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Abstract
Democratic leaders are commonly thought to be more likely than autocrats to select 
into conflicts where the ex ante probability of victory is high. We construct a novel 
empirical test of this notion by comparing democracies to various types of autocracies 
and determining which states are most likely to initiate disputes against relatively strong 
or weak opponents. Contrary to common belief, we find that democracies are not 
more selective than most forms of autocracy. Only military regimes demonstrate unique 
patterns of target selection, with these states being particularly likely to initiate disputes 
against relatively strong opponents. Our findings suggest a need to further scrutinize 
the conventional wisdom on democratic target selection and to disaggregate autocratic 
regimes into more refined categories when doing so.
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Introduction

Scholars have offered a variety of explanations for the fact that democracies rarely go to 
war with one another and tend to be victorious in the conflicts they are involved in. 
Among these are arguments that democracies are better able to signal resolve than other 
states (Fearon, 1994, 1997; Schultz, 2001) and fight more effectively once hostilities are 
underway (Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2003, 2004; Lake, 1992; Reiter and Stam, 1998, 
2002). One of the most fundamental explanations, however, is “democratic selection,” or 
the notion that democracies are uniquely cautious and only select into conflicts when the 
ex ante probability of victory is high (Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman, 1992; Bueno de 
Mesquita et al., 2003, 2004; Filson and Werner, 2004; Reiter and Stam, 1998, 2002).

Despite its widespread influence, recent research has challenged the theoretical foun-
dations that underlie this body of work. A key assumption behind democratic selection is 
that democratic leaders are more accountable for conflict outcomes than their autocratic 
counterparts, with unfruitful foreign policy actions leading to electoral punishment in 
these regimes. A comprehensive evaluation of leadership tenure, however, calls this into 
question, revealing that the tenure of democratic leaders is largely unaffected by unfa-
vorable outcomes in military crises and war (Chiozza and Goemans, 2004). Furthermore, 
a growing body of research finds that domestic audiences can hold leaders accountable 
in some autocracies, and that autocratic leaders often risk severe punishment when 
removed from office (Debs and Goemans, 2010; Weeks, 2012, 2014). If this is the case, 
autocrats might also have strong incentives to behave cautiously. The conclusions of 
these studies warrant a re-examination of the democratic selection argument to deter-
mine whether democracies are, indeed, selecting easy targets and winnable conflicts and, 
if so, whether this care differs meaningfully from that of different types of autocracy.

In this study, we conduct a novel empirical test of the democratic selection argument 
that builds off previous analyses by addressing several issues endemic to the target selec-
tion literature. Among them is the fact that scholars have often tested this argument using 
one-dimensional measures of democracy and autocracy. While this provides some intui-
tion on whether increases or decreases in the aggregate level of democracy or autocracy 
are associated with different patterns of target selection, it masks what variation exists 
between democracies and different types of autocratic regimes. To remedy this, we employ 
a range of commonly used regime classification typologies to determine whether democ-
racies are really more cautious than all types of autocracies, or merely a subset thereof.

Another core issue is that existing studies often test target selection by examining 
which states experience the most favorable outcomes in the disputes or wars they initiate. 
This approach fails to distinguish between target selection and other factors that might 
explain the relationship between regime type and conflict outcome, such as signaling 
capacity and war-fighting ability. Instead, we identify relative capabilities as a criterion 
by which states identify “easy” targets and winnable wars, and examine how this affects 
the decision to initiate international conflicts across regime types. This allows us to 
examine target selection without conflating these ex ante processes with those that arise 
after a conflict has begun.

Our findings indicate that the empirical patterns and theoretical mechanisms of dem-
ocratic selection are not as simple as previously believed. Contrary to conventional 
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wisdom, democracies are not more likely than most forms of autocracy to select into 
disputes against relatively weak opponents. If democracies are selecting into conflicts 
that they are likely to win, they appear to be doing so through mechanisms that are more 
nuanced than those commonly identified in existing empirical work. Additionally, we 
find that only military autocracies are unique in their target selection practices, with 
these states particularly likely to initiate conflicts against relatively strong opponents. 
These results prompt a need to further scrutinize the conventional wisdom regarding 
target selection behaviors across democratic and autocratic regimes.

Target selection and democracy

Democratic selection has become a fundamental concept in the growing literature 
assessing domestic sources of international conflict. While scholars have noted that 
states generally initiate disputes in which they expect to be victorious (e.g. Gartner and 
Siverson, 1996; Gelpi and Grieco, 2001; Rousseau et al., 1996), democratic regimes 
are often thought to be most cautious in selecting of easy targets and winnable wars 
(e.g. Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman, 1992; Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2003, 2004; 
Filson and Werner, 2004; Reiter and Stam, 1998, 2002). Two of the most prominent 
theories constructed around this assumption are the institutional explanation of demo-
cratic peace offered by selectorate theory (Bueno de Mesquita et al., 1999, 2003, 
2004), and Reiter and Stam’s (1998, 2002) explanation for why democracies tend to be 
victorious in war.

