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Abstract

Many countries have devoted considerable resources to projecting influence inter-
nationally. One common approach to launching overseas information campaigns is the
cooptation of foreignmedia outlets to disseminate preferredmessages; yet, there is little
well-identified evidence that can tell us whether such influence operations are effective.
I conducted a field experiment during the 2020 Taiwanese presidential election to ex-
amine whether and how a major pro-Beijing media outlet influenced individuals’ vote
choices and opinions about China. Weeks before the election, I randomly provided vot-
ers with real-time political news articles from the pro-Beijing media outlet on a website
and tracked their exposure patterns usingweb traffic data. Results based on a panel sur-
vey at the individual level show that pro-Beijing news nudged people exposed to it to
vote for China’s preferred candidate and adopt more positive attitudes toward China.
Yet the pro-Beijing media outlet in this study had a negligible effect, sometimes even
backfired, for voters who had been dismissive of China ex ante and those who think this
media outlet is affiliated with the Chinese government. Further evidence suggests that
the results were driven by news content rather than news source. Because Taiwan is not
the only case China seeks to influence in this way, the results have implications for Hong
Kong, Australia, and the United States, among others.
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1 Introduction

Media influence operations are ubiquitous. In both democracies and autocracies, many
governments have devoted considerable resources and efforts to influencing the public out-
side their borders. Prior studies focus mainly on the political impact of foreign media in
autocracies (Crabtree, Darmofal and Kern, 2015; Crabtree, Kern and Pfaff, 2018; Kern, 2011;
Kern and Hainmueller, 2009; Krugler, 2000). Some recent work has investigated foreign
media’s cross-border effects on democratic elections (DellaVigna et al., 2014; Peisakhin and
Rozenas, 2018). Yet, no media influence receives more attention today than the overseas
media operations deployed by powerful autocratic countries like China and Russia (Chap-
man and Gerber, 2019; DiResta et al., 2020; Fisher, 2020; McCabe, 2020).

China views political persuasion and information management as a top government
priority (Brady, 2009). In recent years the country has engaged in global information cam-
paigns to promote the country’s positive image and political agenda. China’s media in-
fluence operations take various forms, including coopting foreign media outlets (Dai and
Luqiu, 2020; Hamilton, 2018; Hsu, 2014; Sciutto, 1996), expanding its state-owned media
networks (Bailard, 2016; Gorfinkel et al., 2014; Wasserman and Madrid-Morales, 2018),
and using social media (Min and Luqiu, 2020) to disseminate Beijing’s preferred messages
abroad.

As for China’s influence operations, Taiwan is an important target. From its inception in
1949, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has claimed Taiwan is part of China’s sovereign
territory. To deter Taiwan from pursuing independence, China has invested heavily in Tai-
wan’s media outlets to influence news coverage on the island (Hsu, 2014; Huang, 2017).
Reports show that China has given a Taiwan media outlet, The China Times, editorial in-
structions on how China–Taiwan issues should be covered (Aspinwall, 2019; Hille, 2019;
Hsu, 2014). The CCP also provides funds to media outlets that adopt a pro-Beijing line in
their reports (Huang, 2019a; Lee and Cheng, 2019). China’s involvement in Taiwan’s me-
dia market has led to mass protests against "red media," that is, Taiwan-based media that
actively fall in line with Beijing’s interest.

Concerns about China’s interference in elections through friendly media have become
salient in recent years, but the effectiveness of pro-Beijing media in affecting voters remains
unknown. The effect of exposure to pro-Beijing media is not a priori obvious. Some writ-
ers have claimed that increasing access to China-friendly information will sway receivers
in China’s desirable direction (Huang, 2019b). Previous studies also suggest that most me-
dia consumers do not discount media bias strongly enough and are thus subject to per-
suasion upon exposure (Cain, Loewenstein and Moore, 2005). By contrast the impact of
pro-Beijing media could be trivial because people may be certain about the bias of the me-
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dia and thus exposure will have no e�ect on beliefs and voting (Durante and Knight, 2012).

The limited impact of the political media may be particularly true in democracies in which

media consumers exercise greater choice over both media content and sources (Arceneaux

and Johnson, 2013). Still others argue that increasing the supply of such media messages

among voters will not lead to a greater convergence of beliefs: the study of con�rmatory

bias shows that giving additional information to people with di�erent prior opinions can

lead to divergence rather than convergence of beliefs (Levendusky, 2013).

Identifying the e�ect of pro-Beijing media on individuals' voting behavior and political

attitudes is challenging. Most studies of the e�ects of the media are limited by their de-

pendence on survey methods and observational data. In this tradition the standard test for

media e�ects is the di�erence in outcomes for individuals who report high levels of media

exposure and those who report low levels. This design has two major problems. First, peo-

ple's political media use is often endogenous to their political preferences (Bartels, 1993;

Stroud, 2008): those who choose to tune in to pro-Beijing media may di�er systematically

in ways that matter to their vote choices and opinions about China from those who do

not. This selection issue vitiates the ability to disentangle cause from e�ect. Despite re-

cent advances in the design of observational studies (DellaVigna et al., 2014; Peisakhin and

Rozenas, 2018), they cannot identify the causal impact of media communication without in-

voking assumptions about the unobservables. Second, relying on self-reported media use

and news consumption can lead to biased conclusions due to faulty recall, social desirability

concerns, and other sources of misreporting (Prior, 2013; Guess, 2015).

To address the methodological hurdles, I use a �eld experiment that randomly assigns

study participants to receive real-time political news coverage from The China Times. I

present the news coverage on a website and incentivize participants to browse the web-

site in the weeks leading up to the 2020 Taiwanese presidential election. To probe whether

and how much participants consume news coverage from the website, I use web tra�c data

to track their browsing behavior on the website. Compared to self-reports, the tracking data

provides much more accurate information on individuals' exposure patterns.

