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Introduction

In the 2016 Taiwan National Security Survey (hereaf-
ter TNSS) conducted by Duke University and National 
Chengchi University in Taiwan,1 60.4% of Taiwanese 
respondents believed that “the majority of Taiwanese 
people will fight against China if China invaded Tai-
wan.” However, only 27.1% of the respondents said that 
he/she would join the fight (if). As the military power of 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) continues to rise, 
the TNSS survey result raises serious questions about 
the psyche of Taiwanese people towards these existen-

tial issues. First, why is the 
number of Taiwanese people 
willing to fight so low? Sec-

ond, if we can figure out the 
factors driving the level of 
self-determination and self-
defense, under what condi-
tion could the Taiwan govern-

ment possibly enhance them?

Literatures in behavioral 
economy and social psychol-
ogy suggest that a person’s 
decision-making and behavior are not independent of 
one another. Rather, people’s decisions rely on their 
perception of others and their own previous expe-

riences.2 In the case of a military conflict in the Tai-
wan Strait, cohesion among Taiwanese people would 
surely play a critical role in a war. The level of cohe-

sion is a function of people’s perceptions of others as 
well as one’s own worldview based on group identity. 
Meanwhile, military training also presumably helps 

1 The 2016 TNSS was conducted in Nov. 18-22, 
2016 (n=1069). Data are available at https://sites.duke.
edu/pass/ 
2 e.g. Humphreys, M., & Weinstein, J. M. 
(2008). Who fights? The determinants of participation 
in civil war. American Journal of Political Science, 
52(2), 436-455. Or see the classic work on collec-

tive action, Olson, M. (1965). The logic of collective 
actionpublic goods and the theory of group. Harvard 
University Press. 

one to better calculate the chance of winning in the 
war. In short, this project experimentally examined 
three factors shaping the willingness to fight: (1) Per-
ceived Collective Action, (2) US-Taiwan-China In-

teraction, and (3) Military Service Experience.  

In addition to examining the factors that contribute to 
people’s willingness to fight, this research project also 
explores the Taiwanese people’s perceptions of one 
of the most important yet controversial “keywords” 

in the Taiwan-China 
relationship–the so-
called “1992 Consen-

sus.” Previous polls 
in Taiwan suggest that 
the “1992 Consensus” 
was supported by the 
majority of Taiwanese 
people. However, re-

cent studies show that 
many voters in fact mis-

understood the content 
of key political issues.3 

Given the perceived im-

portance of the “1992 Consensus,” this study also explores 
what Taiwanese people think is the “1992 Consensus.”

With the help of Pollcracylab, an online academic 
platform at National Chengchi University, a large-
scale survey experiment was conducted on July 6-9, 
2018. The experiment recruited 1,001 Taiwanese sam-

ples with the diverse and representative background. 

3 e.g. Lupia, A. (2016). Uninformed: Why 
people know so little about politics and what we can 
do about it. Oxford University Press.

“When the subjects read a 
follow on sentence saying 

that ‘According to a new sur-
vey … 82% of Taiwanese are 
willing to fight,’ then their will-
ingness to fight increased to 

60.4%.
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The survey results support the three hy-

potheses:

1. You fight, I fight

First, whether Taiwanese people perceived “others will 
fight” strongly influence his or her own willingness to 
fight. In the control group, about 50.4% of Taiwanese 
people are willing to fight if China decided to invade 
Taiwan. Yet when the subjects read a follow on sen-

tence saying that “According to a new survey … 82% 
of Taiwanese are willing to fight,” then their willing-

ness to fight increased to 60.4%. Yet when the sub-

jects read a follow on sentence saying that “According 
to a new survey … 18% of Taiwanese are willing to 
fight,” then their willingness to fight dropped to 40.6%.

2. Importance of Democratic Coalition

Second, a declaration of Taiwan independence does 
not appear to decrease Taiwanese people’s willingness 
to fight (resist chinese coercion). Rather, whether the 
United States will help plays a key role in the Taiwan-

ese people’s willingness to fight. Our subjects were ran-

domly assigned to one of the four groups and then were 
asked their willingness to defend the invasion 
(from 0 to 10): (1) China attacks because Tai-
wan declared Independence, and the United 

States helps Taiwan (2) Taiwan Independence, and the 
United States won’t help (3) China attacks even Taiwan 
maintained status quo, and the United States helps Tai-
wan (4) Status quo and the United States won’t help.