Selectorate theory utilizes assessments of leadership survival to explain why different 
regimes behave differently in interstate conflicts (Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2003). 
Leadership survival is said to be determined by the relative size of the selectorate within 
a state, defined as those individuals with a say in choosing the state executive, and the 
winning coalition, defined as the subset of the selectorate whose support is necessary for 
a leader’s continued survival (Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2003). In democracies, the win-
ning coalition is relatively large and political leaders have a better chance at satisfying 
their large body of supporters by investing in public, rather than private, goods. As a 
result, democratic leaders rely heavily on the allocation of public goods to remain in 
office. Autocratic leaders, by contrast, are dependent on smaller coalitions and have an 
advantage in providing private goods to winning coalition members as a means of retain-
ing office. In this way, the institutional make-up of a regime determines the type of poli-
cies that political leaders are likely to pursue.

When addressing interstate disputes, selectorate theory begins by assuming that con-
flict outcomes are public goods1 and that the citizenry of any regime generally has a 
preference for foreign policy victories and incentive to punish foreign policy defeats. In 
small-coalition autocracies, leaders can offset these defeats through the allocation of 
private goods to winning coalition members. Put differently, the small coalition size of 
these regimes insulates leaders from the cost of defeat. In democracies, however, win-
ning coalitions are too large for the widespread allocation of private goods to be a tenable 
strategy. Instead, democratic leaders avoid defeat by expressing caution when selecting 
into interstate conflicts and vigorously pursuing victory once a conflict has begun. 
Because of this, these leaders are unlikely to become involved in conflicts where they are 
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weak relative to their opponents, and fight harder in ongoing conflicts by putting more 
resources into the war effort.2

Reiter and Stam (1998, 2002) develop similar expectations in explaining why democ-
racies have a favorable record in war. Here, the pattern of cautious target selection among 
democracies is driven by two mechanisms. First, building upon Bueno de Mesquita and 
Siverson (2003) and Downs and Rocke (1994), the authors again point to the fact that 
democracies tend to hold regular and competitive elections, and domestic audiences are 
capable of punishing leaders who engage in reckless or bellicose foreign policy prac-
tices. Given the specter of electoral defeat, democratic leaders display more risk-averse 
tendencies than their non-democratic counterparts, initiating disputes only when the ex 
ante probability of victory is quite high.

Second, in addition to their fear of losing office after defeat, Reiter and Stam (2002) 
argue that democracies are able to select into winnable conflicts due to their ability to 
generate accurate ex ante predictions concerning the likelihood of victory. Unlike many 
autocracies, democratic regimes feature the presence of opposition parties and impose 
few restrictions on press and media services. These institutions have incentive to identify 
poor policies and critique risk projections put forth by the executives, potentially curbing 
the adoption of reckless foreign policy practices. When states lack these institutions, as 
is the case in many autocracies, the formulation of foreign policy is not subjected to a 
thorough vetting process. Instead, the cronyism and nepotism rampant in many auto-
cratic institutions insulates leaders from the type of critical evaluation that might prevent 
quagmires aboard. Whether democracies are able to attain information that is not readily 
available to autocracies or whether autocracies are simply more likely to distort common 
knowledge is not explicitly articulated by Reiter and Stam; the net result, however, is 
again that democracies should be better able to identify conflicts in which they are likely 
to prevail.

While they differ in their specific mechanics, both selectorate theory and the work of 
Reiter and Stam (1998, 2002) share the assumption that democratic leaders are more 
sensitive to foreign policy failures than autocratic leaders and the expectation that 
democracies will be uniquely cautious:

Democratic Selection Hypothesis: Democratic leaders will be more cautious than their 
autocratic counterparts, initiating interstate conflicts only when the ex ante probability of 
victory is relatively high.

This expectation has received a wealth of empirical support in the conflict literature. 
Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2004), for example, find that the balance of military capabili-
ties has a stronger bearing on the decision to initiate a war for large winning coalition 
regimes (i.e. democracies) than it does for more autocratic regimes. Reiter and Stam 
(1998) infer evidence of cautious selection in finding that democracies are particularly 
likely to win the wars they initiate, a result upheld using alternate data sources and mod-
eling techniques (Clark and Reed, 2003; Rioux, 1998). Indeed, even when evaluated 
against competing theories centering on the superior military capacity of democracies 
(Lake, 1992), or the influence of capitalism and common policy interests among democ-
racies (Faber and Gowa, 1995; Gartzke, 2007), the Democratic Selection Hypothesis is 
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considered to be a robust explanation for why democracies succeed in the wars they initi-
ate (Anderson and Souva, 2010; Gelpi and Griesdorf, 2001). Given this body of support, 
the democratic selection logic has become one of the most widely supported explana-
tions behind the frequency of democratic victory.