A panel survey was conducted to measure people's voting decisions and attitudes to-

ward China before and after the experiment. I �elded a baseline survey four weeks prior

to the election, giving random participants access to the news website. After the election, I

recontacted all participants for an endline survey. By combining the survey data and track-

ing data, I examine the individual-level changes in outcome scores as a result of exposure

to the pro-Beijing news. The survey also contains a rich set of participants' background

characteristics, allowing me to evaluate e�ect heterogeneity.

Results show that pro-Beijing news has a direct impact on people's candidate choices.
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Those who are randomly assigned to receive the news website become more likely to vote

for China's preferred presidential candidate. In substantive terms, exposure to the news

coverage moves from 15.9 to 26.8 percent (depending on the de�nition of compliance) of

voters who were not already persuaded to choose China's preferred candidate on election

day. Importantly, the e�ects are realized mainly by persuading undecided voters and bring-

ing partisans home rather than by turning voters away from their initial vote intention.

The same political stimulus has di�erential e�ects on voters with opposing political pri-

ors. Although the pro-Beijing media in this study on average had an intended e�ect on

voters' favorability toward China and its preferred candidate, these results are predomi-

nantly driven by people who are predisposed to accept China-friendly messages and those

who are nonpartisans. By contrast the same pro-Beijing news had a negligible, even back-

�re, e�ect among those who had been more China-skeptical ex anteand those who think

the pro-Beijing media outlet in this study is connected with the Chinese government.

More evidence suggests that the results work through persuasion: the treatment e�ects

are signi�cantly larger among voters who are less attentive to the 2020 election in the base-

line survey and those who think the pro-Beijing media outlet is a credible news source.

These results are consistent with models in which people with lower stored information

are more susceptible to media messages (Zaller, 1992). They also align with studies show-

ing that persuasive messages work best when their perceived credibility is high (Lupia and

McCubbins, 1998). I further evaluate why the pro-Beijing media in�uences voters, �nding

that pro-Beijing news triggers people's cognitive and emotional reactions in the direction

consistent with the way the treatment changes their behavior and attitudes. A placebo test

con�rms the �ndings.

This paper o�ers two main contributions. First, it is the earliest investigation that ana-

lyzes the e�ectiveness of China's overseas in�uence operations in swaying voters. My �eld

experiment provides evidence that a main pro-Beijing media outlet successfully a�ects the

public outside mainland China in Beijing's favor. Second, this paper presents and imple-

ments a new approach to documenting political media e�ects in real-world settings through

the combination of �eld experiment and observed behavior of media consumption.

My study di�ers from those exploring media e�ects in laboratories (Benedictis-Kessner

et al., 2019; Levendusky, 2013); it also di�ers from studies examining only attitudes (Arce-

neaux and Johnson, 2013; Benedictis-Kessner et al., 2019; Bleck and Michelitch, 2017; Druck-

man, Peterson and Slothuus, 2013). Even if some scholars examine voting behavior, their

analyses are based on either aggregate data (Adena et al., 2015; DellaVigna and Kaplan,

2007; DellaVigna et al., 2014; Martin and Yurukoglu, 2017) or self-reported media exposure

(Peisakhin and Rozenas, 2018; Gerber, Karlan and Bergan, 2009). In contrast to these stud-
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ies, in the current study I use individual-level data with information on individuals' media

consumption behavior in real-world settings.

The �ndings of this paper have important implications for current events regarding not

only the general issue of foreign interference in democratic elections but also the rise of

China and its in�uence on neighboring countries�perhaps even its global reach.

2 Theoretical Expectations

Citizens learn about politics and government from mass media (Graber and Dunaway,

2017; Paletz, 2002). The role of the media is most evident at election times, when the media

are the primary conduits of information between candidates and voters. Because few peo-

ple attend rallies or have direct contact with the candidates or their representatives, most

voters have incomplete information about candidate quality and policy positions. The me-

dia thus provide the bulk of information voters can use to form or update their political

evaluations in elections (Dalton, Beck and Huckfeldt, 1998; Gelman and King, 1993; Kahn

and Kenney, 2002).

Consistent with these arguments, recent empirical work provides evidence of media

e�ects on voters' evaluation and choice of candidates (Adena et al., 2015; DellaVigna and

Kaplan, 2007; Druckman and Parkin, 2005; Huber and Arceneaux, 2007; Ladd and Lenz,

2009; Martin and Yurukoglu, 2017; Murphy and Devine, 2018). These studies align with

some early work (Barker, 1999; Bartels, 1993; Noelle-Neumann, 1974; Zaller, 1996) in the

sense that they posit that the media have a direct in�uence on the public by reinforcing

people's existing opinions or persuading them to support particular candidates or political

parties.

Persuasive communications may be particularly e�ective in countries where voters tend

to lack strong opinions on the political issues relevant to their voting decisions. New stud-

ies show that the small persuasive e�ects of electoral campaigns in US general elections are

caused by the fact that voters tend to resist information contrary to their partisan loyalties.

People's partisan attachments have also provided strong priors about candidates thus are

rarely persuaded by additional information (Broockman and Kalla, 2020). This informa-

tion interpretation of campaigns' minimal e�ects implies that political media should have

more pronounced in�uences on voters in countries with a larger proportion of independent

voters or nonpartisans.

Because pro-Beijing media messages are slanted in favor of China and its preferred can-

didate, I expect that individuals exposed to such information over time would become more

positive toward China and its preferred candidate, which in turn should increase their like-
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lihood of choosing the favored candidate. The �rst hypothesis is thus as follows:

Hypothesis 1 (direct media in�uence): On average, pro-Beijing media messages will nudge peo-

ple to vote for China's preferred presidential candidate and adopt more favorable attitudes toward

China.

