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Is the enemy’s enemy my friend? Extant literature in international relations provides mixed 

evidence to this proverb at the state level, and it remains unclear how the public would react in 

similar circumstances. In particular, what explains the U.S. public support for military operation 

for security partners, those without formal military alliance agreements but enjoying de facto 

U.S. military support (e.g., Israel, Saudi Arabia, Taiwan, or Vietnam) remains overlooked. We 

argue that the U.S. public support for military defense for security partners could be attributed to 

four factors – security partner’s narratives on the status quo, bilateral relations between the U.S. 

and the partner’s adversary state, the moral foundation of the military operation, and whether the 

partner’s adversary state is perceived as a threat to the U.S. public. To find evidence of our 

claims, we conduct a natural survey experiment in the U.S. on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk to 

examine whether the ongoing trade war between the U.S and China (the partner’s adversary) 

would alter the public’s willingness to provide military assistance to Taiwan (security partner). 

The first part of the survey was conducted in June 2018 (prior to the initiation of the trade war), 

and the second one was collected in September 2019 (during the trade war). Our analytical 

results support our hypotheses and generate profound policy implications. 
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Introduction 

Do security partnerships short of military alliances matter and, if so, when and why? 

Recent studies (e.g. Tomz and Weeks 2015) have shown that effect of formal military alliance in 

boosting war support. However, it is unclear if the public react similarly to security partnerships, 

referring to countries that the US might help defend in a case of armed conflict but have not 

signed a mutual defense treaty. For example, recently, the president has approved sending 

American troops to bolster Saudi Arabia’s defenses after recent attacks on the country’s oil 

facilities. In another case, a high-ranking US officer commented this year that “US troops 

could …die for Israel” prior to the inception of joint military exercises between both countries 

(Daily Sabah 2019).  

What determines public support for those operations? In this article we develop several 

hypotheses. First, in general, the public would not different rationales for US interventions in 

security partners. Second, American public’s threat perception of the security partner’s adversary 

could change how the public view the rationales for US interventions. Third, ongoing adversarial 

relationships between the US and the security partner’s adversary could also change public’s 

threat perception. Last, moral factors such as care and harm might influence public support for 

providing military assistance to security partners.  

We tested these hypotheses by conducting survey experiments on Amazon’s Mechniam 

Turk in July 2018 and September 2019. In the first wave, subjects read several introductory 

paragraphs on cross-Strait relations. We randomized whether a cross-Strait conflict was triggered 

as a result as China breaking the status quo or Taiwan declaring independence. In the second 

wave, we replicated the experiment in 2018, and added an additional two groups were 
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randomized to receive a moral obligation prompt reminding readers of US responsibilities to 

defend Taiwan.  We then measured the extent to which respondents would support sending US 

military assistance to defend Taiwan. To estimate the potential effects of perceiving China as a 

military threat, we also include questions to assess if subjects considered China’s military as a 

threat.  

Our experiments yielded several important findings. narratives that does not directly 

concern US national interests overseas would not substantially change public preferences about 

war. Threat perception of China, however, changed public reactions toward defending Taiwan. 

The public was only willing to defend Taiwan when they consider China’s military threat not a 

threat. Third, we found out that the ongoing trade war changed public assessment of China’s 

threat, and subsequently altered their reaction: citizens who consider China’s military not a threat 

after the trade war started became much less likely to defend Taiwan’s independence. Last, 

contrary to numerous studies, moral foundations did not influence public support for defending 

Taiwan.    

US Support for Security Partner   

Extant research has established that the public is likely to support military operations 

when the missions is about safeguarding national interest such as stopping an adversary’s 

aggressive actions against the US or its interests than uploading humanitarian values with 

interventions (Jentleson 1992).  

Recent research on public support for military alliance suggest that the public is more 

likely to be defend a U.S. ally than a non-ally (Tomz and Weeks 2015). In the paper, Tomz and 

Weeks define ally as a country that “has a written military alliance with the U.S. with the 
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U.S….signed and ratified three years ago, says: ‘If one member of the alliance is attacked, the 

other member will take all necessary actions, including the use of armed force, to defend its 

ally.” 