The results show that whether China attack was because 
of Taiwan independence or not (meaning the cause) did 
not influence Taiwanese people’s willingness to fight; 
there is no difference between group 2 (mean = 4.14) and 
group 4 (mean = 3.93). In contrast, whether the United 
States will help strongly increase Taiwanese willingness 
to fight; there is a statistical difference between group 3 
(mean = 4.821) and group 4 (mean = 3.93). In the end, 
the combination of Taiwan Independence and United 
States help will create the highest willingness to de-

fend against China’s invasion (group 1, mean = 4.841).

3. Military Training Matters

There is a robust and positive correlation between Tai-
wanese men’s military service experience and their 
willingness to fight. 

There is significant difference in views between the 
people who served in the various branches and their 
willingness to fight. On average, those who served in the 
Army before and those who did not serve in the military 
are the least willing to fight against China’s invasion. 

Among those who had served in the military in our 

Key Findings
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dataset (490 men), 62.4% agreed “the training they 
received is useful when facing the enemy in real con-

flicts,” while 35.3% disagreed. After controlling other 
covariates through a regression model, a person who 
considered the military training they received useful can 
increase his willingness to fight from 3 to 6 on a 0-10 
scale (from very useless to very useful). Moreover, the 
effect is even stronger when the United States will help 
Taiwan. When Taiwanese men received useful military 
training, they are much willing to fight against China 
when the United States helps. But if they considered 
their military training useless, the help from the United 
States will instead decrease Taiwanese willing to fight.

4. Additional Finding: 
Non-consensus on the “1992 Consensus”

Apart from the aforementioned three major findings in 
the survey experiment, to the survey also investigated 
another research question in the US-China-Taiwan re-

lationship, the so-called “1992 Consensus.” Previous 
polls from several institutions suggest that the majority 
of Taiwanese people supported the “1992 Consensus,”4 

but did Taiwanese people really understand the meaning 
of it? This survey results project shows that most did not.

The survey polled 1,001 Taiwanese respondents the 
following question:

“Which definition below is closer to your understand-

ing of the 1992 consensus?

( a ) On international affair, both ROC and PRC claim 
to represent the whole Chinese people including both 
mainland and Taiwan.
( b ) ROC represents Taiwan, PRC represents the main-

land, the two governments belong to the same country 
waiting for unification.
( c ) ROC represents Taiwan, PRC represents the main-

land, the two governments belong to two different coun-

tries.
( d ) PRC represents the whole Chinese people includ-

ing both mainland and Taiwan, and ROC is the local 
government.

Result shows that 17% chose (a), 34% chose (b), 33% 
chose (c), and 5% chose (d) (and 11% chose none-of-
the-above or left no answer). The distribution suggests 
that Taiwanese people did not understand the meaning 
of the 1992 Consensus – one-third of Taiwanese be-

lieved that the 1992 Consensus means “two countries”! 
There is no consensus among Taiwanese on the defini-
tion of the 1992 Consensus.

4 e.g. Hickey, D (2018) “What the Latest Opin-
ion Polls Say About Taiwan.” Pacific Forum PacNet 
#21, https://www.pacforum.org/analysis/pacnet-
21-%E2%80%93-what-latest-opinion-polls-say-about-
taiwan. Access: Nov. 18, 2019.
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Things become more interesting when the sur-
vey asked Taiwanese respondents “whether 
they will support the government to accept the 

1992 consensus” if the definition is (a), (b), (c), 
or (d), respectively. It turns out that 40.0% will support 
if the definition is (a), 48.5% will support (b), 75.0% 
will support (c), and 10.1% will support (d). The only 
definition that received the overwhelming support 
among Taiwanese is (c)—the one that defines ROC and 
PRC as two different countries.

