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Summary

¢ Interviews with policymakers and analysts in China and the United States regarding the
signaling by both sides during the first ten weeks of the Biden administration reveal a wide gap

between each side’s perceptions and interpretations of events.

* Washington and Beijing frequently have different understandings of each other’s foreign

policy signals, a problem that has become increasingly challenging in recent years.

* Such situation contributes to a bilateral action-reaction dynamic that can intensify into an
action-reaction cycle and escalation spiral. Ultimately, the misreading of signals within the
broader context of a tense bilateral relationship can create significant potential for unintended

escalation and unwanted conflict.

* While policymakers on both sides recognize that many signals are not tit-for-tat responses,

there is often confusion about what they do signify.

* To promote a stable and predictable relationship, Beijing and Washington should maintain
multiple lines of communication. Regular in-depth dialogues on the Taiwan question should be

conducted to reduce the risk of conflict.

* At a time when strategic mutual trust is severely lacking and there are still many obstacles to
in-depth exchanges between officials and policy research communities, think tanks in the two
countries in particular should overcome difficulties, work to promote communication, identify
issues, and avoid misjudgment to provide advice and suggestions for the stable development of
China-US relations. With this in mind, SIIS conducted a joint study with USIP. We hereby
reiterate that the two research teams are responsible for their own research results and do not
endorse the conclusions of the other. We hope that these results will be a valuable reference

for the two countries’ policymakers and policy research communities.
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