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When does a state’s reputation for resolve transfer across separate international crises and deter future challengers? We pro- 
pose three assumptions underlying “Cross-Crisis Reputational Deterrence” (CCRD). First, a defender’s response to a crisis 
leads a new challenger to reassess the defender’s reputation ( reputation formation ). Second, the new challenger draws infer- 
ences about how the defender would behave in a different future crisis scenario ( transfer of reputation ). Third, anticipating the 
defender’s response, the challenger changes its preferences ( deterrence by reputation ). We test the CCRD logic by examining 
whether the initial US response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine impacted Chinese assertiveness toward Taiwan. A framing 
experiment in China in March 2022 finds that a weak US response to Russian aggression decreases perceptions of US resolve 
but does not ultimately impact Chinese attitudes toward Taiwan. Our findings illustrate the conditions under which CCRD is 
more or less likely to occur in international politics. 

¿Cuándose transfiere la reputación a nivel de determinación de un Estado a través de crisis internacionales separadas y 
cuándo esta disuade a futuros contendientes? Proponemos tres supuestos subyacentes a la ”Disuasión Reputacional Tran- 
scrisis” (CCRD, por sus siglas en inglés). En primer lugar, la respuesta de un defensor ante una crisis provoca que un nuevo 

contendiente tenga que reevaluar la reputación del defensor (formación de la reputación). En segundo lugar, el nuevo con- 
tendiente deduce cómo se comportaría el defensor en un escenario futuro de crisis diferente (transferencia de reputación). 
En tercer lugar, al anticipar la respuesta del defensor, el contendiente cambia sus preferencias (disuasión mediante rep- 
utación). Ponemos a prueba la lógica de la CCRD analizando si la respuesta inicial de Estados Unidos a la invasión de Ucrania 
por parte de Rusia influyó sobre la asertividad de China con respecto a Taiwán. Un experimento de contextualización llevado 

a cabo en China en marzo de 2022 concluye que la respuesta débil por parte de EE. UU. ante la agresión rusa disminuye la 
percepción de la determinación estadounidense, pero no afecta, en última instancia, sobre las actitudes chinas con respecto 

a Taiwán. Nuestras conclusiones ilustran las condiciones bajo las cuales es más o menos probable que tenga lugar una CCRD 

en la política internacional. 

Quand la réputation de détermination d’un État se propage-t-elle dans des crises internationales distinctes et dissuade-t-elle 
de futurs concurrents? Nous proposons trois hypothèses qui sous-tendraient la ” dissuasion réputationnelle transversale aux 
crises ” (DRTC). D’abord, la réaction d’un défenseur à une crise conduit un nouveau concurrent à réévaluer la réputation de 
ce défenseur (formation de réputation). Ensuite, le nouveau concurrent déduit la manière dont le défenseur se comporterait 
dans un scénario de crise différent à l’avenir (transfert de réputation). Enfin, anticipant la réaction du défenseur, le concur- 
rent modifie ses préférences (dissuasion par réputation). Nous testons la logique de la DRTC en examinant l’incidence de 
la réponse initiale des États-Unis à l’invasion de l’Ukraine par la Russie sur l’affirmation chinoise à l’égard de Taïwan. Une 
expérience de cadrage en Chine en mars 2022 conclut qu’une réponse modérée des États-Unis à l’agression russe a un ef- 
fet négatif sur la détermination états-unienne perçue, mais n’a finalement pas d’incidence sur les comportements chinois à
l’égard de Taïwan. Nos conclusions illustrent les conditions auxquelles la DRTC a plus ou moins de chances d’intervenir en 

politique internationale. 
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In February 2022, as Russian President Vladimir Putin sta-
ioned military troops near Ukraine’s eastern border, an-
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the Chinese thinking regarding action on Taiwan” ( Myers
and Qin 2022 ). Other commentators disagreed, explain-
ing that such arguments oversimplify the parallels between
these scenarios ( Browne 2022 ; Manning 2022 ; Templeman
2022 ). 

This policy debate parallels academic discussions about
reputation for resolve , or perceptions of willingness to stand
firm in a crisis (e.g., Baser 2024 ; Clare and Danilovic 2012 ;
Huth 1997 ; Kertzer 2016 ; Lupton 2020 ; McManus 2017 ;
Yarhi-Milo 2018 ; Zhang 2019 ). Research explores whether
publics, both domestic and foreign, draw reputational in-
ferences from the behavior of states and their leaders
(e.g., Kertzer 2016 ; Kertzer, Renshon, and Yarhi-Milo 2021 ;
Lupton 2018 ; Renshon, Dafoe, and Huth 2018 ; Yarhi-Milo
2018 ). Central to this literature are questions about the
extent to which reputations can transfer across crises and
deter new potential challengers. Underlying the Ukraine–
Taiwan debate is a theoretical question: When are a de-
fender ’s past actions in a crisis more or less likely to deter
a challenger from taking aggressive actions toward another
protégé of the defender? 1 Similar questions about reputation
have been applied to many other contexts. For example,
did the Obama administration’s failure to enforce a “red
line” in Syria in 2013 impact Vladimir Putin’s calculations
about annexing Crimea ( Thiessen 2014 )? Did, as Senator
Mitch McConnell (R-KY) implied, a botched US withdrawal
from Afghanistan in 2021 precipitate Russia’s 2022 invasion
of Ukraine ( Garver 2022 )? And did, as Senator Bob Menen-
dez (D-NJ) warned, the US response to Russian aggression
in 2022 have implications for China’s assertiveness toward
Taiwan ( Menendez 2022 )? 

These lines of inquiry reflect a dynamic we refer to as
“Cross-Crisis Reputational Deterrence” (CCRD). A CCRD
Hypothesis implies that a defender’s weak response to an
international crisis involving its protégé will increase doubts
about its willingness to stand firm in future crises. In turn,
other potential challengers will be more aggressive toward
other protégés of the defender. We use the term “cross-
crisis” to highlight our emphasis on whether the defender’s
reputation transfers to an entirely new crisis involving both a
different challenger and protégé. Motivated by the policy debate
introduced at the outset of this paper, our interest is in the
potential deterrent effects of reputation for resolve. 2 While
rhetorically powerful, the CCRD Hypothesis is hard to evalu-
ate. Two crises may be temporally proximate but unrelated.
Since policymakers often lack insight into adversarial gov-
ernments’ decision-making, providing evidence to the con-
trary is difficult. 

We argue that the CCRD logic contains three underly-
ing assumptions and propose a theoretical framework to as-
sess them. The first assumption, reputation formation , is that
a defender’s response to a crisis causes a new challenger
to form or update its beliefs about how resolved the de-
fender is. The second assumption, transfer of reputation , is
that a defender’s past behavior causes a new challenger to
revise their beliefs about how the defender would respond
in an unrelated, future crisis. The degree to which repu-
tation transfers across separate crises is informed partly—
although not exclusively—by the extent to which the new
challenger sees the past crisis as comparable to a future cri-
sis scenario. The final assumption is deterrence by reputation :
1 We use the term protégé expansively to describe any third party that a defender 
could plausibly support, not just a formal alliance partner. 

2 To be clear, the CCRD Hypothesis does not suggest that reputation for re- 
solve alone can deter a challenger, but rather that there should be an indepen- 
dent, detectable effect of a defender’s reputation for resolve on a challenger’s 
decision-making. 

 

 

 

 

 

the new challenger’s policy toward the defender’s protégé is
shaped by expectations about the defender’s response. Vio-
lations of any of these assumptions decrease the likelihood
that a defender’s past behavior will impact the new chal-
lenger’s policy preferences and behaviors. We emphasize
that none of these assumptions is entirely new to the reputa-
tion literature. Rather, our objective is to synthesize existing
assumptions into a general framework to assess when and
why reputations are more likely to transfer across crises and
influence crisis outcomes. 

