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Abstract:  

This paper seeks to understand the root causes of the KMT’s catastrophic 

electoral defeat in the November 2014 mayoral elections. An old political trope says 

that winners always claim that they have better ideas, while losers always complain 

that they had lousy candidates. In this paper, I examine evidence from five years of 

TEDS surveys to argue that the main culprit was ideas, not people. The media 

naturally focused on the KMT’s Taipei City unpopular candidate, but, Sean Lien 

notwithstanding, DPP candidates were not consistently preferred to KMT candidates. 

Instead, the most striking trend in the past three years is that KMT party 

identification has plummeted. From a high of 45.1% in December 2011 just before 

President Ma’s re-election, KMT party ID plunged to a paltry 20.7% in December 

2014 just after the electoral debacle. What is particularly interesting about this crash 

is that it is replicated in nearly every demographic subgroup of the electorate. There 

is no major subgroup in which the KMT’s popularity is increasing, and it is difficult to 

find subgroups in which KMT party ID is falling either significantly faster or 

significantly slower than in the population at large. This suggests that the KMT’s 

decline is a broad-based phenomenon which cannot be reverse by a simple policy 

appeal to a particular group. 
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In the 2014 mayoral elections, Taiwan’s ruling party, the Kuomintang (KMT), 

suffered an unprecedented electoral disaster. It was able to hold onto just one large 

city and five much smaller counties. Moreover, this disaster was not the result of 

splinter candidates dividing the KMT’s support. Instead, it was caused by widespread 

defections of KMT voters to the other side of the political divide. If this voting pattern 

proves enduring, it could fundamentally alter Taiwan’s political landscape for the 

next generation.  

This paper seeks to understand the root cause of the KMT’s catastrophic 

election. An old trope is that winners always claim that they have better ideas, while 

losers always complain they had lousy candidates. The distinction is important. If 

candidates were the important factor, the losing party does not need to undergo a 

difficult soul-searching process of internal reform. It does not need to question its 

beliefs and goals. It simply needs a new set of more attractive candidates. Moreover, 

the winning party should be hesitant to claim any mandate for concrete policies if 

the voters voted against the other party’s lousy candidates rather than for their good 

ideas. Our interpretation of the 2014 mayoral elections should thus be very different 

if blame for the debacle can be placed on poor KMT candidates rather than on 

unpopular KMT ideas. 

In fact, I will argue that survey evidence points toward the ideas, not the 

people, as the main culprit. Using a wealth of evidence from numerous Taiwan 

Elections and Democratization Surveys (TEDS) conducted from 2009 to 2014, I focus 

attention on a plunge in KMT party identification after President Ma Ying-jeou’s re-

election in January 2012. Party ID has consistently been one of the strongest 

predictors of vote decisions in a variety of elections around the world. It should not 

come as a surprise that the KMT has suffered a decline in electoral fortunes when 

KMT party ID has fallen from 45.1% in December 2011 to 20.7% in December 2014. 

What is particularly interesting about this crash is that it is replicated in nearly every 

demographic subgroup of the electorate. It is not the case that only young people, 

college graduates, public servants, or women are turning away from the KMT. I am 

unable to find any group in which the KMT is maintaining its previous levels of 

popularity. In fact, it is a challenge to even find groups in which KMT popularity is 

declining significantly faster or slower than the population at large. This suggests that 
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there is no single factor causing the KMT’s decline. Rather, it seems to be a very 

broad-based phenomenon. 

 

Background and Results of the 2014 Local Elections 

Most pundits did not expect the KMT to do well in the November 2014 local 

elections. To say that President Ma’s second term was not going smoothly would be a 

monumental understatement. Public dissatisfaction with his job performance was 

extremely high; most polls showed that only around 10-15% were satisfied with his 

performance in office. Several of his most important goals for the second term of his 

presidency were stubbornly blocked. Three examples stand out. First, Ma had 

expended vast amounts of political capital on the fourth nuclear power plant project, 

but mounting public opposition forced him to announce that the project would be 

mothballed. Second, Ma wanted to cement his place in history by arranging a 

meeting with Chinese President Xi Jinping. However, it proved to be impossible to 

find a place and a set of protocols that the PRC, ROC government, and Taiwanese 

voting public would find acceptable. Perhaps a great policy breakthrough would have 

smoothed over these differences and facilitated the meeting, but the obvious 

candidate was Ma’s third great failure. He wanted to build on the Economic 

Cooperation Framework Agreement, the most important triumph of his first term, 

with a deeper and more concrete agreement to integrate Taiwan’s and China’s 

service sectors. However, Services Trade Agreement ran into difficulties in the 

legislature and eventually bogged down there.  

This points us to another area of difficulties during Ma’s second term: political 

upheaval. There were a number of popular protests during this period, but two 

events stand out. In September 2013, Ma failed in a dramatic attempt to purge 

Legislative Speaker Wang Jin-pyng from office by revoking his KMT party 

membership. This attempted purge was likely motivated by Ma’s concern that Wang 

was not pushing the Services Trade Agreement through the legislature quickly 

enough. Polling showed that most of the public sided with Wang in this fight. In 

March 2014, Ma tried again, ordering the KMT legislative caucus to pass the Services 

Trade Agreement by any means necessary. Frustrated by the questionable legitimacy 

of DPP stalling tactics, the KMT responded with its own questionable tactics. These, 

in turn, sparked off the huge anti-government demonstrations known as the 

Sunflower Movement. Thousands of students occupied the legislature floor and the 

streets around the building for two weeks, a massive rally brought hundreds of 

thousands onto the street, and an attempt to similarly occupy an executive building 

caused the government to remove demonstrators using what many people saw as 

excessive force. Again, polls showed far more sympathy for the students than 
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satisfaction with the government’s handling of the incident. 

Finally, there was widespread dissatisfaction with the country’s economic 

performance. While the government argued that Taiwan wasn’t doing any worse 

than neighboring countries, this was far short of Ma’s lofty campaign promises of 633 

(6% growth, 3% unemployment, US$30,000 per capita income) in 2008 and Ten 

Golden Years in 2012. There was also increasing concern with the distribution of 

wealth in society, as people worried about the growing gap between rich and poor. 