There are several remaining questions in this study. First, not all countries that the US 

would intervene depend on overt military security pacts, throughout history, US has often made 

implicit security guarantee to countries. The most notable examples are Israel and Taiwan, where 

no formal defense agreement has been signed but the US has made pledges to support both 

countries publicly. Whether implicit military obligation functions as alliance is unclear.  

Relatedly, apart from the scenario that an ally is attacked, in the case of Israel and 

Taiwan, both countries have attempted to instigates a dispute with neighboring countries, that 

occasionally, result in an armed conflict. We argue that the public might either support or 

decrease their support in this scenario. First, the public might not differentiate between implicit 

security pledges with formal military alliance and continue to uphold their viewpoints with 

respect to formal military alliance. This view will fine in line of fears of entrapment to find out if 

allies would entrap great powers (Kim 2001; Lanoszka 2018).  

There is also a body of literature that support the axiom that "the enemy of my enemy is 

my friend". For example, a state in an ideological rivalry situation is found to be more likely to 

admit the enemy’s refugees to show a sense of superiority (Jackson and Atkinson 2019). In 

international politics, research has found that countries sharing similar enemies are likely to build 

alliance (Maoz, et al. 2007). Bear in mind that these alliances do not necessarily entail traditional 

balancing involving shifts of materials and military capabilities (Waltz 1979) but is more akin to 

target-balancing the threatening elements of a potential adversary's (Lowell 2018). 
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A counterargument is that the public is likely to evaluate the interventions based on the 

impact on national interests. This view Seen in this view; the US public should be less likely to 

intervene in a conflict in cross-Strait relations for several reasons. First, although the Taiwan 

Relations Act mandated the US congress to provide weapons to Taiwan and help defend the 

island in a case of emergency, support for interventions in a case of cross-Strait war has 

constantly ranked lowest among hypothetical foreign operations such as North Korea invading 

South Korea, China attacking Japan over disputed islands and Russia initiating an armed conflict 

with neighboring countries, hovering around 30 percentage from 1998 to present (CCFR 2019).S 

Similarly, only a minority of Americans are willing to see the United States send military forces 

to defend Taiwan against China’s invasion (Page and Bouton 2008; Page and Xie 2010).  

As a result, we could hypothesize that despite of the implicit promise to defend Taiwan, 

if the issue at stake does not threaten US public, the public will be lukewarm in attempting to 

assist Taiwan to fend off Chinese aggression. And this finding should continue to stand even 

when the cause of an armed conflict might vary. In other words, whether the war begins as a 

result of the authorities in Taiwan declaring independence of an unprovoked invasion from the 

PRC.  

H1: different rationales for US interventions in security partners might have an effect 

among the public. 

Threat Perception and Use of Force  

A second remaining question from existing alliance on war support problem is that 

although it argues the country attacking country is a non-democratic, does not have a military 

alliance with the U.S, and did not share many interests with the U.S, and very costly for the 
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United States. China did not fit this description. As one of US major trading partners and site of 

manufacturing, China does share numerous interests with the US. Additionally, the public will 

also consider that a Sino-US war is simply not just “costly” but could unveil another world war 

on a scale never seen before. Suffice to say, the description in Tom and Week’s study could not 

capture public reactions toward China invading a security partner.  

In public opinion toward foreign policy research, threat perception of the enemy 

determines the responses of US policy toward the conflict. Increased threat perception has often 

made the public more intolerance, prejudiced, ethnocentric and xenophobic toward foreigners 

and other out-groups (Gibson 1998; Marcus et al. 1995; Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus 1982). 

Heightened threat perception thus makes the public to adopt more conservative policies such as 

restricting civil rights and liberties (Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus 1982), and punitive action 

against threatening groups and other policies that would neutralize the threat to protect them 

(Gordon and Arian and 2001; Huddy et al. 2002). Americans have supported overseas military 

action proportional to the threat posed by a foreign aggressor to U.S. interests (Herrmann, 

Tetlock, and Visser 1999; Jentleson 1992; Jentleson and Britton 1998). 