We illustrate how this framework can evaluate the CCRD
Hypothesis with application to the US–Russia–Ukraine and
US–China–Taiwan relationships. In a public opinion survey
of 1,018 adults living in Mainland China fielded in March
2022, we present respondents with information about the
initial US response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, random-
izing whether this response is framed as “weak” or “strong.”
We find support for reputation formation : framing the initial
US response to Russian aggression as “weak” rather than
“strong” makes respondents in China less likely to perceive
the United States as resolved to stand firm in crises in gen-
eral. We also find some support for transfer of reputation
across crises: weak frames of past US actions decrease Chi-
nese beliefs that the United States would defend Taiwan in a
crisis. This effect is largely driven by respondents who per-
ceive the Ukraine and Taiwan cases as somewhat similar.
However, we find no evidence for deterrence by reputation : the
frames ultimately do not impact Chinese attitudes toward
Taiwan policy. 

Our results show that a large majority (72 percent) of re-
spondents believe that China should be at least somewhat
more assertive toward Taiwan in the future. However, these
attitudes are not shaped by perceptions of the US response
to Russian aggression in Ukraine. Instead, they are better
explained by prior beliefs on the Taiwan question, includ-
ing the conviction that Taiwan is China’s internal affair. As
the Russia–Ukraine conflict continues, Chinese officials and
the public have learned other lessons from the international
response to Putin’s invasion ( Feigenbaum and Szubin 2023 ;
Greitens 2022 ; Norris 2023 ; Wong 2023 ). In fact, subsequent
public opinion research suggests that as the conflict un-
folded, the pro-Russian information environment in China
made the Chinese public more hawkish on the Taiwan is-
sue ( Aksoy, Enamorado, and Yang 2024 ). However, concerns
early in the crisis that a weak US response to Russian ag-
gression would embolden China are not consistent with our
analysis. These findings are important because broad argu-
ments about US reputation for resolve crowd out more nu-
anced debates about other ways that the United States could
deter Chinese assertiveness toward Taiwan. Beyond this case,
improper invocations of credibility and reputation could re-
sult in unwarranted aggression in international politics. 

Given our focus on public opinion, we do not aim to pro-
vide insight into Chinese foreign policy decision-making.
Rather, we test whether the causal logic of the CCRD Hy-
pothesis is consistent with public attitudes in China. This
approach follows other scholarship that examines the mi-
crofoundations of reputation, credibility, and deterrence
and takes seriously the importance of understanding public
opinion in authoritarian contexts like China as a primary re-
search objective (e.g., Bell and Quek 2018 ; Kertzer, Brutger,
and Quek 2024 ; Weiss and Dafoe 2019 ). 

Our findings bridge two camps in the reputation liter-
ature that have been characterized as “reputation propo-
nents” and “reputation critics” ( Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo
2015 ). Reputation proponents argue that a defender’s past
actions can deter potential challengers (e.g., Jervis 1970 ,
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976 ; Schelling 1966 ; Sechser 2018 ; Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo
015 ). Reputation critics believe that situational factors of
he current crisis dominate strategic decision-making (e.g.,
opf 1994 ; Mercer 1996 ; Press 2004 , 2005 ). As Harvey and
itton (2016) underscore, the stalemate in this debate over

zero” versus “complete interdependence of commitments”
nspires fruitful inquiries into the conditions under which
eputation for resolve tends to be more or less salient in
haping decision-making (e.g., Crescenzi 2007 ; Danilovic
002 ; Harvey and Mitton 2016 ; Lupton 2020 ). Our results
ontribute to these efforts by exploring whether and when
eputations for resolve are likely to form, transfer across
rises, and/or deter other adversaries. 

Reputation for Resolve in International Relations 

n international relations, reputation is defined as an actor’s
persistent characteristics or tendencies based on that ac-
or’s past behavior, which will influence what he or she does
n the future” ( Jervis, Yarhi-Milo, and Casler 2021 , 169). Ac-
ors in international politics acquire reputations for many
raits. 3 We focus on reputation for resolve , or willingness to
tand firm in international crises. Kertzer’s ( 2016 ) founda-
ional work on resolve explains that it is influenced both by
ispositional characteristics of the relevant actor (e.g., time
reference, honor orientation) and situational factors (e.g.,
ost of fighting, cost of backing down). 

Existing scholarship on reputation for resolve investigates
hen and how states or leaders invest in reputation-building
e.g., Baser 2024 ; Sechser 2010 ; Wang 2023 ; Wolford 2007 )
nd the extent to which their reputation shapes the pref-
rences and behaviors of other international actors (e.g.,
lare and Danilovic 2012 ; Mercer 1996 ; Press 2005 ; Weisiger
nd Yarhi-Milo 2015 ). Reputation for resolve is thought to
e important because actors seen as highly resolved may be
etter able to deter new challengers. Yet there remains de-
ate over the conditions under which reputation for resolve
ransfers across different crises and the extent to which it
an impact the beliefs or behaviors of potential challengers.

To clarify scenarios under which a defender’s reputa-
ion for resolve could plausibly deter potential challengers,
e categorize the set of books, articles, and working pa-
ers about reputation for resolve across two dimensions in
gure 1 

4 : whether the crisis is dyadic (involving only a de-
ender and a challenger) or triadic (also involving a third-
arty protégé(s) of the defender), 5 and whether the crises

nvolve the same or different challengers and/or protégés.
n each category, figure 1 includes an example of a histori-
al case cited in a work of reputation scholarship. The CCRD
ynamic of interest in our study—in which a defender’s rep-
tation for resolve formed in a past crisis has a deterrent
ffect in an entirely separate crisis scenario with a new chal-
enger and a new protégé—is captured in the bottom right
ell of figure 1 . 
3 For example, other research in international relations examines an actor’s 
eputation for honesty ( Sartori 2005 ), trustworthiness ( Kydd 2007 ), reliability 
 Crescenzi et al. 2012 ; Mattes 2012 ; Tomz 2007b ), hostility ( Crescenzi 2007 ), mad- 
ess ( McManus 2021 ; Schwartz 2023 ), and hawkishness ( Mattes and Weeks 2019 , 
022 ). 

4 We identify literature about how a defender’s behavior in an interstate crisis 
mpacts its reputation for resolve from bibliographies of four reviews on reputa- 
ion in international relations ( Crescenzi and Donahue 2017 ; Dafoe, Renshon, 
nd Huth 2014 ; Danilovic, Clare, and Tucker 2020 ; Jervis, Yarhi-Milo, and Casler 
021 ). See Online Appendix Section I. 

5 In the deterrence literature, this dimension differentiates between direct 
dyadic) and extended (triadic) deterrence ( Danilovic 2001 ; Huth 1988b ; Huth 
nd Russett 1988 ). 
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Much of the discussion the CCRD logic follows
rom Thomas Schelling’s well-known arguments about
nterdependence-of-commitments, which asserts that “Few
arts of the world are intrinsically worth the risk of serious
ar by themselves... but defending them or running risks to
rotect them may preserve one’s commitments for actions

n other parts of the world at later times” ( Schelling 1966 ,
24). Policymakers and analysts often cite this logic when
ssessing US foreign policy outcomes. Some argued that the
S failure to respond forcefully to Bashar al-Assad’s use of

hemical weapons shaped Putin’s decision to annex Crimea
n 2014 ( Thiessen 2014 ) and Chinese land reclamation ef-
orts in the South China Sea ( Zhang 2023 ). More recently,
S Senator Mitch McConnell (R-KY) asserted, “...[T]he pre-

ipitous withdrawal from Afghanistan in August was a sig-
al, to Putin and maybe to Chinese President Xi as well,

hat America was in retreat... and was an invitation to the
utocrats of the world that maybe this was a good time to
ake a move” ( Garver 2022 ). Others, however, are skepti-

al of these claims. In fact, some scholars argue that a fixa-
ion on credibility and reputation in US foreign policy can
e dangerous, leading to a “cult of reputation” ( Tang 2005 )
hat fuels interventionism. As Press and Lind (2013) summa-
ize, “the fear of losing credibility helped propel the United
tates into conflicts in Bosnia, Kosovo, Iraq, and Libya.”