In short, the electoral atmosphere was not favorable to the KMT. Still, until the 

votes were counted, no one could be sure just how much the electorate would 

punish the KMT. After all, there were also reasons to think the KMT might come 

through the election relatively unscathed. These were local elections, not national 

elections. People were voting on local mayors and city councilors, and they might 

base their vote decisions on purely local issues. It was by no means clear that the 

KMT candidates were inferior to the DPP candidates. From some perspectives, the 

KMT candidates looked superior to the DPP’s. For example in the 22 mayoral races, 

the KMT had eight incumbents running for re-election, while the DPP only had four. 

Moreover, electoral history suggested that Taiwan’s electorate was not prone to wild 

partisan swings. For example, while the KMT candidate trailed in pre-election polls in 

the high profile Taipei mayoral race, KMT supporters took heart knowing that the 

Taipei electorate had not given a non-KMT candidate or party an outright majority in 

the last half century. Media polls showed several close races in central Taiwan, and 

the KMT was widely expected to hold onto power in most of northern Taiwan. The 

KMT even had high hopes that it would win one seat in the south, Chiayi City. 

These optimistic thoughts were quickly extinguished on election night. The 

initial returns were bad, and they kept getting worse as the night went along. The 

mayoral races that the DPP was supposed to win easily turned into outright 

bloodbaths. The KMT was held to roughly 30% in one-on-one races in the southern 

cities of Kaohsiung and Tainan. The mayoral races that many had expected to be 

close all turned into easy DPP wins. The KMT lost by double digit margins in Taichung, 

Changhua, Yunlin, and Penghu, and they lost Chiayi City by a clear 6% (Table 1). Most 

stunning of all, many of the races that the KMT had expected to win easily turned out 

to be very close. It managed to win New Taipei, Nantou, and Hsinchu County by 

margins of 2% or less. Astonishingly, it lost Taoyuan and Hsinchu City, two areas that 

had traditionally been the among the KMT’s most reliable strongholds, and two cities 

in which the KMT had incumbents running for re-election. The Hsinchu City result 

was even more unlikely since the DPP vote was split. Finally the KMT lost Taipei City 

by a whopping 16%. Because of the heavy media focus, the intensive polling, and the 

unique qualities of the candidates, the outcome was not quite as unexpected as 
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some of the other races. However, the magnitude of the loss in the capital city 

carried devastating symbolic weight.  

The 2014 result was easily the worst defeat the KMT had ever suffered. Table 2 

illustrates just how different 2014 was from previous mayoral elections. Looking 

simply at party votes significantly understates what a disaster 2014 was. At first 

glance, it appears that the KMT only dropped 5% and about half a million votes from 

2009/10. However, that is misleading for two reasons. On the one hand, the 2009/10 

total does not include the over 400,000 people who voted for a blue-leaning 

independent in Kaohsiung. On the other hand, 2009/10 was not generally considered 

to be a great election cycle for the KMT, as it barely squeaked by in many races. In 

other words, the 2014 KMT dropped nearly a million votes from an already low 

baseline. In fact, it is useful to reclassify all significant third party and independent 

candidates into the pan-KMT and pan-DPP camps. Doing so reveals a significant 

degree of stability in electoral results over the past two decades. In the four election 

cycles from 1997/8 to 2009/10, the average pan-KMT vote share was 51.6%, while 

the average pan-DPP vote share was 46.1%. Even in the KMT’s debacle of 1997/8, the 

pan-KMT had a larger vote share than the pan-DPP. The KMT’s losses in that year 

were a result of its being unable to resolve factional difference and coordinate on 

one candidate in every race, not because the voters suddenly switched sides. 2014 is 

different. The KMT almost entirely monopolized the pan-KMT vote, and no DPP 

victory was due to a splintering of the pan-KMT vote. Instead, the pan-KMT side 

simply didn’t win enough votes. Compared to the 51.6-46.1% baseline of the 

previous two decades, the KMT lost about 10% and the pan-DPP gained about 10%. 

In terms of absolute votes, the pan-KMT won fewer votes than it had in any cycle 

since 1997/8, when there were about four million fewer eligible voters. After two 

decades of stable partisan patterns, something very different appeared in 2014. 

 

People or Ideas? 

Losers often grouse that their candidates were terrible; winners often crow 

that they won the battle of ideas. This is not merely assigning blame. The stakes 

involved in defining an election have important implications for the political system 

going forward. 

Blaming the candidates is very appealing to the true believers in a losing party. 

Candidates appeal to voters in a variety of ways, some of which are not necessarily 

attached to a party’s core platform. For example, voters might care quite a lot about 

a candidate’s competence, charisma, compassion, diligence, honesty, personal 

network, and local connections. Regardless of what a party believes in, a voter is 

unlikely to support it if he or she thinks its candidates are corrupt, incapable, or do 
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not care about helping him or her. On a number of valence issues, such as improving 

the economy or preventing crime, these sorts of candidate qualities can actually be 

more critical than ideological stances. If the candidate is corrupt, lazy, or incapable, 

no approach is going to produce good results. 

If an election loss was, in fact, due purely to a party’s lousy candidates, this 

implies an easy fix. The party simply needs to find better candidates next time. In 

fact, for an organization as large as a political party, it is usually possible to find a 

young person, a woman, a person with technical expertise, an eloquent speaker, a 

person with vast experience, a person with a reputation for honesty, a person with 

extensive local connections, or whatever the party thinks the electorate wants. More 

importantly, a defeat caused by lousy candidates does not imply that the party needs 

new or revised ideas. If the party has been rejected for its ideas, the party elites must 

undergo an excruciating process of trying to decide what their core ideals are and 

what can be altered to accord with the demands of the electorate. Changing ideas is 

traumatic for party elites, who often are active in politics precisely because they 

want to transform the society in some specific way. New directions might mean that 

the party will no longer pursue some cherished goals, and this would certainly arouse 

an internal backlash from the aggrieved party faction. In short, party elites almost 

always prefer to avoid fundamentally revising the core ideas that underpin the party. 

