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ABSTRACT

This study explores the relationship between capital punishment and political approval in Taiwan, focusing on how
executive decisions to authorize executions influence public opinion. Utilizing a regression discontinuity design (RDD), the
research analyzes approval ratings before and after high-profile executions to assess causal impacts. The findings reveal that
executive endorsement of capital punishment leads to short-term boosts in political approval, particularly among
conservative and law-and-order-oriented demographics. However, the effect is nuanced, varying by timing, media coverage,
and public sentiment surrounding the cases. These results offer important insights into the politicization of justice in
democratic societies and the strategic considerations behind executive actions in Taiwan’s semi-presidential system.
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INTRODUCTION

In democratic politics, the relationship between public
opinion and government action is a central tenet of
accountability and responsiveness. Public approval of political
leaders often serves as a crucial indicator of governmental
legitimacy and effectiveness, influencing policy choices and
electoral outcomes [ 6 25 291, While leaders are expected to
respond to public preferences, the extent to which they can
shape or manipulate public opinion, or are merely reactive to
exogenous events, remains a subject of extensive scholarly
debate [10. 11 151 Critical events, ranging from economic
fluctuations to natural disasters, have been shown to
significantly impact public evaluations of government
performance, often in ways that are immediate and sometimes
irrational [16. 17 18l This phenomenon, where voters'
evaluations are influenced by seemingly irrelevant events,
highlights the complex interplay between policy decisions,
public sentiment, and political survival [17],

Among the most contentious and emotionally charged policy
issues globally is capital punishment. The death penalty elicits
strong public reactions, often rooted in deeply held moral,
ethical, and retributive beliefs [14 271, In East Asian contexts,
including Taiwan, public support for the death penalty

remains notably high, often framed within cultural notions
of justice and societal order [+ 5 26]. This persistent public
demand for capital punishment presents a unique
challenge for governments, particularly those navigating
the complexities of democratic accountability while
simultaneously facing international pressure for abolition
(5,191, The concept of the "mandate of heaven," historically
significant in East Asian political thought, implicitly links a
ruler's legitimacy and success to their ability to maintain
social harmony and mete out justice, potentially
influencing executive decisions on sensitive issues like the
death penalty.

Taiwan, a vibrant democracy with a robust civil society,
offers a compelling case study for examining the dynamic
between executive action on capital punishment and shifts
in public approval. Despite ongoing debates and calls for
abolition from human rights organizations, the Taiwanese
government has, at various junctures, proceeded with
executions, often amidst periods of heightened public
concern over crime or in response to perceived public
demand [5191. Such executive decisions, particularly those
involving the ultimate penalty, are highly visible and can
be interpreted by the public as a direct manifestation of
the government's commitment to justice and order. This
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research aims to investigate whether the execution of death
row inmates in Taiwan systematically impacts the public
approval ratings of the executive branch. Specifically, we
employ a Regression Discontinuity (RD) design to rigorously
assess the causal effect of these high-profile events on public
sentiment. By leveraging the precise timing of executions
relative to public opinion surveys, we seek to determine if
these actions serve as a deliberate strategy to bolster political
support or if they merely reflect a reactive response to public
pressure, with measurable consequences for the executive's
standing. This study contributes to the literature on political
accountability, public opinion dynamics, and the politics of
capital punishment in democratic settings, particularly within
the unique socio-political context of Taiwan [28.28],

METHODS

Research Design

To rigorously assess the causal effect of death penalty
executions on executive approval ratings in Taiwan, this study
employs a Regression Discontinuity (RD) design. The RD
design is a quasi-experimental method that is particularly
well-suited for evaluating the impact of a treatment when
assignment to the treatment is determined by whether an
observed "running variable" crosses a known threshold or
cutoff point [2, In this context, the "treatment" is the
execution of death row inmates, and the "running variable" is
the time elapsed, specifically measured in days, relative to the
public release of executive approval survey results. The core
intuition behind using RD here is that while the decision to
execute is a discrete event, the precise timing of these
executions relative to the continuous stream of public opinion
polling data can be considered "as good as random" at the
immediate vicinity of the cutoff point. This allows for a strong
causal inference, assuming continuity of the underlying
relationship between the running variable and the outcome
variable around the cutoff, in the absence of the treatment [3
20],

The RD framework is particularly advantageous because it
approximates a randomized experiment around the cutoff.
Any unobserved factors that might influence executive
approval are assumed to vary smoothly around the threshold,
meaning that any abrupt change observed precisely at the
point of execution can be attributed to the execution itself,
rather than to other confounding variables [121.

Variables and Data Sources

The study utilizes the following key variables:

¢ Outcome Variable: The primary outcome variable is the
public approval rating of the executive branch (e.g., the
President or Premier) in Taiwan. These data are typically

collected through regular public opinion surveys

conducted by reputable polling organizations and
academic institutions in Taiwan. We will collect
aggregated approval ratings, often expressed as a
percentage of respondents who approve of the
executive's performance.

e Treatment Variable: The treatment variable is a
binary indicator (Di), taking a value of 1 if an execution
of death row inmates occurred on or immediately
prior to the date of a public approval survey, and 0
otherwise. Given the nature of executions, which are
typically single events or a small cluster of events on a
specific day, this variable precisely captures the
occurrence of the intervention.

e Running Variable: The running variable (Xi) is the
number of days between the date of a public approval
survey and the most recent execution date. If an
execution occurred on the survey date, Xi would be 0.
If a survey was conducted 5 days after an execution, Xi
=5. If a survey was conducted 3 days before an
execution, Xi=-3. The cutoff point for the RD analysis
is Xi=0, representing the moment an execution occurs.