While a great deal of theoretical discussion and public dis-
ourse implicitly or explicitly invokes CCRD, the evidence
rom this category of reputation scholarship is thin. The

ain problem is that the CCRD dynamic is hard to empiri-
ally evaluate. One approach to assessing CCRD claims is to
nalyze data on observable state behaviors in wars or crises. 6 
eisiger and Yarhi-Milo (2015) demonstrate that countries

hat yield in past militarized interstate disputes are likely to
e challenged by others in the future, including by chal-

engers who were previously uninvolved. Such large- N stud-
es suggest that reputation for resolve may have a deterrent
ffect across separate crises. But these studies have difficulty
stablishing a causal relationship between a defender’s past
ctions and a challenger’s subsequent behavior. Without in-
ights into the perceptions of the challenger state, we have
rouble explaining why reputations do or do not transfer
nd when they might impact the behavior of a potential
hallenger. For example, if an observational analysis finds
o correlation between a defender’s past actions and the

ikelihood that it will be subsequently challenged, the result
s open to different interpretations. Is the defender unable
o form or change its reputation? Did the defender’s rep-
tation not transfer to a new, specific context? Or did the
hallenger not adjust its behavior in anticipation of the de-
ender’s actions? 

This limitation is one reason why many researchers
ave turned to micro-level studies and survey experi-
ents to investigate individual perceptions of reputa-

ion. Many experiments in this vein examine how publics
valuate their own state’s or leader’s reputation (e.g.,
rutger and Kertzer 2018 ; Croco, Hanmer, and McDonald
021 ; Kertzer and Brutger 2016 ; Levendusky and Horowitz
012 ; Lin-Greenberg 2019 ; Schwartz and Blair 2020 ; Tomz
007a ). The handful of studies that speak to perceptions
f adversaries often use hypothetical scenarios or draw
rom past crises (e.g., Cebul, Dafoe, and Monteiro 2021 ;
oldfien, Joseph, and McManus 2023 ; Kertzer, Renshon,
nd Yarhi-Milo 2021 ; Renshon, Dafoe, and Huth 2018 ;
6 Examples of large- N studies of reputation include Clare and Danilovic (2010 , 
012 ), Danilovic (2001) , Crescenzi (2007 , 2018) , Sechser (2018) , and Weisiger 
nd Yarhi-Milo (2015) . 
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Figure 1 Frameworks for examining the deterrent effects of reputation for resolve 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Renshon, Yarhi-Milo, and Kertzer 2023 ). By contrast, we
field our experiment during an ongoing crisis to examine
how the public in a potential challenger state (China) per-
ceives the crisis response of a defender (the US) in order to
assess the micro-level implications of the CCRD dynamic. 

A Framework to Assess CCRD 

We introduce a theoretical framework for assessing CCRD
across two sequential triadic crisis scenarios. In the first sce-
nario, a challenger takes aggressive actions toward a protégé
of the defender, and the defender chooses how to respond.
In the second scenario, a new challenger observes the de-
fender’s behavior in the first scenario and decides what ac-
tions to take toward a different protégé of the defender.
The key question is: do the defender’s actions in the first
crisis impact the new challenger’s policy toward a protégé
in the second scenario? This question parallels the debate
about whether and how the US ( defender ) response to Rus-
sia’s ( challenger ) aggression toward Ukraine ( protégé) could
shape China’s ( new challenger ) policy preference in a future
hypothetical crisis with Taiwan ( different protégé). Given our
focus on the Chinese public, the CCRD Hypothesis predicts:

CCRD Hypothesis (Theory) : A weaker (stronger) response
of the defender to a challenger’s aggression toward the de-
fender’s protégé will make a new challenger more (less) as-
sertive toward a different protégé of the defender. 
CCRD Hypothesis (Application) : A weaker (stronger)
U.S. response to Russian aggression in Ukraine will make
the Chinese public believe that China should be more (less)
assertive toward Taiwan. 

Our theoretical framework draws on the reputation, cred-
ibility, and deterrence literatures to identify three distinct
assumptions underlying the CCRD Hypothesis. Our discus-
sion emphasizes the conditions under which we think each
assumption will be less likely to hold. We then discuss the
application of each assumption to US reputation for re-
solve across the Ukraine and Taiwan cases. The assumptions
themselves, however, can generalize to evaluate the strength
of CCRD claims across other contexts. Importantly, we do
not view these assumptions as all strictly necessary for CCRD.
They influence CCRD probabilistically rather than deter-
ministically. Violations of any of these assumptions decrease
the likelihood that a defender’s past behavior in a crisis will
affect a new challenger’s preferences or actions toward a dif-
ferent protégé in a future crisis. 

Assumption 1: Reputation Formation and Updating 

The first assumption, which we term reputation formation , is
that a defender’s response to a crisis causes a new potential
challenger to either form or update its assessment about the
defender’s type (i.e., the extent to which it is resolved to
stand firm or follow through on its threats). This process of
rational updating is foundational to rationalist approaches
to reputation and deterrence (e.g., Harvey and Mitton 2016 ;
Huth 1988a ; Sechser 2018 ; Schelling 1966 ). 

Existing research identifies two main ways this assump-
tion is violated. First, a defender’s actions in the first crisis
may simply not provide enough information about how re-
solved or unresolved it is to follow through on its threats and
promises. Minor, ambiguous, or non-credible actions taken
by a defender during a past crisis may not be considered
predictive of future crisis behavior ( Jervis 1970 ). Second, a
new potential challenger might have perceptual biases that
result in a fixed view of the defender, preventing the chal-
lenger from rationally updating. In contrast to rationalist
approaches, psychological approaches to the study of repu-
tation emphasize the role of cognitive biases in shaping per-
ceptions of an adversary (e.g., Jervis 1976 ; Levy 1983 ; Stein
2013 ; Yarhi-Milo 2014 ). Mercer (1996) , for instance, argues
that states see their adversaries as hostile actors. Therefore,
if a defender backs down in a crisis, a challenger may not
assume it lacks resolve. Similarly, Copeland ( 1998 , 36) ex-
plains that reputations for resolve are often fixed “because
they are already embedded in the ‘ally’ and ‘adversary’ la-
bels states have given each other.” In such instances, the de-
fender’s reputation might fail to form or update in the eyes
of a new challenger, violating Assumption 1. 

In our application, the reputation formation assumption
anticipates that the US response to Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine impacts Chinese assessments of US resolve. This as-
sumption may not hold if the Chinese public already has
a fixed view of the United States as a resolved adversary.
Beliefs that the United States is a hostile actor could lead
the Chinese public to downplay or ignore a “weak” US
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esponse to Russian aggression. Likewise, perceptual biases
ould work in the opposite direction. If the Chinese pub-
ic has a preexisting, fixed image of the United States as
 “paper tiger” (e.g., Mendelsohn and Tierney 2023 ), they
ay discount a “strong” US response to Russia’s invasion of
kraine, violating Assumption 1. 
In sum, Assumption 1 tells us that the US response to

ussian aggression in Ukraine likely shapes or updates Chi-
ese beliefs about the general willingness of the United
tates to stand firm in crisis. This assumption could be vi-
lated if strong perceptual biases give the Chinese pub-

ic a fixed view of the United States. If Assumption 1 is
iolated, this decreases the likelihood that US reputation
or resolve would subsequently transfer from the crisis in
kraine to a potential crisis in the Taiwan Strait. If, by con-

rast, Assumption 1 is supported, we should observe the
ollowing: 

A1 (Assumption) : The defender’s response to the crisis be-
tween a challenger and the defender’s protégé changes a new
challenger’s general beliefs about the defender’s type. 
A1 (Application) : A weaker (stronger) U.S. response to Rus-
sian aggression in Ukraine should make the Chinese public
believe that the U.S. is less (more) willing to stand firm in
crisis. 

