
Many pundits and an-
alysts, both inside and outside China, claim that public sentiment is an impor-
tant driver in China’s coercive diplomacy in the East and South China Seas.
They argue that China’s leadership faces potential domestic instability arising
from ethnic unrest, socioeconomic inequality, environmental degradation, and
a slowing economy. The regime therefore has an interest in pursuing tough ex-
ternal policies, as variants of diversionary conºict theory might suggest. More-
over, owing to socialization into the “Century of Humiliation” narrative
(namely, that China was bullied by stronger imperialist powers from 1840 to
1949), the Chinese public reacts angrily to any hints of government conces-
sions on territory and sovereignty issues. Public opinion, therefore, can create
the worst of all worlds for Chinese leaders’ ability to control the escalation of
conºicts. It explains coercive external behavior that could give rise to milita-
rized crises, but it also limits the regime’s options to de-escalate once mil-
itarized crises have broken out.

We are not yet convinced that the potential for domestic political unrest can
fully explain China’s maritime behavior over the last decade. The top leader-
ship exercises considerable control over ofªcial media messaging. It sits on a
massive coercive apparatus, consisting of internal security services, a paramili-
tary, and the military. Moreover, it does not face elections. Thus, other factors
may be at work as well—among them, a reaction to activities of other contend-
ers in the East and South China Seas that Beijing perceives as challenging its
deªnition of the status quo distribution of territory; an increasingly intense se-
curity dilemma with the United States; organizational interests being pushed
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by China’s military; and sensitivity to both elite and mass opinion.1 The alter-
native explanations for China’s coercive diplomacy have generally not been
rigorously tested, and the case for a diversionary conºict argument has yet to
be made.2

We are not arguing, however, that domestic popular opinion does not con-
strain the intra-crisis behavior of China’s leaders in particular conºicts with
particular adversaries.3 Relations with Japan appear to be particularly suscep-
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1. For examples of the claim about nationalism and maritime assertiveness as well as alternative
explanations, see Robert D. Kaplan, “Eurasia’s Coming Anarchy: The Risks of Chinese and Rus-
sian Weakness,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 95, No. 2 (March/April 2016), https://www.foreignaffairs
.com/articles/china/2016-02-15/eurasias-coming-anarchy; Michael Yahuda, “China’s New Asser-
tiveness in the South China Sea,” Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 22, No. 81 (2013), pp. 446–459,
doi:10.1080/10670564.2012.748964; Jiang Zongqiang and Hu Xin, “China’s Dilemma: Nationalism
Could Hijack Policy Response,” Straits Times, December 8, 2015, http://www.straitstimes.com/
opinion/chinas-dilemma-nationalism-could-hijack-policy-response; and Saša Petricic, “Forget the
‘Farce’ Bluster, China Received the Tribunal Ruling It Dreaded,” CBC News, July 12, 2016, http://
www.cbc.ca/news/world/south-china-sea-ruling-1.3675714. For discussion of alternative hypoth-
eses to the nationalism/diversionary conºict arguments, see Andrew Chubb, “Chinese Popular
Nationalism and PRC Policy in the South China Sea,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of West-
ern Australia, 2016, http://research-repository.uwa.edu.au/en/publications/chinese-popular-
nationalism-and-prc-policy-in-the-south-china-sea(27d52aee-da3d-475d-9ab6-009c6291d1f4).html.
2. More generally, the extent to which mass public opinion constrains the foreign policy of both
democracies and authoritarian regimes remains a debated question. See, for example, Matthew A.
Baum and Philip B.K. Potter, “The Relationships between Mass Media, Public Opinion, and For-
eign Policy: Toward a Theoretical Synthesis,” Annual Review of Political Science, Vol. 11 (2008),
pp. 39–65, doi:10.1146/annurev.polisci.11.060406.214132; Elizabeth Saunders, “The Electoral Dis-
connection in U.S. Foreign Policy,” George Washington University, 2013; Richard Sobel, The Impact
of Public Opinion on U.S. Foreign Policy since Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001);
Jessica L.P. Weeks, Dictators at War and Peace (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2014); Jessica
Chen Weiss, Powerful Patriots: Nationalist Protest in China’s Foreign Relations (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2014); and James Reilly, Strong Society, Smart State: The Rise of Public Opinion in
China’s Japan Policy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011). In the audience cost context, co-
gent critiques maintain that archival evidence does not support the claim that leaders use public
concerns about reputation or honor to tie their hands and enhance their bargaining power.
See Jack Snyder and Erica D. Borghard, “The Cost of Empty Threats: A Penny, Not a Pound,”
American Political Science Review, Vol. 105, No. 3 (August 2011), pp. 437–456, doi:10.1017/
S000305541100027X; and Marc Trachtenberg, “Audience Costs: An Historical Analysis,” Security
Studies, Vol. 21, No. 1 (2012), pp. 3–42, doi:10.1080/09636412.2012.650590.
3. There is a burgeoning literature on the conditions under which the Chinese regime may be sen-
sitive and responsive to public pressure in domestic politics. See, for example, Chen Jidong,
Jennifer Pan, and Xu Yiqing, “Sources of Authoritarian Responsiveness: A Field Experiment in
China,” American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 60, No. 2 (April 2016), pp. 383–400, doi:10.1111/
ajps.12207; Greg Distelhorst and Yue Hou, “Constituency Service under Nondemocratic Rule: Evi-
dence from China,” Journal of Politics, Vol. 79, No. 3 (July 2017), pp. 1024–1040, doi:10.1086/690948;
Peter L. Lorentzen, “Regularizing Rioting: Permitting Public Protest in an Authoritarian Regime,”
Quarterly Journal of Political Science, Vol. 8, No. 2 (2013), pp. 127–158, doi:10.1561/100.00012051; and
Tianguang Meng, Jennifer Pan, and Ping Yang, “Conditional Receptivity to Citizen Participation:



tible to popular emotions, given how the destructive history of Japanese impe-
rialism in China is emphasized in education and media in China.4 Were a
militarized crisis to break out with Japan over competing claims of ownership
of the Diaoyu (in Chinese)/Senkaku (in Japanese) Islands, many analysts sug-
gest that public opinion would limit the regime’s options, reducing China’s
ability to signal intra-crisis restraint. Some senior Chinese ofªcials also worry
that public opinion may reduce China’s maneuverability in a crisis.5 From a
crisis management perspective, then, it is in the interests of the regime to have
ºexibility of action.6 Assuming that Chinese ofªcials’ preference against hav-
ing their hands tied by public opinion in a crisis is more or less genuine, the
question for the regime is how to inºuence public opinion so as to reduce
the costs of backing down or making concessions if needed after issuing
threats, but without providing incentives to the challenger to push for even
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Evidence from a Survey Experiment in China,” Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 50, No. 4 (2017),
pp. 399–433, doi:10.1177/0010414014556212. With regard to foreign policy, Chinese diplomats,
ofªcials, and scholars claim that the top leadership is more constrained by “rising nationalism”
than in the past, particularly on sovereignty and territorial issues, and more particularly on those
concerning Japan. Even if one assumes that the relevant opinion in China is that of the roughly
300–400 members of Party elite (the Central Committee, the heads of various central Party ofªces,
and retired senior cadres) who have a role in choosing the senior members of the collective leader-
ship in China, one can still place some importance on the content of mass opinion. In periods of
elite political struggle, for example, potential competitors may invoke mass opinion as evidence
of the incompetence or insufªcient resolve of their opponents. Thus, for the purposes of this arti-
cle, we assume that under some conditions (e.g., periods of elite political competition) and mecha-
nisms (e.g., the process of choosing senior leadership positions), Chinese mass opinion might
indirectly constrain foreign policy options as contenders jockey to be viewed as vigorous defend-
ers of Chinese sovereignty. It is, therefore, worth studying audience costs in the Chinese context.
4. He Yinan. The Search for Reconciliation: Sino-Japanese and German-Polish Relations since World
War II (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Reilly, Strong Society, Smart State; and Weiss,
Powerful Patriots.
5. Interviews with senior Chinese ofªcials, 2010–2011. Some of the interviewees have been or
could have been in a position to observe and/or advise senior leaders during external political-
military crises. In interactions with Chinese government crisis management experts since the mid-
2000s, one of the authors has observed a consistent desire to enhance rather than reduce ºexibility
in crises. In crisis management, at least, the preferred strategy is not to tie hands.
6. On the principles of successful crisis management, see Michael Brecher and Jonathan Wilken-
feld, A Study of Crisis (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997). Many of these principles re-
late to the clear signaling of limited intent and of military self-restraint. Thus, in contrast to
military conºicts where one or both sides aim to deter the other side and, if that fails, to coerce the
other side into capitulation, leaders in a crisis should want ºexibility rather than tied hands. On
the empirical evidence for leaders’ preferences for ºexibility and maneuverability in crises, see
Snyder and Borghard, “The Cost of Empty Threats,” pp. 437–456; and Trachtenberg, “Audience
Costs,” pp. 3–42.