Despite this widespread influence, the notion that democratic regimes are inherently 
cautious has been the subject of considerable debate. The qualitative evidence support-
ing the Democratic Selection Hypothesis appears to be particularly indeterminate, with 
prominent historical cases appearing to contradict the conventional wisdom on both 
democratic selection and victory. The US war in Vietnam is often referenced as a promi-
nent case in which democratic leaders knowingly entered into a war where the prospects 
of victory were relatively low (Downes, 2009). Similarly, Desch (2002, 2008) conducts 
an examination of several historical cases of democracies at war and rejects the notion 
that democratic institutions have a strong bearing on the decision to initiate conflicts or 
the manner in which they are fought.3

Beyond this evidence, several empirical studies have questioned the extent to which 
the effect of democracy on conflict outcomes is substantively large or generalizable. 
Often, democracy exerts only a weak impact on conflict outcomes when compared to 
other factors, such as the quality of human capital, the balance of military capabilities, 
and the number of coalition partners in a multilateral war (Desch, 2002; Graham et al., 
forthcoming; Henderson and Bayer, 2013). Moreover, Henderson and Bayer (2013) find 
that only Western democracies enjoy a significant advantage in interstate conflicts, sug-
gesting that traditional links between democracy and conflict outcomes may not be 
universal.4

Each of these studies undercuts some of the fundamental assumptions that link 
democracies with favorable conflict outcomes. Nevertheless, in focusing on victory in 
war, this work does not directly test whether democracies are cautiously selecting their 
adversaries at the outset of these conflicts. We begin this assessment by examining recent 
work on autocratic regimes to determine the extent to which various institutional con-
straints perpetuate cautious or reckless target selection.

Target selection among autocracies

A growing body of work on autocratic institutions suggests that democracies may not be 
unique in terms of their vulnerability to conflict outcomes or their caution when selecting 
into disputes. Work on leadership survival, for example, demonstrates that while demo-
cratic leaders have a high probability of being removed from office in general, the risk of 
removal is unassociated with negative conflict outcomes (Chiozza and Goemans, 2004). 
Considerable variation also exists in terms of how autocratic leaders are removed from 
office. In some autocratic regimes, transitions of power are peaceful. In others, however, 
removal from office often means death or exile for standing leaders (Debs and Goemans, 
2010; Goemans, 2008). While this research does not address the issue of target selection 
specifically, it nevertheless calls into question why democracies should be uniquely cau-
tious if they are not uniquely accountable.

In addition to studies on leader tenure and post-exit fate, there is reason to believe that 
some autocrats are driven by political constraints similar to those in democracies. Weeks 
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(2014), for example, argues that audiences in party-based autocracies are just as likely as 
those in democracies to sanction their leaders for poor performance in international 
affairs. Party-based regimes and democracies are therefore expected to behave similarly 
in international conflicts. To this end, party-based autocracies have been found to initiate 
conflicts at a similar rate to democracies (Weeks, 2012), appear to be equally adept in 
signaling resolve in these disputes (Weeks, 2008), and win a similar proportion of the 
conflicts they initiate (Weeks, 2014: ch. 3). This latter result has led to the conclusion 
that leaders in democracies and party-based autocracies act with similar degrees of cau-
tion internationally.

While the consolidation of power in a dominant political party may induce the cau-
tious formulation of foreign policy, scholars are more divided in identifying the specific 
institutional features that make some autocracies especially prone to initiating high-risk 
conflicts. The role of militarism in conflict processes has been quite divisive. Much of 
the work on civil–military relations suggests that military regimes and individuals with 
a military background may be conservative in their decisions to use military force abroad 
(Andreski, 1980; Betts, 1991; Huntington, 1957; Van Evera, 1999). A common assump-
tion in this body of work is that individuals with military training will be more attuned to 
the costs of military operations, while their civilian counterparts may be overly optimis-
tic about both the costs and efficacy of military force. This belief has been buttressed by 
survey evidence that military officers are less likely than civilian elites to support inter-
ventionist policies over issues like human rights violations and state-building (Feaver 
and Gelpi, 2004: ch. 2).

More recent empirical work has challenged traditional notions of military conserva-
tism. Horowitz and Stam (2014), for example, find that state leaders with military train-
ing and no combat experience have a relatively high propensity to initiate interstate 
disputes, while leaders that are veterans or have no military experience are indistinguish-
able from one another. At the state level, there is a considerable body of evidence that 
military regimes are more likely to initiate militarized conflicts than are non-military 
regimes (Lai and Slater, 2006; Sechser, 2004; Weeks, 2012). Some attribute this relation-
ship to the fact that military regimes are typically bereft of the representative institutions 
necessary to co-opt domestic opposition forces, which, in turn, strengthens incentives to 
initiate diversionary conflicts as a means of quelling domestic unrest (Lai and Slater, 
2006). Others attribute this to the training and parochial interests of the military, claiming 
that military leaders are more likely to view the use of military force as a legitimate and 
effective way to resolve international disputes and less likely to recognize diplomatic 
alternatives to dispute resolution (Weeks, 2012, 2014). Regardless of what the specific 
link is, each of these studies share a common assumption that the militarization of inter-
national disputes is seen as less costly for military leaders than it is for their civilian 
counterparts.