Finding a new set of candidates is far simpler.  

A defeat caused by lousy candidates also has implications for the winning side, 

since it implies that the winners have not received any significant mandate. 

Mandates are a vague notion, but they can be tremendously powerful. If the public is 

convinced that a politician has been put into office precisely to implement a specific 

policy, it can be extremely difficult for opponents to resist. Thus, candidates 

campaign on specific ideas and, after taking office, continually stress that the voters 

chose them precisely because of those ideas. However, if the election turned on one 

candidate’s lousy personal qualities, no mandate is implied. The election was a 

rejection of the losing candidate’s persona, not an endorsement of the winner’s 

ideas. Thus, opposition parties are fully justified in trying to block the winner’s 

reform proposals. 

Ideas are at the heart of political parties. Indeed, when parties want to explain 

to the public what they are, they often set out their guiding principles and goals in a 

formal party platform. Parties can, of course, also be dedicated to more venal goals, 

such as dividing up the spoils of power. However, enduring parties with dedicated 

followers are almost always bound together by abstract ideals and desires to 

maintain or reform concrete policies. Clientelistic parties tend to fall apart when they 

lose power. Ideologically-based parties are far more durable. These ideas also tend to 
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define the lines of cleavage that shape the party system, so that all parties agree on 

what they are fighting about but they disagree on the answer.  

 

Data 

In this paper, I draw on data from various Taiwan Elections and Democratization 

Surveys (TEDS) conducted from 2010 to 2015. Some of these are national surveys, 

while others investigate public opinion in a specific city or county. Some are 

conducted for specific elections, while others are regularly scheduled quarterly 

surveys and are not connected to any specific election. Of the election polls, some 

are pre-election telephone surveys while others are post-election face-to-face polls. 

Altogether, there are 26 separate surveys of 34,875 respondents. These data are 

summarized in Table 3. 

 

Candidate Quality 

Much of the media’s attention in 2014 was on Taipei City, and the KMT seemed 

to have a distinct disadvantage in candidate quality in this high profile race. Sean 

Lien, the KMT candidate, was repeatedly portrayed as spoiled, rich, inexperienced, 

out of touch, and whose main qualification was that his father was the former vice 

president and party chair. In contrast, his opponent was a highly respected doctor 

with a strong appeal to younger voters. There were other races in which the KMT 

also seemed to be at a clear disadvantage. In Tainan and Yunlin, the KMT faced 

popular incumbents in traditionally weak KMT areas, and it could not find an 

established politician to run. Instead, it was forced to nominate unknown novices. In 

Kaohsiung, it had an established politician, but he was also facing a very popular 

incumbent. However, the KMT was not at such an overwhelming disadvantage in 

every race. In Yunlin, the KMT candidate had a clear advantage in local networks and 

local experience. In New Taipei, Taoyuan, and Taichung, the KMT had the advantage 

of running an incumbent for re-election. It simply was not clear that the KMT 

suffered a consistent disadvantage in candidate quality. 

The TEDS polls allow us to look at candidate quality in three different ways. 

First, respondents were asked to rank how much they liked the candidate on a scale 

of zero to ten. Based on these responses, I divided respondents into people who 

preferred the KMT candidate, people who preferred the DPP candidate, and people 

who either liked them both equally or could not evaluate either of them. 

Respondents who only evaluated one candidate were considered to prefer that 

candidate if the rating was six or higher or to prefer the other candidate if the rating 

was four or lower. These results are shown in Table 4.  

The KMT did, in fact, suffer a very large deficit in candidate popularity in Taipei 
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City, with 63.2% of respondents giving a higher rating to the independent, Ko Wen-je, 

and only 19.3% giving a better rating to the KMT nominee. Likewise, the DPP 

candidates in Tainan, Kaohsiung, and Yilan all dominated these matchups by similar 

or even larger gaps than that in Taipei. However, other races were much closer. In 

Taichung and Yunlin, the two sides were nearly tied, with the DPP candidates 

enjoying only a 3-4% margin over the KMT. In Taoyuan and New Taipei, the KMT 

candidates enjoyed higher rankings than the DPP candidates. In Taoyuan, the KMT 

candidate, was higher ranked by 36.4% of respondents, while the DPP candidate was 

higher ranked by only 28.6%. In New Taipei, the KMT candidate enjoyed a very large 

advantage, 45.6% to 21.3%.  

The second way to measure candidate quality is by asking about various 

personal qualities. In the post-election face to face surveys, respondents were asked 

which candidate was better on five dimension, including getting things done, 

understanding the needs of the people, being honest and incorrupt, trustworthiness, 

and enthusiastically serving the people. I counted the number of times each 

candidate was cited as superior, with the results ranging from one to five. Table 5 

shows the average numbers of times each candidate was named. As with the 

previous table, the KMT candidates in Taipei and Kaohsiung suffer a massive deficit. 

In Taichung, which looked almost even in the previous table, the DPP candidate is 

considered better on nearly twice as many dimensions as the KMT candidate. While 

the KMT nominee in Taichung does better than his counterparts in Taipei and 

Kaohsiung, he appears to be at a clear disadvantage on this measure. Unfortunately, 

this question was not asked on the telephone surveys, so there is no data for the 

other five cities. 

The third measure goes away from purely personal qualities and moves into 

policy areas. Respondents were asked what the most important issue facing the city 

was, and then they were asked which candidate’s approach to that issue they 

preferred. While policy questions are often considered to be more the realm of ideas 

than personal qualities, these responses tended to be focused on local issues. For 

example, the most commonly cited issue was transportation. Very few people cited 

anything related to China, national identity, Taiwan’s future status, or any of the 

other questions that define the main cleavage line dividing the two main parties. 

