure 3. Predicted probabilities and the differentials for the China–Taiwan tension being a serious problem for the USA.
Note: Economic strength is set as the baseline for the right-hand graph.
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by computing the dependent variable as an ordered variable on a four-point scale, from ‘Not a
Problem’ (0), to ‘Not Too Serious’ (1), ‘Somewhat Serious’ (2), and ‘Very Serious’ (3). I then re-run
the ordered logit models. Presented in Appendix II, the results corroborate the findings of the logit
model that a greater level of China’s threat and military-related China threat boost the percentage
of Americans considering the China–Taiwan tension to be serious to the USA.

8. Conclusion

This paper examines whether American public opinion aligns with that hawkish US China policy.
Based on the 2018 Survey on Global Attitudes and Trends dataset by Pew Research Center, I find
that if Americans consider China a major threat and China’s military power is a concern,
Americans take the China–Taiwan tensions seriously.

The findings affect the future landscape of US–China relations and regional and global stability.
First, the paper adds to the existing literature on public opinion by examining whether and how
the general public takes cues from the power elite, informing their perception of international affairs.
I utilize a US poll dataset to explore the relationship between the perception of China’s threat and
attention to the China–Taiwan tension. American respondents who see China as a major threat to
the USA are more likely to consider the tension between China and Taiwan critical to US interests.
Although scholars and policymakers are concerned about China’s military and economic expansion,
Americans’ awareness of the China–Taiwan tension is associated with China’s growing military
strength rather than its economic power.

Secondly, this paper provides a micro-foundation for supporting one of the most important US
foreign policies in the twenty-first century. If the US public agrees with the elite cues on China’s threat,
US public opinion on the China–Taiwan tension may bolster a hawkish US China foreign policy
(Fearon, 1994; Tomz, 2007; Tomz et al., 2020). With a bipartisan consensus on containing China
allegedly in the making in Washington DC (Shambaugh, 2018; Leung and Depp, 2019; Gilliland,
2020), the findings shed light on the escalation of the ongoing US–China conflicts over the Taiwan
issue. The Taiwan Strait is a potential minefield because Taiwan is engaged in territorial and sover-
eignty disputes with China. In addition, Taiwan is in the heart of the first island chain in the western
Pacific rim, which matters to the interests of the USA and its East Asian allies and ultimately to the
security of the US west coast. The next question is whether Americans’ concerns about the tensions
between Taiwan and China would eventually translate into military support for Taiwan. Particularly,
being a democracy has been one of the most cited reasons for the US military intervention in the
cross-strait tensions since Taiwan was democratized in 1996. A timely topic like this deserves another
paper and dataset for a full investigation.

Lastly, I find that the China–Taiwan tension relates to China’s military rather than economic power
for Americans. Nevertheless, a recent development may bring China’s economic power into play in the
China–Taiwan tension. The USA has securitized trade with China and even Taiwan’s trade with
China. For example, the Trump administration announced a ‘decoupling with China’ for security rea-
sons (Girard, 2020). Moreover, ‘The Trump administration limited supplies to Chinese tech firms like
Huawei Technologies, viewing them as a security threat, and was encouraging the US factories in
China to move home, part of a broader China-US trade war’ (Reuters, 2020).

As President Biden took over the US presidency from President Trump in 2021, he made major
changes in the US China policy in terms of means rather than grand policy goals President Trump
set up (Nathan, 2021). The 2021 Pew Survey Reports show that most Americans support a tough
stance toward China on human rights and economic issues (Schumacher and Silver, 2021; Silver
et al., 2021). In addition, China’s wolf-warrior diplomacy with Taiwan has aroused more concerns
for its ever-more aggressive and assertive foreign policies (Yoji, 2021). The outbreak of COVID world-
wide further makes Americans see China’s threat in an ever more negative light (Silver et al., 2020).
Based on the text analysis of Americans’ views of China, Taiwan was always linked to security issues
whenever it was mentioned (Pew Research Center, 2021). China’s threat argument accounts for US
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public opinion on the China–Taiwan tension. Thus, it deserves a close watch for future research as the
Taiwan Strait tension is identified as the most dangerous place on earth, a flashpoint for the outbreak
of World War III (The Economist, 2021).
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Appendix I. Summary statistic

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

China–Taiwan relations being a serious
problem for the USA

1,348 0.721 0.449 0 1

Level of China’s Threat 1,446 1.415 0.666 0 2
Nature of China’s Threat 1,417 0.433 0.623 0 2
Loss of US Jobs to China 1,473 0.838 0.369 0 1
US Trade Deficit with China 1,459 0.834 0.372 0 1
China’s Policy of Human Rights 1,418 0.860 0.347 0 1
Cyberattacks from China 1,470 0.893 0.310 0 1
Age Groups 1,458 3.493 1.724 1 6
Male 1,500 1.427 0.495 1 2
College Education 1,487 0.468 0.499 0 1
Party Identification 1,402 1.979 0.788 1 3
Political Ideology 1,419 3.159 1.137 1 5
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Appendix II. Ordered logit models for the perception of the China–Taiwan tension

Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Coef. OR Coef. OR Coef. OR Coef. OR

Level of China’s Threat 0.689*** 1.992 0.675*** 1.963 0.492*** 1.635
(0.116) (0.118) (0.125)

Issue of China’s threat
(Baseline: economic strength)
Military Strength 0.489** 1.631 0.480** 1.617 0.561*** 1.752

(0.157) (0.157) (0.160)
Both 0.500 1.649 0.226 1.254 0.152 1.164
(Economic and Military Strength) (0.322) (0.327) (0.330)

Age Groups 0.077* 1.080 0.122*** 1.130 0.082* 1.086 0.056 1.058
(0.037) (0.037) (0.038) (0.039)

Male −0.464*** 0.629 −0.437*** 0.646 −0.451*** 0.637 −0.343* 0.710
(0.128) (0.130) (0.131) (0.135)

College Education −0.456*** 0.634 −0.357** 0.699 −0.368** 0.692 −0.318* 0.728
(0.118) (0.118) (0.119) (0.124)

Party identification
(Baseline: Republican)
Democrat 0.205 1.228 0.090 1.094 0.110 1.116 0.078 1.081

(0.198) (0.205) (0.199) (0.205)
Independent 0.138 1.148 0.103 1.109 0.080 1.083 0.060 1.062

(0.171) (0.175) (0.176) (0.176)
Political Ideology 0.050 1.051 0.042 1.043 0.020 1.020 −0.050 0.951

(0.077) (0.081) (0.080) (0.080)
Loss of US Jobs to China 0.749*** 2.114

(0.203)
US Trade Deficit with China 0.648** 1.911

(0.212)
China Policies on Human Rights 0.826*** 2.284

(0.250)
Cyberattacks from China 0.718** 2.051

(0.268)
N 1,201 1,180 1,159 1,115
Pseudo R2 0.040 0.025 0.045 0.080
Log pseudolikelihood −1371.274 −1353.838 −1298.992 −1193.587

Note: Coefficient (coef.) and odds ratio (OR) are presented. Robust standard errors are in brackets. Constants are suppressed.
*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001.

Cite this article: Pan H-H (2023). US public opinion on cross-strait relations: the effect of China threat on the China–Taiwan
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