Assumption 2: Transfer of Reputation 

t is more likely that the CCRD logic will hold, however,
f reputations for resolve not only form, but also transfer
cross separate crises. Assumption 2 ( transfer of reputation )
tates that a defender’s response to a past crisis changes a
ew potential challenger’s beliefs about how the defender
ould respond to a future crisis. Following existing schol-
rship, we argue that a transfer of reputation is most likely
hen the potential challenger views the past crisis scenario
s comparable to a future crisis scenario. In these cases, the
hallenger will be more likely to see the defender’s past ac-
ions as relevant in predicting their future behavior. 

The importance of cross-crisis similarity is one reason why
eputation scholars emphasize the concept of reputation-
uilding within repeated crises between the same defender
nd challenger ( Jackson 2016 ; Lupton 2020 ). Analyses of re-
urrent crises show that if a defender concedes to a chal-
enger in the past, it is less likely to deter the same chal-
enger in the future ( Grieco 2001 ; Huth 1988a ). In crises
nvolving new challengers, it follows that reputations are

ore likely to transfer across crises with strong similarities.
uch scenarios might include crises that occur in the same
egion ( Danilovic 2002 ), involve states with similar foreign
olicy preferences or material capabilities ( Crescenzi 2007 ),
ddress common security issues ( Harvey and Mitton 2016 ),
r feature similar stakes ( Goldfien, Joseph, and McManus
023 ). 

Logically, in triadic cases involving a new challenger and a
ifferent protégé, Assumption 2 is more likely to be violated

f a new challenger perceives important differences between
he defender–challenger, defender–protégé, or challenger–
rotégé relationships across the two crisis scenarios. In our
pplication, this means that US reputation for resolve will
e more (less) likely to transfer across the Ukraine and
aiwan cases if the Chinese public views the US–Russia–
kraine relationship as similar to (different from) the US–
hina–Taiwan relationship. In the Online Appendix, 7 we
iscuss important differences, including the mechanics of a
7 See Online Appendix Section VIII. h
kraine versus Taiwan invasion, perceptions of the strategic
alue of Taiwan versus Ukraine, variation in the perceived
overeignty of Taiwan versus Ukraine, and differing degrees
f economic interdependence between the United States
nd China versus Russia. 

On the whole, greater perceived differences between cri-
is scenarios should increase doubts among the Chinese
ublic that the US response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
ould transfer to the Taiwan case. However, we emphasize

wo important caveats. First, in theory, perceptions of cross-
risis similarity could distort the transfer of reputation in
ifferent directions. For example, following the 2022 Rus-
ian invasion of Ukraine, Beijing and Taipei both disavowed
he comparability between Ukraine and Taiwan but empha-
ized different dimensions of these relationships. Beijing fo-
used on the differences in the challenger–protégé relation-
hips (Russia–Ukraine versus China–Taiwan), stressing that
kraine is a sovereign state, whereas Taiwan is not ( PRC
oreign Ministry 2022 ). By contrast, Taipei emphasized
ifferences in the defender–protégé relationships (US–
kraine versus US–Taiwan), noting Taiwan’s important posi-

ion in the global high-tech supply chain ( Blanchard 2022 ).
hese perceived dissimilarities could impact the transfer of
eputation differently. If the Chinese public perceives the
takes to be much higher for the United States in Taiwan
elative to Ukraine, a “weak” US response to the Russia–
kraine crisis might not impact the Chinese public’s assess-
ent of how the United States would respond to a future

risis with Taiwan. In contrast, if the Chinese public sees key
ifferences between the sovereignty of Ukraine and Taiwan,
hey may not expect a “strong” US response to Ukraine to
ranslate to the Taiwan case. 

Second, it is still possible to observe a transfer of repu-
ation across crises even if two crises are not perceived as
ighly comparable. As Sartori ( 2002 , 2005 ) formally demon-
trates, reputations can transfer across dissimilar situations
ecause observers lack perfect information about an adver-
ary’s true level of stake in the issue, which makes recent be-
avior informative. 8 By allowing an actor’s resolve to change
hile remaining sticky across multiple interactions, Baser
2024) further shows that the degree to which reputation
atters depends in part on the observer’s status quo pay-

ff. When the status quo payoff is very high or very low,
eputation becomes less relevant because the observer is ei-
her too sensitive or too indifferent to the risks of misjudg-
ng the opponent’s type. Finally, Crescenzi (2018) demon-
trates empirically that reputational learning is a continu-
us rather than categorical process. This implies that the
agnitude of reputational transfer may diminish as contexts

iverge but need not disappear altogether. Together, these
tudies suggest that while perceived similarities between
rises increase the probability of a transfer of reputation,
hey are neither necessary nor sufficient for reputation to
ransfer. 

For this reason, we investigate the cross-crisis transfer of
eputation in two ways. Assumption 2A first directly assesses
hether perceptions of a defender’s behavior in past crises
ffect expectations about its behavior in a separate, future
risis. Then, Assumption 2B assesses perceptions of cross-
risis similarity, with the expectation that perceived simi-
arities increase the likelihood that reputation will trans-
er. If Assumption 2 is supported, we should observe the
ollowing: 
8 Sartori focuses on reputations for honesty or bluffing rather than for resolve, 
owever, and emphasizes that these effects may differ ( Sartori 2005 , 46). 
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10 The project was reviewed by the [ANONYMIZED] Institutional Review 
Board (IRB), protocol no. 2022-0343. It was preregistered with OSF/EGAP 
A2A (Assumption) : The defender’s response to a past cri-
sis changes a new challenger’s beliefs about how the defender
would respond to an unrelated future crisis. 9 
A2A (Application) : A weaker (stronger) U.S. response to
Russian aggression in Ukraine should make the Chinese pub-
lic believe that the U.S. would have a weaker (stronger) re-
sponse to a hypothetical future crisis between China and Tai-
wan. 

A2B (Assumption) : A new challenger sees the first crisis sce-
nario as relatively comparable to the second crisis scenario. 
A2B (Application) : The Chinese public sees Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine as relatively comparable to a hypothetical fu-
ture crisis scenario involving China and Taiwan. 

Assumption 3: Deterrence by Reputation 

Assumption 3 ( deterrence by reputation ) is that a challenger’s
foreign policy position on a given issue is substantively im-
pacted by expectations about how its adversary (the de-
fender) will behave. For Assumption 3 to hold, the chal-
lenger must behave in a manner consistent with the logic
of rational deterrence (e.g., George and Smoke 1974 ;
Schelling 1960 , 1966 ; Snyder 1961 ): all else equal, greater
demonstrations of resolve from the defender should deter
aggression. Importantly, Assumption 3 does not assert that
reputation for resolve alone can deter an aggressor. Instead,
it emphasizes that there should be an independent and de-
tectable causal effect of reputation for resolve on the chal-
lenger’s decision-making. 

