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High-level Visit and National Security Policy:  

Evidence from A Quasi-Experiment in Taiwan 

 

 

 

Abstract 

Great powers usually send high-level visits to their alliance to signal their possible 

military cooperation and to promote the great powers’ security agenda. Literature 

shows that high-level visits can boost the incumbent approval rating and enhance 

bilateral trade, but the goal of the visits – public support for the great power’s 

security agenda and confidence in its military – has never been examined. This 

article exploits a unique quasi-experiment in Taiwan, in which three high-profile 

U.S. Senators visited Taiwan unexpectedly during a one-week national survey (n 

= 1500) in June 2021. Propensity score matching and regression discontinuity 

analysis show that the high-level visit significantly increased Taiwanese 

respondents’ confidence in its own military and support for the U.S.-backed 

national security agenda (strengthening the military to maintain peace). Further 

analysis shows that the positive effect is not driven by partisanship or national 

identity. Finally, future work and limitations are discussed.  

 

Keywords: High-level visit, Alliance reassurance, Public opinion, US-Taiwan 
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Introduction 

Strong states often need to reassure their weaker partners. For example, the lack of 

reassurance could create doubts in U.S. partners about U.S. commitments to support them, 

especially when they lack military or economic prowess. Worsening uncertainty could motivate a 

weaker ally to abandon their alliance altogether (Snyder 1997). Research shows that weak states 

could resort to bandwagoning if the threat they perceive is insurmountable and cannot be reassured 

by their allying great power (Palmer and Morgan 2006; Fox 1959). 

In practice, the U.S. often reassures other weaker states by establishing a formal treaty. 

While the literature informs us about the origins and effects of treaties (Leeds 2003a, 2003b; 

Beckley 2015), it is only one of the ways that the U.S. employs. In fact, the U.S. is only bound by 

treaties to defend 69 countries worldwide (Taylor 2015). In addition to creating a treaty, great 

powers have several other options in their toolboxes, such as making public promises, deploying 

military forces, or arranging high-profile diplomatic visits to keep their relationships with weaker 

powers at bay.  

These actions serve as credible signals that the patron is willing to incur costs (Schelling 

1966; Fearon 1997). Among these tactics, diplomatic visits have started to attract more attention. 

For the patron, scholars have shown that a high-level visit can make the leader more popular among 

a foreign audience (Goldsmith et al. 2021). For the protégé, a visit by a great power could reassure 

the foreign public of their leader’s ability to govern and lessen their risk of removal from office 

(Malis and Smith 2021; Cohen 2022). Voters sometimes have difficulties discerning the quality 

and performance of their incumbent, especially in the realm of foreign policy. As such, a visit from 

a great power leader can provide the much-needed cue they need.  

While the boost for public approval for the visiting leader has been well-documented 

(Goldsmith, Horiuchi, and Matush 2021), it remains unclear if such visits could also increase 
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public support for the foreign policies that the great power hoped the protégé would employ. 

Lebovic and Saunders (2016) found that economic and security interests are priorities that trigger 

high-level visits by the President or Secretary of the State. Using trade data, Nitsch (2007) has 

shown that exportation often increases after a foreign leader's visit. Nevertheless, we still know 

little about if such visits will change how a foreign audience will approach security policies. In the 

security realm, a recent study showed that information about protection by a foreign great power 

could increase citizens’ willingness for self-defense in a war. Wu et al. (forthcoming) conducted 

an experiment to show that the perceived U.S. intervention would significantly increase the 

willingness to fight among Taiwanese respondents in the scenario of a Chinese invasion. It does 

not, however, probe the potential impact a great power official visit could have.  

It will be incorrect to presume that an increase in the popularity of a foreign leader will 

automatically translate into support for the great power’s policy. Numerous studies have found 

that the popularity of a president does not always change policy preferences among citizens 

(Edwards 2006; Cohen et al. 2000; Collier and Sullivan 1995). Nevertheless, it will be a success 

if the visit could swing foreign audiences to support the policy that fits a great power’s interests. 