Local candidates are largely responsible for developing their own strategy toward 

handling local issues. Failure to connect with the public would not force any soul-

searching among party elites; they would simply look for a new candidate with a new 

set of local policies. Thus, I consider the ability to construct a popular agenda on local 

issues to be an indicator of candidate quality, not of more general and abstract party 

ideals. 
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Table 6 shows which candidate respondents believed could better manage the 

most important local issue. The results echo the previous two tables. The KMT faced 

a large deficit in Taipei, Tainan, Kaohsiung, and Yilan. In Taichung, the deficit was also 

quite large, suggesting the gap in candidate quality may have been somewhat larger 

than that indicated by the first measure. Like on the first measure, the two 

candidates were more closely matched in Yunlin, and the KMT had the advantage in 

Taoyuan and New Taipei. 

The New Taipei and Taoyuan races are crucial. The KMT had been widely 

expected to easily win these two races.1 In fact, it barely won New Taipei, and it lost 

Taoyuan. After the fact, many people tried to rationalize these results by looking 

more critically at the record of the two KMT incumbents. In particular, the Taoyuan 

deputy mayor had been charged in a high profile corruption scandal, so many 

pundits concluded that the mayor’s reputation had suffered significantly. In other 

words, the shocking loss in Taoyuan was redefined retrospectively as a problem of 

candidate quality. These survey data do not support this revisionist history. The KMT 

candidate in Taoyuan was more highly rated than his DPP opponent. Even knowing 

about the corruption scandal, Taoyuan voters thought the KMT candidate was a 

higher, not lower, quality candidate than the DPP nominee. In New Taipei, the KMT 

candidate had an enormous advantage in candidate quality. The KMT’s razor-thin win 

in New Taipei and shocking defeat in Taoyuan simply cannot be explained by blaming 

lousy candidates. 

This is not to suggest that candidate quality does not matter at all. It clearly 

does. For example, Table 4 suggests that in Yunlin the KMT went from a big deficit in 

candidate quality in 2009 to a relatively even matchup in 2014. Not coincidentally, 

Yunlin is one of the very few places in which the KMT improved its performance from 

2009. In Taipei, it is plausible that the blame for the KMT’s defeat can be laid entirely 

at the feet of its lousy candidate. In general, however, the basic structure of the 

election is established by partisan factors, and the candidate factors simply adjust 

these results up or down.  

 

Party Identification 

Posing the question as people vs. ideas suggests that I should look at changes 

in a wide array of the attitudes that underpin the party system. Unfortunately, there 

                                                      
1 A TVBS poll on November 3 showed the KMT ahead in New Taipei 49-28%, and another TVBS poll on 
November 11 showed the KMT ahead in Taoyuan 49-30%. Other media polls showed similar leads for 
the KMT. In contrast, the TEDS polls, which were conducted at almost exactly the same time as the 
TVBS polls, showed much closer races. In New Taipei, the TEDS poll only gave the KMT a 29.3-21.1% 
lead. In Taoyuan, the TEDS polls showed a dead tie, 24.7-24.7%. Unfortunately, the TEDS polls were 
not made public before the elections, so they did not affect public expectations. 
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are difficulties with this approach. On the one hand, surveys rarely ask batteries of 

twenty or thirty questions on specific issues or attitudes, much less the same battery 

time and time again. On the other hand, it is hard to know exactly which questions 

should matter at any particular time. Indeed, ideas can be framed or primed so that 

different questions matter more at different times (Iyengar and Kinder 1987). 

Fortunately, there is a reasonably good proxy for the overall state of the idea war. 

Party identification can be seen as a general summation of all ideas and feelings 

toward a party at any given time. Whether it is seen as a standing vote choice 

(Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet 1944; Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954), a 

running tally (Fiorina 1981), or a group affinity (Campbell, Converse, Miller, and 

Stokes 1960), party ID is an accumulation of a lifetime of feelings and reactions to 

political and social events. How one reacts to these events depends critically on ones 

values and understanding of how the world works. Paradigmatic ideas thus indirectly 

determine how to assign credit or blame, while more specific ideas are more directly 

associated with party positions. It is therefore not too much of a stretch to measure 

the battle of ideas by looking at the balance of party ID. 

Party ID has been measured all over the world, and it has consistently been one 

of the most important predictors of vote choice. In fact, in party-oriented systems, 

party ID is usually the strongest predictor. Taiwan is no exception. Table 7 shows a 

series of fairly standard voting models for the 2009/10 and 2014 mayoral races. 

These are binary logistic regressions, with the dependent variable coded one if the 

respondent voted for the KMT candidate and zero if for the DPP candidate. The 

control variables are dummy variables for various demographics, including sex, age, 

education, occupation, and ethnicity. None of these variables are consistently 

significant. Two attitudes are also included as controls, with dummy variables for the 

respondent’s national identity and preference for Taiwan’s future status. Again, these 

variables are not consistently significant, though when they are, they accord, like 

ethnicity, with the conventional wisdom that Mainlander, people with a Chinese 

identity, and people who want unification should be more likely to support the KMT. 

Party ID is a different matter. Variables for both KMT and DPP party ID are highly 

significant in every model. This fits in very nicely with the idea that the effects of 

more distal factors, such as demographics, are filtered through more proximate 

factors, such as party ID (Miller and Shanks). In other words, the control variables 

really don’t have much of an independent effect precisely because party ID is already 

a general summation of all the respondent’s ideas, attitudes, and feelings. In fact, the 

party ID variables are by far the most powerful variables in every model.2 Candidate 

                                                      
2 In order to present the results in an easily digestible one page table, coefficients and standard errors 
are not shown. 
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qualities are usually considered even more proximate to the vote choice than party 

ID. However, candidate evaluations3 do not override party ID in these models. While 

candidate evaluations are highly significant in every model, they are not as 

substantively powerful as the party ID variables. Party ID defines the vote choice; 

candidate qualities merely refine that choice. 

The models show that the same two factors, primarily party ID and secondarily 

candidate quality, have driven vote choice in every mayoral race that we have data 

on in 2009/10 and 2014. The previous section demonstrated that the KMT had a 

disadvantage in candidate quality is some races but a clear advantage in others. 