It is possible—and perhaps even common—for an actor’s
reputation for resolve to transfer across contexts but still fail
to deter aggression. However, as we emphasize at the outset
of this paper, our interest is in the behavioral implications of
reputation for resolve. What matters is not the mere fact that
reputation may transfer across crises, but whether that trans-
fer of reputation meaningfully impacts the preferences and
behaviors of future challengers. This approach follows other
studies that emphasize the behavioral implications of rep-
utation for resolve by drawing on observational data (e.g.,
Danilovic 2001 ; Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo 2015 ). 

In practice, there are many instances in which Assump-
tion 3 could be violated. Actors with deep attachments to
a disputed issue may be difficult to deter. For example,
leaders and their publics may act “irrationally” to fight for
territory perceived to have symbolic value or that reflects
core elements of their ethnic or national identity ( Goddard
2006 ; Toft 2003 ). This does not mean this type of chal-
lenger is not deterrable. Instead, they are more likely to en-
gage in “worst case” thinking, basing their decision-making
on calculations of their own readiness. Press ( 2004 , 2005 ),
for example, argues that in crisis decision-making, chal-
lengers focus much more on the circumstances around
an imminent crisis that may affect its outcome rather
than on assessments of a defender’s reputation or past
behavior. 

In the China–Taiwan case, there are some indications
that displays of US resolve may not necessarily impact Chi-
nese thinking on Taiwan given deep attachment to the is-
sue. The majority of the Chinese public holds relatively
intransigent attitudes toward territorial issues such as the
East and South China Sea ( Weiss 2019 ) and Taiwan ( Qi
2021 ). Among elites, in an interview with a Hong Kong jour-
nalist in 1985, then-General Secretary Hu Yaobang implic-
9 Per feedback from a reviewer, we add A2A as a direct test of the transfer of 
reputation. We include a more detailed discussion about how this differs from our 
pre-analysis plan in the appendix. 
itly suggested that China’s military planning toward Taiwan
was not based on calculations of whether the United States
would defend Taiwan, but on whether China was prepared
to prevail in the conflict ( Lu and Hu 1985 ). A 2022 ex-
pert survey conducted by the Center for Strategic and In-
ternational Studies supports this logic. In the survey, experts
unanimously agreed that Beijing already assumes the United
States would intervene militarily to defend Taiwan in a con-
flict, indicating that Beijing is restrained not by expectations
about the US response but rather by uncertainty about rela-
tive capabilities ( Lin et al. 2022 ). 

Recent work in political psychology emphasizes that a
defender’s efforts to demonstrate resolve could also back-
fire, leading to violation of Assumption 3. A challenger who
believes they are being provoked or are subject to “un-
welcome coercion” may respond with indignation or hos-
tility rather than acquiescence ( Altman and Powers 2022 ;
Powers and Altman 2023 ). Scholars express concerns that
displays of US resolve may inadvertently be perceived by Bei-
jing as provocations (e.g., Fravel and Glaser 2022 ; Goldstein
2013 ). Public opinion research in China demonstrates that
provocative actions taken by the United States in the South
China Sea, for example, increase popular demand for use
of force in response ( Dafoe et al. 2022 ). It is possible
that a similar dynamic would be present in the Taiwan
case. 

In sum, even if reputations both form and transfer , they
may not deter . That is, they may not result in meaningful
changes in a new challenger’s preferences and actions to-
ward the protégé. Assumption 3 could be violated if the Chi-
nese public has strong beliefs about its relationship with Tai-
wan that would not change based on the anticipated US re-
sponse to a China–Taiwan crisis. It could also be violated
if signals of US resolve were interpreted as underwriting
moves toward Taiwan’s independence, which may provoke
more assertive reactions from the Chinese. But if Assump-
tion 3 is supported, we should observe the following: 

A3 (Assumption) : A new challenger changes its policy to-
ward a protégé of the defender based on the anticipated re-
sponse of the defender. 
A3 (Application) : If the U.S. appears less (more) resolved to
defend Taiwan, the Chinese public should want China to be
more (less) assertive toward Taiwan. 

Research Design 

To assess the CCRD Hypothesis with application to the
Ukraine and Taiwan cases, we embed a framing experiment
( Chong and Druckman 2007 ) in a survey of a sample of
1,018 Chinese adults. 10 We distributed the survey during
March 28–31, 2022, in China via an opt-in online panel
maintained by the survey firm Qualtrics. While we match
target demographic quotas on age and sex from the 2020
Chinese national census to construct our sample, this is not
a nationally representative survey. Our sample is more re-
flective of Chinese “netizens,” who are wealthier, more edu-
cated, and more politically engaged than the average pop-
ulation. 11 Online Appendix provides details about our sur-
vey and outlines ethical considerations about conducting re-
[LINK]. 
11 See Online Appendix Section II for details about our sample. This sample 

is of particular interest because they are most likely to engage in public debates 
about Taiwan. 
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13 See Online Appendix Section IV for the survey questionnaire in Chinese. 
Respondents who do not pass an attention check are screened out before the 
experiment. 

14 An alternative design we considered would include three conditions: two 
earch in this context in line with the 2020 APSA “Principles
nd Guidance for Human Subjects Research.”12 

Why Public Opinion? 

eputation is perceptual: it “must be evaluated through
he eye of the beholder” ( Jervis, Yarhi-Milo, and Casler
021 , 168). To understand whether reputation for resolve
ransfers and whether it has a deterrent effect, we need
o investigate how a potential challenger perceives a de-
ender’s actions in a past crisis and draws inferences about
he future. And to understand why reputational deter-
ence does or does not occur across crises, an experi-
ental design—rather than an analysis of correlations be-

ween political attitudes—is useful. For example, Chinese
dults who think the United States has been “weak” in
ts response to Russian aggression might also be more
awkish toward Taiwan. If we analyze the correlation be-

ween these two attitudes, we could mistakenly infer sup-
ort for the CCRD Hypothesis. However, it is more likely

hat these attitudes are jointly shaped by other omitted
ariables like nationalism. By contrast, in a framing ex-
eriment, we can directly influence respondents’ percep-

ions of the US response to Russian aggression and under-
tand how that shapes assessments of Chinese policy toward
aiwan. 
An ideal survey experiment about reputation for re-

olve would be conducted on a sample of Chinese for-
ign policy decision-makers. However, such a sample is vir-
ually impossible for researchers to access. We focus in-
tead on perceptions held by the Chinese public, evalu-
ting how consistent the causal logic is with public atti-
udes in a challenger state. Our approach mirrors other
ork that investigates microfoundations of international re-

ations theories ( Kertzer 2017 ). Past research on reputation
dopts similar strategies by exploring whether average citi-
ens are “intuitive deterrence theorists” ( Kertzer, Renshon,
nd Yarhi-Milo 2021 , 308), whether publics believe repu-
ations adhere to states or leaders ( Renshon, Dafoe, and
uth 2018 ), and whether actions a leader takes domesti-

ally contribute to the public perceptions of their reputation
n international politics ( Goldfien, Joseph, and McManus
2023 ). 