more concessions.7 More generally, all states in the East Asia region, as well
as the United States, have an interest in expanding the political space
for Chinese leaders to make concessions. Even advocates of imposing costs
on China to curb its coercive diplomacy over maritime disputes should hope
that China’s leaders pay domestic costs sufªciently low to allow them to back
down in a crisis.

Based on an original national-level survey experiment conducted in China
in 2015, we ask what kinds of strategies—behavioral and rhetorical—might
help minimize the public opinion costs of restraint in a crisis over disputed ter-
ritory. In the experiment, we developed a real-world scenario in which Japan
engages in building structures on disputed islands, and the Chinese leader
threatens to respond with force. We then use randomized treatments to gauge
changes in support for Chinese leaders under a range of different policies. We
ªnd that there are some strategies and reasons that do reduce the public opin-
ion costs from backing down—for example, the threat of economic sanctions
instead of the use of force; China’s invocation of its peaceful identity; the exis-
tence of an offer of mediation by the United Nations; and acknowledgment
of the economic costs of war. In our experiment, the one reason for backing
down that seemed to have the potential to increase, rather than reduce, public
opinion costs was making concessions in the face of U.S. military threats. Our
respondents did not react positively to a leader who backed down in the face
of these U.S. cost-imposition threats.

These ªndings about the effects of using different strategies to reduce the
public costs of backing down in a crisis have important implications for crisis
bargaining, particularly when the purpose is not to prevail outright over an
adversary in a crisis but to manage its de-escalation,8 or when the actors worry
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7. We thank an anonymous reviewer for underscoring this trade-off for Chinese leaders.
8. Some crises are exogenous shocks in which two states have a sufªciently cooperative relation-
ship that they consider escalation to be damaging to mutual interests. Nevertheless, they may still
have to worry about domestic audiences pressuring them not to concede. Or, given competitive el-
ements in the relationship, they might see the potential crisis resulting from the shock as an oppor-
tunity to demonstrate limited amounts of resolve. This seems to have been the case, for instance, in
the U.S.-China standoff after the midair collision of a U.S. Navy EP-3 aircraft and a Chinese jet
ªghter near the Chinese coast in 2001. Both sides wanted to preserve overall stability in the rela-
tionship. The incident itself, however, was a product of competitive, ongoing, low-level military
actions against each other (U.S. intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance activities and Chi-
nese interceptions), and neither side was willing to back down from this activity. Hence, both



that above a certain threshold of violence neither side will want to back down.9

The standard logic of the audience cost argument suggests that whereas sig-
naling resolve may be easier given audience costs, signaling a genuine desire
to de-escalate may be harder.10 Moreover, it becomes harder as audience costs
increase with greater levels of commitment to the conºict.11 Thus to de-
escalate, leaders have to reduce the domestic public opinion costs of blufªng
or making concessions. Evidence that different policy actions can reduce these
costs by providing the political space needed for concessions suggests that au-
dience costs and the threat of punishment for blufªng may not be as constrain-
ing as leaders think.

In sum, our study suggests that Chinese leaders may have more agency in
the face of public opinion during a crisis than they themselves may believe.
Put differently, our ªndings suggest that if the Chinese leadership were willing
to de-escalate in the early stages of a crisis with Japan over the Diaoyu/
Senkaku Islands, there are a number of strategies that would give them the
ºexibility that they apparently prefer. Our ªndings suggest that other coun-
tries therefore have a general interest in supporting certain de-escalation strat-
egies available to the Chinese leadership. Other countries may have, for
example, an interest in encouraging United Nations offers of mediation. They
may have an interest in tactfully pointing out the economic costs to China
should a crisis with Japan escalate. They may also have an interest in moderat-
ing their opposition to a Chinese decision to threaten economic sanctions
against Japan, insofar as such a threat allows China’s leaders more room to
compromise in an immediate crisis. They do not necessarily have an interest,
however, in threatening to impose greater military costs on China. Of course,
all but the last of these interests are stronger the more tightly the Chinese lead-

Can China Back Down? 11

sides had an interest in demonstrating some toughness in negotiations over de-escalation of
the incident.
9. James D. Fearon, “Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation of International Disputes,”
American Political Science Review, Vol. 88, No. 3 (September 1994), p. 577, doi:10.2307/2944796.
10. This standard logic applies to traditional audience costs (type I): the costs of backing down af-
ter threatening to ªght. The logic does not apply to “type II audience costs”: the costs of entering a
conºict after promising not to ªght. See Kai Quek, “Type II Audience Costs,” Journal of Politics,
Vol. 79, No. 4 (2017), pp. 1438–1443, doi:10.1086/693348; and Jack S. Levy et al., “Backing Out or
Backing In? Commitment and Consistency in Audience Costs Theory,” American Journal of Political
Science, Vol. 59, No. 4 (October 2015), pp. 988–1001, doi:10.1111/ajps.12197.
11. Fearon, “Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation of International Disputes,” p. 580.



ership is constrained by public sentiments, as many pundits and analysts seem
to believe.

The article proceeds in four stages. We ªrst discuss the literature on
audience costs and the question of how much agency leaders may have to ma-
nipulate these costs. We then describe how we designed and implemented the
survey experiment in China. Next, we analyze the effects of the various treat-
ment conditions on baseline public opinion costs imposed on a leader who
backs down. We conclude with a discussion of the implications of our ªndings
for the theoretical possibilities of leader agency in the face of audience costs.
We also offer comments on the tensions between some of these ªndings and
the notion of “cost imposition” by the United States on China for its handling
of maritime disputes.

Audience Costs and Leader Agency

Domestic audience costs are the losses in domestic approval suffered by a na-
tional leader for backing down after making a threat in an international crisis.
According to the standard audience cost argument, the relevant publics are
concerned about inconsistencies between their leader’s words and deeds, on
the one hand, and the implications of these inconsistencies for the country’s
reputation or honor, on the other. For political leaders, lower levels of approval
could redound in the form of losses in inºuence or difªculties in pushing a
particular political agenda.12 If audience costs increase during a crisis, leaders
have less incentive to back down from their threat; hence, as the crisis pro-
ceeds, more information about their resolve is revealed. For political leaders,
the upside of audience costs is the enhanced credibility of signals. The down-
side is being pressured by domestic audiences to take escalatory actions.13

Over the years, however, critics have raised a number of tough questions
about the audience cost argument. Among them are three major critiques that
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12. Christopher Gelpi and Joseph M. Grieco, “Competency Costs in Foreign Affairs: Presidential
Performance in International Conºicts and Domestic Legislative Success, 1953–2001,” American
Journal of Political Science, Vol. 59, No. 2 (April 2015), pp. 440–456, doi:10.1111/ajps.12169.
13. Fearon, “Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation of International Disputes”; Kenneth
A. Schultz, Democracy and Coercive Diplomacy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001); and
Branislav L. Slantchev, “Politicians, the Media, and Domestic Audience Costs,” International
Studies Quarterly, Vol. 50, No. 2 (June 2006), pp. 445–477, doi:10.1111/j.1468-2478.2006.00409.x.



together suggest a lack of realism and thus limited generalizability.14 First, the
survey and experimental evidence for audience costs rests almost exclusively
on evidence from American respondents.15 Thus the generalizability to other
countries and political systems is unclear, particularly as regards authoritarian
societies where regimes have tried explicitly to socialize their populations into
uncritical support for nationalist and sovereignty-centric foreign policies. Sec-
ond, these respondents are asked to react to underspeciªed hypothetical sce-
narios that may or may not matter when they judge the performance of real
leaders.16 Usually the scenario involves an unnamed country invading an un-
named neighbor.