Military leaders may also be less cautious in selecting targets than civilian leaders and 
regimes. If military leaders are, indeed, less likely to seriously consider diplomatic strate-
gies, they may more quickly adopt relatively high-risk preventive or pre-emptive strate-
gies. Weeks (2014: ch. 5), for example, attributes the Argentine junta’s ill-fated decision to 
initiate the Falklands War to an exaggeration of the threat posed by the UK and the desire 
to secure first-strike advantage. Similar incentives appear to have been at work in Germany 
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and Austria-Hungary in the decades preceding the First World War, with military elites 
frequently advocating preventive war, only to be restrained by their more cautious civilian 
counterparts (Mulligan, 2014). In addition to this anecdotal evidence, military regimes 
have been found to perform relatively poorly in the disputes and wars that they do initiate, 
which may be consistent with poor target selection (Weeks, 2014: ch. 3).

In addition to the strength of party and military institutions, personalism, or the degree 
to which an autocrat has removed institutional constraints on executive power, has been 
explored as an explanation for why regimes may be either cautious or reckless. As previ-
ously stated, much of the existing literature operates under the assumption that personal-
ist leaders are more insulated from the costs of initiating and losing conflicts than the 
leaders of any other type of regime (Bueno de Mesquita et al., 1999, 2003, 2004; Weeks, 
2008, 2012, 2014). Evidence of this dynamic is purportedly found in the history of lead-
ers like Saddam Hussein, who was able to stave off multiple international defeats with-
out severe ramifications from domestic opposition forces (see Reiter and Stam, 2002). 
Perhaps due to this insulation, personalist leaders initiate conflicts at a higher rate than 
other regimes and have a poor record in both disputes and war (Reiter and Stam, 2003; 
Weeks, 2012, 2014).

Despite these findings, some have argued that other forms of autocracy might still be 
more reckless than personalist regimes. Reiter and Stam (2002: 24) argue and find evi-
dence for the contention that extremely dictatorial regimes will actually be more cau-
tious in entering into disputes than less centralized autocracies because the latter will be 
prone to overexpansion and logrolling coalitions that produce suboptimal foreign policy 
strategies. Further, personalist leaders are killed or forced into exile more often than 
other autocrats (Escribà-Folch, 2013). While this may drive leaders to bargaining tactics 
that ultimately result in war (Debs and Goemans, 2010), it is also reasonable that the 
prospect of a violent end might cause personalist leaders to express some degree of 
caution.

In sum, relative to the literature on democracy, there is far less agreement on which 
configuration of autocratic institutions makes states cautious or reckless. We are agnostic 
as to which of these autocratic institutions will be most strongly linked with either cau-
tion or recklessness. Instead, we outline this body of work to highlight the critical impor-
tance of examining variation among different types of autocracies when assessing 
whether democracies are, indeed, unique in their selection behavior.

Testing democratic selection

The literature on democratic target selection has also been hampered by several meth-
odological difficulties. Among these, three are particularly acute. The first is how to go 
about inferring evidence of the selection process or the means by which state leaders 
determine which potential opponents are “easy targets.” Oftentimes, scholars utilize con-
flict outcomes or information revealed ex post toward this end. This approach is prob-
lematic because it inhibits the ability to adjudicate between ex ante processes and those 
that take place once a conflict is underway.

More specifically, much of the empirical literature on target selection finds that 
democracies are very likely to win the conflicts they initiate, which is interpreted as 
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evidence that these regimes are choosing their opponents cautiously (Gelpi and Griesdorf, 
2001; Reiter and Stam, 1998; Weeks, 2014). Careful target selection is, however, just one 
of several potential explanations for this finding. The literature on audience costs, for 
example, argues that democracies (and some forms of autocracy) can issue more credible 
threats and signals of resolve than other states (Fearon, 1997; Weeks, 2008). If this is the 
case, democracies may succeed in the majority of the disputes they initiate not because 
of careful selection, but because they are better able to send credible signals of resolve, 
which leads their opponents to back down or make policy concessions. Similarly, democ-
racies are commonly thought to fight harder once fighting has begun (Reiter and Stam, 
1998, 2002; Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2003, 2004). The motivation to fight hard may be 
highest when democratic leaders start conflicts since domestic audiences will see these 
leaders as being culpable for these conflicts and more likely to punish poor performance 
as a consequence (Croco, 2011). Put differently, democracies might generally fight 
harder than autocracies, but especially so in conflicts they initiate. Beyond the capacity 
to signal resolve and fight effectively, democracies tend to fight in larger international 
coalitions, which itself improves the prospects for victory (Choi, 2003, 2004, 2012; 
Graham et al., forthcoming).5 Cautious target selection is therefore just one of many 
explanations that potentially explain the phenomenon of democratic victory.