We further emphasize that Chinese public opinion is
nherently worthy of study. With over 1.4 billion people,
he Chinese public holds varied ideological preferences
hat sometimes deviate from state propaganda ( Jee and
hang 2025 ; Nicholson and Huang 2023 ; Pan and Xu
018 ), including on foreign policy issues ( Fang, Li, and
iu 2022 ; Han, Sadler, and Quek 2021 ; Weiss 2019 ). To
ate, survey experiments in international relations focus
verwhelmingly on public attitudes in the United States
 Bassan-Nygate et al. 2025 ), which risks exacerbating well-
ocumented American biases in the study of international
elations ( Colgan 2019 ). In this vein, a proliferation of
ecent public opinion research in authoritarian regimes
ike China examines whether public attitudes are consis-
ent with theories of international politics (e.g., Bell and
uek 2018 ; Dafoe et al. 2022 ; Kertzer, Brutger, and Quek

024 ; Quek and Johnston 2018 ; Weiss and Dafoe 2019 ;
u 2024 ). 
12 See Online Appendix Section III. The APSA principles can be accessed at 
ttps://connect.apsanet.org/hsr/principles- and- guidance/ . 
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Experimental Design 

n our survey, respondents first answer pre-treatment de-
ographic questions and pass an attention check. 13 Then,

hey are randomly assigned to one of two treatment con-
itions that frame the US response to the Russian inva-
ion of Ukraine as either weak (“Weak Frame”) or strong
“Strong Frame”) based on language drawn from Chinese
edia sources: 

� Over the last few months, tensions between the United States
and Russia have increased as Russian President Vladimir Putin
launched an offensive military attack against Ukraine. 

� The Russian army advanced into the country, but it remains
unclear if Russia will fully occupy Ukraine. 

WEAK FRAME : 
� The US response to the crisis has been very weak. US President

Joe Biden has condemned Russia’s actions and issued sanctions,
but they have not stopped Russian aggression. 

� President Biden also withdrew US military troops from Ukraine
at the beginning of the conflict and made it clear that the United
States would not use military force to defend Ukraine. 

STRONG FRAME : 
� The US response to the crisis has been very strong. US President

Joe Biden strongly condemned Russia’s actions and issued harsh
diplomatic and economic sanctions. 

� President Biden also has moved US troops into other countries in
the region and has been providing extensive military assistance
to defend Ukraine. 

Our experimental design mirrors the real-world situation
ollowing Russia’s initial invasion of Ukraine. This means
hat the experimental frames are not perfectly parallel. In-
tead, we focus on characterizations that were believable
hen we fielded the survey. 14 During this time, there was still
uch uncertainty around Putin’s objectives in Ukraine and

uestions about how the United States might respond. Chi-
ese media presented mixed narratives, including debates
bout whether the United States would still send troops
o Ukraine (see Online Appendix Section III). One could
magine a “stronger” hypothetical treatment that told re-
pondents that the United States would send military troops
o Ukraine. We choose not to use this framing for ethical
easons. Given that this is an ongoing conflict, we did not
ish to deceive respondents in China. Instead, we select

rames that best represent the debate happening in March
022. 

After respondents read the vignette, we insert a manipu-
ation check that gauges whether they update their assess-

ents of the US response (“In your opinion, has the U.S. re-
ponse to Russia been strong or weak? ”). Then, to test Assump-
ion 1 ( reputation formation ), we ask respondents about per-
eptions of US resolve in general (“In your opinion, how likely
s the United States to stand firm in an international crisis? ”). 15 

o test Assumption 2 ( transfer of reputation ), we examine
hether respondents’ expectations about US response to
pposing frames and a pure control group. We focus on two frames to maximize 
tatistical power and create an easier test of the CCRD Hypothesis. We also note 
hat a pure control would be difficult to interpret, since we do not have informa- 
ion about respondents’ ex ante attitudes toward the Ukraine crisis. 

15 We also ask about perceptions of US reliability (see Online Appendix Table 
4) but focus on resolve in our main analyses. 

https://connect.apsanet.org/hsr/principles-and-guidance/
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Figure 2 Manipulation check 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a hypothetical Taiwan crisis are consistent with their assess-
ments of US resolve formed in the Ukraine crisis. 

We ask, “In your opinion, how likely or unlikely do you think
it is that the U.S. would defend Taiwan if China decides to unify
Taiwan with military force? ”16 and “In your opinion, how likely or
unlikely do you think it is that the U.S. would impose harsh punish-
ments against China if China decides to unify Taiwan with military
force? ” For these three questions, the answer options are Very
unlikely (1)/Somewhat unlikely (2)/ Somewhat likely (3)/Very likely
(4)/I do not know (NA) . 

Then, we ask about attitudes toward China’s policy re-
garding Taiwan—the primary outcome for Assumption 3
( deterrence by reputation ) and the overarching CCRD Hypoth-
esis (“In your opinion, in its policy toward Taiwan, China should
be: Much less assertive (-2) / Somewhat less assertive (-1) / About
the same (0) / Somewhat more assertive (1) / Much more assertive
(2) ”). As discussed in the Online Appendix, we use this out-
come measure to avoid asking respondents directly about
their support for the use of military force against Taiwan.
We also see this measure as an easier test of the CCRD Hy-
pothesis because social desirability concerns may make some
respondents reluctant to express support for military inva-
sion. 17 

Finally, in an additional test of Assumption 2 at the end
of the survey, we ask respondents if they perceive similar-
ities and differences between these situations, and we re-
quest they elaborate in an open-ended response on what
they think is similar or dissimilar about the two situations. 

Results 

We begin by providing evidence that our treatments were
delivered to respondents as anticipated. Our manipulation
check analyzes whether the frames affect assessments of the
US response to Russian aggression in Ukraine. Figure 2
shows that 73 percent of respondents in the “Strong Frame”
group perceive the US response as somewhat or very strong
versus 47.2 percent in the “Weak Frame” group. The t -test
16 The Chinese translation (“�� ”) of the English word “defend” implies di- 
rect military intervention. 

17 Online Appendix Section XII includes an analysis of how respondents in- 
terpret the Chinese translation of this outcome measure. 
shows that the difference in mean assessments between the
two groups is statistically significant, indicating that the ex-
perimental manipulation had a strong, substantive effect.
This is a large framing effect in the context of a survey ex-
periment, and it is consistent with the high degree of un-
certainty around the initial US response to Russia’s invasion
when our survey was fielded. 

We report our main findings in the following order: first,
we examine whether there is evidence supporting the over-
arching CCRD Hypothesis. Then, we assess whether each of
the three underlying assumptions is supported by our sur-
vey results. Following our pre-analysis plan, for each out-
come variable, we report three sets of analyses: a t -test of the
treatment effect and regression-based results from OLS and
logit models that include preregistered demographic co-
variates (age, sex, education, urban location, ethnicity, and
region). 

Figure 3 evaluates the overarching CCRD Hypothesis.
Panel A shows the difference in the mean responses among
respondents who received the “Strong Frame” versus “Weak
Frame,” with the results of a corresponding t -test. In panels
B and C, we generate predicted values of the outcome vari-
ables estimated from OLS regression models (B) and logit
models (C). 18 Our primary outcome question assesses the
deterrent effects of reputation for resolve. We ask respon-
dents how assertive they believe China should be toward Tai-
wan in the future. 19 The CCRD Hypothesis anticipates that
relative to respondents in the “Strong Frame,” respondents
in the “Weak Frame” should express more assertiveness to-
ward Taiwan. However, the t- test in figure 3 shows there is
not a statistically significant difference in mean responses
across the frames ( P = .36), giving us no support for the
CCRD Hypothesis. 