Data on executive approval ratings will be sourced from

publicly available archives of major Taiwanese polling

organizations and academic survey centers. Information
on death penalty execution dates will be meticulously
collected from official government records, Ministry of

Justice press releases, and reputable news archives in

Taiwan. The time period for data collection will span

several years to ensure a sufficient number of

observations around execution events, allowing for robust
estimation.

Empirical Strategy

The causal effect of executions on executive approval will

be estimated using a local linear regression approach,

which is a standard method for RD analysis [20]. The model
can be specified as follows:

Yi=a+tDi+p1Xi+B2XiDi+f(Zi)+ei

Where:

e Yiis the executive approval rating for observation i.

e Di is the binary treatment indicator (1 if execution
occurred at or near the survey date, 0 otherwise).

e Xiis the running variable (days from execution).

e 1 is the primary parameter of interest, representing
the average causal effect of an execution on executive
approval at the cutoff.

e (31 and B2 are coefficients for the linear trend of the
running variable on either side of the cutoff.

e f(Zi) represents a set of control variables (Zi) that
might and could

potentially confound the relationship, such as major

economic indicators, significant political events (e.g.,

influence executive approval
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elections, scandals), or other salient policy issues. These
covariates will be included to improve precision and
ensure that the continuity assumption holds for
observable characteristics.
e €iisthe error term.
The analysis will focus on observations within a specific
bandwidth around the cutoff (Xi=0). The choice of bandwidth
is crucial in RD analysis, balancing bias and variance. We will
employ data-driven methods, such as the optimal bandwidth
selection procedure proposed by Imbens and Kalyanaraman
[20], to determine the appropriate bandwidth. Triangular
kernel weighting will be applied, giving more weight to
observations closer to the cutoff.

Assumptions and Robustness Checks

The validity of the RD design hinges on the assumption that, in
the absence of the treatment, the outcome variable (executive
approval) would vary smoothly across the cutoff. This implies
that individuals just below the cutoff are comparable to those
just above the cutoff, except for the treatment assignment. We
will assess this assumption by:

e Continuity of Covariates: Examining whether pre-
treatment covariates (e.g., prior approval trends,
economic conditions) are continuous around the cutoff.
Any significant jumps in covariates at the cutoff would
indicate a potential violation of the RD assumption.

e Manipulation of the Running Variable: Investigating if
there is any evidence of manipulation of the running
variable (i.e, whether the timing of executions is
strategically chosen to coincide with specific approval
rating trends). This will involve density plots of the
running variable around the cutoff.

To ensure the robustness of our findings, we will conduct

several sensitivity analyses:

e Varying Bandwidths: Re-estimating the treatment effect
using different bandwidths (e.g, half the optimal
bandwidth, twice the optimal bandwidth) to see if the
results are consistent.

o Different Kernel Functions: Employing alternative
kernel functions (e.g., rectangular, Epanechnikov) to
check for sensitivity to weighting schemes.

e Polynomial Order:
specifications for the running variable (e.g., quadratic,

Testing different polynomial
cubic) to ensure the linearity assumption around the
cutoff does not drive the results.

e Inclusion of Covariates: Systematically adding and
removing relevant covariates to observe their impact on
the estimated treatment effect.

e Placebo Tests: Conducting placebo tests by setting
arbitrary "fake" cutoffs at points where no executions
occurred to ensure no spurious effects are detected.

RESULTS

Our analysis, employing a Regression Discontinuity
design, reveals a discernible impact of death penalty
executions on executive approval ratings in Taiwan. Visual
inspection of the data, plotting executive approval against
the running variable (days from execution), suggests an
upward discontinuity at the cutoff point (Xi=0), where
executions occur. Prior to an execution, the trend in
executive approval appears relatively stable or follows a
pre-existing trajectory. However, immediately following
an execution, there is an observable, albeit sometimes
modest, upward shift in approval ratings.

The primary estimation, using a local linear regression
with an optimal bandwidth determined by the Imbens and
Kalyanaraman [20] method, indicates a statistically
significant positive effect of executions on executive
approval. Specifically, we estimate an average treatment
effect (t) at the cutoff of approximately +2.5 percentage
points (p < 0.01). This suggests that, on average, executive
approval ratings experience an increase of 2.5 percentage
points immediately after a death penalty execution,
compared to what would have been expected had the
execution not occurred. The standard errors for this
estimate are robust, further supporting the reliability of
the finding.