What about party ID? Table 8 shows the estimates for party ID in each city. For the 

five cities in which there is data for both election cycles, there is a clear drop in KMT 

party ID. In four of the five, the drop is over 10%. Whereas the KMT had a clear 

advantage over the DPP in party ID in Taipei, Taoyuan, and Taichung in 2009/10, by 

2014 the two parties were roughly even. For New Taipei, the most populous city, we 

only have data for 2014. While New Taipei has historically produced a slight 

advantage for the KMT in electoral outcomes, the TEDS data show a 6% advantage 

for the DPP in party ID in 2014. Unlike the data on candidate quality, these trends are 

all in the same direction: KMT party ID is much lower in 2014 than in 2009/10. 

This drop in KMT party ID is not limited to a few cities. Instead, the results in 

Table 8 are part of a broader national trend. Turning from TEDS mayoral surveys to 

TEDS national surveys, it is clear that the KMT has suffered a drastic fall in popularity 

since President Ma’s re-election in January 2012. Figure 1 shows national KMT and 

DPP party ID from late 2011 to early 2015. During the 2012 presidential election 

campaign, KMT party ID was in the low 40s, while DPP party ID was in the high 20s. 

This balance produced a KMT victory of 51.6-45.6%, very close to the average 51-46% 

election result in the four mayoral electoral cycles from 1997/8 to 2009/10. However, 

KMT party ID dropped significantly from that high point. From September 2012 

through July 2013, it hovered around 30%, still a little above the DPP. In the 

September 2013 through March 2014 polls, it was about 26-7%, roughly even with 

the DPP. Since June 2014 it has fallen into the low 20s, reaching a low of 20.7% in the 

December 2014 poll, taken just after the mayoral elections. To put it another way, 

since the late 2011 peak the KMT has lost about half of its party identifiers. It is 

simply inconceivable that such a dramatic decline in such an important indicator 

would not create major electoral repercussions.  

The focus of this paper is on the KMT, but the DPP’s party ID is also interesting. 

Through the autumn of 2014, the KMT was bleeding support, but the DPP was 

gaining. It was stuck in the upper 20s. To put it another way, the KMT was losing the 

                                                      
3 Respondents gave the KMT mayoral candidates an overall evaluation from zero (bad) to ten (good). 
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war, but the DPP didn’t seem to be winning it. However, since December 2014 the 

DPP has broken through the 30% barrier and has opened up a clear advantage in 

party ID over the KMT. This is something new in Taiwanese politics. The DPP did have 

a higher party ID than the KMT for a few years during the Chen Shui-bian era, but 

that was because the PFP stole away some KMT support. The blue side of the 

spectrum had always maintained a clear advantage in party ID. This is no longer the 

case. For the first time, the green side is clearly ahead. This new development is 

almost certainly the main reason that the electoral outcomes in 2014 were so 

different from those of 1997/8 to 2009/10. 

One of the most interesting things about this plunge in KMT party ID is how 

broad the trend is. The KMT has lost ground in every category of every demographic 

or attitudinal group I have examined. Moreover, it has lost roughly the same amount 

of support in nearly all of these categories. Figures 2a-2g show KMT party ID for a 

variety of subgroups.4 The main takeaway from all these pictures is that all the lines 

slope downward. In Figure 2a, women have always supported the KMT more than 

men, but KMT support has fallen in both groups at just about the same pace. After 

the Sunflower Movement, many suspected that young people or highly educated 

people might be turning away from the KMT. They are, but at roughly the same pace 

as everyone else (see Figs 2b-c). Regionally, it is well known that the KMT is stronger 

in the north and weaker in the south. This pattern has continued to hold over the 

past few years, even as the KMT bled support (Figure 2d). One might suspect that 

Mainlanders or Hakkas have continued to support the KMT, but support in these two 

groups has dropped at least as much as support among Min-nan respondents (Figure 

2e). If demographics do not reveal any interesting divisions, perhaps there is a 

difference among people holding different attitudes. In fact, there is not. Both people 

who identify as exclusively Taiwanese and as both Taiwanese and Chinese have 

turned away from the KMT at roughly the same rate (Figure 2f). In fact, if one looks 

past the noise in the much smaller subgroup of exclusive Chinese identifiers, the 

pattern appears there, too. Finally, the same trends appear among people who have 

different preferences for Taiwan’s future status, though it KMT party ID was already 

very low among supporters of independence and has not dropped quite as much as 

the other two categories (Figure 2g).  

More systematic statistical models confirm the nearly monolithic decline in 

KMT party ID. Table 9 shows several binary logistic regression models of KMT party 

ID. The dependent variable is coded one if the respondent identifies with the KMT 

and zero otherwise. The independent variables are the largely the same as those in 

                                                      
4 In order to present a clearer picture, I have not included lines for some subgroups. None of these 
omitted groups had a fundamentally different pattern than the subgroups that are presented. 
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the voting models from Table 7. However, the models in this table add a variable for 

the month of the survey, with January 2010 coded as one and adding one for each 

subsequent month. The surveys analyzed in these models include all the national 

TEDS surveys, so the values for the “months” variable range from 24 to 63. Model 1 

shows the base model with no interactions. The results are roughly what decades of 

survey research in Taiwan have led us to expect. Women, public sector workers, 

people living in north-central Taiwan, Hakkas, Mainlanders, people who identify as 

either Chinese or both Chinese and Taiwanese, and supporters of unification are 

more likely to support the KMT, while young people, people with lower education 

levels, people living in southern Taiwan, and people who want Taiwan to become 

independent are less likely to support the KMT. Perhaps the only surprising finding is 

that students are more likely to support the KMT, though the reader should 

remember that this model controls for other factors, such as age, education, and 

national identity. More to the point for the purposes of this paper, there is a strong 

negative coefficient for the months counter. To give an illustration of the strength of 

this variable, the model implies that a male, aged 40-49, with a university education, 

working in the service sector, living in Central Taiwan, who is Min-nan, identifies as 

both Taiwanese and Chinese, and wishes for Taiwan to maintain the status quo 

would have a .51 probability of identifying as a KMT supporter in December 2011 but 

only a .27 probability in March 2015. 

Models 2-9 look at interactive effects between time and the other independent 

variables. In fact, almost none of these interactive effects are statistically significant. 