In short, attitude toward use of force overseas might change when the public considers 

the adversary overseas to be threatening. As a result, how menacing the public perceives China 

in an international conflict would influence their decision toward use for force. There is a 

growing body of research studying the perception of China in different countries (e.g. Henderson 

2008; Kang 2007; Medeiros 2009). Scholars have also found out that conservatives tend to view 

China’s rising as a threat (Thrall 2007; Gries and Crowson 2010) and led to support for tougher 

policies toward China (Gries et al. 2011). Recent survey also points out that the American public 
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is in favor of tough economic, trade, and even military postures against China (Scotto and Reifler 

2017).  

As the trade war continues to worsen US-Sino relations, the public attitude toward China 

has turned negative. Survey by Pew show that Around a quarter of Americans (24%) name China 

as the country or group that poses the greatest threat to the U.S. in the future, twice as many as 

said the same in 2007 (Silver, Delvin, and Huang 2019). Thus, we could hypothesize  

H2: An increase in threat perception of the security partner’s adversary should lead to 

support for interventions.   

Moral Foundations and Use of Force  

Another key argument of ours stipulate that public opinion on supporting allies with 

implicit security guarantees could be altered in morality is brought into the picture. More 

scholars now consent that moral factors could influence public opinion on foreign policy 

Hermann, Tetlock, and Visser 1999; Liberman 2006; Kertzer, et al. 2014; Reifler et al. 2014; 

Kreps and Maxey 2017). As a result, the public could feel morally obligated to act in certain 

conditions even when it is not in their national interests. Government and advocacy organizations 

also often mobilize public support for a wide range of foreign policy and aid campaigns by 

invoking attention to harm done to civilians (Keck and Sikkink 1998), or to save strangers from 

harm (Finnemore 2003; Wheeler 2000). 

Specifically, we argue that the public often depends on several moral foundations in their 

decision making (Haidt and Joseph 2004; Graham et al. 2013). Research on alliance shows that 

moral foundations such as principles of fairness, loyalty, authority, care, liberty, and sanctity, all, 

to a certain degree, influence public support for intervention overseas (Tomz and Weeks 2015).  

https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-silver
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We argue that for inconsequential allies, concerns about care might shift public attitudes. 

The American public, when primed, could understand that spurning an ally like Taiwan will 

bring harm to the security of the citizens, make the partner more vulnerable to aggression 

(Crescenzi et al. 2012). The effect should be especially salient when the ally does not provide the 

conflict in the first place. On the other hand, concerns about care and harm might also motivate 

the public to support military intervention. Research shows that individuals who score high on 

harm and care moral foundations are likely she is to support working with the international 

community the less likely she is to support the use of force and believe that military strength is 

the best way to preserve peace (Kertzer et al. 2014). Moral principles such as harm/care done to 

vulnerable civilians explains significantly improved public support for humanitarian 

interventions overseas (Kreps and Maxey 2018). 

H3: Narratives based on harm/care should lead to an increase in support for 

interventions.   

Methods  

First Wave  

To test the hypotheses, we recruited volunteers from Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk 

(“MTurk”) website. In the experiment, 959 US respondents were assigned to one the two groups 

(China breaking the status quo VS Taiwan declaring independence). Participants received access 

to an experiment website in Qualtrics and completed the experiment from their choice of location 

in the United States. After completing the consent form, subjects were randomly assigned to one 

of two conditions using the experiment website’s random number generator. 
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Specifically, the subjects read: ‘‘In East Asia, there are two countries bearing the name of 

"China," the Republic of China (commonly referred to as Taiwan) and the People's Republic of 

China (in mainland China and commonly referred to as just China). Taiwan, home to 23 million 

people and located close to the southern coast of China, has been governed independently from 

mainland China since 1949. Although the People’s Republic of China (PRC) views Taiwan as a 

renegade province, Taiwan, in fact, has characteristics constituting a sovereign state: a clear 

territory, a democratically elected government, and a military. The United States and Taiwan 

have established a robust unofficial relationship for decades. Although Taiwan and China have 

remained peaceful with each other since 1958, China never abandons their ambition to take 

Taiwan back, by force, if necessary. (In the case that Taiwan declares independence and China 

decides to invade Taiwan/In the case that China decides to break the current status quo by 

invading Taiwan militarily).   