The result challenges the presumptions of previous 
surveys on the popularity of the “1992 consensus.” It 
could be likely that many Taiwanese people support-
ed the policy merely because they misunderstood the 
consensus meant “two countries.” This misunderstand-

ing would instead cause backfire and instability in the 
cross-strait relationship if the 1992 consensus was ac-

cepted and turns out to deviate from people’s belief as 
“One Country, Two Systems” has in Hong Kong.
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People’s willingness to defend against foreign miltary 
intervention can usually be characterized as a collec-

tive action problem. If everyone worked together and 
fought, the strength of the defense and presumably the 
odds of success will likely increase. Yet, individuals 
have the incentive to betray their fellow citizens and 
seek personal security and prosperity over the collec-

tive whole.

In such a classic dilemma of collective action, political 
theorists offer two possible solutions. The first is a sig-

nal of collective action. (H1-1) If an individual receives 
the signal that others will fight, then he or she will also 
be more likely to fight, and vice versa. The second so-

lution is with temporal 
discounting. Temporal 
discounting refers to how 
people discount the pay-

off that will happen in the 
long run, compared with 
the same event that hap-

pens immediately. (H1-
2) If people consider the 
war as well as their life 
as a multiple-shot game 
instead of a one-shot game, they will see the long-term 
benefit after winning the war; as a result, they are much 
likely to work together to defend against an invasion.

1. Experimental Design

To test the two mechanisms, a two-way survey experi-
ment was designed in the questionnaire.

On Q10, one-third of the subjects did not receive any 
treatment as the control group. One-third of the sub-

jects were asked to describe what they will be doing 
after ten years, a classic treatment to make people far-
sighted. The other one-third of the subjects were asked 
whether they could list ten reasons that the current self 
will be different from future self. It is another classic 
treatment in behavioral economics that manipulates 
people’s level of temporal discounting. The treatments 

have been proved effective on undergraduate 
students in the United States.

After the treatments of temporal discounting, all 1001 
subjects were randomly assigned to answer one of the 
three questions below:
11. Even though we did not want another war, but we 
would like to ask you the following question: If China 
decides to invade Taiwan by military force, will you re-

sist?

○ I will choose to resist
○ I will not resist
 

11. According to a newly published academic survey, 
when being asked the question “If China decides to 

invade Taiwan by mili-
tary force, will you resist? 
”  About 82% of Taiwan-

ese respondents will say 
“Yes.”
Even though we did not 
want another war, but we 
would like to ask you the 
following question: If Chi-
na just decides to invade 

Taiwan by military force, will you resist?
○ I will choose to resist
○ I will not resist
 

11. According to a newly published academic survey, 
when being asked the question “If China just decides 
to invade Taiwan by military force, will you resist? ”  
About 18% of Taiwanese respondents will say “Yes.”
Even though we did not want another war, but we 
would like to ask you the following question: If China 
just decides to invade Taiwan by military force, will 
you resist?
○ I will choose to resist
○ I will not resist

Clearly, the major difference between the three ver-
sions of Q11 is the information about others’ 
behavior. Q11a provides no information on 
how other Taiwanese will behave, Q11b im-

Project 1: Perceived Collective Action 

“How Taiwan’s most important se-

curity partner the United States acts 

would undoubtedly influence the Tai-
wanese people’s willingness to de-

fend against an invasion by China.
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plies that most Taiwanese people will fight, 
and Q11c indicates that most Taiwanese peo-

ple will not fight.

There are two major reasons for designing two treat-
ments and one control group. First, if the theory of col-
lective action can apply to the case of China’s invasion, 
we should expect the treatments can strongly influence 
Taiwanese people’s willingness to fight. Furthermore, 
by comparing the two treatments and the control group, 
we can observe what people usually believe when there 
is no additional information. That is, if the respondents 
in the control group behave similarly to those in the 
18% group, we can tell that 18% is what Taiwanese 
people generally believed without additional informa-

tion. The same logic applies to the comparison of the 
82% group and the control group.

2. Analysis

First, Q12 and Q13 were used to examine the effective-

ness of the temporal discounting treatment. Unfortu-

nately, the treatments 
I used to manipulate 
people’s level of tem-

poral discounting 
failed to effectively 
influence the par-
ticipants I recruited. 
Therefore, we can-

not establish a causal relationship on how people’s 
discounting factor may influence their willingness to 
fight. Nevertheless, we can still use people’s response 
on the Q12 and Q13 to measure their general level of 
patience. That is, we can still explore whether patient 
people are much likely to fight or not.