This line of reasoning contains three testable hypotheses. First, the e�ects of pro-Beijing

media should be greater among voters who are less attentive to politics ex ante. Persuasion

tends to be more e�ective when receivers have less information. The weaker the receivers'

priors, the more new information a�ects their beliefs. By contrast behavior will be less elas-

tic when receivers are close to certain about the stateex ante(DellaVigna and Gentzkow,

2010). Research on campaign persuasion has shown that voters will discount new infor-

mation relative to their existing stories of politically relevant information. Studies have also

found that highly informed citizens are more resistant to changing their political views after

exposure to state propaganda (Geddes and Zaller, 1989; Stockmann and Gallagher, 2011).

In short, the lower this inertia resistance, the greater the susceptibility of voters to alter their

beliefs in the face of persuasion (Zaller, 1992). This leads me to the second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (political attentiveness): The e�ects of pro-Beijing media will be greater among

voters who are less attentive to politics before exposure to pro-Beijing media messages.

Additionally, the pro-Beijing media should be more e�ective in shifting behaviors among

voters who think the information is credible because people's inferences from a given mes-

sage will depend on what they know about the credibility of the message source (Chaiken

and Maheswaran, 1994; Lupia and McCubbins, 1998; Pornpitakpan, 2004). Previous stud-

ies have shown that people confronted with information from a source known to be biased

would account for this bias in their learning (Chiang and Knight, 2011). The third hypoth-

esis is thus as follows:

Hypothesis 3 (source credibility): The pro-Beijing media e�ects will be more pronounced among

voters who think the pro-Beijing media provides credible information.

Furthermore, every opinion is a marriage of information and predispositions (Zaller,

1992), and thus pro-Beijing media could di�erentially in�uence people with opposing pre-

existing political preferences. When processing new information on hot cognition issues

(e.g., politics), people are often motivated to uphold their prior beliefs (Kunda, 1990; Taber

and Lodge, 2006), making them easily assimilate information congruent with their pri-

ors but discount, even counterargue, information that challenges their priors (Ditto and

F. Lopez, 1992; Lord, Ross and Lepper, 1979; Taber and Lodge, 2006). As a result expo-

sure to the same political information may not converge but instead alter people's beliefs
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in di�erential directions because they learn from the information di�erently in accordance

with their political predispositions. Like other political media programs (e.g., Levendusky,

2013), the pro-Beijing media could trigger and intensify such biased reasoning because of

the media outlet's slanted presentation of the news and its one-sided messages.

In particular, pro-Beijing media may have back�re e�ects among voters who are dismis-

sive of China ex ante. Taber and Lodge (2006) and Redlawsk (2002) interpret back�re e�ects

as a possible result of the process by which people counterargue preference�incongruent

information and bolster their preexisting views. If people counterargue unwelcome infor-

mation vigorously enough, they may report opinions that are more extreme than they oth-

erwise would have had. Some recent studies show evidence of back�re e�ects (e.g., Adena

et al., 2015; Bail et al., 2018; Levendusky, 2013; Nyhan and Rei�er, 2010); yet others yield

opposite results (Guess and Coppock, 2018). Together, this leads to my fourth hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4 (prior political preferences): The pro-Beijing media will have positive e�ects among

voters who are predisposed to be China-friendly but will have negative e�ects among those who are

China-skeptical ex ante.

3 Political Landscape in Taiwan

Taiwan was an authoritarian regime from the time the Kuomintang (KMT) arrived on

the island from mainland China in 1949 until its loss of the presidency in 2000. Through

the enforcement of martial law and political machine, the KMT kept a powerful hold on the

state and throughout the Cold War (Rigger, 2000). National elections were suspended in

the name of national emergency arising from the confrontation with the CCP. Any perceived

opposition to the KMT was considered illegal and repressed. The opponents operated un-

der the informal rubric of "dangwai," or outside the party. In 1986, dangwai politicians

founded the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). Although this move technically violated

martial law, the event went unpunished, and only ten months later, the KMT terminated

martial law and allowed opposition parties to emerge (Fan and Feigert, 1988; Chao and

Myers, 1998). Taiwan's national legislative bodies were under complete reelection in 1992

and its �rst direct presidential election was held in 1996. The DPP's electoral performance

between 1986 and 2000, however, was stagnant because the KMT still preserved a large

popular base and resource advantage (Greene, 2007; Rigger, 2000). The DPP won the pres-

idency thanks to a divided KMT in the 2000 election, ending more than half a century of

KMT rule on Taiwan.

The dominant cleavage in Taiwan's presidential elections is organized around policy

on Beijing. Accordingly, the political scene is divided into two camps (Schubert, 2004).
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Led by the KMT, the pan-Blue camp is friendlier to Beijing and believe that expanding

economic ties with China is important for Taiwan's continued economic dynamism. The

pan-Green camp led by the DPP, by contrast, argues that increasing these ties threatens na-

tional sovereignty and security. The pan-Green camp thus adopts a more skeptical stance

toward Beijing and advocates a Taiwanese national identity distinctive from the mainland.

Relations with China dominate Taiwan's domestic political discourse and form the main

political and social cleavage separating the two major parties (Clark and Tan, 2012).

Despite the di�erences, a majority of Taiwan's voters evades directly factoring in the

choice of uni�cation or independence, at least not immediately. Most voters consider an

open-ended future of the relationship with the mainland as the best option of Taiwan,

which can own the bene�ts of de facto independence (economic freedom and democratic

self-government) without the risk of de jure independence (Chu, 2004; Rigger, 2001). Con-

sequently, both political camps state a desire to maintain the status quo. According to Tai-

wan's Election and Democratization Study, a continual large-scale survey research project,

the share of independent voters in the population has steadily increased since 2011; in 2019,

around 40% of voters are self-identi�ed as nonpartisans, who tend to exhibit a moderate po-

sition on various issues germane to China-Taiwan relations (Wang, 2019).