After receiving the manipulation, subjects answered the following question: on a scale 

from 0 to 10, 0 being least supportive and 10 being most supportive, do you approve or 

disapprove that the United States provide military assistance to Taiwan’s defense?” Additionally, 

subjects answered three questions related to Sino-US relations. 1) perception of China: Do you 

think China's military is a major threat, a minor threat, or not a threat to the security of the 

United States?1 After they received the stimulus, they completed three questions regarding their 

support for various counterterrorism strategies before answering a manipulation check and a 

                                                            
1 After completing the experimental part of the survey, the subjects were asked the following question – “Who is the 

current President of the United States?” as a manipulation check. Only two respondents answered this question 

incorrectly. The following analysis remains identical with or without these two respondents.  



10 
 

battery of demographic questionnaires that included items about their political attitudes, gender, 

age group, income, and education.  

Second Wave  

The worsening of Sino-US relations gave us a unique opportunity to examine how the 

ongoing trade war influence public attitudes to assist an ally facing a powerful enemy. Natural 

experiments give us an opportunity to study the effects of phenomena that we could not normally 

manipulate in a laboratory setting (Dunning 2012). In a natural experiment, we could count on an 

exogenous intervention to ensure unbiased estimation of causal effects (Morgan and Winship 

2015). We fielded our second experiment from Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk (“MTurk”) 

website. We recruited 1200 subjects. We fielded our first experiment between June 24-25, 2018 

and the second experiment between September 24-25, 2019. 

After subjects entered the experiment, they were randomly selected into 4 groups. The 

first two groups were vignettes about independence and status quo identical to those in the first 

experiment. Subjects in the rest of the two groups read an additional paragraph “The United 

States is mandated by the Taiwan Relations Act to help maintain peace, security, and stability in 

the Western Pacific, including the cross-Strait between Taiwan and China. In a case of an armed 

conflict between Taiwan and China, most experts caution that Taiwan would suffer serious harm 

to its safety and security If the U.S. does not send its military. Thus, it is deemed that the United 

States has a moral obligation to send its military to defend Taiwan if it was invaded by China.” 

Afterwards, subjects answered additional questions like those in experiment one and were 

debriefed and received compensation.  

Empirical Results  
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Table 1. Summary Statistics 

  2018 2019   

Variable Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Note 

Military assistance 5.602 2.829 5.857 2.940 
10-point scale (0=not supportive at all; 

10=very supportive) 

China: not a threat 0.138  0.162  Dummy 

China: a minor threat 0.585  0.519  Dummy 

China: a major threat 0.277  0.319  Dummy 

PID: Republican 0.254  0.289  Dummy 

PID: Democrat 0.424  0.415  Dummy 

PID: Independent 0.296  0.255  Dummy 

PID: Other 0.025  0.041  Dummy 

Political interest 3.067 0.715 3.017 0.735 
4-point scale (1=not interested at all; 2=not 

interested; 3=interested; 4=very interested) 

Vote (2016) 0.796  0.782  Dummy 

Nationalism 2.742 1.174 2.820 1.220 

5-point scale (Question wording: 

Agree/disagree: ‘The world would be a 

better place if people from other countries 

were more like Americans.’ 1=strongly 

disagree; 2= somewhat disagree;3= neither 

agree nor disagree; 4= somewhat agree; 5= 
strongly agree) 

Age group 2.440 1.279 2.605 1.232 
6-point scale (1=18-27; 2=28-37; 3=38-47; 

4=48-57; 5=58-67; 6=68 and above) 

Income 3.810 1.555 3.874 1.532 

8-point scale (1=under $15,000;2=$15,000 

to $24,999; 3=$25,000 to $49,999; 

4=$50,000 to $74,999; 5=$75,000 to 

$99,999; 6=$100,000 to $149,999; 

7=$150,000 to $199,999; 8=$200,000 and 

above) 

Education 12.016 1.917 12.152 1.840 
16-point scale (0=no formal education to 

16=doctorate degree) 

Female 0.548   0.505   Male=0; Female=1 

 

In both years, most variables are balanced between the treatment and control groups, 

except for income in 2018 and PID in 2019.2 We control all the demographic and basic political 

variables to eliminate any potential effects these variables have on the dependent variable. A 

table containing background information for both years is illustrated in Table 1. 