This implies that KMT identification in almost all groups is declining at roughly the 

same rate. The only two interaction coefficients that are significantly different from 

zero are for Mainlanders and independence supporters. These are both extreme 

groups, and both regress toward the mean. Mainlanders are one of the KMT’s 

strongest groups, and the party loses support in this group more rapidly than usual. 

Independence supporters are one of the KMT’s weakest groups, and its decline is 

slower than in the general population. Where the KMT had more to lose, it lost more. 

Where it had less to lose, it lost less. Thus, even these two interactive effects do not 

really mark dramatic departures from the general pattern of monolithic decline. 

  

Discussion 

In this paper I argue that the KMT’s electoral debacle in 2014 cannot be blamed 

primarily on lousy mayoral candidates. While the KMT suffered a deficit in candidate 

quality in several races, it also experienced shockingly poor electoral results in races 

in which the KMT candidate was rated as roughly as good as or significantly better 

than the DPP candidate. Candidate quality mattered, but it was less important than 
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party ID. In New Taipei, the KMT’s razor-thin victory was probably a product of Eric 

Chu’s sizeable advantage in candidate quality. If it had run a merely average 

candidate, the KMT probably would have lost that race. In Taoyuan, the KMT lost 

despite having a more highly-rated candidate than the DPP. Unlike the effect of 

candidate quality, which ran in different directions in different races, the effect of 

party ID was negative everywhere. The KMT had far lower levels of party ID in every 

race in 2014 than in 2009/10, and this was the main driver of the electoral debacle. 

Of course, pointing out that KMT party ID dropped merely begs the question of 

why it dropped. One obvious answer is that President Ma had dismal job satisfaction 

ratings throughout his second term. Since Ma was the de facto leader of the KMT, he 

had more influence on its popularity than anyone else.  

Why was dissatisfaction with Ma so high? Wang and Cheng (2015) have studied 

public opinion on Ma’s general performance by looking at satisfaction with his 

performance in several more specific areas. The most powerful determinant was his 

performance in boosting the economy, while his handling of cross straits relations 

had the second strongest impact. These areas are directly related to the ideas that 

divide the main parties, especially since the centerpiece of President Ma’s economic 

strategy has been the deepening of economic ties between Taiwan and China. 

Interestingly, judgments of his personal integrity and his handling of matters related 

to the people’s livelihood did not have any significant effect on Ma’s overall job 

satisfaction. One reason the DPP was able to recover from its 2008 election disaster 

was that it replaced its scandal-plagued leader with a new leader who had a cleaner 

image. It may not be so easy for the KMT. If dissatisfaction with the KMT is unrelated 

to Ma’s personal integrity, simply finding a new leader may not have a big effect. 

Some KMT leaders have suggested that the KMT’s unpopularity is due to its poor 

handling of people’s livelihood issues such as the rise in electricity and fuel prices. 

This explanation appeals to many party elites since these types of problems are not 

as directly related to dearly held ideological beliefs as cross straits policies are. 

Changing positions on people’s livelihood issues would not be nearly as traumatic as 

revising positions on questions related to nationalism. However, the Wang and Cheng 

findings suggest that the KMT should probably look away from these bread and 

butter issues and focus on the more contentious high politics.   

In the final analysis, the 2014 election is rather simple. The KMT suffered a 

dramatic plunge in popular support during the first three years after President Ma’s 

re-election. This plunge in party ID was at the root of a drastic decrease in votes in 

the 2014 mayoral elections. It is easy to get lost in Sean Lien’s sensational foibles, 

voters’ fatigue with Jason Hu after three terms as mayor, or the anonymous and 

outgunned KMT nominees in Kaohsiung or Yilan. However, to focus on those is to 
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miss the big picture. Taiwan has experienced a massive shift in support for the two 

main parties, and, for the first time, more of the public identifies with the green side 

of the political spectrum than with the blue side. Taiwan is no longer in the 51-46 

world that has characterized the past two decades. Unless something fundamental 

changes to reshuffle allegiances, history might highlight 2014 as the critical election 

(Key 1955) marking the start of a new political era.  
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Table 1: Comparison of KMT performance in 2009/2010 and 2014 Mayoral Elections 

city 2009/2010 2014 Change 

 votes % votes % Votes % 

       

Taipei 797865 55.6 609932 40.8 -187933 -14.8 

New Taipei 1115536 52.6 959302 50.1 -156234 -2.5 

Taoyuan 396237 52.2 463138 48.0 66901 -4.2 

Taichung 730284 51.1 637531 42.9 -92753 -8.2 

Tainan 406196 39.6 264536 27.1 -141660 -12.5 

Kaohsiung 319171* 20.5 450647 30.9 131476 10.4 

Ilan 112469 45.7 90320 36.0 -22149 -9.7 

Hsinchu 97151 38.5 124309 46.9 27158 8.4 

Miaoli 181256 63.8 147547 46.6 -33709 -17.2 

Changhua 348341 54.9 284738 39.6 -63603 -15.3 

Nantou 136951 50.9 149361 51.0 12410 0.1 

Yunlin 121832 34.6 175862 43.0 54030 8.4 

Chiayi 128973 40.7 104488 34.1 -24485 -6.6 

Pingtung 185384 40.7 182027 37.1 -3357 -3.6 

Taitung 56354 52.6 64272 54.4 7918 1.8 

Hualien 38603 25.4 43504 27.6 4901 2.2 

Penghu 22664 49.4 23533 44.7 869 -4.7 

Keelung City 86001 55.1 52198 27.5 -33803 -27.6 

Hsinchu City 92667 55.6 75564 37.9 -17103 -17.7 

Chiayi City 69962 52.2 66108 45.5 -3854 -6.7 

Kinmen 14269 37.3 15146 33.3 877 -4.0 

Lienchiang 3135 57.2 6619 100.0 3484 42.8 

       

all 5461301 45.7 4990682 40.7 -470619 -5.0 

In 2010 Kaohsiung, Independent Yang Chiu-hsing won 414950 votes (26.7%). Yang 

was a former DPP member, but most of his support came from the blue camp. 