In our view, however, the most fundamental critique is that hypothetical
leaders in these experiments have little or no agency and do not act strategi-
cally to control audience costs.17 Most of the audience cost literature assumes
that leaders do not have the option of strategically using public rhetoric or
nonmilitarized policies to reduce criticisms of their blufªng. Yet it would seem
obvious that, in a crisis, rational leaders might want to preserve their ºexi-
bility, including the option of backing down with minimal domestic costs to
their legitimacy as leaders. In the course of an emerging crisis, leaders may ac-
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14. Another tough question, which is not examined here, is whether the audience costs generated
by the signaler are appreciated by the receiver. Audience costs matter to signaling only insofar as
they are perceptible. Recent experimental evidence, however, suggests that a costly signal can be
perceived differently depending on whether one is the signaler or receiver. The logic of costly sig-
naling seems to grip the signaler more than it grips the receiver. On the “sender-receiver gap,” see
Kai Quek, “Are Costly Signals More Credible? Evidence of Sender-Receiver Gaps,” Journal of Poli-
tics, Vol. 78, No. 3 (July 2016), pp. 925–940, doi:10.1086/685751.
15. The published exceptions are those by Graeme A.M. Davies and Robert Johns, who ran a sur-
vey experiment using British subjects, and Adam Berinsky, Kai Quek, and Michael Sances, who
used a global non-U.S. sample recruited through Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk. See Davies and
Johns, “Audience Costs among the British Public: The Impact of Escalation, Crisis Type, and Prime
Ministerial Rhetoric,” International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 4 (December 2013), pp. 725–737,
doi:10.1111/isqu.12045; and Berinsky, Quek, and Sances, “Conducting Online Experiments on Me-
chanical Turk,” Experimental Political Scientist, Vol. 3, No. 1 (2012), pp. 2–6. In addition, a small but
growing literature discusses testing for audience costs in China. See Chen Dingding and Li
Xiaojun, “Audience Costs in Authoritarian Regimes: Experimental Evidence from China,” Jinan
University and University of British Columbia, 2014; and Jessica Chen Weiss and Allan Dafoe,
“Authoritarian Audiences and Government Rhetoric in International Crises: Evidence from
China,” Cornell University and Yale University, 2016.
16. Shuhei Kurizaki and Taehee Whang, “Detecting Audience Costs in International Disputes,”
International Organization, Vol. 69, No. 4 (Fall 2015), p. 957, doi:10.1017/S0020818315000211.
17. For this criticism about the lack of agency attributed to leaders by most audience costs studies,
see Snyder and Borghard, “The Cost of Empty Threats”; and Trachtenberg, “Audience Costs.”



quire new information about the military, political, economic, or personal costs
of following through with their initial public threats. They may want to have
the ºexibility to negotiate more advantageous outcomes once they have sig-
naled their willingness to use force against an adversary. Yet the audience cost
literature generally does not test for the ways in which leaders might use spe-
ciªc policies or framing devices to reduce the domestic costs of concessions
or moderation.

To be sure, there are exceptions in the audience cost literature in this regard.
Matthew Levendusky and Michael Horowitz show that by merely claiming
that s/he has new information, a leader can reduce disapproval rates for back-
ing down.18 In their survey experiment, Graeme Davies and Robert Johns offer
an explicit justiªcation regarding the human costs to the military.19 Together
these two pioneering studies show the potential limits of audience costs in the
face of leaders’ framing of the reasons for backing down. Still, they test the ef-
fects of only a relatively limited range of cost-based reasons. In reality, leaders
are likely to have a number of speciªc reasons to justify blufªng, some of
which may work better than others to reduce public disapproval. Much re-
mains unknown about the conditions or strategies that can moderate the pub-
lic political costs of backing down. In particular, analysts do not know if
mediation by international institutions, intervention by an external great
power, or calculations arising from economic interdependence can change
how the public reacts to their leader’s retreat from a crisis. In the literature
on conºict resolution, the role of international institutions,20 third-party inter-
vention,21 and economic interdependence22 are three of the most prominent
factors that are also frequently emphasized in the press and by policy-
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18. Matthew S. Levendusky and Michael C. Horowitz, “When Backing Down Is the Right Deci-
sion: Partisanship, New Information, and Audience Costs,” Journal of Politics, Vol. 74, No. 2 (April
2012), pp. 323–338, doi:10.1017/S002238161100154X.
19. Davies and Johns, “Audience Costs among the British Public.”
20. See, for example, John Gerard Ruggie, “Multilateralism: The Anatomy of an Institution,” Inter-
national Organization, Vol. 46, No. 3 (Summer 1992), pp. 561–598, doi:10.1017/S0020818300027831;
and G. John. Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order after
Major Wars (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001).
21. See, for example, William J. Dixon, “Third-Party Techniques for Preventing Conºict Escalation
and Promoting Peaceful Settlement,” International Organization, Vol. 50, No. 4 (Autumn 1996),
pp. 653–681, doi:10.1017/S0020818300033543; and Barbara F. Walter, Committing to Peace: The Suc-
cessful Settlement of Civil Wars (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2002).
22. See, for example, John Oneal and Bruce Russett, Triangulating Peace: Democracy, Interdepen-
dence, and International Organizations (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001); and Erik Gartzke, “The Capi-



makers. All three, however, remain untested in the context of audience costs
and crisis de-escalation.

Nor do the two studies mentioned above present audiences with realistic
disputes to see which of a range of plausible justiªcations might have more
real-world effects. Typically, audience cost experiments use vague scenarios of
U.S. intervention in an unnamed foreign dispute. It is unclear how seriously
respondents take these scenarios as reºective of a real-world judgment they
might make about their leaders’ choices. Will respondents be more skeptical
about their leader’s reasons for backing down if the dispute is a highly salient
one, “ripped from the headlines” so to speak? Or will respondents be more
supportive of their leaders, knowing how dangerous the real-world crisis
might become? Or are there traits of respondents that predict variation in the
face of a real-world dispute? Those ranking high on measures of nationalism
or hawkishness, for example, might be tougher on leaders in a scenario per-
taining to territorial disputes than those who rank lower on these variables.

Study Design and Implementation

What factors and framing devices can leaders use to reduce the public political
costs imposed on them if they bluff? To explore this and other questions, we
ªelded an original survey in the second quarter of 2015 that covers all prov-
inces and capital municipalities in mainland China.23 We developed a scenario
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talist Peace,” American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 51, No. 1 (January 2007), pp. 166–191,
doi:10.1111/j.1540-5907.2007.00244.x.
23. We contracted with a survey company to recruit a constructed target sample matching the cen-
sus population of Chinese adults (18 years and older) on gender, income, ethnicity, and geography.
We embedded the experiment in the survey and ªelded the survey over the internet to cover all
provinces and capital municipalities of mainland China. The recruited subjects were routed to the
survey, which was managed at the researcher end, allowing us full control over the experimental
implementation and data collection. Researchers have shown that anonymized online surveys can
help to minimize political and social desirability biases, which is particularly important in China.
See, for example, Huang Haifeng, “International Knowledge and Domestic Evaluations in a
Changing Society: The Case of China,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 109, No. 3 (August
2015), p. 630, doi:10.1017/S000305541500026X; and Linchiat Chang and Jon A. Krosnick, “Com-
paring Oral Interviewing with Self-Administered Computerized Questionnaires: An Experiment,”
Public Opinion Quarterly, Vol. 71, No. 1 (Spring 2010), pp. 154–167, doi:10.1093/poq/nfp090. The
appendix documents the instrument used in the experiment and compares the sample demo-
graphics with the 2010 National Census. We note that research by David Denemark and Andrew
Chubb indicates that those in China who acquire information about maritime disputes mainly
from the internet tend to be more critical of the government than those who rely on traditional me-



based on the existing Sino-Japanese dispute over ownership of the Diaoyu/
Senkaku Islands. As far as we are aware, this is the most realistic scenario here-
tofore used in academic studies of audience costs. In the actual dispute, Tokyo
claims sovereignty and exercises administrative control over the islands. Since
2012, when the Japanese government purchased some of the islands from their
private owners, China, which also claims sovereignty, has challenged this con-
trol by regularly sending government vessels inside the 12-nautical-mile terri-
torial waters limit.