Reiter and Stam (2002) construct a more nuanced test of target selection. Here, the 
authors estimate the probability of losing a war for a sample of states in crises and test 
whether democracies become more likely to initiate militarized disputes when their like-
lihood of winning increases. They do this by interacting the estimated probability that a 
state will lose a given conflict by its democracy score and find that non-democracies are 
more likely to initiate conflicts with lower likelihoods of victory than are democracies 
(Reiter and Stam, 2002: 50). These estimated probabilities are generated by regressing 
an indicator of MID (Militarized Interstate Dispute) outcome on factors such as military 
strategy, capabilities, regime type, and terrain. While many of these factors are observa-
ble ex ante, their effect on dispute outcome is estimated using information on dispute 
outcomes, which is only revealed ex post.6 This approach attempts to mimic a leader’s 
forecasting assessment before initiating a conflict, but any information after war initia-
tion was unavailable at the moment of decision-making. Due to this, the probability 
measures are endogenous to a leader’s decision to initiate a militarized dispute in the first 
place. Moreover, the estimated probabilities are already affected by a leader’s ex ante 
selection, which can also be tampered by unobservable factors. For this reason, the 
uncertainty around the point estimates of the probabilities of victory should be appropri-
ately captured in the equation of conflict initiation.7 For example, this uncertainty itself 
might affect a leader’s decision to initiate a conflict, and, more importantly, the magnitude 
of uncertainty might vary systematically between democracies and non-democracies if 
democracies are better at distinguishing between winnable wars and disadvantageous 
wars. In sum, examining whether democracies experience favorable outcomes in the 
wars they initiate provides, at best, indirect evidence for whether or not careful target 
selection is actually occurring.

A second empirical issue concerns the units of analysis typically employed by schol-
ars testing for cautious target selection. The concept of democratic target selection is 
centered on the manner in which states decide to transition from a period of peace to one 
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of militarized conflict. Several existing studies, however, omit observations of peace and 
test the Democratic Selection Hypothesis solely by examining the characteristics of 
states involved in disputes or war (Bueno de Mesquita et al., 2004; Clark and Reed, 
2003; Reiter and Stam, 1998, 2002). By ignoring the larger pool of potential challengers 
that choose not to initiate disputes, these approaches are prone to selection bias.

The problem with omitting peaceful dyads is illustrated in Figure 1, which displays 
the overall distribution of potential challengers’ relative capabilities8 among all directed 
dyads displayed across Polity scores9 using a fractional polynomial approximation. This 
distribution is given for both the total population of directed dyads in the interstate sys-
tem and the subsample of directed dyads where states are engaged in MIDs. When only 
examining the sample of MID participant dyads, democratic challengers typically hold a 
power advantage against their opponents. This might, at first, appear to be evidence of 
careful target selection since democracies initiate disputes against relatively weak tar-
gets. Examining non-conflictual dyads, however, reveals that democracies also hold a 
relative power advantage against potential targets in this population as well. Figure 1 
also demonstrates that the relative capabilities of all regime types increase when moving 
from the total population of dyads to MID participant dyads, and that this increase does 
not necessarily appear to be larger for democracies than it does for less democratic 
regimes. This finding indicates that states tend to select relatively weaker targets, but that 
this tendency does not appear to be exceptionally large for democracies. The fact that 
democracies often fight relatively weak opponents is therefore insufficient evidence for 
distinctively cautious target selection behaviors of democracies.

Figure 1. Challenger’s relative capabilities across polity scores in directed dyads.
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A related problem occurs when testing target selection by examining whether disputes 
escalate to the level of war. This approach conflates the decision to initiate a dispute, 
which is made by a single state, with the process of escalation, which is the product of 
decisions made by two or more states. For example, the observation that democracies 
tend to have a favorable balance of capabilities in war may be caused either by democra-
cies initiating disputes against relatively weak opponents or because weak opponents are 
more likely to resist against strong democracies. It might also be that democracies are 
more likely to experience bargaining failures with weak states once a conflict has become 
militarized. For these reasons, examining conflict escalation into war alone tells us little 
about whether democracies are cautiously selecting into the disputes that precede war.

Third, and finally, much of the existing literature fails to explore variation in target selec-
tion among different types of autocratic regimes. Most often, scholars either assess target 
selection by comparing democratic regimes to a residual category of all non-democracies, 
or utilizing the Polity scale or measures of winning coalition size in testing for a linear 
association between democracy and the propensity to select targets carefully. This approach 
is problematic because it may mask variation in patterns of target selection among autocra-
cies by placing them all in a single residual category or assuming that their selection pat-
terns vary as a linear function of the level of democracy or autocracy. More recent work is 
beginning to address the question of autocratic target selection, but is doing so by examin-
ing conflict outcomes, which does not allow one to adjudicate between selection, signaling, 
and war-fighting mechanisms (Weeks, 2014: ch. 3).

While various studies have addressed some of these problems in isolation, none that 
we are aware of has addressed each of these issues. This is an important omission in the 
empirical literature of democratic selection and one that impedes the ability to make 
inferences about whether democracies are indeed uniquely cautious when entering into 
interstate conflicts.

Research design

We construct a rigorous test of democratic target selection by addressing each of the 
shortcomings outlined in the previous section. As target selection refers to the process by 
which a state chooses to initiate disputes against potential targets, we begin by establish-
ing the directed dyad year as our unit of analysis. Using this framework, our data contain 
two observations for all pairings of countries in the international system in a given year, 
one where each state serves as the potential challenger and the other as the potential 
target. These data span the 1946 to 2001 period.