To answer these questions, we argue that a visit from a great power’s leader will lead the 

public in a weaker state to be more supportive of the great power’s preferred security policy. In 

return, the public will be more supportive of week state’s incumbent government and its ability to 

implement great power’s preferred security policy. We employ a quasi-experimental design and 

compare surveys conducted by the Institute for National Defense and Security Research in 2021 

and 2022, and our analysis supports our theoretical hypotheses. We provide policy implications in 

the concluding section.  
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Theory and hypothesis – Estimating the effectiveness of the high-level visit 

Some reasons suggest that great power visits could influence policy support among a 

foreign audience. To begin with, great power visits often demonstrate the willingness for burden-

sharing. Therefore, the foreign audience could see the visit as a gesture to shoulder some of the 

costs of a policy, which could motivate the foreign public to reciprocate by becoming more willing 

to support said policy. However, the same can be said for the opposite. The foreign audience could 

take the efforts of the great power for granted and decided to free-ride without incurring costs on 

their part. In this way, support for the policy will not change significantly.   

To help gain support for the policy, the host state could also utilize the media environment 

to create buy-in among citizens for the policy the great power prefers. The visit by a great power 

creates a spectacle for the incumbent, who can use their agenda-setting power in the media to 

promote the policy the great power desires. Since a weaker power could face a threat from another 

great power, the leader often wants to reduce the threat by accommodating the visiting great power 

by complying with what the visiting great power wants. For example, Banka (2022) shows that 

the Baltic States took a heavy war burden to fulfill the U.S.’s expectations and strategic goals in 

exchange for protection. Similarly, Gannon and Kent (2021) show that many countries were 

willing to over-contribute in the War in Afghanistan because they wanted to signal their 

commitment to the coalition leader, the United States.  

The counter-argument is that, even with the assistance of media, it is sometimes difficult 

to move public opinion if the public has already taken a position on the issue. For instance, in 2021, 

a U.S. congressional delegation to Tunisia failed to return the country to democracy, as Tunisia's 

labor union and two political parties controlled public opinion to back the president’s illegal 

seizure of power (Reuters 2021). Moreover, during the Trump administration, a U.S. delegation 
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met strong protests and violence in Palestine and had to cancel their travel plan earlier than 

expected (AFP 2018). These rationales lead to our first hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 1: A visit from a great power will increase the support of the great power’s 

preferred security policy in the weaker country if the public in the weaker state does not 

have a firm negative position on the great power’s preferred security policy.  

As previously stated, a high-level visit from a great power signals the support from this 

great power to shoulder the weak state’s security concern. It also indicates that the weak state’s 

military, though its capability is limited, has a better chance to defend itself from a given threat. 

Therefore, a high-level visit can also strengthen the weak state’s public support for its own military. 

This rationale leads to our second hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 2: A high-level visit from a great power will increase the support of the military 

in a weak state.  

 In addition to boosting the public support for the major power’s preferred security policy 

and its own military, a high-level visit can also help the incumbent government garner more public 

support in executing this great power’s preferred security policy. A high-level visit from a great 

power signals the strategic importance and success in the foreign policy of the weak state, and it 

can be seen as a positive recognition of the weak state’s incumbent government. Therefore, the 

public would be more willing to support the incumbent government in implementing the great 

power’s preferred security policy. These rationales lead to our third hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 3: A high-level visit from a great power will increase the support of the 

incumbent in the non-major country to implement the great power’s preferred security 

policy. 



 6 

These hypotheses can help bridge the gap between the increase of the incumbent’s support 

and the strategic concerns behind a foreign country’s visit. For the great power, a high-level visit 

will hopefully achieve the strategic goal of reassuring its support to dissuade the weak ally from 

seeking other options (Lebovic and Saunders 2016; Blankenship 2020). For example, the weak 

state could engage in unpopular strategies such as bandwagoning with its adversary and 

relinquishing its alliance with the major power.  