The 2020 presidential election took place on January 11 to elect the president and all

members of the legislature. The election had a turnout of 74.9%, up from 66% four years

earlier and the highest among nationwide elections since 2008. Three major presidential

candidates ran in the election: Tsai Ing-Wen of the DPP, who was elected in 2016 and sought

a second term; Han Kuo-yu of the KMT, who was elected Mayor of Kaohsiung in 2018; and

James Soong, who is the chairman of a third-party in the Blue camp. Tsai won the election

with 57.13% of vote share. Han was the runner up with 38.6% of vote share; Soong came

third with 4.26% of the vote. 1

4 Experimental Design

The experimental design is summarized in Figure 1. Prior to treatment assignment, I

identify in a baseline survey conducted four weeks before the election those study partici-

pants who are already existing China Times (CT) consumers. 2 I exclude these existing con-

1Given that the election was not a close one, this study was unlikely to a�ect the election outcome and thus
I had no ethical concern. Besides, I show in a following section that the study did not decrease turnout,
a practice deemed essential for any well-functioning democracy. The �nding eases the concern that my
experiment may demobilize people to vote.

2I identify existing China Times consumers by using a survey question asking respondents whether they read
any of Taiwan's four largest newspapers in Taiwan on a nearly daily basis. If participants answer no, they are
in the experimental sample. If they answer yes, I ask them which newspaper(s) they read regularly. Those
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sumers in the subsequent treatment assignment but follow them throughout the study be-

cause they serve as benchmarks to interpret the treatment e�ects.3 The existing consumers

receive the same survey questionnaire as those who are not existing consumers. Next, I ran-

domly assign the remaining participants to one of the three groups: (1) treatment group,

members of which receive access to a website containing real political news from The China

Times; (2) placebo group, in which people receive access to another website containing real

entertainment news from The China Times; and (3) control group, in which people are sub-

ject to the media environment as in the status quo (i.e., receive no website; no exogenous

source of news). I conduct the treatment assignment upon the completion of the baseline

survey.

Figure 1: Overview of Experimental Design

Participants have website access during the two weeks leading up to the election (i.e.,

from December 28, 2019, to January 11, 2020). On December 28, 2019, participants receive

my �rst email about the website. 4 I incentivize participants to visit a website containing

important daily news (see a screenshot of the invitation email in the Online Appendix).

whose responses do not include China Times are in the experimental sample; those whose responses include
China Times are not, and I call these participants existing consumers throughout the paper.

3I am cautious about using existing consumers as benchmarks to interpret the treatment e�ects because I do
not measure their news consumption and so have no precise information on whether and how often they
read The China Times.

4A screenshot of the email can be seen in Figure SI-1
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Participants are told that they will receive NT$150.00 (equivalent to $5.00) if they spend an

average of three minutes per day browsing the website in the days leading up to January

11, 2020. I attach a user-speci�c hyperlink to the email for participants to access the website.

The customized URLs not only ensure that people can access the website only through the

hyperlink but also help me to identify each participant's browsing activity on the website.

In the following days, I send daily reminders to participants about the website. I disable

the website link after the election and launch an endline survey the next day.

I note three points: �rst, I do not tell participants that they are randomly assigned to

receive the website access; that is, they do not know their treatment conditions, thus no

performance bias.5 Second, the experiment does not force participants to browse the web-

site content but allows them to decide whether and how much they want to do so, which

is more natural and closer to people's media consumption behavior. Third, I choose to

present the pro-Beijing news in the form of online newspapers instead of print ones for the

following reasons: In Taiwan, more people acquire news from the Internet over time. 6 The

Internet has become a major source of political news for citizens, second only to television. 7

In addition, using a tailored website allows me to measure individuals' media exposure

in a more precise and unobtrusive fashion; for example, I can measure whether (and how

much) people are actually treated. Gerber, Karlan and Bergan (2009) distribute their treat-

ment in the form of newspaper subscriptions, admitting that they cannot be sure that the

newspapers were read after people received them. Although survey-based measures of

media consumption are widely used in previous studies, they are plagued with questions

about validity (Guess, 2015; Prior, 2013).8

The Pro-Beijing News Website Over the course of the experiment, I update the website

on a daily basis with real-time news articles from The China Times. I standardize the way to

5Guarding against �demand e�ects��cues in the setting that suggest to experimental participants what is
expected of them�is important for experiments (Mummolo and Peterson, 2019). To limit the impact of
demand e�ects, I undertake two precautions. First, instead of telling participants that this study is about the
pro-Beijing media, they are told that the study is about voters' opinions about political and societal a�airs.
This description could discourage participants from wondering what I intended to do. Second, I do not
inform participants that they are randomly assigned to receive website access, preventing such information
from a�ecting the behavior and attitudes of interest.

6The Taiwan Communication Survey, a national survey, asks respondents to report their frequency of acquir-
ing online news on a 4-point scale (never, seldom, sometimes, and often). In the 2003 wave, 26.5% reported
that they often or sometimes do so; in the latest 2015 wave, the number increases to 74.2%.

7In the latest 2015 Taiwan Communication Survey, 75.1% of respondents often or sometimes acquire polit-
ical news from TV, and 65.2% of them do so on the Internet. See http://www.crctaiwan.nctu.edu.tw/
material/files/5358772016.pdf .

8When benchmarking participants' actual exposure to the website against their self-reported exposure, they
indeed tend to overreport their news consumption. I will discuss this �nding in a later section.
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choose news articles. First, I select all news stories from the front page of The China Times.9

Second, I select all China-related news stories from the cross-strait-relations page of The

China Times.