Although the treatment effect is in the expected direc-
tion, the effect size is statistically insignificant and small in
substantive magnitude, equivalent to roughly 0.05 standard
18 Regression results in Online Appendix Table A3. 
19 For the logit model, the outcome is collapsed into a binary indicator of 

whether respondents prefer greater assertiveness (somewhat more and much 
more) or not. 
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Figure 3 Test of CCRD Hypothesis (assertiveness toward Taiwan) 
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eviations of the dependent variable. 20 Given the small ef-
ect size, the use of two treatment conditions to maximize
ower, and the statistical significance of other survey out-
omes, it is unlikely that the null results are due to sam-
le size. The strength of our manipulation check, along
ith measures to ensure sample quality (see Online Ap-
endix Section VI) and evaluations of attentiveness, also
dds confidence that the null results are not attributable
o poor sample quality. Online Appendix Section XI fur-
her shows that the CCRD effect does not vary meaningfully
cross relevant subsets of the sample. In short, we find no
vidence that a strong US response to Russia’s invasion of
kraine either deters or provokes the Chinese public on the
aiwan issue. 
Since we find no support for the overarching CCRD Hy-

othesis, our next step is to understand why. To test As-
umption 1 ( reputation formation ), we examine whether the
Strong Frame” improved perceptions of US reputation for
esolve ( fig. 4 ) in general . Relative to respondents in the
Weak Frame” condition, figure 4 shows that, on average, re-
pondents in the “Strong Frame” condition were more likely
o believe that the United States would stand firm in an in-
ernational crisis. A t -test shows that the difference in means
etween these groups is statistically significant at conven-
ional levels. This finding supports Assumption 1: in our sur-
ey, the US response to Russian aggression in Ukraine gener-
ted reputational impacts by shaping respondents’ percep-
ions of US resolve in general. Panel C in figure 4 shows
he substantive interpretation of these results: roughly 60
ercent of respondents in the “Strong Frame” group be-

ieve that the United States is somewhat or very likely to
tand firm, compared with 50 percent in the “Weak Frame”
roup. 21 

To test Assumption 2 ( transfer of reputation ), we use mul-
iple strategies. First, we consider whether the frames im-
act assessments of the likelihood that the United States
ould defend Taiwan ( fig. 5 ) or impose harsh punishments
gainst China ( fig. 6 ) if China were to unify Taiwan with
ilitary force. 22 Assumption 2A suggests that respondents’
20 The Cohen’s d measure of the treatment effect sizes is about 0.06, which is 
onsidered substantively small by the Cohen’s d ≤ 0.2 threshold (see Kraft 2024 ; 
awilowsky 2009 ). 

21 Regression results in Online Appendix Table A4. 
22 Regression results in Online Appendix Table A5. 

h
C
s

xpectations about US response to a hypothetical Taiwan
risis should be consistent with their assessments of US re-
olve formed in the Ukraine crisis. Namely, respondents in
he “Strong Frame” condition will be also more likely to be-
ieve that the United States would defend Taiwan and pun-
sh China. Figure 5 shows that the “Strong Frame” slightly
ncreases the perception that the United States would de-
end Taiwan. A t -test shows that the difference in mean re-
ponses between the frames is marginally statistically signifi-
ant at the 95 percent confidence level ( P = . 047 ). Figure 6
hows that the “Strong Frame” also slightly increases percep-
ions that the United States would punish China in the event
hina unified Taiwan with military force. However, this dif-

erence is substantively small and not statistically significant
t conventional levels. 23 In part, this is likely due to the fact
hat close to two-thirds of respondents in the sample be-
ieve that the United States would impose punishments in
esponse to China’s actions. Taken together, these results
upport Assumption 2A, although they are mixed. 

The second way we assess a transfer of reputation is to
sk respondents about the comparability of the Ukraine cri-
is and a hypothetical Taiwan crisis (Assumption 2B). Our
heoretical discussion suggests that a transfer of reputation
s more likely across crises that are perceived to be similar.
igure 7 shows that Assumption 2B may not hold: 54 percent
f respondents in both treatment conditions view these two
ituations as different, while around 30 percent view them as
imilar, and 15 percent do not know. We asked respondents
o elaborate in an open-ended response, and we manually
ategorized the topics in those responses. As Table 1 shows,
 disproportionate majority of respondents (73.27 percent)
ho view these situations as “different” emphasize different
erceptions of sovereignty between Ukraine and Taiwan. 24 A

ypical (translated) response reads, “Ukraine is a country, Tai-
an is a part of China .” Some respondents explicitly link this
erceived difference in sovereignty issue to their assessment
f US behavior. For example, one response reads, “Ukraine’s
ituation is fundamentally different Taiwan as Taiwan has always
23 The Cohen’s d measure of treatment effect sizes for assessment of the likeli- 
ood of defending Taiwan (panel A in Figure 5 ) and the likelihood of punishing 
hina (panel A in Figure 6 ) are 0.13 and 0.09, respectively, which are considered 

ubstantively small by conventional thresholds. 
24 Online Appendix Table A6 describes coding procedures and key findings. 
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Figure 4 Test of Assumption 1 (US resolve) 

Figure 5 Test of Assumption 2A (US defense of Taiwan) 

Figure 6 Test of Assumption 2A (US punishing China) 
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Figure 7 Assessments of the Ukraine–Taiwan comparison (Assumption 2B) 

Table 1. Coding of perceived differences and similarities across crisis scenarios. 

Topics Percent of “Different” responses (percent) Percent of “Similar” responses (percent) 

Balance of power 5.69 3.43 
Domestic politics of challenger 8.42 0.49 
Ethnic identity 0.50 1.96 
Geopolitical factors 5.45 7.35 
Great power competition 2.48 13.73 
History 2.97 2.45 
International community 3.47 0.98 
Sovereignty/territorial integrity 73.27 31.86 
US involvement 4.21 42.16 
Others 7.43 15.69 

Note : Topic categories are not mutually exclusive. 
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25 
elonged to China, and the U.S. has no right to intervene in Taiwan
ffairs .”

In the Online Appendix, we conduct exploratory analy-
es of the subset of respondents who view the Ukraine and
aiwan situations as “different” versus “similar.” An impor-
ant finding is that respondents who view the Ukraine and
aiwan crisis scenarios as “similar” are more likely to update
heir beliefs about how the United States would respond to a
uture Taiwan crisis (see Table A7 in the Online Appendix).
y contrast, among those who view the two crises as “differ-
nt,” the frames appear to influence assessments of US re-
olve in general but do not influence assessments of whether
he United States would defend Taiwan or punish China.

hile exploratory, these findings suggest that perceptions
f cross-crisis similarity increase the probability that reputa-
ion will transfer across crises. 

To test Assumption 3 ( deterrence by reputation ), we consider
hether respondents updated their assessments of China’s
olicy toward Taiwan in response to perceptions that the

nited States would be more resolved to intervene in a Tai- 
an crisis. In our pre-analysis plan, we wrote that we would
onsider Assumption 3 violated if two criteria were met: (1)
espondents who received the “Weak Frame” (vs. “Strong
rame”) viewed the United States as less likely to defend Tai-
an in a China–Taiwan crisis, but (2) attitudes about China’s
olicy toward Taiwan did not differ across the frames. 
Based on this criterion, we do not find support for As-

umption 3. Three additional pieces of evidence corrobo-
ate this conclusion. 25 First, among the subset of respon-
ents who view these two crisis scenarios as similar, we find
hat relative to respondents in the “Weak Frame,” respon-
ents in the “Strong Frame” were consistently more likely
o believe that the United States would stand firm in an in-
ernational crisis (supporting Assumption 1) and that the
nited States would defend Taiwan (supporting Assump-

ion 2), but there was still no significant difference in their
olicy preference toward Taiwan (failing to support As-
umption 3). Second, an instrumental variable strategy—
Online Appendix Section IX discusses these strategies and their limitations. 
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in which assertiveness toward Taiwan is the outcome vari-
able, perceptions that the United States will defend Taiwan
is the explanatory variable, and the experimental frame is
the instrument—provides suggestive evidence that Assump-
tion 3 is not supported. 26 Third, analyses of open-ended re-
sponses emphasize that respondents hold fixed preferences
toward Taiwan that are not strongly influenced by expecta-
tions about a US response to a China–Taiwan crisis. 