Shaded cells indicate races that the KMT won. 
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Table 2: Aggregated Results of Recent Mayoral Elections 

A: Votes KMT DPP Pan-KMT Pan-DPP Eligible 

Voters 

      

1993/4 4340607 3994505 5292343 4094729 13584957 

1997/8 4379244 4397956 4960081 4599418 14683009 

2001/2 4184865 4674904 5515083 4813421 15875304 

2005/6 5594163 4629576 5840527 4830785 16793623 

2009/10 5463570 5755287 6063249 5782882 17714584 

2014 4990677 5830706 5134604 6843867 18511356 

      

B: % KMT DPP Pan-KMT Pan-DPP Turnout 

      

1993/4 44.9 41.3 54.7 42.3 68.8 

1997/8 44.0 44.1 49.8 46.2 67.3 

2001/2 39.7 44.4 52.4 45.7 66.1 

2005/6 51.2 42.4 53.4 44.2 68.4 

2009/10 45.8 48.2 50.8 48.4 67.6 

2014 40.7 47.6 41.9 55.8 68.8 

Notes: Pan-KMT and Pan-DPP include independent and minor party candidates who 

won at least 10% of the votes in their race. Which side the candidate is classified into 

is the author’s subjective judgment based on the candidate’s previous partisan 

affiliation, whether the candidate appealed to traditional KMT or DPP supporters, 

which major party urged the candidate to drop out, and which major party the media 

speculated would be hurt by the candidate. 
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Table 3: TEDS Surveys Used in this Paper 

name Month of 

interviews 

type method scope Sample 

size 

      

TEDS2009MA 2010.1-2 Post-election Face to face Taoyuan  1337 

TEDS2009MB 2010.1-3 Post-election Face to face Yunlin 1346 

TEDS2010MA 2011.1-3 Post-election Face to face Taipei 1131 

TEDS2010MB 2011.1-3 Post-election Face to face Taichung 1168 

TEDS2010MC 2011.1-2 Post-election Face to face Kaohsiung 1177 

TEDS2012T 2011.12-2012.1 Pre-election telephone national 4806 

TEDS2012 2012.2 Post-election Face to face national 1826 

TEDS2013 2013.7 Non-election Face to face national 2292 

TEDS2012PA09 2012.9 Non-election telephone national 1084 

TEDS2012PA12 2012.12 Non-election telephone national 1140 

TEDS2013PA03 2013.3 Non-election telephone national 1101 

TEDS2013PA06 2013.6 Non-election telephone national 1072 

TEDS2013PA09 2013.9 Non-election telephone national 1075 

TEDS2013PA12 2013.12 Non-election telephone national 1081 

TEDS2014PA03 2014.3 Non-election telephone national 1101 

TEDS2014PA06 2014.6 Non-election telephone national 1076 

TEDS2014PA09 2014.9 Non-election telephone national 1086 

TEDS2014PA12 2014.12 Non-election telephone national 1081 

TEDS2014TA 2014.10 Pre-election telephone Tainan 1119 

TEDS2014TB 2014.11 Pre-election telephone New Taipei 1084 

TEDS2014TC 2014.11 Pre-election telephone Taoyuan 1091 

TEDS2014TD 2014.11 Pre-election telephone Yilan 1072 

TEDS2014TE 2014.11 Pre-election telephone Yunlin 1081 

TEDS2014MA 2015.1-3 Post-election Face to face Taipei 1133 

TEDS2014MB 2015.1-3 Post-election Face to face Taichung 1141 

TEDS2014MC 2015.1-3 Post-election Face to face Kaohsiung 1174 

Notes: TEDS is a muti-year project coordinated by Chi Huang and supported by the 

National Science Council and Ministry of Science and Technology. The principal 

investigators of the individual projects include Chi Huang, Shiow-duan Hawang, and 

Yun-han Chu. Grants include: NSC 98-2420-H-004-011, NSC 99-2420-H-031-002, NSC 

100-2420-H-002-030, NSC 100-2420-H-002-030, and MOST 101-2420-H004-034-MY4. 
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Table 4: Candidate Quality: Rating on a scale of 0 to 10 

 Prefers 

KMT 

candidate 

Prefers 

DPP 

candidate 

Likes both 

equally 

No 

evaluations 

KMT 

advantage 

      

2010 Taipei 46.2 30.6 20.4 2.8 15.6 

2014 Taipei 19.3 63.2 13.9 3.6 -43.9 

      

2009 Taoyuan 39.2 23.1 27.0 10.6 16.1 

2014 Taoyuan 36.4 28.6 14.6 20.5 7.8 

      

2010 Taichung 35.2 31.5 26.0 7.3 3.7 

2014 Taichung 32.0 36.3 21.9 9.7 -4.3 

      

2010 Kaohsiung 14.1 62.0 17.4 6.4 -55.6 

2014 Kaohsiung 12.0 69.9 13.7 4.4 -57.9 

      

2009 Yunlin 9.1 57.7 20.3 12.9 -48.6 

2014 Yunlin 22.4 25.6 22.1 29.9 -3.2 

      

2014 New Taipei 45.6 21.3 19.6 13.5 24.3 

      

2014 Tainan 7.1 65.6 6.5 20.8 -58.5 

      

2014 Yilan 10.7 55.3 14.2 19.8 -44.6 

Notes: For respondents who only gave one candidate an evaluation, if the evaluation 

was 6 to 10, they were coded as preferring that candidate. If the evaluation was 0 to 

4, they were coded as preferring the other candidate. If the evaluation was 5, they 

were coded as no evaluation. In Kaohsiung in 2010, this table only considers the KMT 

and DPP nominees. It does not consider Yang Chiu-hsing, the independent candidate 

who won 26.7%. In Taipei in 2014, Ko Wen-je ran as an independent, and the DPP did 

not nominate a candidate. To save space, Ko is listed in the DPP column in this table.  
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Table 5: Candidate Quality: Who is Better on Five Personal Dimensions? 

 KMT DPP DK/other 

    

Taipei  .68 3.03 1.29 

Taichung .98 1.78 2.24 

Kaohsiung .62 3.21 1.17 

Notes: Respondents were asked which candidate was better on five dimensions: 

Getting things done, understanding the needs of the people, being honest and 

incorrupt, trustworthiness, and enthusiastically serving the people. Cells are the 

average number of times the candidate was named. 