In our scenario, Japan begins building structures on the disputed islands.
From the Chinese perspective, Japan’s action is highly provocative because it
represents an enhancement of Japan’s “actual control” (shiji kongzhi) over the
islands. We examine support for Chinese leaders under two settings. The ªrst
is a control setting, where the leader issues a threat to use force that is ulti-
mately not carried out (a bluff). The second is a treatment setting, where the
leader engages in a bluff accompanied by one in a range of speciªc and plausi-
ble economic, political, and strategic actions or conditions.24 For reasons we
explain below, we examine how levels of approval are affected when blufªng
is accompanied by a UN mediation offer; when the United States issues deter-
rent threats; when the leader invokes Chinese people’s peaceful identity; when
the leader indicates the costs of conºict to China’s economic development; and
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dia sources. We did not have a question on information sources about maritime disputes, but we
did ask respondents to choose one or more news sources that they had consulted in the previous
twenty-four hours. Respondents were free to choose more than one source. About 86 percent indi-
cated that they had looked at news on the internet. Only 31 percent chose newspapers, and 56 per-
cent chose television. In light of Denemark and Chubb’s ªndings, this suggests that our sample
may be more critical of the government in their self-reported responses than a traditional face-to-
face or telephone interview survey sample. This possibility, however, has the analytical advantage
of creating a harder test for the effects of different treatments used to inºuence levels of support
for the government. See Denemark and Chubb, “Citizen Attitudes towards China’s Maritime Ter-
ritorial Disputes: Traditional Media and Internet Usage as Distinctive Conduits of Political Views
in China,” Information, Communication & Society, Vol. 19, No. 1 (2016) pp. 59–79, doi:10.1080/
1369118X.2015.1093527.
24. In a separate study, we conducted a test for the existence of audience costs, comparing ap-
proval for a Chinese leader under three conditions: not responding to Japanese construction, issu-
ing a threat to use force and carrying through with that threat, and issuing a threat to use force but
backing down in the end. That experiment tested for the external validity of audience costs, given
that the vast majority of such tests are based on U.S. respondents. For details about and theoretical
implications of the ªndings, see Kai Quek and Alastair Iain Johnston, “Crisis Management in the
Shadow of Audience Costs,” paper prepared for the annual meeting of the American Political Sci-
ence Association, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, September 3, 2016.



when the leader deploys economic sanctions as an alternative to the use of mil-
itary force.

We believe that our crisis setting is not an unrealistic scenario. Some
Japanese ofªcials have raised the possibility of building government or mili-
tary facilities, or both, on the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, in part to preempt any
such effort by China.25 Ofªcials on both sides worry that the other will move
ªrst to radically enhance the symbols of administrative control over the is-
lands. Most observers believe that any such action could trigger an armed
conºict, which could even compel the United States to use force to defend
Japanese forces (Washington has clearly signaled that the United States is
obligated under its alliance treaty with Japan to assist in the defense of the
islands if they are attacked). It is the plausibility of this scenario that we be-
lieve adds to the authenticity and construct validity of our measurements of
respondents’ reactions.26

The advantage of using a real-world case in which Chinese public opinion
has historically been hostile toward Japan is that this should be a hard case for
showing the positive effect on approval ratings of different strategies and ra-
tionales for backing down.27 If these strategies and reasons do increase ap-
proval rates in the face of strong anti-Japanese sentiment, leaders may have a
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25. The U.S. government would likely try to dissuade Japan from doing so, but this underscores
the provocativeness of such a move by Japan.
26. We have pretested our instrument with a sample of native speakers, selected from across the
different regions of China, to check that Chinese respondents ªnd the scenario realistic and plausi-
ble. We also observed hawkish commentaries in the news in Japan arguing that building structures
on the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands would help to demonstrate Japanese sovereignty, as well as hard-
line rhetoric and actions by Japanese government ofªcials. For example, the Shinzo Abe adminis-
tration built a military radar station just 90 miles from the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, with Japanese
Defense Minister Itsunori Onodera suggesting, in the ceremony launching the project, that Japan’s
“military presence could be extended to other islands in the region.” See “Japan to Build Military
Site near Disputed Senkaku Islands,” BBC News, April 19, 2014, http://www.bbc .com/news/
world-asia-27089658.
27. According to the Beijing Area Study 2015 wave, a random sample survey of people living in
Beijing, the mean level of warmth toward Japan was 31 degrees on a scale of 0–100 degrees, the
lowest of nine countries tested. This was signiªcantly lower than even for Vietnam (38 degrees,
N � 2,090, p � 0.001) and the Philippines (36 degrees, N � 1949, p � 0.001), with which China also
has territorial disputes, and it was a great deal lower than the mean for the United States
(48 degrees, N � 2,299, p � 0.001), which many Chinese ofªcials claim is trying to contain China’s
rise. In another variable using an Osgood semantic differential instrument to measure respon-
dents’ perceptions of difference between Chinese and Japanese, the mean score for the Chinese as
a people was 1.8 (N � 2571, sd � 1.14) on a scale of 1–7 from peaceful to warlike, whereas the
mean score for the Japanese as a people was 5.5 (N � 2,294, sd � 1.75).



fair amount of agency in reducing the domestic constraints on their foreign
policy options.

In our experiment, the respondents were asked to read about a possible in-
ternational crisis in the future. To keep our vignette as clean as possible, our
experiment used a short vignette that focused solely on the objective facts of
the crisis. Respondents were presented with the following crisis scenario:
“China and Japan have a long-standing dispute over the sovereignty of a piece
of territory. In a recent turn of events, Japan started to install structures on the
disputed territory.” The dependent variable measures public approval over
how the leader handled the crisis.

We randomly assigned our respondents to a control condition or one of six
treatments under a between-subjects design.28 By design, the control and all
six treatments have the same crisis scenario—the only difference is in the way
the Chinese leader responded to the crisis. The treatments cover a plausible
range of options that we might observe in the real world, and we suggest dif-
ferent ways in which these conditions might affect the costs of backing down.

experimental conditions

The control condition was a statement indicating that, after threatening mili-
tary force, the leader backed down (i.e., bluffed). Respondents randomized
into the control condition read the following scenario: “The Chinese leader
said that if the installation continued, China would take military action. Japan
continued to install structures on the disputed territory. In the end, the Chinese
leader decided not to take military action against Japan.”29 Meanwhile, re-
spondents randomized into one of the six treatment groups read a similar
scenario as in the control condition, except that their scenario included an ad-
ditional piece of information that encapsulated a particular treatment.