                                                            
2 P-value for the balance tests in 2018: PID = 0.748, political interest = 0.713, vote = 0.295, nationalism = 0.444, 

age group =0.577, income = 0.026, education = 0.603, and gender = 0.158; p-value for the balance tests in 2019: 

PID = 0.083, political interest = 0.706, vote = 0.187, nationalism = 0.837, age group = 0.725, income = 0.531, 

education = 0.254, and gender = 0.747. 
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The Effect of Alliances on Public Support for War 

Table 2. Military Assistance, and Independence Treatment 

  Model 1 (2018) Model 2 (2019) 

Variable Coeff. s.e. Coeff. s.e. 

Independence -0.172 (0.167) -0.280 (0.153) 

China: a minor threat 0.809*** (0.254) 0.911*** (0.227) 

China: a major threat 1.325*** (0.281) 1.519*** (0.244) 

PID: Republican 0.683** (0.233) 0.473* (0.221) 

PID: Democrat 0.517** (0.201) 0.073 (0.197) 

PID: Other -1.161 (0.894) -1.695*** (0.451) 

Political interest 0.195 (0.123) 0.560*** (0.118) 

Vote 0.292 (0.226) -0.163 (0.208) 

Nationalism 0.456*** (0.077) 0.409*** (0.069) 

Age group 0.045 (0.069) -0.103 (0.065) 

Income -0.008 (0.057) -0.130* (0.054) 

Education 0.115* (0.046) 0.052 (0.045) 

Female 0.285 (0.172) -0.652*** (0.156) 

Constant 1.607 (0.747) 2.811*** (0.646) 

# of Obs. 897 1131 

Adj. R-squared 0.1111 0.1509 

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. Models are estimated by 

the OLS regression method. Cook's distance is used to eliminate outliers in the regression analyses. 

"China: not a threat" and "PID: Independent" are the reference groups. 

  

Given the nature of online survey experiment and as indicated by our demographic 

results , we utilized an Ordinary least Square (OLS) regression estimation in line with the 11-

point scale dependent variables including demographic characteristics (gender, age group, and 

party identification) and other controls (a 21-point scale feeling thermometer for the Democratic 

Party and Republican Party, political interest, voting behavior, national pride, income and 

education) in our analyses. Measurements and detailed question wordings of these control 

variables are provided in the Online Appendix.  

Model 1 in Table 2 showed the OLS estimates of the treatment effects on the support for 

the US to send military assistance to Taiwan in 2018, and model 2 showed the result in 2019. We 

employed Cook’s distance approach to account for outliers. The results indicated there was no 
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significant difference in attitude between subjects receiving information Taiwan’s independence 

or China breaking the status quo in both years. The result supported H1 that different reasons for 

the mission would not create a significant difference in public attitude to defend Taiwan. 

Effect of Threat Perception on Public Support for Defending Allies  

Table 3. Military Assistance, Independence Treatment, and Threat Perception of China 

  Model 1 (2018) Model 2 (2019)) 

Variable Coeff. s.e. Coeff. s.e. 

Independence 0.613 (0.457) -1.528*** (0.409) 

China: a minor threat 1.264*** (0.359) 0.231 (0.315) 

China: a major threat 1.769*** (0.387) 0.685* (0.341) 

Independence X China: a minor threat -0.900 (0.502) 1.256** (0.458) 

Independence X China: a major threat -0.904 (0.560) 1.545** (0.490) 

PID: Republican 0.680** (0.233) 0.397 (0.219) 

PID: Democrat 0.515** (0.201) 0.112 (0.195) 

PID: Other -1.809 (0.894) -1.453** (0.458) 

Political interest 0.200 (0.123) 0.578*** (0.118) 

Vote 0.295 (0.226) -0.273 (0.207) 

Nationalism 0.455*** (0.077) 0.419*** (0.069) 

Age group 0.042 (0.069) -0.081 (0.065) 

Income -0.005 (0.057) -0.129* (0.054) 

Education 0.120** (0.047) 0.076 (0.045) 

Female 0.294 (0.172) -0.664*** (0.155) 

Constant 1.126 (0.792) 3.129*** (0.651) 

# of Obs. 897 1125 

Adj. R-squared 0.1111 0.1529 

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. Models are estimated by 

the OLS regression method. Cook's distance is used to eliminate outliers in the regression analyses. 