In order to evaluate the onset, and not escalation or conclusion, of interstate conflicts, 
our dependent variable is MID Initiation, which records whether the challenger (State A) 
initiated a MID against the target (State B) in a given year (Ghosn et al., 2004).10 MID 
Initiation is a dichotomous variable that is coded as 1 if a state threatens, displays, or uses 
military force against a target state within a given year, and 0 otherwise.11 The initiator 
of a MID is simply the first state recorded to have taken military action and not necessar-
ily the state responsible for instigating hostilities. Nevertheless, this operationalization 
allows us to determine which regimes are most prone to militarized interactions as a 
means of managing or resolving international issues.
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Testing the Democratic Selection Hypothesis also requires that we identify a means 
by which potential challenger states differentiate between “easy” and “difficult” targets. 
We contend that evidence of selection can best be observed based on the characteristics 
or perceptions of potential target states that are observable to the challenger a priori. 
Following Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2004), we use national capabilities as one such 
characteristic, and expect that cautious leaders will be more likely to initiate military 
conflicts against relatively weak opponents. Our first primary explanatory variable is 
therefore Target Relative Capabilities, which is obtained by dividing the target’s 
Composite Index of National Material Capabilities (CINC) score by the sum of the chal-
lenger’s and target’s CINC score (Singer et al., 1972). This approximates the balance of 
military power between two states in any given year.

While this measure certainly does not capture all characteristics of a target relevant in 
interstate disputes, it is nevertheless among the most apparent factors related to target 
strength that are observable ex ante. Alternative approaches often require modeling 
choices that are tenuous or difficult to implement in the dyad-year framework. Bueno de 
Mesquita et al. (2004), for example, use the dispute participant as their unit of analysis 
and measure relative capabilities using the summed capabilities scores for all partici-
pants in each side of an observed dispute. In the dyad-year setting, however, this would 
require that a researcher guess whether and which third parties would become involved 
if a dyad at peace were to experience a conflict. As there is often considerable uncertainty 
in this regard, this approach would be questionable in a dyad-year setting. Similar issues 
are encountered if one were to attempt to assign battlefield strategies to dyads at peace, 
as Reiter and Stam (2002) did in their analysis. In short, we use dyadic relative capabili-
ties because this provides for a clear, interpretable test of the Democratic Selection 
Hypothesis that can be implemented for both dyads in conflict and at peace.

Our second primary explanatory variable is regime type, for which we utilize sev-
eral different classification schemes in order to capture the differences both between 
democracies and non-democracies, and among different types of autocratic regimes. 
First, we utilize a state’s Polity score to determine whether that state can be classified 
as democratic or non-democratic (Marshall and Jaggers, 2009). We operationalize 
Democracy as a dichotomous indicator that is equal to 1 if a state has a Polity score 
higher than 6. All states with Polity scores at or beneath this cutoff are classified as 
non-democracies.

Second, we identify regime type using the Cheibub, Gandhi, and Vreeland (2009) 
(hereafter CGV) classification scheme. Unlike Polity, CGV code democracy in a dichot-
omous fashion. Specifically, the Democracy indicator obtained via CGV is equal to 1 if: 
the chief executive is either popularly elected or chosen by a body that was popularly 
elected; the legislature is popularly elected; there are multiple parties competing in elec-
tions; and alternation in the leadership occurs, that is, multiple parties have peacefully 
assumed power under the same set of electoral rules (Cheibub et al., 2009: 69). Three 
additional dichotomous measures are also obtained from CGV’s classification of auto-
cratic regimes including Civilian, Military, and Monarchy. The CGV coding criteria are 
simple. Monarchies are regimes where the head of government bears the title of king, 
and where rules of succession are based on heredity. If the head of government is a cur-
rent or past member of the armed forces, the regime is classified as a Military autocracy, 
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if not, the regime is classified as a Civilian autocracy. Note that the CGV classification 
of autocracies is based on characteristics of the regime leader alone and does not account 
for factors such as personalism or autocratic consolidation.

Third, we employ the Geddes, Wright, and Frantz (2014) (hereafter GWF) classifica-
tion of regime type. The GWF classification is dedicated primarily to differentiating 
between autocracies based on the characteristics of a leadership group within a given 
regime.12 From this typology, we utilize mutually exclusive dichotomous measures of 
Personalist, Single Party, and Military regimes. Personalist is an indicator of whether 
an autocrat derives power from a small group of political elites with few institutional 
checks constraining the leader’s authority. Single Party is a dichotomous measure of 
whether power in a state is concentrated through the infrastructure of a single, dominant 
political party. Military identifies whether political power is concentrated primarily 
within military institutions. Finally, the GWF indicator of Democracy is used, which is 
coded using similar coding rules to CGV with respect to free and fair elections, but 
without the alternation requirement. Note that the primary difference between the CGV 
and GWF typology is that the latter takes personalism into account. For example, when 
using the CGV typology, the military regime indicator can either pertain to regimes 
where a single military leader has consolidated power, or regimes characterized by the 
collegial rule of several military officers. In the GWF typology, only the latter consti-
tutes a military regime.