ANOVA test reveals that there is no difference in the as-

signment of Q11, the perception of others. There were 
no difference in aspect of people’s gender (p=0.858), 
age (p=0.185), education (p=0.434), partisanship 
(p=0.42), and news consumption (p=0.07).

All subjects’ response on Q11 were recoded to 
be “Willing to fight=1” or not (=0). Among the 

three groups in Q11, 47.4% chose to fight in the control 
group (did not receive any information), 58.4% chose 

to fight in the 82% group, and 43.7% chose to fight in 
the 18% group. T-test reveals a significant difference 
between every two groups. The descriptive analysis 
provides the direct evidence that manipulating percep-

tion of collective action can strongly influence Taiwan-

ese people’s willingness to 
fight against China’s invasion.

To mitigate the problem of 
randomization and clarify the 
impact of treatments, multi-
variate logit regression and 
simulation are used. In the 

regression model, I try to control all possible covari-
ates from the available data, including the respondents’ 
partisanship, father’s ethnicity (Mainlander = 1), level 

“The public opinion in Taiwan on 

‘1992 consensus’ is malleable de-

pending on how Taiwanese people 

perceive and interpret the term.
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of patience, gender, age, level of education, and level of 
income. The analysis was done by R 3.1.2. The result of 
the logit regression model is shown below.

In the regression analysis, OtherT1 and OtherT2 are the 
two treatments of the respondents’ perception of oth-

ers’ action. It is clear that both treatments are effective 
in the expected directions. Among the covariates, pan-
green supporters are much likely to fight against China 
compared to the non-partisans and pan-blue supporters. 
Besides, male and old people are also much willing to 
fight.

After the regression analysis, simulation is used to es-

timate the average effect of the two treatments. That 
is, the variance-covariance matrix estimated from the 
logit model is used, and all variables except for the 
two treatments are assumed to be the median values. 
After five hundred times of simulation on the matrix, 
we can capture the distribution of the two key treat-
ments controlling for other covariates at their median. 
The distribution is shown below, in which the errorbars 
are indicating 95% confidence intervals. T-test reveals 
that there is a significant difference between the control 
group and both treatment groups (p<0.01 in all com-

parisons).

In the figure, it is clear that the control group (no other 
info) locates between the two treatment groups. This lo-

cation suggests that Taiwanese people had a default be-

lief that there will be between 18% to 82% of Taiwan-

ese people that will fight in the Taiwan-China conflict. 
At the same time, the survey experiment also confirms 
the effect of propaganda and mobilization – the Tai-
wanese government can enhance the chance of winning 
by persuading the people on collective action, while the 
Chinese government may lower Taiwanese’s morale by 
spreading the false information that no Taiwanese will 
fight.
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In Project 1, the study found that Taiwanese
people will estimate the chance of winning by taking 
others’ action into account. Since this is the case, how 
Taiwan’s most important security partner the United 
States acts would undoubtedly influence the Taiwanese 
people’s willingness to defend against an invasion by 
China.

The US government continues to maintain its “One 
China Policy” and also an approach of “strategic am-

biguity” such that the 
United States has nei-
ther committed to defend 
Taiwan nor expressed its 
intention not to come to 
Taiwan’s defense. In the 
past, it is widely believed 
that this strategic ambi-
guity helped maintain 
the stability of the Tai-
wan Strait. If the United 
States promised to help 
Taiwan in the Taiwan-
China conflict, we could reasonably hypothesize that 
(H2-1) the help from the United States will increase 
Taiwanese people’s willingness to fight against China.

Additionally, how people attribute the cause of war may 
influence their willingness to fight. In the case of Tai-
wan-China-US interaction, whether Taiwan announced 
independence before China’s invasion may influence 
Taiwanese people’s willingness to defend the invasion 
or not. Given that many Taiwanese people still prefer 
the “status quo,” the second hypothesis (H2-2) is that if 
Taiwan declared independence that caused China to at-
tack Taiwan, Taiwanese people are less willing to fight.

Interestingly, no study thus far has ever experimentally 
examined these two factors. That is why this second 
experiment was included in this project.