"China: not a threat" and "PID: Independent" are the reference groups.  

 

To assess how threat perception toward China could influence public opinion, we asked 

respondents whether they think “China's military is a major threat, a minor threat, or not a threat 

to the security of the United States? Not a threat/a minor threat/a major threat. The estimates of 

interaction models were shown Table 3 (Model 1 for 2018; Model 2 for 2019). As the 

interpretations of interaction models may get confused through the lens of regression 

coefficients, we turn to the visualization in Figure 3 (2018), and Figure 4 (2019). As shown in 
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figure 3, respondents who did not consider China’s military to be a threat were more supportive 

of providing military assistance to Taiwan. On the other hand, subjects consider China’s military 

to be a major or minor threat became less supportive of when learning of Taiwan’s 

independence. 

Figure 3. Military Assistance, Independence Treatment, and Threat Perception of China, 2018 

 

Figure 4 showed the OLS estimates of the interactions effects on the support of providing 

military assistance to Taiwan in 2019. As shown in the figure below, respondents who consider 

China’s military to be a minor threat or not a threat were more less supportive of providing 

military assistance to Taiwan. On the other hand, subjects consider China’s military to be a 
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major threat did not change their attitude when receiving information about Taiwan’s 

independence.  

Figure 4. Military Assistance, Independence Treatment, and Threat Perception of China, 2019 

 

How do we make sense of the divergent response to support Taiwan’s independence in 

2018 and 2019? We think there are several interweaving explanations. First, before the ongoing 

trade war goes into full effect in late 2018 and 2019, the public who consider China’s military 

not to be a threat has confidence in US military ability to triumph over the PLA in an armed 

conflict. Second, Sino-US tensions pre-trade war were not as high as they are today, so the 

public considering the PLA not as a threat could believe that it is unlikely for an armed conflict 

to take place. As a result, in 2018, we witness that the public would reduce support for Taiwan’s 
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independence only when it considers the PLA as a grave threat. Additionally, in accordance with 

existing findings, democracies and its public often intervene in international disputes for conflict 

mediation (Dixon 1993) and uphold binding international legal commitments (Tomz 2008). 

As the ongoing trade war intensifies Sino-US relations, it is possible that public 

perception of China began to alter. More citizens are now worried that the trade war will 

continue to last (Casselman and Swanson 2019), and if managed improperly, could escalate into 

an military conflict between the two countries (Smith 2019, Kristof 2019). As a result, although 

some of the public might still consider that the PLA is not a threat to the US because the US has 

an upper hand in military capabilities or that it is unlikely that a conflict would take place, the 

trade war and its prospect has changed their estimate. In this scenario, the public will try to 

prevent from being pulled into a conflict with China if Taiwan declares independence, resulting 

in the sharp decline in support.  

 

The effect of Moral Foundations (Care/Harm) on Public Support  

Model 1 in Table 2 showed the OLS estimates of the effects of moral treatment on the 

support for the US to send military assistance to Taiwan. We employed Cook’s distance 

approach to account for outliers. Model 1 (without interactions) indicated there was no 

significant difference in attitude between subjects receiving more information and their attitude 

to support Taiwan. The result rejected H3, supporting increasing findings that moral foundations 

could not influence political ideologies and attitudes (Smith et al 2017), and countering 

numerous studies that testify to such effects (Haidt 2012; Inbar, Pizarro, and Bloom 2012; Inbar 

et al. 2009; Kertzer et al. 2014; Koleva et al. 2012).  

https://www.nytimes.com/column/nicholas-kristof
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Table 4. Military Assistance, Moral Foundation Treatment, and Threat Perception of China, 2019 

  Model 1 Model 2 

Variable Coeff. s.e. Coeff. s.e. 