When participants click the hyperlink provided in the emails, they are redirected to the

website's homepage. Participants can click date icons on the homepage to access the news

articles for a given publication date. For example, by clicking the date icon 2020-01-01,

participants will enter a new webpage containing the news articles published on that date.

For the placebo website, I also update the website daily, selecting news articles from the

entertainment pages. I ensure that the length of the news articles on the placebo website is

similar to that on the treatment website.

An important choice in my design is to truthfully deliver the news source that produced

each news article. I did this not only to avoid deception but also to promote external validity.

Figure SI-2 is a screenshot of the website's front page; I report the headline of each news

article chosen from The China Timesin Online Appendix A, followed by results from a sen-

timent analysis of the news articles reported in Online Appendix B.

4.1 Browsing Behavior

I use Google Analytics to track participants' browsing behavior on the website. One

advantage of using this web analytics service is that participants do not need to install any

software to produce the web tra�c data. Note that I do not track their external browsing

activities. Results show that 50.05% of treatment group participants visit the site during the

two weeks after they receive the hyperlink. Among these participants, around 93% of them

return to the site (i.e., 6.67% visit the site only once). For those who have session recordings,

74.94% of them spend an average of one minute or more per day on the site, and 44.16%

spend an average of three minutes or more on the site.10 88.5% of the visitors (i.e., visit at

least once) complete the endline survey. Table 1 reports the mean and standard deviation

of participants' browsing behavior (both treatment and placebo).

9Newspaper readers are attracted to stories because of the content of the headlines or the placement of stories.
Front page stories are more likely to be read than articles buried near the back of the newspaper (Kahn and
Kenney, 2002).

10For the placebo group participants, 50.39% of them visit the website at least once. Among those who visit
the website, 80.52% spend at least an average of one minute per day browsing the website, and 45.78% spend
at least an average of three minutes per day. These numbers are similar to that of the treatment website.
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Table 1: Browsing Behavior

Treatment Group (N=941) Placebo Group (N=377)
Mean SD Mean SD

Panel A. Among all participants (in percentage)
Visited the website at least once 50.05% 50.02% 50.39% 50.06%
Minimal Compliers 37.51% 48.44% 40.58% 49.17%
Full Compliers 22.10% 41.51% 23.07% 42.18%
Panel B. Average browsing time (in minutes)
Visited the website at least once 3.42 3.5 3.38 3.47
Minimal Compliers 4.41 3.53 4.08 3.52
Full Compliers 6.14 3.68 6.05 3.72

Note: Panel A reports the statistic with respect to all participants in the treatment (placebo) group. Panel
B reports average browsing time of participants. Minimal Compliers is a term referring to cases in which an
average of one minute per day spent visiting the site is the threshold value to de�ne compliers. Full Compliers
refers to the case in which an average of three minutes per day is the threshold value to de�ne compliers.

Figure SI-3 reports the distribution of average browsing time among participants who

visit the news website (both treatment and placebo). I also report the browsing activities

across individual and time. In Figure SI-4, a red (white) rectangle means that a participant

accesses (does not access) the news site on that date. The �gure excludes participants who

never visit the site. Finally, I show that compliers seem distributed evenly among partisan

lines (more details in a later section), implying that participants appear not to live in an

echo chamber in terms of their online news consumption (see Dvir-Gvirsman, Tsfati and

Menchen-Trevino (2016); Garrett (2009); Guess (2020)).

4.2 Outcome Variables

I examine three outcome variables: vote decision, candidate evaluation, and opinion

about China. These variables are measured in both survey waves. Below, I describe how

these variables are measured and coded. Table SI-2 in Online Appendix C reports summary

statistics of the variables.

Vote decision I measure participants' baseline vote intent and realized vote choices in the

election. In the baseline survey, participants are asked to name the presidential candidate

for whom they planned to vote (including the undecided option). I create a variable coded

1 for those whose answer is Han and 0 otherwise to indicate whether a participant intended

to vote for China's preferred presidential candidate before the experiment. In the endline

survey, I ask participants who report they voted in the election: "Who did you vote for the

presidential candidate (including the void ballot option)?" I create another variable coded
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as 1 if participants report that they vote for Han in the election and 0 otherwise. By sub-

tracting the baseline from the endline score, the variable "Change in Vote for Han" is the

shift in vote for Han from the baseline to endline survey.

Candidate Evaluations The feeling thermometer, a standard measure, is used to gauge

participants' candidate evaluations. I ask participants in both waves: "We would like to

know how you feel about the presidential candidates in the 2020 Election. Please express

your feelings on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 means very unfavorable and 10 means very

favorable." Participants are asked to rate each of the three candidates. In the main analysis,

I focus on the comparative feelings toward Han and Tsai, the two main candidates. I subtract

Tsai's score from Han's score so that higher scores represent more positive evaluations of

Han. The variable "Change in Candidate Evaluation" is the shift in the Han minus Tsai

feeling thermometer score from the baseline to endline survey (-18 to 18; positive values

indicate Han became more favorable).

Opinions about China I assess participants' attitudes toward China-related issues by ask-

ing the following �ve questions in both waves. To mitigate the concern about multiple test-

ing, I create an index by averaging survey responses to the �ve questions in each wave (al-

pha=0.73 in baseline and 0.80 in endline). Before creating the index, I recode the responses

in a way such that higher scores indicate more favorable to China. I use the index in the

main analysis and report the separate regression results of each survey question in Online

Appendix E. The variable "Change in Pro-China Index" is the shift in the index score from

the baseline to endline survey, with positive values indicating China became more favorable

to participants.