1. Experimental Design

After all, subjects passed the first experiment, they 
were all asked a series of questions related to the 1992 
consensus (which will be discussed in Project 4). Af-
ter that, they were randomly assigned again on Q24. In 
Q24, there were four different scenarios:

Q24a. Taiwan declared independence, China attacked 
Taiwan, and the US helped Taiwan.

Q24b. Taiwan kept the sta-

tus quo, China attacked 
Taiwan, and the US helped 
Taiwan.
Q24c. Taiwan declared 
independence, China at-
tacked Taiwan, and the US 
won’t help Taiwan.
Q24d. Taiwan kept the sta-

tus quo, China attacked 
Taiwan, and the US won’t 
help Taiwan.

When the subjects were 
randomly assigned to one of the four scenarios, they 
were asked to estimate their level of willingness to fight 
against China (from 0 to 10).

2. Analysis

First of all, ANOVA analysis shows that there is no sig-

nificant difference among the participants in each exper-
imental group in the aspect of their gender (p=0.891), 
age (p=0.072), education (p=0.367), income (p=0.72), 
and news consumption (p=0.53). Fortunately, the ex-

periment in project 2 passed the randomization check.

Descriptive analysis of the four groups shows that the 
mean values are 4.76 in TW_ind+US_help, 4.75 in 
TW_sq+US_help, 4.09 in TW_ind+US_no, and 3.94 
in TW_sq+US_no. There are significant differences 
between the first two and the last two groups.  This 
analysis provides direct evidence on the impact of the 
US’s endorsement on Taiwan. At the same time, this 

Project 2: US-Taiwan-China Interaction 

“Experience in the military training 

(the learning variable) has a positive 

and clear effect on the willingness to 

fight against China. Therefore, en-

hancing the quality of military train-

ing is crucial to increase the morale 

of Taiwanese soldiers.
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evidence also questions the negative impact of Taiwan 
as the first mover, since the factor has no impact on the 
difference between group 1 and 2, and between 3 and 4.
To further control the covariates, the regression mod-

el is used again. In the regression model, I control all 
possible covariates from the available data, including 
the respondents’ partisanship, father’s ethnicity, level 
of patience, gender, age, level of education, and level 
of income. Basically, the covariates are the same as in 
Project 1. The analysis was done by R 3.1.2. The result 
of the regression model is shown below.

There are several important findings in the regression 
table. First of all, the treatment “treat_ind” is insignifi-

cant. It indicates that declaring independence by the 
Taiwanese government plays no role in Taiwanese peo-

ple’s willingness to fight. Second, the treatment “treat_
us” is very significant, and the estimated value is high 
(0.77). This partial coefficient suggests that the US as-

surance to defend Taiwan can, on average increase 0.77 
of Taiwanese people’s willingness to fight along the 0 
to 10 scale. The regression model provides convincing 
evidence on the impact of the US assurance.

Among the covariates, we find the same distribution as 
was found in Project 1. On average, pan-green support-
ers are much likely to fight against China, compared 
with pan-blue supporters and non-partisans. Besides, 
males and old people are much willing to fight.

In the end, the same simulation method is used to esti-
mate the net effect of both treatments. After controlling 
all other covariates at their median values, the figure 

below reveals that the US_help treatment can 
effectively increase Taiwanese people’s will-
ing to fight against China’s invasion. At the 
same time, whether the war can be attributed to 
Taiwan’s declaration of independence plays no role in 
the morale of Taiwanese people.

Furthermore, we can found that the group with the 
highest willingness to fight is the first group – Taiwan 
declared independence. First, China attacked Taiwan, 
and the US helped Taiwan (4.841). In contrast, the 
group with the lowest fight will is that Taiwan kept the 
status quo and the US will not help Taiwan (3.932).
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Project 1 focuses on people’s perception of 
others and Project 2 focuses on foreign policy. In Proj-
ect 3, the survey turned to the respondents themselves: 
namely, whether the military training they received sig-

nificantly factored into their calculation on the cost of 
war and their willingness to fight. This question is es-

pecially important since both the current Tsai Ing-wen 
administration and the former Ma Ying-jeou adminis-

tration pushed for military reform and the reduction of 
mandatory military training. 

