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President Donald Trump is scheduled to meet 
with chinese leader Xi Jinping at Mar-a-Lago 

on april 6 and 7.1 The President should be aware that 
this is a meeting fraught with risk.

The chinese pay very close attention to language 
associated with every meeting and statement. They 
will try to ensure that their terminology, from “win-
win relationship” to “new type of great power rela-
tions” are employed—and will exploit those refer-
ences in subsequent meetings.

Given that Secretary of Defense John Mattis and 
Secretary of State rex Tillerson have few supporting 
positions filled, there is a real danger that the chi-
nese will try to exploit the lack of expertise in the 
highest levels of government in order to gain advan-
tage over the Trump administration.

as important, while President Trump undoubt-
edly hopes to have more productive discussions with 
President Xi by hosting him at his home at Mar-a-
Lago, the chinese typically do not engage in “infor-
mal” talks. Indeed, the 2013 “shirt sleeve summit” 
between President Xi and President Barack Obama 
at the annenberg estate arguably worsened U.S.–
china relations. President Xi refused even to stay at 
Sunnylands, stating that the chinese could not be 
sure of their electronic security.2

In the ideal situation, the Trump administration 
would have waited to invite President Xi to the U.S. 
until more expertise is in place and more legwork can 
be done ahead. at this point, withdrawing the invita-
tion would be variously interpreted as highly insult-
ing to the chinese or as reflecting lack of preparation 
on the part of the administration. The best that can 
be done at this point is to make sure that the admin-
istration is familiar with the terms of art that are now 
part of U.S.–china relations, such as the difference 
between the “one china principle,” which Beijing end-
lessly invokes, and the “one china policy,” which has 
been part of the U.S. approach to the issue for decades.

The administration should be similarly well-
versed in the outlines of america’s commitment to 
Taiwan under the Taiwan relations act (Tra) and 
President reagan’s Six assurances. President Xi 
is certain to raise his concerns about Taiwan, and 
President Trump needs to be able to respond firmly 
with a restatement of U.S. policy, and then quickly 
move on. There should be no discussion of Taiwan 
beyond each side stating their policy. In short, amer-
ica’s Taiwan policy is not open to negotiation. Doing 
anything more than restating the U.S. position risks 
giving the chinese the wrong impression.

Beyond this, President Trump should familiarize 
himself with certain chinese negotiating methods, 
focus on key messages, and avoid key pitfalls.

Chinese Negotiating Methods
First, the chinese negotiation approach is to 

establish principles from the top, not work out 
details from the bottom. Details are for underlings.

Second, the chinese will exploit those principles 
in subsequent negotiations and meetings, in order to 
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portray the U.S. as violating agreements and china 
as upholding them. Thus, using chinese terms such 
as “win-win” or “mutual respect for core interests” 
implies U.S. endorsement of the chinese stance. 
(conversely, if one could persuade the chinese to 
adopt american terms, the same could be turned on 
Beijing.)

Key Messages
First, the chinese are focused on obtaining cer-

tain results. Those remain consistent, including 
defending their core interests. These consist of get-
ting the U.S. to accede to chinese dominance of the 
East and South china Sea, abandon its support for 
Taiwan, and, increasingly, weaken its commitment 
to other allies in the region. The United States will 
defend its core interests as well. This is a key mes-
sage that President Trump needs to get across to 
President Xi.

Second, those core interests include U.S. com-
mitment to its allies, commitment to enforcing the 
international rules of trade, and protection of free-
dom of the seas. Insofar as Beijing believes that the 
U.S. will not stand up for its allies or respond to its 
violation of the rules, the administration must dis-
abuse china of those notions.

Key Pitfalls
The chinese know their talking points, and will 

stick to them. They have no problem repeating those 
talking points ad infinitum.

The chinese will hold the U.S. to any commit-
ment that is made or is apparently made. In this 
regard, then, it is essential for President Trump to 
avoid creating a precedent that will straitjacket him 
or successors in the future. a fourth communique is 
not necessary.

If this meeting must proceed, the best it can do is 
to refrain from much substantive discussions, par-
ticularly anything beyond trade and economics. The 
world will respond well to a message that acknowl-
edges the differences between the U.S. and china, 
but affirms that china need not be an enemy of the 
U.S. Beyond that, at this early point in the adminis-
tration, President Trump should avoid any new poli-
cy pronouncements or commitments.
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