Variables (scales) Survey Questions

Favorability of China (1�10) We would like to know how you feel about China. If 1 means very unfavorable and 10 means very favorable,

what is your general feeling toward China? (1=very unfavorable; 10=very favorable)

China Threat (1�3) Do you think China's military is a major threat to Taiwan's security, a minor threat, or not a threat?

(1= Major threat, 2= Minor threat, 3=No threat)

Trade with China (1�5) Some people claim that we should expand our economic relationship with China, but others advocate reducing that

relationship. What do you think we should do? (1=Greatly reduce the economic relationship; 2= Somewhat reduce

the economic relationship, 3= The current economic relationship is about right, 4= Somewhat expand the economic

relationship, 5= Greatly expand the economic relationship)

Hong Kong Protest (1�5) How much do you support the ongoing protest in Hong Kong? (1=Do not support at all; 2=Somewhat do not support;

3=Neutral; 4=Somewhat support; 5=Strongly support)

Radical Behavior (1�5) To what extent do you agree with the following statement: When the Hong Kong government fails to listen, protesters

are justi�ed in using radical tactics. (1=Strongly disagree; 2=Disagree; 3=Neutral; 4=Agree; 5=Strongly agree)

Political Predispositions To test whether the pro-Beijing media has di�erential e�ects on

participants with various political priors, I measure participants' partisan identities in the

baseline survey. They are asked: �Of the following political parties, which party do you
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usually support?� The answer of a participant who names a party is taken to be the party

identi�cation; if a participant does not answer unequivocally, then that participant is asked,

�To which political party are you more inclined?� If the participant names a party, that

answer is taken to be the party identi�cation.

Following most existing research on Taiwanese politics (e.g., Tsai (2017)), I de�ne pan-

Blue participants as those who either support or lean toward the following parties: KMT,

New Party, or People First Party. Pan-Green participants are de�ned as those who either

support or lean to the following parties: DPP, Taiwan Solidarity Party, Green Party, or New

Power Party. Independent participants, or nonpartisans, are those who neither support nor

lean toward any parties, or those who support or lean to the following two parties: Taiwan

People's Party or Tree Party, whose positions on Beijing are ambiguous.

This operationalization well captures participants' pretreatment opinions about China.

Figure SI-5 reports the mean scores of the �ve questions related to China by partisan identi-

ties, showing that pan-Blue participants have signi�cantly more favorable attitudes toward

China a priori, followed by independent and then pan-Green participants. I also regress

people's baseline scores of the Pro-China Index on their personal characteristics (age, edu-

cation, income level, residence location, and ethnic origin, and partisanship), �nding that

partisanship is the strongest predictor, at least four times as much as other demographic

factors.

4.3 Logistical Details

Recruitment I commission Qualtrics to recruit Taiwanese citizens eligible to vote in the

2020 election (i.e., 20 years old and above) to participate in a two-wave online survey. Peo-

ple opt in to participate in both waves and can leave the surveys any time. The provision

of the website and monetary rewards is never mentioned during the recruitment, assuag-

ing concerns about sample selection based on participants' interests in news or �nancial

incentives a priori.

The baseline survey adopts a quota sample based on age, gender, and partisanship. In

particular, 30% of the experimental sample are pan-Blue participants, another 30% are pan-

Green participants, and the remaining 40% are independents. The partisan distribution

in the sample is consistent with that in the population. In the survey, I measure partic-

ipants' baseline, pretreatment outcomes, and background information, including demo-

graphic characteristics, partisanship, past voting experience, political interest and engage-

ment in the 2020 election, and media diet. The information serves as the basis for balance

checks and the criteria for heterogeneity analysis.

I successfully recruit 2,077 participants who complete the baseline survey. A total of 195
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of the participants are existing consumers of The China Times, and 1,882 of them are not.

Treatment Assignment After concluding this survey, I perform a blocked randomization

based on partisanship for the treatment assignment. This practice in expectation can reduce

sampling variability, as people in the same block are expected to have similar potential out-

comes. It also ensures that a speci�c proportion of subgroups are available for heteroge-

neous analysis (Gerber and Green, 2012, 71-77).

I �rst exclude the 195 participants who are existing China Times consumers from the

sample, then classify participants into one of the three partisan blocks (i.e., pan-Blue, pan-

Green, and independent). In each block, I randomly assign half the participants to the

treatment group, 30% to the control group, and 20% to the placebo group. Together, among

the 1,882 experimental participants, 941 are in the treatment group, 564 in the control group,

and 377 in the placebo group.

Endline Survey In the week following the election, I invite all participants to the endline

survey and successfully recontacted 949 of them (recontact rate = 45.69%). A total of 861

of the 1,882 experimental participants in the baseline survey completed the endline survey

(recontact rate = 45.74%), and 88 of the 195 nonexperimental participants in the baseline

survey completed the endline survey (recontact rate = 45.12%). The attrition rate does not

di�er by treatment conditions (p-value = 0.614). The 949 participants constitute the main

sample throughout this study.

Attrition and Balance Check Table 2 reports t-tests for selective attrition and ANOVA

tests for sample balance across treatment conditions. Overall, participants who have com-

pleted baseline and those who completed endline are statistically indistinguishable from

each other in terms of demographic characteristics. In addition, participants from the three

experimental conditions are not jointly di�erent from each other across nearly all back-

ground characteristics, even after attrition (the exception is past voting behavior in 2016).

Figure SI-7 also con�rms that the baseline outcome scores are balanced across conditions.

To further assuage the concern about sample selection bias, I also examine whether the

interaction of background covariates and assignment to treatment predicts attrition. Figure

SI-8 shows no evidence that either treatment (i.e., political news website and entertainment

news website) led to a severe sample selection bias in terms of the observable characteristics

of individuals who responded to the endline survey.
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5 Results

I �rst conduct descriptive analyses of the data. Figure 2 reports the means of outcome

scores for each experimental condition.11 Results reveal two patterns: (1) the treatment

group is signi�cantly di�erent from both the control and placebo groups; (2) the control

group and placebo group have no discernible di�erence across all three outcome variables.