 

Research design  

Taiwan is suitable for examining our theoretical framework in several ways. First, most 

studies of public diplomacy focus on major countries, such as Brazil, Canada, China, Germany, 

India, Japan, Russia, the U.K., and the U.S (Goldsmith et al., 2021). In contrast, the literature says 

little about an asymmetrical relationship between great powers and weaker states like US-Taiwan 

relations. Second, the relationship between Taiwan and the United States is asymmetrical. The 

United States and Taiwan do not have any standing treaty. Based on the Taiwan Relations Act, the 

United States supplies Taiwan with defensive weapons and would consider coming to an island’s 

defense in the event of a war.1 As a weaker party in the relationship and considering the growing 

tensions across the Strait, it is in the U.S. interests to help the leader in Taiwan maintain popularity 

and not resort to provocative behaviors, which could entrap the United States into a war with 

another major power, China. Studies show that leaders in Taiwan could use confrontational foreign 

policy, such as engaging in pro-independence rhetoric, and it could trigger risks of China’s military 

                                                
1 According to the Fact Sheet of the U.S. Relations With Taiwan by the US State Department: “Consistent with the 
Taiwan Relations Act, the United States makes available defense articles and services as necessary to enable Taiwan 
to maintain a sufficient self-defense capability -– and maintains our capacity to resist any resort to force or other forms 
of coercion that would jeopardize the security, or the social or economic system, of Taiwan.” See 
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-taiwan/. Accessed June 15, 2022. 
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actions (Yeh and Wu 2020; Li et al. 2009). Helping a leader in a political crisis in Taiwan could 

maintain U.S. national interests and prevent the country from engaging in risky foreign policy.  

 

Background for the June 6 2021 visit  

In the months leading up to the U.S. visit, the president of Taiwan, Tsai Ing-wen, 

encountered significant domestic challenges. Her approval rate dropped from over 70% in May 

2020 to 43.2% in June 2021, the month when the visit occurred. The reduction in approval was 

mostly related to the Covid-19 pandemic. Since the president came into office in 2016, tensions 

across the Strait have continued to rise. The worsening relations not only impact domestic tourism 

in Taiwan, the number of Taiwan’s diplomatic allies, and access to purchasing vaccines. In early 

2020, Taiwan’s plan to purchase 5 million vaccines from the German firm BioNTech eventually 

fell through due to political inferences from China (Marlow et al., 2021; Gan, 2021). In light of 

the hundreds of cases on the island daily, the inability of the government to provide the vaccines 

is hurting the government’s reputation (Tso 2021). Additionally, in late May 2020, Taiwan 

experienced the worst drought in the past 50 years, limiting the country’s semiconductor firm, 

TSMC, in its chips production. To make matters worse, serious blackouts in major cities, 

accompanied by seasonal torrential rain, further infuriates citizens (Wang 2021). 

On June 6, three U.S. senators, including Tammy Duckworth, Dan Sullivan, and 

Christopher Coons arrived in Taipei for a whirlwind 3-hour visit. In their meeting with President 

Tsai, the delegation announced that the U.S. would send 750,000 vaccine doses to Taiwan. Before 

their arrival, there was no news report covering this information, and mainstream news channels 

were only informed and started live-streaming after the landing. The visit was well-received in 

Taiwan. An online statement by the American Institute in Taiwan (U.S. embassy in Taiwan) on 
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the details of the donation received 130,000 likes and over 20,000 comments on Facebook in less 

than a day (Liao 2021). 

The vaccines gave the senators a reason to visit Taiwan, but it is clear that Taiwan’s 

security is a priority on their agenda. Senator Duckworth told the press that the visit was to ensure 

that the Taiwanese know that “America will not abandon Taiwan” and “… we supported Taiwan, 

both from a national-security perspective…” (Nakamura 2021). Senator Sullivan reflected on his 

military experience: “…I was deployed as part of a U.S. Marine Corps amphibious task force to 

the Taiwan Strait during a very challenging and critical time for Taiwan’s democracy.” He 

continued, “America’s presence then was in response to Chinese provocations…and it 

demonstrated American commitment and resolve…visit Taiwan is yet another demonstration of 

that continued commitment to our friends and partners” (Duckworth 2021). If words are not 

enough, the senators arrived in Taiwan in a military freighter, whereas the norm should be an 

unmarked private jet – in the past two decades, the U.S. has reportedly only landed in Taiwan 

twice with a military aircraft.  