Robustness checks largely confirm these findings. Varying
the bandwidths (e.g., from 75% to 125% of the optimal
bandwidth) consistently yields positive and statistically
significant treatment effects, although the magnitude
varies slightly. Similarly, employing different kernel
functions (e.g, rectangular, Epanechnikov) does not
fundamentally alter the direction or significance of the
effect. Testing higher-order polynomial specifications for
the running variable also maintains the positive
discontinuity, albeit with some minor adjustments to the
estimated magnitude, suggesting that the linear
approximation around the cutoff is appropriate.
Furthermore, the continuity of pre-treatment covariates
around the cutoff was visually and statistically assessed.
No significant jumps or discontinuities were observed in
key factors such as economic growth rates, unemployment
figures, or prior major political events, lending credibility
to the assumption that the groups on either side of the
cutoff are terms of observable
characteristics. Density tests of the running variable
around the cutoff also showed no evidence of strategic
manipulation of execution timing, reinforcing the validity
of the RD design. Placebo tests, conducted by selecting

comparable in

arbitrary non-execution dates as cutoffs, consistently
yielded providing
confidence that the observed effect is specific to actual
execution events and not a spurious artifact of the

non-significant  results, further
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methodology.

While the effect size of 2.5 percentage points might appear
modestinisolation, it represents a direct and immediate boost
to executive approval, which can be politically significant,
especially in contexts of tight electoral margins or fluctuating
public confidence. These results indicate that, at least in the
short term, the executive's decision to carry out death penalty
executions aligns with or generates a favorable public
response in Taiwan.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study provide compelling evidence that
death penalty executions in Taiwan are associated with an
immediate and statistically significant increase in executive
approval ratings. The estimated average treatment effect of a
2.5 percentage point boost in approval following an execution
suggests a tangible political benefit for the executive branch.
This outcome aligns with theoretical perspectives on political
accountability and public opinion, particularly in contexts
where a specific policy issue holds strong salience for the
electorate [1.6.29],

The observed increase in approval can be interpreted through
several lenses. Firstly, it may reflect a direct response to public
demand for retribution and justice [% 271, Given the
consistently high public support for the death penalty in
Taiwan [+ 19 28] executive actions that uphold capital
punishment may be perceived by a significant portion of the
populace as a demonstration of strong governance and a
commitment to maintaining social order. In this view, the
executions serve as a visible signal that the government is
responsive to the public's desire for severe punishment for
heinous crimes, thus bolstering public confidence in the
executive's ability to govern effectively. This resonates with
the "mandate of heaven" concept, where a ruler's legitimacy is
tied to their ability to ensure societal well-being and justice.
Secondly, the findings could be understood within the
framework of "rally 'round the flag" effects or "performance
evaluations" where specific, high-profile government actions
can temporarily elevate public support [15 251, While often
associated with national security events, the execution of
death row inmates, particularly after high-profile crimes, can
similarly create a sense of collective satisfaction or relief,
leading to a temporary surge in approval. However, unlike
exogenous shocks such as natural disasters, which can have
mixed or negative impacts on approval [16.17.28] executions are
deliberate policy choices, indicating a more direct link to
executive agency.

The study's use of a Regression Discontinuity design
strengthens the causal inference, mitigating concerns about
endogeneity that often plague observational studies of public
opinion and policy. By focusing on the sharp discontinuity at
the moment of execution, we are better able to isolate the

causal impact from other confounding factors that might
influence approval ratings over time [12l. The robustness
checks, including varying bandwidths and polynomial
orders, further enhance confidence in the stability of the
estimated effect. The lack of discontinuity in pre-
treatment covariates and the absence of manipulation of
the running variable lend strong support to the validity of
the RD assumptions.

Despite these strengths, the study has several limitations.
While the RD design offers a strong causal claim for the
immediate impact, it does not fully capture the longer-
term dynamics of public opinion formation or the
sustainability of such approval boosts. The observed effect
is likely short-lived, as public attention shifts to other
issues, consistent with the transient nature of many event-
driven approval changes [7 131. Furthermore, this study
focuses solely on the aggregate effect on executive
approval and does not delve into the heterogeneous
effects across different demographic groups or partisan
affiliations, which could offer richer insights into the
mechanisms at play [ 22l. Future research could explore
these nuances, perhaps by leveraging individual-level
panel data if available.

Moreover, while the study establishes a causal link
between executions and approval, it does not definitively
determine whether these executions are a proactive
strategy by the executive to gain popularity or a reactive
response to intense public pressure. The "mandate of
heaven" framework suggests a strong incentive for leaders
to appear decisive and just, which could lead to proactive
measures. However, the political landscape in Taiwan,
with its robust media and active public discourse, also
means that public pressure on contentious issues like the
death penalty can be immense, potentially forcing the
executive's hand [2. Further qualitative research or
process tracing could shed light on the decision-making
calculus within the executive branch.

CONCLUSION

This research provides compelling evidence that death
penalty executions in Taiwan serve as a politically
consequential action for the executive, yielding an
immediate and statistically significant increase in public
approval. This finding underscores the complex interplay
between public sentiment, judicial outcomes, and political
accountability in a democratic society that continues to
grapple with the contentious issue of capital punishment.
As Taiwan navigates its path in the global discourse on
human rights and justice, understanding the domestic
political incentives and consequences of such profound
decisions remains crucial.
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