Moral foundation 0.132 (0.154) -0.295 (0.409) 

China: a minor threat 1.007*** (0.226) 0.529 (0.337) 

China: a major threat 1.574*** (0.243) 1.255*** (0.354) 

Independence X China: a minor threat   0.498 (0.459) 

Independence X China: a major threat   0.386 (0.489) 

PID: Republican 0.469* (0.222) 0.436* (0.221) 

PID: Democrat 0.030 (0.197) 0.033 (0.197) 

PID: Other -1.597*** (0.457) -1.768*** (0.450) 

Political interest 0.587*** (0.118) 0.521*** (0.118) 

Vote -0.153 (0.209) -0.089 (0.208) 

Nationalism 0.398*** (0.069) 0.395*** (0.069) 

Age group -0.108+ (0.066) -0.114+ (0.065) 

Income -0.142** (0.054) -0.133* (0.054) 

Education 0.063 (0.045) 0.066 (0.045) 

Female -0.645*** (0.156) -0.644*** (0.156) 

Constant 2.409*** (0.646) 2.899*** (0.669) 

# of Obs. 1132 1125 

Adj. R-squared 0.1498 0.145 

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.10. Models are 

estimated by the OLS regression method. Cook's distance is used to eliminate outliers in the regression 

analyses. "China: not a threat" and "PID: Independent" are the reference groups.  

 

Model 2 showed the OLS estimates of the influence of moral foundations on treatment 

effects on the support of providing military assistance to Taiwan, and Figure 4 Figure 4 showed 

the OLS estimates of the interactions effects on the support of providing military assistance to 

Taiwan in 2019. As shown in the figure below, respondents who consider China’s military not to 

a threat were less supportive of providing military assistance to Taiwan. On the other hand, 

subjects consider China’s military to be a major threat and a minor threat became more 

supportive of supporting Taiwan’s independence. From this figure, we could infer that perhaps 

the influence of moral foundations would be effective only when the public considers the enemy 

of an ally to be a threat. On the other hand, when citizens do not consider the enemy’s enemy to 

be a threat at all, reminding them of moral foundations might in fact make them less supportive 

of military actions.  
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Difference in Difference  

 Our research design provides a proper venue for a natural experimental setting, where the 

first wave of the survey was implemented before the Sino-US trade war initiated (June 2018), 

and the second wave was conducted within the Sino-US trade war. That is, we argue that the 

relationship between the U.S. and the adversary state of the security partner would affect whether 

the U.S. public’s willingness to providing military assistance to its security ally. In this case, as 

the Sino-U.S. trade war is clearly a symbol of the deterioration of U.S.-China relations, the 

respondents in the 2019 survey then have been exposed to such a narrative. This is the natural 

experimental treatment applying strictly to the 2019 samples. This is a perfect case to apply 

difference in difference (DID) approach to examine how our survey experimental treatment, the 
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security partner’s narrative on Taiwan independence and status quo would have been altered by 

the natural experimental treatment, the trade war. To illustrate this mechanism, we estimate a 

series of OLS regression models with the interaction between independence narrative and wave 

(2018 = 0; 2019 = 1) while conditioning on each level of the threat perception. As we argued, 

both the natural and survey experimental treatments would only be significant when respondents 

perceived China to be not a threat. The standard control variables as used in all other models are 

included.     

Table 6. Military Assistance, and Independence and Trade War Treatments by Different Levels of 

Threat Perception of China, 2018 and 2019 

  

Model 1: not a threat Model 2: a minor 

threat 

Model 3: a major 

threat 

Variable Coeff. s.e. Coeff. s.e. Coeff. s.e. 

Independence 1.157* (0.538) -0.367 (0.206) 0.185 (0.549) 

Trade war 1.214** (0.441) 0.007 (0.176) 0.361 (0.446) 

Independence X Trade 

war 
-2.389*** (0.629) 0.157 (0.246) -1.240 (0.637) 

PID: Republican 1.847*** (0.423) 0.452** (0.162) 1.676*** (0.431) 

PID: Democrat 1.559*** (0.334) 0.303* (0.142) 0.860* (0.341) 

PID: Other 0.105 (0.575) -1.293** (0.410) -0.091 (0.709) 

Political interest 0.406* (0.180) 0.421*** (0.084) 0.271 (0.192) 

Vote 0.462 (0.359) -0.126 (0.154) -0.380 (0.374) 

Nationalism 0.611*** (0.112) 0.334*** (0.052) 0.547*** (0.114) 

Age group -0.229* (0.114) 0.105* (0.049) 0.004 (0.117) 

Income 0.080 (0.092) -0.162*** (0.040) -0.182 (0.094) 

Education -0.121 (0.080) 0.182*** (0.033) -0.029 (0.082) 

Female 0.542* (0.270) -0.236* (0.113) -0.251 (0.276) 

Constant 1.362 (1.173) 2.050*** (0.477) 3.938*** (1.201) 

# of Obs. 504 1700 447 

Adj. R-squared 0.1823 0.096 0.1156 

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. Models are estimated by 

the OLS regression method. Cook's distance is used to eliminate outliers in the regression analyses. 