The visit thus provides an opportunity to examine support for security policy among 

citizens in Taiwan. Although defense is a salient issue, the country’s security relationship with the 

United States is often rocky due to domestic opposition. While many in Taiwan see the importance 

of working with the U.S. in security and self-defense, many are influenced by arguments such as 

the U.S. unfairly charges Taiwan in arms sales or only sells useless or outdated weapons (Chen et 

al. 2019). The opposition leads many arms sales to fall through in US-Taiwan relations, and 

Taiwan’s defense spending has always been lower than the U.S. would desire. Worried that the 

island will not be able to defend itself militarily, the U.S. has repeatedly urged the country to 

increase military spending (Brunnstrom 2020; Bandow 2021) or purchase weapons suitable for the 
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island’s defense (Wong and Qin 2022). Thus, the case allows examining the visit’s impact on 

public attitudes.  

 The contextualized hypotheses are as follows:   

(H1) Strong: “Do you agree with the statement that “Only a stronger national defense can 

maintain peace”?” (Agree very much = 2, Agree = 1, Disagree = -1, Disagree very much 

= -2) 

(H2) Support: “Overall, do you feel that Taiwan’s military power is stronger than before?” (Yes 

= 1, No = 0) 

(H3) Approve: “Are you satisfied with the current government’s overall performance in national 

defense?” (Satisfied very much = 2, Satisfied = 1, Not satisfied = -1, Not satisfied very 

much = -2) 

 The first hypothesis taps into public willingness among citizens in Taiwan to take more 

responsibility for their own defense. The second and third policies tap into the potential spillover 

effect the visit could have on the president’s approval. Both hypotheses have a clearer domestic 

perspective for us to assess if citizens change their views following the visit.  

 

Data collection  

This article exploits a survey conducted between May 31 – June 8, 2021. This online survey 

(hereafter INDSR2021Q2) was sponsored and designed by Institute for National Defense and 

Security Research (INDSR hereafter), a think tank in Taiwan, and National Chengchi University 

implemented the survey.2 The survey recruited 1,500 Taiwanese respondents; the data is publicly 

                                                
2 The survey was conducted by Pollcracylab. The respondents were recruited through years of telephone and face-to-
face survey based on Taiwan’s official house registration record. For the detail of Pollcracylab’s recruitment, see 
Wang et al. (2021). In INDSR2021Q2, Pollcracylab sent 24844 invitations, so the overall response rate is 6.03%.  



 10 

available on INDSR’s website.3 INDSR2021Q2 is composed of 35 questions. The questionnaire 

began with the news consumption about the military and then asked about people’s attitudes 

toward the military. Ultimately, the questionnaire asked the respondents to report their socio-

demographic background. 

Additionally, two pieces of detail in the survey design are worth mentioning. First, the 

three dependent variables about the military were all asked before the socio-demographic variables. 

Hence, this design can avoid the problem of framing by activating social identities (Klar et al. 

2020). Second, throughout the survey, there was no question or description about the United States. 

It is evident that the Senators’ visit was unexpected, and there was no coordination between the 

INSDR and the United States. 

Moreover, the absence of the United States in the survey can avoid exaggerating the effect 

size of the visit. If the survey was designed by asking respondents directly or indirectly about their 

attitude toward the visit to the United States, it is possible that Taiwanese respondents would flatter 

the surveyor and hide their preferences after the visit. Therefore, we believe that INDSR2021Q2 

can capture the potential opinion shift by the visit by comparing the respondents before and after 

the visit. While male and highly educated respondents were overrepresented in INDSR2021Q2, 

the distributions of key covariates, including partisanship, ethnicity, and Taiwan identity, are 

similar to those from representative surveys in recent years. The socio-demographic background 

of the respondents in INDSR2021Q2 can be found in Table A1 in the Appendix.  