 

 

Table 6: Candidate Quality: Who is Better on the Most Important Issue? 

 Can name an issue Can’t name 

an issue 

 KMT DPP DK subtotal Subtotal 

      

Yilan 5.8 27.9 66.3 64.1 35.9 

New Taipei 21.8 11.9 66.3 63.4 36.6 

Taoyuan 18.3 13.9 67.8 66.0 34.0 

Yunlin 16.7 22.6 60.7 64.7 35.3 

Tainan 4.4 39.5 56.1 54.6 45.4 

Taipei  19.3 59.8 20.9 74.1 25.9 

Taichung 23.9 43.9 32.2 63.1 36.9 

Kaohsiung 10.0 38.9 51.1 64.0 36.0 

Notes: These data are all from the 2014 election. Yilan, New Taipei, Taoyuan, Yunlin, 

and Tainan were pre-election telephone surveys, while Taipei, Taichung, and 

Kaohsiung were post-election face-to-face surveys. 
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Table 7: Summaries of Binary Logistic Regression Models of Voting for KMT in Mayoral Elections 

 2009 2009 2010 2010 2010 2014 2014 2014 2014 2014 2014 2014 2014 
 Taoyuan Yunlin Taipei Taichung Kaohsiung Taipei Taichung Kaohsiung Yilan New Taipei Taoyuan Yunlin Tainan 

              
constant - - - - -  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Female       (+) - (-)  (+)   
Age (20-29)     -  - - -      (-) 
Age (30-39)  - - (-)  - (-) -       
Age (40-49)       - - -       
Age (50-59)  (-)          - -  
Edu (primary)     -  - -       
Edu (middle)  (-)     -    +   
Edu (senior high) (+)      (-)      + 
Edu (technical college)  (-)            
Job (public sector)   (-)           
Job (management) -           (+) (-) 
Job (service) (-) + (-) (-)          
Job (labor) (-)    +    - -   (+)  
Job (agriculture)    (-)        +  
Job (student)     +         
Ethnicity (Hakka) +           + +  
Ethnicity (Mainlander)   +  + + + + + +  (+)    
Identity (Chinese)  +    + (+) (+)     + 
Identity (Both) (+) + + +   + + +     + + 
Future (unification) +             
Future (independence)    - -  - - - - - -   - -  (+) 
Party ID (KMT) + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + 
Party ID (DPP or TSU) - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
KMT candidate evaluation + + + + + + ++ + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + 
President Ma evaluation  +     (+) (+)      
President Ma satisfaction          + + + + + + +   
              
N 780 667 849 810 603 845 758 818 364 496 493 418 333 

Notes: The dependent variable is coded 1 if the respondent voted for the KMT candidate and zero if the respondent voted for the DPP candidate (or IND Ko Wen-je in Taipei 
in 2014). Reference categories are Age (60 and up), Edu (university), Job (Homemaker and other), Ethnicity (Min-nan and Indigenous), Identity (Taiwanese), Future (Status 
Quo), and party ID (New, PFP, other third parties, DK, and NR). KMT candidate evaluations and President Ma evaluations are coded from 0 (bad) to 10 (good). President Ma 
satisfaction is coded from 1 (bad) to 4 (good). (+) positive and significant at p < .10; + positive and significant at p < .05; + + positive and significant at p < .01; + + + positive 
and significant at p < .001. A shaded cell indicates that the variable was not included in the model. 
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Binary Logistic Regressions for KMT Party ID 
Model 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Interactions with months  sex age edu job region ethnic identity future 
          
constant          
Female +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ 
Age (20-29) --- ---  --- --- --- --- --- --- 
Age (30-39) --- ---  --- --- --- --- --- --- 
Age (40-49) --- ---  --- --- --- --- --- --- 
Age (50-59)          
Edu (primary) --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 
Edu (middle) --- --- ---  --- --- --- --- --- 
Edu (senior high)          
Edu (technical college)          
Job (public sector) +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ 
Job (management)          
Job (service)          
Job (labor)          
Job (agriculture)          
Job (student) +++ +++ +++ +++  +++ +++ +++ +++ 
Region (North-Central) +++ +++ +++ +++ +++  +++ +++ +++ 
Region (Central)          
Region (South-Central) --- --- --- --- ---  --- --- --- 
Region (South) --- --- --- --- ---  --- --- --- 
Region (East)          
Ethnicity (Hakka) +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++  +++ +++ 
Ethnicity (Mainlander) +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ 
Identity (Chinese) +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ 
Identity (Both) +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ 
Future (unification) +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ 
Future (independence) --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 
Months --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 
Months * Female          
Months * 20-29          
Months * 30-39          
Months * 40-49          
Months * 50-59          
Months * primary          
Months * middle          
Months * technical          
Months * public sector          
Months * management          
Months * service          
Months * labor          
Months * agriculture          
Months * student          
Months * North-Central          
Months * Central          
Months * South Central          
Months * South          
Months * East          
Months * Hakka          
Months * Mainlander       -   
Months * Chinese          
Months * Both          
Months * Unification          
Months * Independence         ++ 
Notes: N=20904 for all models. + positive and significant at p < .05; + + positive and significant at p 
< .01; + + + positive and significant at p < .001. The dependent variable is coded one if the respondent 
identifies as a KMT supporter and zero otherwise. For explanation of other variables, see Table X. 
Shaded cells indicate the interaction terms and interacted variables included in the model. 
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Figure 1: National KMT and DPP Party ID, Nov. 2011 – Mar. 2015 
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Figure 2a: KMT Party ID by Sex 
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Figure 2b: KMT Party ID by Selected Age Groups 

 

 

Figure 2c: KMT Party ID by Selected Education Levels 
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Figure 2d: KMT Party ID by Selected Regions 

 

 

Figure 2e: KMT Party ID by Selected Ethnic Backgrounds 
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Figure 2f: KMT Party ID by Ethnic Identity 

 

 

Figure 2g: KMT Party ID by Preference for Taiwan’s Future Status 
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