I use a one-way ANOVA to test the mean di�erences of these groups. For vote decisions, I

reject the null hypothesis that the group means are identical [F (2, 735) = 7.50, p=0.0006].

For candidate evaluations, the null hypothesis that changes in candidate evaluations are

indistinguishable across groups is also rejected [F (2, 856) = 6.30, p=0.0019]. Finally, ex-

perimental participants do not hold jointly identical opinions about China before and after

the experiment [F (2, 856) = 8.27, p=0.0003]. The results suggest that the treatment had a

direct in�uence on behavior and opinions.

Figure 2: Changes in Mean Outcome Scores by Experimental Conditions

Note:The left panel plots the means of individual-level changes in vote decisions in Han's favor (N=738). The
middle panel is changes in candidate evaluations in Han's favor (N=861). The right panel is changes in mean
scores of the Pro-China Index (N=861). The outcomes are change scores from the baseline to endline survey.

I examine the di�erences in a regression framework. For simplicity and greater statistical

power, the following analysis pools the control group with placebo group together because

they do not di�er in any outcome dimension (see Online Appendix D for results comparing

control and placebo group). As I show below, the placebo group allows me to address

multiple concerns about the results and to evaluate possible mechanisms underlying the

treatment e�ect.

Both intent-to-treat (ITT) and treatment-on-the-treated (TOT) e�ects are estimated in

this paper. ITT refers to the e�ects of treatment assignment on outcomes by comparing out-

11Note that the outcome variables in the main analysis are change scores rather than endline scores; I show in
Online Appendix that my results are identical to results using endline scores as the outcome and baseline
scores as the control.
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comes of participants assigned to treatment and control, regardless of whether participants

are actually treated. In this study the ITT estimates refer to the e�ects of providing access

to the pro-Beijing website, which average the e�ects on compliers and noncompliers. The

TOT estimates, by contrast, refer to the e�ects on those who spend some time browsing the

pro-Beijing news website. I expect that TOT e�ects are larger than ITT e�ects.

To estimate ITT, I regress outcome scores on treatment status indicator. For TOT e�ects,

I use two-stage least squares estimand, widely used in �eld experiments following the ap-

proach of Angrist, Imbens and Rubin (1996). Because website access is randomly assigned,

I use it to instrument participants' exposure to the news website (�rst stage) and then use

the exogenous variation in exposure to estimate its e�ects on outcomes (second stage). The

TOT estimates are unbiased when exclusion restriction and monotonicity are met.

For TOT, I use two di�erent threshold values to distinguish compliers and noncompliers.

I de�ne participants who spend an average of three minutes or more browsing the website

during the two-week window as compliers (Full Compliers). A less strict de�nition of com-

pliers is that those who spend an average of one minute or more are considered compliers

(Minimal Compliers).

Become Prone to Vote for Beijing's Preferred Candidates Participants in the treatment

group become more likely than those in the control group to vote for China's preferred

presidential candidate Han (p-value = .001). The ITT e�ect is estimated between 0.06 and

0.183 for a mean change in Vote for Han of 0.144, on a scale coded between -1 and 1. This

represents a 0.28 standard deviation di�erence between the two groups, a nontrivial di�er-

ence. I also �nd that the e�ect is signi�cantly larger among those who have not made their

vote decisions in the baseline.

I next turn to TOT e�ects. Both Table 3 and Figure 3 show that the estimated TOT seems

larger than the estimated ITT. Comparing the coe�cient sizes of the two complier cuto�s

shows that the e�ects are more pronounced among those who spend more time on the

website. Some evidence indicates that existing consumers become slightly willing to vote

for Han in the election, but the estimate is not precise enough to reject the null hypothesis.

Online Appendix G provides evidence on how the pro-Beijing media moves votes. It

shows that the pro-Beijing media mainly persuade those undecided on whom to vote for in

the baseline survey to choose Han rather than deter voters from their vote intention.

Pro-Beijing information may not only encourage voters to choose Han but also discour-

age to vote for Tsai. Does the treatment in�uence vote choices for other presidential can-

didates? Figure SI-10 shows that the treatment dissuades people from choosing Tsai on

election day but has no in�uence on voting for Soong, who barely received media attention

in the �nal stretch of the presidential campaign.
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Figure 3: Coe�cient Plot: ITT, TOT, and Existing Consumers

Note: Regression estimates of intent-to-treat e�ects and treatment-on-the-treated e�ects with 95% and 90%
con�dence intervals, respectively. This plot reports the estimated treatment e�ects on vote decisions, candi-
date evaluations, and beliefs on China. Intent-to-treat e�ect is estimated by comparing outcomes of the treat-
ment group and control group (control + placebo participants). Treatment-on-the-treated e�ect is estimated
by two-stage least squares regression, in which the treatment assignment indicator is used to instrument for
compliers. The exogenous variation in compliers is then used to estimate the e�ect of exposure to the pro-
Beijing news on the three main outcomes. Existing Consumers refer to those who already read The China
Timesregularly on a daily basis. The estimate for them is the mean di�erences of baseline and endline.