However, we did not build in any strong assumption on 
the relationship between military training and people’s 
willingness to fight. Since people’s experience is some-

thing that cannot be manipulated, we did not use an 
experimental design to confirm the causal relationship. 
Rather, since assignment to the military branch is near-
ly random in Taiwan–they could be randomly assigned 
to a different branch if they did not volunteer–the study 
exploited this semi-natural experiment and explored 
the long-term relationship between the experience of 
military training, people’s feeling towards the training 
and their willingness to fight. 

1. Questionnaire Design

On Q26, all 1,001 subjects were asked if they have ever 
served in the military, and if yes, what kind of military 
service did they serve. Among the subjects, 47.4% had 
no experience on military training, 42.8% had compul-
sory training, and 5.6% volunteered. Unfortunately, the 
percentage of volunteer in the dataset is much higher 
than the real value, which is about 0.91%. So any infer-
ence drawn from the relationship in this section should 
be conservative. 

For those who answered yes in Q26, they were then 
asked about their branch (Q27), an age when serving 
(Q28), perceived usefulness of military training when 
faced the real enemy (Q29), and feeling on dealing 

with a supervisor in the military (Q30). For 
those who have never served in the military, 
they were also asked about what they know 

about the military service (Q31~Q35). 

2. Analysis

On Q27, 67.3% of respondents who had served in the 
military served in the Army, 5.5% in Navy, 10.4% in 
the Airforce, 8% in Military Police, and 5.7% in Ma-

rine. According to the government’s document,5 there 
are about 72% in the Army, 9% Navy, 9% Marine, and 
10% in the Airforce. The two distributions are similar 
so the percentage in this dataset is representative of the 
real distribution. 

On Q29, 20% of respondents said that the military 
training they received “help a lot” with dealing with 
the enemy, 42.4% said “help to some extent,” 22.9% 
said “did not help to some extent,” and 12.4% said, “not 
helpful at all.” Generally speaking, 62.4% of soldiers 
believed that military training is useful. 

It is quite interesting to compare this distribution to 
Q31 (what others have heard about the military train-

ing). On Q31, about 65.4% said that they had heard 
the useless of military training. There is a gap between 
who had been trained and who had not. On the figure 
below, I further compared soldiers’ experience in dif-

5 Yilan County Government, (2015), “Military 
Q and A”. July 1 2015, Url: http://ws.e-land.gov.
tw/001/2015yilan/186/ckfile/3ab77b44-a02d-4a70-
99d0-4c51c59e16da.pdf Access: October 28, 2018.

Project 3: Experience in Military Training
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ferent branches. Generally speaking, there is no signifi-

cant difference in their experience of military training, 
but those who served in Military Police and Army had 
a better experience on average.

Would their military training influence their willingness 
to fight? To test this hypothesis, the analysis uses the 
regression model in Project 2 and controls for all other 
covariates as well as the two treatments (TW_ind and 
US_help). I then use simulation to estimate the net ef-
fect of serving in a different branch. The result is shown 
below. Interestingly, there is no significant difference 
on the branch they served, even though serving in the 
Army has the lowest willingness to fight against China 
but the value is still higher than those who have never 
served in the military.

Moreover, I found an interesting interaction effect be-

tween the military training and the effect of the US_help 
treatment. Interaction effect refers to whether two vari-
ables will influence the dependent variable together. In 
the case of this project, interaction effect means that 
for those who received better military training, they are 
much likely to calculate the chance of winning the war, 
and they are better interpreting how much help that the 
United States can provide. Therefore, I hypothesize 
that the information of aid from the United States could 
influence those who have ever received better military 
training on their willingness to fight than those who did 
not received better military training.

The regression analysis shows that the interaction ef-

fect is significant—controlling for all other 
covariates. In the regression results shown 

below, there are several important findings. First, ex-

perience in the military training (the learning variable) 
has a positive and clear effect on the willingness to 
fight against China. Therefore, enhancing the quality 
of military training is crucial to increase the morale of 
Taiwanese soldiers. As an aside, pan-green supporters 
and old people are still more likely to fight.