The ªrst treatment involved China’s leader backing down after a UN offer to
mediate the crisis. We included this scenario for two reasons. First, empirical
evidence suggests that third-party mediation may be more successful than bi-
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28. Each subject is assigned to only one experimental condition.
29. Our vignette follows the same approach used in previous audience cost experiments, without
saturating the scenario with extra information such as elite cues and media frames. See, for exam-
ple, Michael Tomz, “Domestic Audience Costs in International Relations: An Experimental Ap-
proach,” International Organization, Vol. 61, No. 4 (October 2007), pp. 821–840, doi:10.1017/
S0020818307070282.



lateral agreements in prolonging agreements over territory.30 Some scholars
have suggested, however, that this success reºects the application of multilat-
eral agreements to easy cases, where the issue at stake is relatively minor. In-
stead, most states prefer bilateral agreements because the parties—particularly
the one with the power or stakes advantage—may be better able to control the
outcome. States, therefore, tend to select into bilateral agreements and avoid
third-party mediation.31 In view of this literature, we are interested in whether
Chinese respondents are willing to allow third-party mediation for a high-
proªle territorial dispute such as that over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands.
Second, precisely because of perceptions of high stakes and the emotional
commitments embodied in territorial disputes, third-party mediation may
offer “political cover” to leaders who face domestic opposition to making con-
cessions, thus reducing the constraints of domestic opinion.32 In recent mari-
time disputes, the Chinese government has explicitly indicated a preference
for bilateral negotiations, and has opposed-third party involvement, including
arbitration from international legal tribunals. The public may be aware of this
and indeed may endorse it. Backing down in the face of third-party mediation,
therefore, may not reduce the costs from blufªng. On the other hand, the
Chinese government and the public treat the United Nations as the most legiti-
mate intergovernmental institution that should be at the center of global order.
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30. Stephen E. Gent and Megan Shannon, “The Effectiveness of International Arbitration and Ad-
judication: Getting into a Bind,” Journal of Politics, Vol. 72, No. 2 (April 2010), pp. 366–380,
doi:10.1017/S0022381609990788; Stephen E. Gent and Megan Shannon, “Decision Control and the
Pursuit of Binding Conºict Management: Choosing the Ties That Bind,” Journal of Conºict Resolu-
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Emilia Justyna Powell, “Unexpected Companions: Bilateral Cooperation between States Involved
in Territorial Disputes,” Conºict Management and Peace Science, Vol. 28, No. 3 (2011), pp. 209–229,
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31. For discussions of this problem, see George W. Downs, David M. Rocke, and Peter N.
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Sara McLaughlin Mitchell and Paul R. Hensel, “International Institutions and Compliance with
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nal of Peace Research, Vol. 47, No. 4 (2010), pp. 395–406, doi:10.1177/0022343309356384; and
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Thus, offers of UN mediation may be seen by some members of the Chinese
public as a viable alternative to bilateral conºict. To the extent that the possibil-
ity of UN mediation reduces the costs of backing down over a baseline level,
public preferences may be ºexible. In our study, respondents randomly as-
signed to this treatment read that the UN secretary-general had called for
peace and had offered mediation. They then read that the Chinese leader de-
cided not to take military action against Japan. We test the following hypothe-
sis: Compared to the control condition, respondents’ approval for leaders will increase
if backing down is accompanied by a UN offer to mediate the dispute.

The second treatment had China’s leader backing down in the face of U.S.
deterrent threats. We chose this treatment because, given U.S. treaty obliga-
tions, it reºects a highly likely U.S. response to a Chinese threat to use force. A
straightforward rationalist prediction might be that the domestic costs of back-
ing down should drop in the face of deterrent threats from a stronger actor.
That is, audiences should judge that a leader who backs down is doing so be-
cause s/he faces higher costs of conºict. This would be a prudent response to
deterrent threats from more powerful states. One might therefore expect pub-
lic approval to increase in the face of such threats. It is also plausible, however,
that backing down in the face of U.S. threats could trigger an emotional public
response to being bullied by a stronger player, and thus lead to a decrease in
public support for a leader. In our study, respondents assigned to this treat-
ment ªrst read that the United States had threatened to intervene militarily if
Japan were attacked, and then read that the Chinese leader decided not to
use military force against Japan. We test the following mainstream rationalist
hypothesis: Compared to the control condition, respondents’ approval for leaders will
increase if backing down is done in the context of U.S. deterrent threats.

The third treatment involved invoking a claim about China’s alleged peace-
ful identity as a reason for not using force. Role theory in social psychology
suggests that when people identify themselves as members of a social in-
group (e.g., an ethnonational group), they will tend to act in ways consistent
with the constitutive norms of that identity.33 The motivation may be norma-
tive; it may have to do with the desire for social-liking through group confor-
mity; or it may be a psychological discomfort from being accused of hypocrisy,

International Security 42:3 20

33. Rawi Abdelal et al., eds., Measuring Identity: A Guide for Social Scientists (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2009).



among other mechanisms.34 Role identities vary depending on appropriate so-
cial circumstances. In a conºict with the outside world, a role identity likely to
resonate with the Chinese population is the claim that the Chinese people are
inherently peaceful. Although this exceptionalist claim is empirically unsub-
stantiated, it is clear that ordinary Chinese people, on average, strongly believe
that they as a people are inherently peaceful, certainly much more so than
other peoples. For instance, in a survey of Beijing residents conducted in 2015,
respondents were asked to assess the essential nature of the Chinese people as
a people on a 7-point semantic differential scale anchored by peaceful at one
end and warlike at the other. Fifty-four percent of those surveyed put the
Chinese people at 1 (peaceful) on the scale, and 80 percent put the Chinese at
1 or 2. In contrast, 59 percent of respondents put the Japanese people as people
at 7 (warlike), and 94 percent of respondents put the Japanese at 6 or 7 on the
scale. This rhetorical tool is regularly invoked by Chinese leaders when claim-
ing that China’s rise does not pose a threat to anyone. Premier Li Keqiang has
referred to the ancient Confucian phrase that “peace/harmony is the most val-
ued” as the essence of traditional Chinese culture.35 Party General Secretary Xi
Jinping has noted that the Chinese people are by nature “peace-loving,” and
that there is “no gene for invasion in the Chinese people’s blood.”36

Role theory suggests that if leaders invoke the peaceful identity of the
Chinese people as a reason for not following through with threats of force,
the costs of backing down may decline, as respondents support actions that
are perceived to be consistent with their “peaceful identity.” Survey respon-
dents randomized into this treatment read that the Chinese leader had decided
not to take military action against Japan, and had declared that the Chinese
people were a peaceful people who would try to resolve the conºict without
force. We test the following hypothesis: Compared to the control condition, respon-
dents’ approval for leaders will increase if backing down is accompanied by leaders in-
voking the Chinese people’s “peaceful identity.”

Can China Back Down? 21

34. Alastair Iain Johnston, Social States: China in International Institutions, 1980–2000 (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2008), pp. 79–84.
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In our fourth treatment, the leader of China invoked the economic costs of
military conºict as a reason for not following through with the military threat.
Our argument here is that given the importance of economic growth to the ma-
terial well-being of ordinary citizens and thus for the legitimacy of Communist
Party rule, one would expect Chinese leaders and publics alike to worry about
the negative impact of military conºict on China’s economic development.
Japan is an important source of technology and a critical market for Chinese
exports. A conºict with Japan might plausibly have severe economic costs, es-
pecially if the United States came to Japan’s defense. Invoking these costs may
reduce the political costs for Chinese leaders of blufªng in a crisis. Respon-
dents in this treatment read that the Chinese leader had decided not to
take military action on the grounds that a military conºict would derail
China’s economic development. This treatment tests the following hypothesis:
Compared to the control condition, respondents’ approval for leaders will increase if
backing down is accompanied by leaders invoking the costs to China’s economic devel-
opment of a conºict with Japan.

The ªfth treatment had the Chinese leader using economic sanctions instead
of military force in reaction to Japan’s actions. We chose this treatment because
economic sanctions have become a tool of ªrst resort to punish another state
for provocative political-military behavior short of major military attacks. Al-
though their effectiveness in eliciting desired responses in the target is open to
debate, sanctions can reduce the pressures to escalate militarily in response
to provocations while still imposing at least some concrete material costs on
the target. China has typically not employed economic sanctions at nearly the
same frequency as the United States or Europe, often labeling sanctions as
interference in internal affairs. That said, Beijing has used economic pres-
sure against the Philippines over territorial disputes in the South China Sea
and against South Korea over the deployment of missile defenses. It has joined
UN sanctions against Iran and North Korea, and in 2010 it threatened to im-
pose sanctions on U.S. companies involved in arms sales to Taiwan. Some ana-
lysts claim that China may have used export cut-offs in reaction to a dispute
with Japan in 2010. The imposition of economic sanctions may reduce the costs
of backing down, as such action lowers the risk of major war while still signal-
ing a coercive response. In our study, respondents randomized to this treat-
ment read that the Chinese leader decided not to take military action against
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Japan, but implemented economic sanctions and boycotts on Japan. With this
treatment, we test the following hypothesis: Compared to the control condition,
respondents’ approval for leaders will increase if backing down is accompanied by lead-
ers imposing economic sanctions on Japan.