 Overall, 1100 (63.6%) respondents answered the survey before the arrival of the Senators, 

and 400 (36.4%) answered after the Senators left. No respondent answered their survey during 

their morning visit to Taiwan. Table A2 in the Appendix compares the socio-demographic 

                                                
3 INDSR website: https://indsr.org.tw/safetyInvestigation?uid=45. Access: April 25, 2022. 
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background of respondents before and after the Senators’ visit. Because the visit was unexpected 

and was not related to the design of this survey, it allows us to compare respondents’ political 

attitudes before and after the visit.4 To identify the net effect of this high-level visit, we use both 

propensity score matching and regression discontinuity design to control the effect of the 

covariates. In both analyses, the variable Visit is coded 1 if the respondent started answering the 

survey between June 6-8, and 0 if the respondent answered before June 6. The coding for the 

control variables (age, edu, female, party id, and Taiwan identity can be found in Table A2 in the 

Appendix.  

 

Result – Propensity score matching 

 Respondents before (n = 1100) and after (n=400) the visit are matched through the 

propensity score matching (PSM hereafter). The matching variables include age, edu, female, 

partisanship, and Taiwan identity. The matching method is the MatchIt package in R, while the 

nearest method with no replacement is used. After the matching procedure, all 400 cases in the 

treatment group (after the visit) were matched with 400 cases in the control group (before the visit). 

Figure A3 in the Appendix shows the jitter plot and the histogram of the propensity scores in the 

treatment and control groups. The Absolute Standardized Mean Difference plot in the same figure 

showed that the distributions of all variables were not statistically different after PSM. 

 The result is shown in Table 1. Table 1 shows the mean value of the three dependent 

variables before and after the visit; T-test and chi-squared were applied for each dependent variable. 

In this table, three hypotheses of this article had empirical support. Statistical analyses were all 

significant at p < 0.1 level after the PSM. Since all respondents answered the same survey and 

                                                
4 Ethnicity (mainlander) is dropped from further analysis since it usually highly correlated with other political 
variables such as partisanship and Taiwan identity.  
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their background variables are all matched, the change in the public opinion may be attributed to 

the high-level visit. Appendix Table A4 also shows the comparison of mean values across groups 

without PSM, and all results still held. 

 

Table 1. High-level visit effect measured by PSM, INDSR2021 

Dependent Variable Mean value 
before visit (n=400) 

Mean value 
after visit (n=400) Statistical Test 

(H1) Strong (-2 to +2) 1.222 1.352 T-test, p = 0.046* 
(H2) Support (0 to 1) 0.332 0.412 Chi-squared, p = 0.023* 

(H3) Approve (-2 to +2) -0.145 0.018 T-test, p = 0.061+ 
Note: + p < 0.1, * p < 0.05  

 

 Figure 1 further illustrates the effect of the visits. After the U.S. Senators visited Taiwan, 

respondents tended to support a stronger national defense (H1), tend to support Taiwan’s military 

(H2), and tend to approve of the incumbent’s military policy (H3). The change in the direction of 

the three variables is consistent with the theory. The U.S. Senator's visit to Taiwan attracted 

Taiwanese people to support the military policy favored by the United States, and Taiwanese 

people are more confident with their own military.  

 

Figure 1. Mean difference of three dependent variables before and after the visit in Table 1 

 

Result – Regression discontinuity design  



 13 

 Another method to estimate the effect of high-level visits and control the potential 

covariates is to use the regression discontinuity design. The dummy variable Visit is added to 

regressions explaining Strong, Support, and Approval. Visit is coded 1 if the respondent answered 

the survey after the visit, and 0 before the visit. Covariates include age, edu, female, party id, and 

Taiwan identity. Since Support is a binary variable, logit regression is used. For the other two 

dependent variables, OLS is used.  

 Table 2 shows the results of six regression models explaining Strong, Support, and 

Approval. Model 1, 3, and 5 only include the independent variable Visit, while Model 2, 4, and 6 

further include the covariates. Among the six regression models, Visit is positively significant with 

and without the covariates. In other words, respondents who answered the survey after the visit 

are much more likely to support a stronger military, much more confident in the military, and much 

more likely to support the incumbent implementing the U.S.’s preferred military policies. Table 2 

provides further support for H1, H2, and H3.  