Third, the interaction between US_help and learning 
is also significantly positive. The result here provides 
empirical support to the interactive hypothesis: the in-

formation of aid from the United States could influence 
those who received better military training on their 
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willingness to fight more than those who did 
not received better military training. To bet-
ter illustrate the interaction effect, I use the 

simulation method again and the result is shown 
below. After controlling other covariates through a re-

gression model, a guy who perceived the usefulness of 
military can increase his willingness to fight from 3 to 
6 on a 0-10 scale (from very useless to very useful). 
Moreover, the effect is even stronger when they think 
the United States will help Taiwan. When Taiwanese 
men received what they saw as “useful” military train-

ing, they are more willing to fight against China when 
they think the US will help. But if they received what 
they saw as “useless” training, help from the United 
States will even decrease the percentage of Taiwanese 
willing to fight.
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The so-called “1992 consensus” is believed to be a 
critical factor in the stability of the cross-strait rela-

tionship. Since the Tsai Ing-wen from the Democratic 
Progressive Party won the presidency and refused to 
openly accept the “1992 consensus,” the Chinese Com-

munist Party (CCP) cut all senior official channels of 
communication between China and Taiwan. When Chi-
nese people boycotted 85C, a popular café chain from 
Taiwan, because of its welcome to Tsai during the pres-

ident’s visit to the United States, the CEO of 85C plead-

ed to Chinese consumers by announcing the company’s 
support for the 1992 con-

sensus.6 The PRC’s Taiwan 
Affairs Office repeatedly 
announced that accepting 
the “1992 consensus” is the 
key for starting any official 
contact between China and 
Taiwan. Some researchers 
and some think tanks in the 
United States had called 
Tsai for accepting the 1992 
consensus, citing that the 
1992 consensus was sup-

ported by the majority of Taiwanese in the polls.7 

However, do Taiwanese people support the “1992 
consensus”? Considering the internal validity of this 
question, we must step backward and ask a much ba-

sic question: do Taiwanese people understand what the 
1992 consensus really is?

6 Scott Morgan, " 85C Bakery Café kowtows to 
Chinese bullying, reaffirms 1992 consensus, after Tsai 
signs pillow, " Taiwan News, August 15, 2018, https://
www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3507229
7 Dennis V. Hickey, " The Inconvenient Truth 
Behind Tsai Ing-Wen’s Diplomatic Troubles," China-
US Focus, August 28, 2018, https://www.chinausfo-

cus.com/foreign-policy/the-inconvenient-truth-behind-
tsai-ing-wens-diplomatic-troubles Published on Aug 
28, 2018

This question is meaningful in several aspects. 
Actually, the definition and interpretation of the 
term “1992 consensus” had been changing since it was 
created. During the CCP’s 19th Party Congress on No-

vember 2017, CCP General Secretary Xi Jinping men-

tioned the “1992 consensus” four times,8 arguing both 
the mainland and Taiwan belong to the “One China,” 
which aim at the ultimate unification followed by “one 
country, two system.” Xi’s interpretation, consider-
ing the Taiwan government as a local one, is clearly 
different from KMT’s claim that “both the mainland 

and Taiwan belong to the 
one China, but have dif-
ferent interpretations on 
“China.”9 

The Taiwan and China 
governments are in con-

flicted on the issue of 
representation derived 
from the “1992 consen-

sus.” From the decision 
of the United Nations to 
the debate in WHO and 
WTO, the Chinese gov-

ernment argued that its “One China Principle” indicat-
ed that CPP could represent the people in both Taiwan 
and the mainland. Meanwhile, without using the name 
Taiwan or Republic of China, the Taiwan government 
always tried to join the international organization and 
only represent the residents of the islands within its ju-

risdiction.10

8 " Full text of Xi Jinping's report at 19th 
CPC National Congress," China Daily, last modi-
fied November 4, 2017, https://www.chinadaily.com.
cn/china/19thcpcnationalcongress/2017-11/04/con-

tent_34115212.htm.
9 " The 1992 Consensus," National Polciy Foun-

dation, https://www.npf.org.tw/13/8642
10 Tung Chen-Yuan and Chen Shuo-Ting, " The 
Formation, Implementation and Dissolution 
of the 1992 Consensus," Prospect & Explo-

ration, 2 No.12 (2004): 33-46, https://www.

Project 4: The 1992 Non-Consensus

“The Taiwanese government can 

enhance the chance of winning by 

persuading the people on collective 

action, while the Chinese govern-

ment may lower Taiwanese’s morale 
by spreading the false information 

that no Taiwanese will fight.
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Given its complexity, it is very likely that ordi-
nary citizens did not understand the meaning 
of the “1992 consensus” at first, thereby fore-

shadowing the reliability of its popularity.