In sum, our study finds evidence that US actions in re-
sponse to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine may have impacted
its reputation for resolve. We also find some evidence for a
transfer of reputation from the Ukraine case to the Taiwan
case. However, our primary finding is that the US response
did not substantially shape Chinese public attitudes about
assertiveness toward Taiwan. Importantly, these findings do
not indicate that China is not becoming more assertive to-
ward Taiwan. Most respondents (72 percent) believed that
China should be at least somewhat more assertive toward
Taiwan in the future. This result parallels observations that
the CCP uses increasingly aggressive rhetoric toward Taiwan
( Beckley and Brands 2022 ) and that popular nationalism in
China is rising ( Neo and Xiang 2022 ). 

Given our lack of access to foreign policy elites in China,
the timing of our experiment, and the uniqueness of the
Taiwan issue, the findings in this survey come with caveats.
As previously discussed, given the nature of our public opin-
ion sample, our objective is not to draw conclusions about
foreign policy decision-making. Nevertheless, we see our
findings as a useful benchmark in the absence of access to
Chinese officials. Table A13 in the Online Appendix shows
that the findings hold among subsets of our sample that
are more educated, report higher incomes, or self-identify
as members of the Communist Party, all of which are cor-
related with elite status. Moreover, our experiment should
be a relatively “easy” test of the CCRD logic relative to real-
world decision-making environments. If, as many commen-
tators argued, US reputation for resolve transfers from the
Ukraine crisis to a hypothetical Taiwan crisis and has a deter-
rent effect, we should be most likely to observe that effect in a
survey that focuses respondents on the US response to Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine directly before asking them about
China’s policy toward Taiwan. The fact that highlighting US
reputation for resolve does not change Chinese attitudes to-
ward the Taiwan issue in this survey is informative. 

Given the timing of our survey, our experiment only
speaks to debates about US resolve to initially deter Rus-
sian aggression in early 2022. Months later, debates about
the US response focused on its willingness to maintain mil-
itary assistance to Ukraine, as some Republican legislators
called for the United States to abandon Ukrainian assis-
tance altogether ( Dorn 2023 ). Abandonment of existing
commitments would produce a different—and likely much
stronger—signal of lack of resolve than what we explore. We
leave investigations of this dynamic and how it might affect
perceptions of US reputation for future research. 

We also emphasize that other forms of learning are
occurring as the Russia–Ukraine conflict progresses. Bei-
jing learned from missteps in Russian military strategy
( Glaser 2022 ), the specter of nuclear weapons ( Sacks 2022 ),
and the extensive coalition-building and sanctions efforts
against Russia from the West ( Feigenbaum and Szubin 2023 ;
Greitens 2022 ; Wong 2023 ). Views of the conflict and the ac-
tors involved in it have hardened among the Chinese public
26 We interpret this result with caution because we do not directly random- 
ize perceptions that the United States will defend Taiwan, and the experimental 
frame could be considered a weak instrument. 

 

 

 

 

since our survey was fielded in an environment of consider-
able uncertainty in March 2022. Media narratives in China
have become increasingly pro-Russian since the early days
of the Russia–Ukraine war. Aksoy, Enamorado, and Yang
(2024) conducted experiments later in 2022 and 2023 and
found that priming respondents in China to think about the
Russian invasion of Ukraine increased public support for
the use of force against Taiwan. This effect was shaped in
part by beliefs that a military invasion of Taiwan was justifi-
able and likely to be successful. 

The complexity of the Taiwan issue further raises ques-
tions about the generalizability of our findings. There are
many distinct features of the Taiwan case, including its
unique political status, limited global recognition, and eco-
nomic and strategic significance. Yet, the dynamics around
the CCRD logic are not specific to China–Taiwan relations.
Similar frameworks could be extended to other crisis sce-
narios, such as the US response to Syrian President Bashar
al-Assad’s use of chemical weapons in 2013 ( Harvey and
Mitton 2016 ) and the US withdrawal from Afghanistan in
2021 ( Kertzer 2021 ). In line with this study, recent public
opinion research in East Asia found that priming respon-
dents to think about the Afghanistan withdrawal did not sub-
stantially impact assessments of US credibility ( Kim, Byun
and Ko 2023 ). 

The CCRD framework could also be extended to different
actors and other forms of reputation. While our experiment
focuses on perceptions of a challenger, it would be interest-
ing to investigate the perceptions of a protégé. For example,
do perceptions of US reputation for reliability shape Tai-
wanese public attitudes about a future conflict with China?
Existing public opinion research in Taiwan finds that atti-
tudes toward Taiwanese independence are correlated with
perceptions of US willingness to defend Taiwan ( Benson
and Niou 2005 ; Niou 2004 ). One recent study also suggests
that providing information about US defense of Taiwan in-
creases public support for the use of force ( Wu et al. 2024 ).
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine appears not to have impacted
overall levels of public support for Taiwan’s self-defense, but
this support has become more polarized across party lines
since the invasion ( Wang et al. 2024 ). 

Conclusion 

When do a defender’s past actions in a crisis impact a new
challenger’s policy preferences and outcomes in an entirely
separate crisis? This paper draws on existing reputation liter-
ature to identify assumptions underlying a dynamic we refer
to as CCRD. For one, a new challenger forms or updates
beliefs about a defender’s reputation for resolve based on
the defender’s actions in a past crisis ( reputation formation ).
Then, a new challenger draws inferences about how the de-
fender would behave in a future crisis ( transfer of reputation ).
This transfer of reputation is more likely when the new chal-
lenger sees the past crisis as similar to a future crisis. Finally,
the new challenger revises its policy toward another protégé
of the defender based on the anticipated response of the de-
fender ( deterrence by reputation ). We argue that a defender’s
actions in a past crisis are most likely to impact a new chal-
lenger’s behavior in a future crisis when these three assump-
tions are supported. 

We test these assumptions and the CCRD Hypothesis with
application to the ongoing Russia–Ukraine crisis and a hy-
pothetical China-Taiwan crisis. We investigate whether the
initial US response to Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine in-
fluenced how the Chinese public viewed China’s policy to-
ward Taiwan. We ultimately did not find evidence to sup-
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ort the overarching CCRD Hypothesis. Framing the US
esponse to Russian aggression as “weak” did not increase
he Chinese public’s assertiveness toward Taiwan. The US
esponse did shape perceptions of its reputation for resolve
n general, supporting Assumption 1. We also found some
upport for Assumption 2, suggesting a transfer of reputa-
ion across crises. In our study, the US response to Russia’s
nvasion of Ukraine impacted perceptions that the United
tates would defend Taiwan militarily if China were to at-
empt to unify with military force. This effect was primarily
riven by respondents who viewed the Ukraine and Taiwan
ases as similar. However, changes in perceptions of US rep-
tation for resolve did not exert an independent effect on
hinese attitudes toward Taiwan policy. In large part, this is
ecause respondents in China had relatively fixed beliefs on
he Taiwan issue that were not influenced by expectations
bout US foreign policy, violating Assumption 3. 

Beyond the Taiwan case, we offer a generalizable theo-
etical framework that emphasizes three conditions for why
eterrence based on reputation for resolve may or may not
ccur across separate international crises. First, a defender’s
eputation for resolve may not form in the eyes of a poten-
ial challenger if the challenger already has strong beliefs or
erceptual biases that result in a fixed view of the defender’s
esolve. Second, a defender’s reputation may form but not
ransfer, especially if a challenger perceives important differ-
nces across crisis scenarios. Finally, even if a defender’s rep-
tation forms and transfers, it may not deter a challenger,
specially one that has a fixed orientation toward the de-
ender’s protégé. Taken together, our findings highlight the
mportance of continuing to move beyond broad debates
bout whether US reputation “matters” in favor of explor-
ng the conditions under which reputations are more or less
ikely to form, transfer, and deter other adversaries in inter-
ational politics. 
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