Table 2. Regressions explaining Strong, Support, and Approval, INDSR2021Q2 (n=1500) 
 
 

 

(H1) Strong 
(-2 to 2) OLS 

(H2) Support 
(0 to 1) Logit 

(H3) Approval 
(-2 to 2) OLS 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Visit (0 - 1) 

 
0.096+ 
(0.056) 

0.103+ 
(0.055) 

0.451*** 
(0.121) 

0.478*** 
(0.142) 

0.199*** 
(0.072) 

0.142* 
(0.065) 

       
Female (0-1)  -0.342*** 

(0.049)  -0.947*** 
(0.136)  -0.066 

(0.058) 
Age (20-80)  0.006*** 

(0.002)  0.004 
(0.006) 

 0.007*** 
(0.003) 

Edu (1-7)  -0.006 
(0.028) 

 -0.061 
(0.076)  -0.039 

(0.033) 
       

Pan-blue (0-1)  -0.012 
(0.063) 

 -0.548*** 
(0.183) 

 -0.249*** 
(0.075) 

Pan-green (0-1)  0.267*** 
(0.065) 

 1.336*** 
(0.162) 

 0.751*** 
(0.077) 

Taiwan Identity (0-1)  0.316*** 
(0.060) 

 0.893*** 
(0.167) 

 0.510*** 
(0.071) 

       
Intercept 

 
1.256*** 
(0.029) 

0.857*** 
(0.240) 

-0.804*** 
(0.065) 

-1.284* 
(0.652) 

-0.182*** 
(0.037) 

-0.731*** 
(0.284) 
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 Among the control variables, it is not surprising that respondents with pan-green party 

identity and Taiwan identity are much more likely to support the military and the incumbent since 

they tend to support independence from China. Besides, female respondents show lower support 

for any military-related policies. The results are consistent with other Taiwan studies regarding its 

attitude toward military and war support (Wang and Eldemerdash forthcoming; Wu et al. 

forthcoming). 

 

Result – Heterogeneity?  

 One possible caveat of the above analysis is that the presidential approval rate merely 

drives the change in public opinion. In other words, one may hypothesize that Taiwanese people 

increased their support for the U.S.’s backed national defense and their trust in the military simply 

because they approved of the incumbent. Unfortunately, there is no item for the incumbent 

approval in INDSR2021Q2, so this issue needs to be examined indirectly.  

 Following the theory of motivated reasoning (Lodge and Taber, 2005; Slothuus and De 

Vreese, 2010), if the abovementioned hypothesis is true, we should expect that the effect of the 

high-level visit should be stronger among those who preferred the president first: supporters of the 

president are much more likely to receive the positive information from the president and, as a 

result, update their belief and trust to the national security and military. In contrast, the opposition 

parties and their supporters would be politically motivated to see the high-level visit as a threat to 

lower their preferred party to win in the future elections. Therefore, such a calculation would 

nullify the effect of a high-level visit.  

n 1500 1500 1500 1500 1500 1500 
Adjusted R-squared 0.001 0.093   0.004 0.239 

AIC   1906.6 1535.3   
Note: + p < 0.1  * p < 0.05  ** p < 0.01  *** p < 0.001   
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 To investigate the possibility of a heterogeneous effect, Table 3 extends the regression 

models in Table 2 by adding the interaction term between Visit and group identities, which are 

shaded in Table 3. Model 1, 3, and 5 interact with Visit and partisanship, while Model 2, 4, and 6 

interact with Visit and national identity. The result shows that none of the interactions are 

statistically significant. In other words, the effect of the high-level visit is not limited to the 

supporters of the incumbent party (in this case, the pan-green supporters or people with Taiwan 

identity).  