The sixth treatment involved the Chinese leader issuing a vaguer initial
threat in order to retain maneuverability. While decisionmakers sometimes be-
lieve that their bargaining power is enhanced by claiming (perhaps even
demonstrating) that their options are limited by domestic opinion, they none-
theless often prefer to have freedom of action in crises. Issuing speciªc ultima-
tums can be risky because, if rejected, these tend to shine a brighter light on
whether the leader escalates or capitulates. Vaguer threats can blur this distinc-
tion, making it harder for audiences to observe blufªng and thereby reducing
the costs of backing down. A speciªc ultimatum can also force the other side to
respond more aggressively in order to demonstrate its resolve in the face of the
threat. For this reason, a major principle of crisis management is to avoid issu-
ing ultimatums. History suggests that leaders frequently frame their threats
with some ambiguity.37 Robert Trager and Lynn Vavreck, in particular, have ar-
gued that the more explicit the threat is, the greater the cost of backing down.38

In our experiment, respondents in this treatment did not read about an explicit
threat to Japan to remove the structures on the islands. Rather they read that
China’s leader had warned Japan that it “must be held fully responsible for the
consequences arising therefrom” if Japan did not remove these structures.39

We therefore test the hypothesis that compared to the control condition, respon-
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dents’ approval for leaders will increase if backing down is preceded by ambiguous
threats to impose costs on Japan.

dependent variable

We used a two-stage elicitation procedure to construct the dependent variable.
Respondents were ªrst asked whether they “approve, disapprove, or neither
approve nor disapprove of the way the Chinese leader handled the situation.”
The ªrst question gives us the raw percentage of respondents who approved
(disapproved) of the leader’s action. In the second question, respondents who
answered “approve” (“disapprove”) in the ªrst question were asked how
strongly they approve (disapprove). Those who answered “neither approve
nor disapprove” were asked if they leaned toward approving or disapproving,
or if they leaned neither way. Answers to the two questions generate an ap-
proval rating on a 7-point scale from 0 (strong disapproval) to 6 (strong
approval). Our results report both the approval rating and the raw percentage
of respondents who approved of the leader’s action.

The treatment effect is measured based on the difference in public approval
in the control condition compared to a speciªc treatment condition. As all re-
spondents were randomly assigned, the control and treatment groups would
be statistically identical across all observed and unobserved characteristics. Be-
cause the control and treatment conditions were the same except for the addi-
tional sentence that embedded the treatment, any systematic difference in the
costs of backing down can be attributed to the treatment variable.

Treatment Results

Figure 1 shows that four of the six treatments signiªcantly reduced the public
opinion costs a Chinese leader would face for backing down after threatening
to prevent Japan from building structures on the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands. In
one treatment (U.S. deterrent threat), the public costs rose rather than de-
creased, though the signiªcance of that change depends on certain conditions,
which we discuss below. In general, though, it appears that U.S. deterrent
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China’s proactive use of military force or paramilitary coercion.



threats do not create political space for a Chinese leader, in the view of the
public. Below we discuss the treatment effects in detail.

un mediation offer (treatment 1)

The average approval for the leader increased by 11 percentage points under
the UN mediation treatment when compared against the control condition, a
statistically signiªcant difference (p � 0.001).40 More precisely, the average ap-
proval rating (7-point scale from 0 to 6) was higher at 3.70 in the treatment
group compared to 3.24 in the control group (p � 0.001). As a robustness
check, we used ordered logit models to estimate the relationship between pub-
lic approval and the treatment dummy. The treatment variable, UN_mediation,
is coded 1 if a respondent was randomly assigned to treatment 1 (UN media-
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40. Unless stated otherwise, all p-values are based on two-tailed tests of proportions comparing
the approval percentages or two-tailed t-tests comparing the approval rating scores.

Figure 1. Public Approval for Backing Down across Experimental Groups
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tion) and 0 if assigned to the control group.41 Table A1 in appendix 2 shows
that the ordered logit analysis yields a positive and statistically signiªcant
UN_mediation variable with or without control variables.42

Taken together, the ªndings suggest that the Chinese public is amenable to
UN offers of mediation in a Sino-Japanese conºict scenario; that is, UN media-
tion may reduce the cost of backing down for Chinese leaders, giving them
more ºexibility in their actions concerning the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands.43

Evidence that offers of third-party mediation can reduce public disapproval
of concessions has important implications for territorial dispute resolution.
Most states eschew third-party mediation in resolving territorial disputes in
favor of bilateral dispute resolution, even though the former may be more ef-
fective in reducing conºict over the long term than the latter.44 Sometimes this
is because the stronger side believes that its capabilities can compel an advan-
tageous bilateral distribution of gains. But if opposition to third-party media-
tion stems in part from perceived domestic political costs, particularly for
more equally matched dyads, then evidence that offers of third-party media-
tion (in this case, through the UN) can improve levels of support may
give leaders more political space to make concessions. In this regard, our
ªndings provide micro-level evidence for the argument that third-party
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mediation can provide domestic political cover for leaders seeking to
de-escalate disputes.45

Our ªndings also have interesting implications for the claim that durable
third-party mediation of territorial disputes occurs only in less important or
more easily resolved cases. Put differently, as we noted earlier, some scholars
have argued that selection effects explain why third-party mediation of territo-
rial disputes is more effective than, say, bilateral negotiations. These scholars
claim that states are more willing to let third parties play a mediating role in
low-stakes disputes than in high-stakes disputes. The Sino-Japanese conten-
tion over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, however, includes strong opposition to
third-party mediation (Japan publicly refuses to acknowledge the existence of
a dispute; China refuses to take the case to the International Court of Justice),
as well as military and paramilitary preparations by both sides for ªghting
over the islands. This is clearly not an “easy” case with low stakes.

u.s. deterrent warning (treatment 2)

In our second treatment, approval for the leader fell by 3 percentage points,
though the difference is statistically insigniªcant. More precisely, the average
approval rating was lower, at 3.04, in the treatment group compared to 3.24
in the control group, with statistical signiªcance at the marginal threshold
(p � 0.13). Ordered logit analysis suggests a negative relationship between
public approval and the US_threat treatment, with p-values in the range of
0.10 to 0.30 depending on the model speciªcation (table A2 in appendix 2).

This result suggests that respondents may not always be rationally calculat-
ing the costs of a potential conºict over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands. Both
Chinese ofªcials and citizens widely acknowledge that the United States is
militarily more powerful than China. Yet respondents remain generally unfor-
giving of a leader who backs down in the face of U.S. threats. They are not
willing to increase support for concession as leaders rationally calculate the
costs of U.S. intervention, contrary to what the standard rationalist inference
might suggest.
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peaceful identity rhetoric (treatment 3)

Approval for the leader increased by 9 percentage points under the peaceful
identity treatment (p � 0.01). The average approval rating is signiªcantly
higher in treatment 3 (3.60) compared to the control group (p � 0.01). Table A3
in appendix 2 shows ordered logit estimates across different combinations of
control variables that conªrm a positive and signiªcant relationship between
public approval and the peaceful identity treatment.