Last, we employ the Weeks (2012) classification of autocratic regimes. Here, regimes 
are stratified along two dimensions: personalism and the political power of military insti-
tutions. From this, another mutually exclusive typology is generated. Machine identifies 
non-personalist regimes where the leader is constrained by a civilian audience of politi-
cal elites. Junta also identifies non-personalist regimes, but here the constraining audi-
ence is made up of military officials. Boss refers to personalist regimes led by an 
individual with a civilian background. Strongman codes personalist regimes with a mili-
tary leader whose small inner circle is comprised mainly of military advisors.

We include several control variables. Capabilities measures the absolute CINC score 
of a given state; this measure is included for both the potential challenger and target 
states. We include these measures of absolute capabilities because they are likely associ-
ated with both the relative capability score within a dyad and the likelihood of conflict 
initiation. We expect that stronger states may be better able to project their force and 
engage in militarized conflicts abroad. Contiguity is included to adjust for the geographic 
proximity between two states (Stinnett et al., 2002). We expect that contiguous states 
may be more likely to engage in conflict with one another either due to border disputes 
or their frequent interactions. Alliance Similarity is measured using Signorino and 
Ritter’s (1999) S score under the presumption that states with similar alliance portfolios 
may be less likely to initiate conflict against one another. Trade Dependence measures 
the degree to which two states are economically dependent on one another (Gleditsch, 
2002).13 This measure is included because high economic interdependence might reduce 
states’ resolve for using military force (Russett and Oneal, 2001). Finally, to account for 
temporal non-independence, we include Peace Years, which records the number of years 
since the last militarized dispute for a directed dyad, along with its squared and cubed 
terms (Carter and Signorino, 2010).
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Model specification and expectations

Given the dichotomous nature of our dependent variable, MID Initiation, we estimate a 
series of logit regression models. For illustrative purposes, the general form of the model 
specification is given in Equation 1:
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Note that the measurement of democracy and autocracy will differ depending on which 
of the four typologies is used, as will the reference category and the number of autocracy 
indicators included in the model. Each of the regime-type indicators in the model is inter-
acted with the target’s relative capabilities score. The Democratic Selection Hypothesis 
maintains that democratic leaders should be more cautious in initiating disputes than 
non-democratic leaders. In terms of Equation 1, this would mean β β β β1 3 1 5+ < + , or 
that the (presumably negative) effect of target relative capabilities is stronger for democ-
racies than it is for autocracies. The strongest support for the Democratic Selection 
Hypothesis would be obtained if target relative capabilities were found to have a stronger 
negative impact on dispute initiation for democracies relative to all forms of 
non-democracy.

Given the symmetric nature of interaction terms (Berry et al., 2012), the fact that the 
effect of capabilities on dispute initiation is expected to vary across regime type implies 
that the effect of regime type also varies with relative capabilities. To this end, we also 
examine the effect of regime type across the range of relative capabilities. Evidence of cau-
tious target selection by democracies would be uncovered if the difference between democ-
racies and other regime types is strongest when the potential target is relatively strong, with 
democracies unlikely to initiate disputes. With respect to the notation in Equation 1, this 
implies β β β β2 3 4 5+ < +Target RelativeCapabilities Target RelativeCapabiliities, espe-
cially when the value of Target Relative Capabilities is high. For the Democratic Selection 
Hypothesis to hold, we expect both that the effect of relative capabilities is stronger for 
democracies than autocracies, and that the effect of democracy is negative and strongest 
when the potential target is more powerful than the potential challenger.

Results and analysis

Table 1 contains the results from the models estimated to test whether democracies are 
more or less selective in initiating MIDs compared to various classifications of autoc-
racy.14 Models 1–4 feature the results obtained when using the Polity, CGV, GWF, and 
Weeks typologies, respectively. While the coefficient estimates are informative in some 
capacity, these results are better presented graphically given the relatively large number 
of regime types used in the CGV, GWF, and Weeks typologies.
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Table 1. Effects of relative capabilities and regime type on initiation of MIDs, 1946–2001.

(1) (2) (3) (4)

 Polity CGV GWF Weeks

Target Relative Capabilities −0.381** −1.004** −0.268 −1.220***
 (0.158) (0.453) (0.463) (0.211)
Democracy −0.101 0.274 0.252 −0.696***
 (0.160) (0.293) (0.298) (0.192)
Target Relative Capabilities 
× Democracy 

−0.250 0.192 −0.154 0.709**
(0.245) (0.477) (0.500) (0.295)

Military 0.394 0.338  
 (0.292) (0.343)  
Target Relative Capabilities 
× Military 

1.175** 0.904  
(0.494) (0.585)  

Civilian 0.418  
 (0.287)  
Target Relative Capabilities 
× Civilian 

0.204  
(0.475)  

Single Party 0.223  
 (0.289)  
Target Relative Capabilities 
× Single Party 

0.188  
(0.489)  

Personalist Autocracy 1.025***  
 (0.304)  
Target Relative Capabilities 
× Personalist Autocracy 

0.223  
(0.289)  