"China: not a threat" and "PID: Independent" are the reference groups. Trade war is the natural 

experiment dummy variable where 1 indicating the 2019 survey and 0 representing the 2018 survey. 

 

 

 

 Table 6 presents the statistical results of this set of analysis. First, corresponding to our 

argument, the security partner’s narrative (independence), the bilateral relationship (the existence 
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of the Sino-U.S. trade war, wave), and the coefficient of DID (the interaction) are only 

significant at the 0.05, 0.01, and 0.001 levels, respectively, among the respondents who 

perceived China to be not a threat. This finding support our hypothesis that both the security 

partner’s narrative and the bilateral relationship between the U.S. and the adversary of the 

security partner are effective when such an adversary is not perceived as a threat to the U.S. 

Second, in Model 1, the coefficient of independence is 1.157 meaning that the marginal effect of 

altering the status quo narrative by the security partner will lead to an 11.57% increase in the 

willingness to provide military assistance to Taiwan without the existence of the negativity on 

the U.S.-China relations, the trade war. Third, again in Model 1, wave is positively significant 

with a coefficient of 1.214, meaning that the Sino-U.S. trade war treatment contributed to a 

12.14% increase in the willingness to provide military assistance to Taiwan. This supports our 

hypothesis that a deteriorating bilateral relations between the U.S. and the adversary of the 

security partner will increase public support for military assistance toward the security partner.  

 Lastly, and most importantly, in Model 1, the coefficient of DID, the interaction term 

between the survey and natural experimental treatments, is negatively significant at the 0.001 

level, indicating that the trajectory of the effect of the security partner’s narrative on altering the 

status quo (independence) is -2.389. This means, the marginal effect of the independence 

narrative is negatively moderated by the trade war and cause a total of 23.89% of the decrease in 

the public willingness to support military assistance toward Taiwan. That is, although the trade 

war itself has strengthened the public willingness to assist Taiwan militarily in an event of war, 

considering the potential costs of military operations and intervention into the cross-Strait war, 

those who disregarded China as not a threatening state would worry that the independence 
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narrative, or to called it an alternation in the status quo, to be extremely unfavorable as such an 

act could antagonize China and lead to an unavoidable military conflict between the cross-Strait.  

Conclusion  

Do security partnerships short of military alliances matter and, if so, when and why? Our 

experiments revealed four main findings. First, the public did not differentiate between varying 

rationales for US interventions in security partners. Second, public’s threat perception of the 

security partner’s adversary changed how they assessed the rationales for US interventions 

overseas. Third, ongoing adversarial relationships between the US and the security partner’s 

adversary altered public’s threat perception. Last, moral factors such as care and harm did not 

influence public support for providing military assistance to security partners. 

Our findings help explain that security partnerships based on implicit promise to defend 

security partners is not a blank check. Country to formal alliances, interventions to assist security 

partners will not always receive the blessings of the public. In this regard, our research also helps 

quell fears that the US will be entangled in foreign adventures. In fact, the public could seem 

quite indifferent to the rationalizes calling for US interventions. This finding support public 

opinion research findings to suggest that the public often undergoes a rational calculus based on 

the costs and benefits of foreign interventions and rationalizes that does not justify how it would 

benefit the US will find it difficult to garner war support.  

Future research could explore additional questions about security partnerships and public 

opinion. In our experiment, we focused on the triangular relationships between the United States, 

Taiwan, and China, and the ongoing trade war has intensified public threat perception of China. 

Future research could apply the experiment to other contexts (e.g. Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the 
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United States, or Vietnam, United States, and China) to see if similar findings could be reached 

when we attempt to manipulate public threat perception.    
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