 

 Why didn’t we find the heterogeneous effect? One possible explanation is that all 

Taiwanese men are required to serve in the military for four months to two years. In other words, 

Table 3. (No) Interaction between Visit and Political Motivation, INDSR2021Q2 (n=1500) 
 
 

 

(H1) Strong 
(-2 to 2) OLS 

(H2) Support 
(0 to 1) Logit 

(H3) Approval 
(-2 to 2) OLS 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Visit (0 - 1) 

 
0.073 

(0.105) 
0.191*** 
(0.093) 

0.635*** 
(0.267) 

0.186 
(0.292) 

0.107 
(0.124) 

0.082 
(0.110) 

       

Pan-blue (0-1) -0.039 
(0.073) 

-0.014 
(0.063) 

-0.428* 
(0.221) 

-0.545*** 
(0.184) 

-0.217*** 
(0.086) 

-0.248*** 
(0.075) 

Pan-green (0-1) 0.271*** 
(0.077) 

0.263*** 
(0.065) 

1.387*** 
(0.200) 

1.348*** 
(0.163) 

0.685*** 
(0.091) 

0.753*** 
(0.077) 

Taiwan Identity (0-1) 0.315*** 
(0.060) 

0.349*** 
(0.066) 

0.890*** 
(0.168) 

0.786*** 
(0.189) 

0.518*** 
(0.71) 

0.488*** 
(0.078) 

       

Pan-blue * Visit 0.109 
(0.139) 

 -0.391 
(0.392) 

 -0.151 
(0.164) 

 

Pan-green * Visit -0.016 
(0.135) 

 -0.131 
(0.333) 

 0.214 
(0.159) 

 

       

Taiwan Identity* Visit  -0.132 
(0.114) 

 0.386 
(0.333) 

 0.090 
(0.134) 

       
Controlling Female, 

Age, and Edu 
YES YES YES YES YES YES 

       
Intercept 

 
0.858*** 
(0.241) 

0.833*** 
(0.241) 

-1.318** 
(0.656) 

-1.193* 
(0.656) 

-0.704*** 
(0.284) 

-0.715*** 
(0.285) 

n 1500 1500 1500 1500 1500 1500 
Adjusted R-squared 0.093 0.094   0.004 0.239 

AIC   1538.3 1535.9   
Note: + p < 0.1  * p < 0.05  ** p < 0.01  *** p < 0.001   
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Taiwanese respondents had first-hand experience evaluating the quality of the military and the 

effectiveness of national security policy. Hence, the positive signal brought by the high-level visit 

may transcend the partisan boundary and increase the support for the Taiwanese military and U.S.-

backed security policy generally.  

 

Conclusion and future work 

 Overall, the results of this article extend our understanding of the effectiveness of high-

level visits. Existing literature suggests that the high-level visit may increase the approval rate of 

the incumbent (Goldsmith, Horiuchi, and Matush, 2021) and economic cooperation (Nitsch 2007) 

but ignores one important goal for the high-level visit – alliance and national security. This article 

exploits the unique opportunity of a quasi-experiment in INSDR2021Q2 and the visit of U.S. 

Senators to Taiwan in June 2021. It reveals that the high-level visit can indeed increase the public 

support for the U.S.’s preferred national security policies as well as the confidence in the military 

in Taiwan. In other words, this article provides empirical evidence that the high-level visit can 

serve as a positive signal to strengthen the security collaboration.  

 This result is unique considering the characteristics of national security. The budget for 

national security is usually opaque with no obvious short-term return. Even in many democratic 

countries, the budget for national defense is usually not open to the public. Hence, the public 

opinion on the military spending and national defense usually builds on the trust toward the 

military and the incumbent. Meanwhile, the cost of the high-level visit is much smaller than the 

spending on national security. Our result shows that the high-level visit can increase Taiwanese 

people’s trust in the military and increase the US’s-back idea of strengthening the national defense, 

which surpasses the classic rational choice calculation.  
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Besides, since this article relies on the quasi-experiment with the application of PSM and 

regression discontinuity, it provides reliable causal inference on estimating the net effect of high-

level visits. In contrast, previous works may rely on the ad hoc surveys or two waves of surveys 

long before or after the visit. This result of this article advances previous studies methodologically.  