This result suggests that Chinese respondents are sensitive to the cueing of
the constitutive norms of their role identities. We are not able to ascertain
whether a concern about social status, social-liking, or normative consider-
ations are at work. However, the invocation of Chinese identity as
uniquelypeaceful—an invocation often used by Chinese leaders in their for-
eign policy statements—appears to lead respondents to reduce the costs on a
leader who is blufªng but who nonetheless claims to act consistently with this
identity.

economic costs rhetoric (treatment 4)

Approval for the leader increased by 8 percentage points when respondents
read a statement from the leader about the economic development costs to
China of a conºict with Japan (p � 0.01). The average approval rating
increased under this treatment (3.60) compared to the control condition
(p � 0.01). Ordered logit analysis shows a positive relationship between public
approval and the economic costs treatment (table A4 in appendix 2).

The outcome of this treatment suggests that Chinese respondents will some-
times make material cost-beneªt calculations about the wisdom of backing
down in a crisis. In this instance, the costs to China’s economic development—
arguably the most important material beneªt the Communist Party leadership
has provided ordinary Chinese people—can serve as a persuasive reason for
backing down in a crisis with Japan over territory.

economic sanctions (treatment 5)

Public approval for the Chinese leader jumps 21 percentage points if the leader
backs down but imposes economic sanctions on Japan (p � 0.001). The average
approval rating saw a signiªcant surge to 4.11 in this treatment compared to
3.24 in the control condition (p � 0.001). Table A5 in appendix 2 displays the
ordered logit estimates across different model speciªcations. The results
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reafªrm the positive and signiªcant effect on public approval driven by the
sanctions treatment.

Respondents appear to believe that punishing Japan economically is a
much-preferred alternative to backing down. Many respondents favored
sanctions over all other reasons and responses accompanying a decision to
back down. In short, if a Chinese leader chose economic sanctions instead,
this would best minimize the costs of backing down compared to the bluff
base condition.46

ambiguous threat (treatment 6)

Approval for the Chinese leader is essentially unchanged under the ambiguous-
threat treatment: approval for the leader was 40 percent compared to 39 per-
cent in the control condition (p � 0.86). The average approval rating was 3.19
in the treatment group compared to 3.24 in the control group (p � 0.72). Ta-
ble A6 in appendix 2 displays the ordered logit estimates.

This result suggests that the historically employed rhetoric used to threaten
the use of force is not read by the public as a credible signal that China’s lead-
ers are considering military coercion. Apparently, Chinese respondents are not
especially familiar with this history, even though, as foreign specialists of
China’s use of force point out, this particular rhetorical formula clearly con-
notes “a potential response by force.”47 There is thus an intriguing asymmetry
in how foreign experts view the seriousness of this threat and how the Chinese
public views the same threat and imposes the political costs thereof.

the effects of nationalism and hawkishness

In an international crisis, such as the one we posit, it is possible that other
political and foreign policy attitudes will mediate the degree of approval for
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Economy of China at Cambridge University, October 11, 2017.
47. Paul H.B. Godwin and Alice Miller, “China’s Forbearance Has Limits: Chinese Threat and Re-
taliation Signaling and Its Implications for a Sino-American Military Confrontation,” China Secu-
rity Perspectives, No. 6 (March 2013), p. 33.



a leader who backs down under various conditions. If so, it is in the interests
of leaders to mobilize or suppress these attitudes in order to further reduce
popular pressure when thinking about backing down in a crisis. In particular,
as important research on audience costs by Joshua Kertzer and Ryan Brutger
suggests, nationalism and hawkishness are likely to be the most relevant sets
of attitudes.48

Nationalism is a complex, multidimensional set of sentiments. It includes
basic favorable attitudes toward the national in-group, but it also includes a
more nativist element that is strongly attached to country and territory and
that denigrates outsiders.49 In general, nationalism is associated with world-
views that are sensitive to relative gains over out-groups.50 As a result, nativist
nationalists can be hard-liners in foreign policy, preferring toughness in their
country’s military or economic interaction with outsiders.51 As a general ex-
pectation, then, strong nationalist sentiments in the population should reduce
the leader’s ability to control the costs of backing down.

For a measure of nativism, we asked respondents their level of agreement
with the following statement: “People should support their own country even
if what it does is wrong.”52 We then coded responses using a dummy variable,
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48. See, for instance, Joshua D. Kertzer and Ryan Brutger, “Decomposing Audience Costs:
Bringing the Audience Back Into Audience Cost Theory,” American Journal of Political Science,
Vol. 60, No. 1 (January 2016), pp. 234–249, doi:10.1111/ajps.12201.
49. Tom W. Smith and Seokho Kim, “National Pride in Comparative Perspective: 1995/96 and
2003/04,” International Journal of Public Opinion Research, Vol. 18, No. 1 (Spring 2006), pp. 127–136,
doi:10.1093/ijpor/edk007; and Thomas Blank and Peter Schmidt, “National Identity in a United
Germany: Nationalism or Patriotism? An Empirical Test with Representative Data,” Political Psy-
chology, Vol. 24, No. 2 (June 2003), pp. 289–312, doi:10.1111/0162-895X.00329.
50. Richard K. Herrmann, Pierangelo Isernia, and Paolo Segatti, “Attachment to the Nation and
International Relations: Dimensions of Identity and Their Relationship to War and Peace,” Political
Psychology, Vol. 30, No. 5 (October 2009), pp. 721–754, doi:10.1111/j.1467-9221.2009.00723.x; and
Edward D. Mansªeld and Diana C. Mutz, “Support for Free Trade: Self-Interest, Sociotropic Poli-
tics, and Out-Group Anxiety,” International Organization, Vol. 63, No. 3 (July 2009), pp. 425–457,
doi:10.1017/S0020818309090158.
51. Nativist nationalism and foreign policy “toughness” are characteristics, for example, of the Tea
Party. See Brian C. Rathbun, “Steeped in International Affairs? The Foreign Policy Views of the
Tea Party,” Foreign Policy Analysis, Vol. 9, No. 1 (January 2013), pp. 21–37; and Alastair Iain
Johnston, “The Tea Party and China Policy,” in Johnston and Shen Mingming, eds., Perception and
Misperception in American and Chinese Views of the Other (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace, 2015), pp. 63–76.
52. This question is a standard one used in studies of nationalism such as the International Social
Survey Programme surveys on national identity and the Beijing Area Study surveys. See Alastair
Iain Johnston, “Is Chinese Nationalism Rising? Evidence from Beijing,” International Security,
Vol. 41, No. 3 (Winter 2016/17), pp. 7–43, doi:10.1162/ISEC_a_00265.



with 1 for those who strongly agreed or somewhat agreed with the statement
and 0 for those who somewhat disagreed or strongly disagreed.

Overall, as one might expect, nativists were not especially convinced by rea-
sons for backing down absent any punishment of Japan (see ªgure 2). When
it came to the UN offer of mediation, there was no signiªcant improvement for
the nativists in their levels of approval for the leadership over the baseline
bluff condition. In contrast, for the non-nativists there was a strong and statis-
tically signiªcant rise in support for the leader.53 Nativists were also indifferent

Can China Back Down? 31

53. For nativists, p � 0.11 (N � 480); for non-nativists, p � 0.02 (N � 329). All tests are two-tailed,
based on approval scores.

Figure 2. Treatment Effects for Nativist Nationalists versus Non-nativists
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to the invocation of Chinese people’s peaceful role identity; their support for
the leader increased slightly but not signiªcantly. In contrast, non-nativists’
support for the leadership surged with this treatment.54 Both nativist and non-
nativist support for the Chinese leader, however, jumped signiªcantly when
the leader used economic sanctions to punish Japan.55

However, regarding the threat of U.S. intervention, nativists were willing to
impose even higher costs on the leadership for backing down in the face of
U.S. threats than were non-nativists. Nativists’ approval for the leader drops
signiªcantly. For non-nativists, there is virtually no difference in approval lev-
els between the control and treatment.56 This result suggests that, to the extent
that Chinese leaders are sensitive to more nativist elements in public opinion,
some types of deterrent threats—“cost imposition” strategies—by the United
States may in fact be counterproductive. In short, nativists were signiªcantly
more supportive when the leader adopted the next-strongest response to the
use of force against Japan (i.e., imposing economic sanctions). Yet they were
also willing to punish the leadership more harshly for backing down in the
face of U.S. military pressure. Non-nativists, on the other hand, were more re-
sponsive to UN mediation and the invocation of Chinese role identity.