1. Questionnaire Design

On Q19, we asked the Taiwanese respondents “which 
definition below is closer to your understanding of the 
1992 consensus?”

( a ) On international affair, both ROC and PRC claim 
to represent the whole Chinese people including both 
mainland and Taiwan.
( b ) ROC represents Taiwan, PRC represents the main-

land, the two governments belong to the same country 
waiting for unification.
( c ) ROC represents Taiwan, PRC represents the main-

land, the two governments belong to two different 
countries.
( d ) PRC represents the whole Chinese people includ-

ing both mainland and Taiwan, and ROC is the local 
government.

Among the four definitions, (d) is closer to Xi’s speech 
in the 19th Party Congress, (b) is KMT’s claim, (a) was 
closer to the competition of the one China before 1992, 
while (c) is simply wrong because the 1992 consensus 
never contains the idea of “two countries.”11 

 

mjib.gov.tw/FileUploads/eBooks/5733c319e040424
991256066e8ec4752/Section_file/af23c111cae94cf-
2809f9ad4292cd8ac.pdf

11 "1992 Consensus," BaiDu, https://
baike.baidu.com/item/%E4%B9%9D%E4%B
A%8C%E5%85%B1%E8%AF%86

2. Analysis

Here are the poll results: 17% chose (a), 34% for (b), 
33% for (c), and 5% for (d) (and 11% chose none-of-
the-above or left no answer.

First of all, it is surprising that one-third (c, 33%) of 
Taiwanese people believed that the “1992 consensus” 
means two countries. Meanwhile, only 5% (d) of Tai-
wanese people have the same understanding of 1992 
consensus as CCP General Secretary Xi. Even though 
half of the Taiwanese people correctly perceived that 
“One China” was the core of the “1992 consensus,” 
they are uncertain about whether ROC and PRC are 
representing the whole China (a, 17%) or not (b, 34%) 
nowadays. Since no option received more than 50% 
of support, the distribution clearly reveals a truth: Tai-
wanese people have no consensus over what the “1992 
consensus” really means. Things become much more 
interesting when we asked Taiwanese respondents 
“whether they will support the government to accept 
the 1992 consensus” if the definition is (a), (b), (c), or 
(d), respectively. It turns out that 40.0% will support if 
the definition is (a), 48.5% will support for (b), 75.0% 
will support for (c), and 10.1% will support for (d). The 
only definition that received the overwhelming support 
among Taiwanese is (c):the one that considers ROC 
and PRC as two different countries. 

When the “1992 consensus” was gradually limited and 
reshaped by Xi, who defined ROC as a local govern-

ment like in (d), it also loses support among Taiwanese 
people. For example, during the 2015 Xi-Ma meeting 
which both Ma and Xi failed to mention “with differ-
ent interpretation,” which KMT had insisted for years, 
KMT soon lost the support of independents and moder-
ate KMT supporters.12 

The survey provides important policy implication to the 
current cross-strait relationship. If China and the Unit-

12 Tsai, H. et al. (2016). “Ma only mentioned 
“One China” but not “Different Interpretation”, 
his staff called “we are doomed”.” UpMedia, July 
19, 2016. https://www.upmedia.mg/news_info.
php?SerialNo=468
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ed States wanted the Taiwan government to openly ac-

cept the “1992 consensus,” they should at first loosen, 
rather than constrain, the definition of this magic word. 
As can be seen in the second part of our survey, the 
public opinion in Taiwan on “1992 consensus” is mal-
leable depending on how Taiwanese people perceive 
and interpret the term.  

Besides, the result questions previous surveys on the 
popularity of the “1992 consensus.” It could be likely 
that many Taiwanese people supported the policy be-

fore merely because they misunderstood the consensus 
as a leeway to “two countries.” This misunderstand-

ing would instead cause backfire and instability of the 
cross-strait relationship once the “1992 consensus” was 
accepted and turns out to deviate from their belief. In 
other words, future work on asking people’s support of 
the “1992 consensus” should clarify the definition at 
least for the internal validity and overall reliability. 