Unfortunately, the advantage of the quasi-experimental design in this article also comes 

along with the weaknesses. The major weakness of this article is that there is not enough data in 

INSDR2021Q2 to verify the long-term effect of the high-level visit. INDSR2012Q2 ended two 

days after the visit, and the future waves of the survey do not include similar items used in this 

article. Hence, this article is not able to examine how long the effect of high-level visits persists. 

Following the previous study (Goldsmith, Horiuchi, and Matush 2021), we hypothesize that the 

effect may not last too long because other news may offset the effect. Nevertheless, the short-term 

change in public opinion may open a policy space for the government to enhance existing agendas.  

Another weakness of this article is that the regression fails to control the effect of 

presidential approval. Even though this article rules out the heterogeneous effect of the high-level 

visit on political motivations through the interactive regression in Table 3, it is still possible that 

the presidential approval may mediate the effect. Future work on the effect of the high-level visit 

should try to control the spillover effect from the presidential approval.  

In the end, one may question whether the result of this article can be generalized – given 

the unique US-Taiwan relationship and the complexity of Taiwan politics. After all, the U.S. and 

Taiwan had no official defense or military cooperation treaty. However, based on the result in 

Table 3, we argue that the effect of high-level visits presented in this article can be generalizable. 

Table 3 shows that the effect of high-level visits transcends different political groups in Taiwan, 

implying that the effect is not driven by partisanship or nationalism. In other words, Taiwanese 
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people updated their attitude toward the U.S.’s backed national security policies and their military 

not because of their political motivation but because of the positive signal from the high-level visit 

itself. Indeed, the general effect found in Table 3 may be driven by the overwhelming media 

coverage on the day of the visit, and the media coverage would mediate the effect. Another factor 

mentioned above is the military service experience among Taiwanese male respondents. Hence, 

future work on the generalizability of the high-level visit effect should consider the level of media 

coverage and possible military experience.  
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Appendix 

Appendix Table A1 
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Table A1. Descriptive Analysis of the INDSR2021Q2 subject (n=1500) 
Gender Male 

Female 
892 (59.5%) 
608 (40.5%) 

Age 
 

20~29 
30~39 
40~49 
50~59 
60 up 

102 (6.8%) 
474 (31.6%) 
434 (28.9%) 
301 (20.1%) 
189 (12.6%) 

Education Elementary or None 
Middle School 
Senior High 
Junior College 
College and up 

2 (0.1%) 
2 (0.1%) 

112 (7.5%) 
193 (12.9%) 

1191 (79.4%) 
Party Identity Pan-Blue  

Pan-Green 
Others 

570 (38.0%) 
565 (37.7%) 
365 (12.4%) 

Taiwan Identity Taiwanese Only 
Both 
Chinese Only 

916 (61.1%) 
567 (37.8%) 

17 (1.1%) 
Ethnicity Mainlander 

Non-mainlander 
230 (15.3%) 

1270 (84.7%) 

Table A2. Socio-demographic before (n=1100) and after (n=400) the Senator’s visit 
Variable mean(Before) mean(After) Statistical Testing 
Female (0-1) 39.2% 44.3% Chi-squared, p = 0.09 
Age (20-80) 46.2 40.6 T-test, p < 0.01 
Education (1-7) 6.0 6.2 T-test, p < 0.01 
Party Identity  blue 40.4% 

green 36.5% 
blue 31.5% 

green 40.7% 
blue Chi-squared, p < 0.01 
green Chi-squared, p = 0.15 

Taiwan Identity 58.1% 69.3% Chi-squared, p < 0.01 
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Appendix Figure A3 

  

 

Appendix Table A4 

Appendix Table A4. High-level visit effect, original data, INDSR2021 

Dependent Variable Mean value 
before visit (n=1100) 

Mean value 
after visit (n=400) Statistical Test 

(H1) Strong (-2 to +2) 1.256 1.353 T-test, p = 0.067+ 
(H2) Support (0 to 1) 0.309 0.413 Chi-squared, p < 0.001** 

(H3) Approve (-2 to +2) -0.182 0.018 T-test, p < 0.01** 
Note: + p < 0.1, * p < 0.05  
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