As for hawkishness, we constructed a dummy variable using answers to the
following question posing a guns versus butter trade-off: “As a developing
country, the government of China has to allocate its budget to different areas
given limited resources. Some people think that for building a better social
welfare system, the government should reduce its spending on national de-
fense. Do you agree with this view?” Those who strongly agreed or somewhat
agreed with the statement we labeled “doves”; those who somewhat disagreed
or strongly disagreed we labeled “hawks” (see ªgure 3).

Both doves’ and hawks’ approval ratings for leaders who back down in the
face of UN mediation offers are higher than in the control condition.57 Interest-
ingly, doves and hawks were also more or less equally convinced by appeals to
Chinese role identity as a peaceful people to increase their support for a leader
who backs down.58
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54. For nativists, p � 0.29 (N � 486); for non-nativists, p � 0.01 (N � 350).
55. For nativists, p � 0.001 (N � 487); for non-nativists, p � 0.001(N � 339).
56. For nativists, p � 0.03 (N � 494); for non-nativists, p � 0.79 (N � 330).
57. For doves, p � 0.02 (N � 257); for hawks, p � 0.09 (N � 545).
58. For doves, p � 0.06 (N � 266); for hawks, p � 0.05 (N � 561).



Doves’ support increased signiªcantly when the economic costs of military
force were invoked by the Chinese leader, whereas hawks were not convinced
by this argument.59 Meanwhile, approval rates from both doves and hawks in-
creased signiªcantly when the leader chose economic sanctions.60 In the case
of U.S. deterrent threats, doves’ approval rates did not change compared to the
control group. Hawks discounted the costs of greater conºict with the United
States, however, and they punished the Chinese leaders for concessions in the
face of U.S. threats.61
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59. For doves, p � 0.05 (N � 264); for hawks, p � 0.46 (N � 531).
60. For doves, p � 0.03 (N � 277); for hawks, p � 0.001 (N � 540).
61. For doves, p � 0.81 (N � 266); for hawks, p � 0.02 (N � 548).

Figure 3. Treatment Effects for Hawks versus Doves
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In short, the distribution of nativist and hawkish opinion can inºuence the
effectiveness of the regime’s strategy in reducing the public costs of conces-
sions in a crisis over territorial disputes with Japan. Not surprisingly, non-
nativists and doves are more susceptible to most of the reasons and justiªca-
tions we tested, and their mobilization will provide leaders with even greater
political space in a crisis. Nonetheless, it remains unclear how large these con-
stituencies are in the country as a whole. In our sample, about 41 percent were
non-nativists. In a 2008 national survey administered by Peking University,
about 51 percent of that sample were non-nativist.62 As for doves, we could
not compare our sample to the 2008 survey, as the latter did not ask a similar
question about guns versus butter trade-offs. Instead, the best we could do
was to compare our survey with the 2015 Beijing Area Study survey of Beijing
residents.63 In our study, doves constituted about 33 percent of the sample
compared to about 17 percent in the Beijing survey. Despite these problems of
comparison, we are conªdent that these pools of moderate opinion, though
probably not constituting a majority, are not tiny either. The question is
whether the regime is aware of these sizable pools of more moderate opin-
ion, and whether it is interested in mobilizing them to preserve ºexibility in
a crisis.

Conclusion

Our study relates generally to agency and options for governments con-
strained by public pressures in a crisis. Although the public costs of backing
down enhance bargaining leverage, they can also entrap leaders looking
for ways to prevent further escalation in a crisis. Our ªndings expand on pre-
vious work by specifying a wide range of realistic strategies available to
governments—democracies and non-democracies alike—to de-escalate in the
face of public pressure to remain tough. Some of these strategies appeal to
nonrational thought processes in the public—role identities, for example. Oth-
ers appeal to apparently rational calculations—economic costs, for instance. In
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62. See the Survey on Civic Culture and Harmonious Society, Peking University Research Center
on Contemporary China, 2008, question B12e. We thank Tang Wenfang for sharing these data.
63. See the Beijing Area Economic Development Survey, Peking University Research Center on
Contemporary China, 2015, question H16I.



cases where audience costs may exist but appear to be relatively ineffective
in constraining leaders, scholars might look to see whether leaders have em-
ployed some of these strategies. We also show that the costs imposed on lead-
ers for backing down or blufªng in a crisis are inºuenced by some of the
population’s basic beliefs about nationalism and basic preferences regarding
military spending. This ªnding suggests that the success of backing down or
exercising restraint in a crisis can also rest on the distribution of nativist na-
tionalists and hawks, as well as on the ability of the regime to mobilize non-
nativists and doves.

Our study also relates speciªcally to the Chinese government’s options and
agency. Our research question assumes that leaders, for whatever reason, de-
cide that the military option is too dangerous, or not desirable, or—at the very
least—that they want the ºexibility to consider the option of de-escalation.
Once they make that decision, the issue then becomes how to reduce the do-
mestic costs to the lowest possible level. We have shown that there may be a
range of realistic strategies and reasons for backing down that may indeed re-
duce the costs imposed on Chinese leaders by their public.64 The Chinese pub-
lic may be susceptible to arguments about the economic costs to using force.
The Chinese public, on average, may also be more supportive of restraint if
this is seen as normatively consistent with their perceived role identities as a
peaceful people. They apparently also see beneªts from third-party mediation
by the UN. They may, in particular, also be willing to accept economic sanc-
tions as a substitute for the use of force in a territorial conºict. Different groups
in society may be more or less susceptible to different appeals. In principle,
this means that the Chinese leadership could combine different, but logically
congruent, strategies to maximize its ºexibility. Thus, for example, invoking
China’s peaceful identity, the economic costs of military conºict, and a threat
of economic sanctions might lead to higher levels of support than invoking
any single option.

Our ªndings suggest that Chinese leaders have certain diplomatic and prac-
tical options for giving themselves more domestic space to pursue concessions
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64. Even in an era of social media, the Chinese public’s willingness and ability to acquire informa-
tion inconsistent with government messaging may be quite limited, as recent work on government
guidance of online public opinion in China suggests. See Margaret E. Roberts, Censored: Distraction
and Distortion inside China’s Great Firewall (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, forthcom-
ing). This may be particularly true for relatively opaque foreign military crises.



in high-stake crises. Our ªndings also suggest, however, that controlling emo-
tional nativist tendencies, and mobilizing more moderate “butter over guns”
or dovish constituencies, may be critical if the regime wants to minimize the
public costs of making concessions in a crisis. Mobilizing opinions in a well-
calibrated way is obviously not easy to do in an emerging crisis over territorial
issues. In the tensions created by nationalist rhetoric and military moves, mo-
bilizing moderate public opinion can be particularly difªcult. The regime
would likely have to communicate quietly with the United States that it
would use rhetoric and actions that give it more room for self-restraint and
concessions—such as some combination of symbolic economic sanctions
and requests for UN mediation—in return for the United States minimizing its
public threats of intervention.

This latter reassurance from the United States appears to be important for
Chinese leaders’ agency. As our ªndings suggest, the Chinese public—
particularly those segments of the public with nativist and hawkish beliefs
—might increase rather than lower the costs for leaders should the latter
back down in the face of U.S. military threats, especially highly public ones.
This likelihood creates a tension in the arguments some pundits make in
Washington for a tougher U.S. deterrence strategy against China in maritime
disputes in East Asia. Given our ªndings, one cannot both argue—as some in
Washington do—that popular nationalism constrains the Chinese leadership
and that certain cost-imposition strategies (e.g., military deterrent threats) will
constrain China’s coercive diplomacy. If general deterrence has failed
and China and Japan face a crisis over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, imposing
costs for immediate deterrence purposes runs into this contradiction. If public
opinion does indeed constrain Chinese leaders, then high-proªle immediate
deterrent threats are likely to reduce the leadership’s ºexibility and, in turn, re-
duce the effectiveness of these deterrent threats.
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