Change Candidate Evaluations in Han's Favor Evidence on candidate evaluations is con-

sistent with the �ndings in vote decisions, which may not be a surprise in that people's feel-

ings about candidates are often proximate to their vote choices. Table 3 and Figure 3 show

that treatment group participants become more positive toward Han than those in the con-

trol group (p-value = .001). The ITT e�ect is estimated to be between 0.36 and 1.24 for a

mean change in Candidate Evaluations of 0.056. This means that the two groups di�er by

0.24 standard deviation. The estimated TOT is larger than the estimated ITT. By contrast no

evidence shows that existing consumers become more favorable to Han during the study

period. The coe�cient is almost zero and has a wrong sign. The Online Appendix reports

separate regression coe�cients on each of the three presidential candidates' feeling ther-

mometers. On average, the treatment had a positive e�ect on evaluation of Han, negative

e�ect on Tsai, and indiscernible e�ect on Soong.

More favorable toward China The treatment group becomes more positive toward China

in the endline than the control group does (p-value = .001). ITT is estimated to be between

0.12 and 0.34 for a mean change in the Pro-China Index of 0.11, which represents the di�er-

ence in the two groups by a 0.27 standard deviation in the endline. TOT estimates are larger
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than ITT estimates. The comparison of TOT estimates using di�erent complier cuto�s once

again con�rms that the positive e�ects are more noticeable among those more engaged in

the treatment website. For the existing consumers, weak evidence shows that their opinions

about China become more approving in the study period.

Online Appendix E reports separate regression results on the �ve China items, show-

ing that the treatment group participants at the end of the experiment have more positive

feelings toward China, become less likely to view China as a threat, become more eager to

have trade with China, and become more negative to the 2019�2020 Hong Kong Protests

than control group participants. The e�ect size of TOT seems larger than ITT.

One more issue can bolster the results. Around mid-December 2019, the Anti-In�ltration

Act became a central issue in the presidential election campaign. The DPP claims that the

passage of the act is necessary to regulate the potential Chinese in�uences on Taiwan's do-

mestic politics. The pro-Beijing media publishes several news articles against such a propo-

sition (see Online Appendix A). I thus evaluate whether the opinions of participants in the

treatment group and control group di�er on this new act. I solicit supports for the act only

in the endline because when the baseline survey was in the �eld, this act had not received

media attention. This is also the reason I did not preregister this question. The question

reads as follows:

The anti-in�ltration bill was passed by the legislature on Dec. 31, 2019. Some people

think the bill would further hamper cross-strait exchanges, but others claim that the bill

is a safety net for our democracy. We would like to ask how strongly you support the bill.

The variable is measured on a 5-point scale, ranging from "very supportive" (1) to "not

supportive at all" (5). It has a mean of 3.004 and a standard deviation of 1.201. Results

show that (not reported) the treatment group participants were less supportive of the Anti-

In�ltration Act than the control group participants (p-value = .001). In terms of ITT, the

two groups di�er by a 0.226 standard deviation.

5.1 E�ect Size in Comparison

To put the e�ect size of my �eld experiment into perspective, I compare the persuasion

rates estimated in my study with the persuasion rates implied by other studies of media

e�ects on political attitudes or voting. Persuasion rate estimates the percentage of receivers

that change the behavior or beliefs among those that receive a message and are not already

persuaded (DellaVigna and Gentzkow, 2010). 12 Using vote choice as an example, persua-

12Persuasion rate captures the e�ect of the persuasion treatment on the outcome of interest, adjusting for
exposure to the treatment and for the size of the population left to be convinced. The normalization puts
di�erent studies on a more equal footing.
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sion rate indicates the share of experimental participants who initially did not plan to vote

for Han to choose him after regular exposure to the pro-Beijing media. Note that the esti-

mates are sensitive to assumptions about the compliance/exposure rate.

The persuasion rate in this study is around 15% to 26% depending on the de�nition of

treatment compliance. This is larger than the persuasion rates estimated with respect to

media in the United States, such as the e�ect of watching Fox News on vote share for Re-

publican candidates (DellaVigna and Kaplan, 2007), the e�ect of receiving Washington Post

subscription on voting for Democratic candidates (Gerber, Karlan and Bergan, 2009), and

the e�ect of exposure to political advertisements on partisan preferences (Ansolabehere,

1995). The persuasion rates in these studies are in between 8% and 28%.

In the meantime, the persuasion rate estimated in this study is of a much smaller mag-

nitude to those found in authoritarian regimes that often have constrained and regulated

media markets. For example, Chen and Yang (2019) �nd that exposure to uncensored in-

formation from the New York Timesshifts around 40% of Chinese college students who do

not initially hold "uncensored attitudes" to change their attitudes. Enikolopov, Petrova and

Zhuravskaya (2011) report a persuasion rate of 65 % regarding the in�uence of an opposi-

tion television channel on vote share for opposition parties in Russia. Taken together, the

pro-Beijing media e�ects observed in my study seem to be situated in the middle of the two

extremes.

5.2 Information-Based Persuasion

I o�er two pieces of evidence that the treatment e�ects seem to work through persuasion.

First, if the information-based persuasion is operating, the treatment should have stronger

e�ects among those politically inattentive than among those who are attentive (H2). Figure

4 shows that the e�ects are indeed signi�cantly greater among those who less care about the

election outcome (or who are less interested in the election campaign) prior to the experi-

ment. By contrast the e�ects are indistinguishable from zero among those who are already

politically informed. 13

Second, the treatment should also yield stronger (weaker) e�ects among those who

perceive (do not perceive) The China Timesas a credible media outlet (H3). Respondents

in the endline survey are asked how much they agree that The China Timesis a red media.

This variable is used as a proxy for participants' perceptions of The China Times' credibility.

Figure 5 indicates that the treatment e�ects are weak and negligible among participants

13I use several survey questions to measure people's political awareness or engagement, �nding that the re-
sults are largely robust to all these di�erent measures, including the frequency of sharing political news on
social media, the frequency of acquiring news in the mass media, and the amount of time spent acquiring
election news the previous week. See the wording of the survey item and results in the Online Appendix.
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