Machine −1.191***
 (0.261)
Target Relative Capabilities 
× Machine 

1.518***
(0.449)

Boss −0.337
 (0.239)
Target Relative Capabilities 
× Boss 

1.216***
(0.422)

Junta −0.798**
 (0.328)
Target Relative Capabilities 
× Junta 

2.165***
(0.472)

Strongman −0.161
 (0.215)
Target Relative Capabilities 
× Strongman

1.251***
(0.368)

Capabilities (Side A) 7.802*** 7.677*** 8.610*** 9.976***
 (1.412) (1.433) (1.335) (1.302)

(Continued)
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If the Democratic Selection Hypothesis is correct, democracies should be more sensi-
tive to increases in the target’s relative capabilities than should autocracies. Figure 2 
displays the difference in the effect of relative capabilities on dispute initiation between 
democracies and autocracies. These values are generated by first calculating the change 
in odds associated with a one standard deviation increase in target relative capabilities 
for democracies and each type of autocracy. We then calculate the difference in these 
values to determine if democracies are more strongly affected by changes in relative 
capabilities. Negative values indicate that democracies are less likely than a given type 
of autocracy to initiate a dispute when a target becomes more capable. Put differently, 
negative values indicate that a type of autocracy is more reckless than democracies when 
choosing targets of interstate conflicts. Positive values indicate the opposite, that a 
democracy is more likely to initiate a dispute when a target’s capabilities increase, sug-
gesting that autocracies are more cautious than democracies.

Contrary to expectations, democracies are not more cautious than most forms of 
autocracy. Beginning with the Polity typology, we find that the difference in the effect 
of relative capabilities is not significantly different between democracies and non-
democracies. In Figure 1, this is evidenced by the confidence intervals pertaining to 
non-democracies overlapping with zero.15 We therefore cannot conclude that democra-
cies are more cautious than a residual category of all non-democracies.

Disaggregating autocracies reveals that democracies tend only to be more cautious 
than military regimes. Within the CGV typology, we find that the effect of capabilities is 
not significantly different between democracies and either monarchies or civilian 
regimes. Military regimes, however, are significantly more reckless than democracies, as 

(1) (2) (3) (4)

 Polity CGV GWF Weeks

Capabilities (Side B) 9.306*** 10.124*** 8.657*** 9.051***
 (1.373) (1.318) (1.361) (1.435)
Alliance Similarity −0.780*** −0.776*** −0.819*** −0.856***
 (0.159) (0.162) (0.162) (0.158)
Contiguity 3.680*** 3.725*** 3.604*** 3.721***
 (0.127) (0.127) (0.129) (0.130)
Trade Dependency −4.915 −3.337 −4.017 −2.310
 (4.829) (4.051) (4.255) (4.021)
Constant −5.357*** −5.739*** −5.657*** −4.944***
 (0.177) (0.308) (0.309) (0.193)
  
Observations 918,421 1,012,769 845,868 873,847

Note: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1. Robust standard errors, clustered by dyad, are given in parenthe-
ses. Regime coefficients should be interpreted relative to the reference category, which is non-democracy 
in Model 1, monarchy in Models 2 and 3, and “other” non-democracies in Model 4. The peace-year polyno-
mials are not reported in this table.

Table 1. (Continued)
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evidenced by the negative estimate with confidence intervals that do not contain zero. 
More precisely, the odds that democracies will initiate a conflict are about 30% lower 
than they are for military regimes after a standard deviation increase in the target’s rela-
tive capabilities score. In other words, these military autocracies are significantly more 
likely to initiate disputes against relatively strong targets.

Similar patterns persist when using other classifications of regime type. Moving to 
GWF, democracies are not significantly more cautious than all non-military autocra-
cies, including monarchies, as well as personalist and party-based regimes. This contra-
dicts recent work suggesting that personalist regimes will be most reckless in their 
foreign policy practices due to the lack of institutional checks on the executive. Instead, 
military rule again emerges as the only form of governance that is significantly more 
reckless than democracies. Specifically, the odds that a democracy will initiate a dispute 
are 32% lower than they are for military regimes after an increase in relative capabili-
ties. Moreover, because GWF does not classify highly personalist autocracies within the 
military regime category, these results indicate that collegial military rule, in particular, 
is linked with an increased propensity to initiate disputes against relatively strong 
opponents. 

Unlike the CGV and GWF typology, the Weeks typology disaggregates party-based 
and military regimes into personalist and non-personalist categories, allowing us to more 

Figure 2. Comparing the effect of target’s relative capabilities across regime type. 
Note: This figure reports the difference in the effect of targets’ relative capabilities between democracies 
and each category of autocracy. Effects are calculated with respect to the change in the odds of dispute 
initiation following a one standard deviation increase in target relative capabilities. The solid line indicates 
95% confidence intervals.

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on January 25, 2016ejt.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ejt.sagepub.com/


Bak et al. 17

deeply examine the specific institutional characteristics that distinguish some regimes 
from others. In this framework, democracies are only more cautious than juntas and are 
not significantly different from autocracies classified as boss, machine, or strongman. 
The fact that juntas, not strongman, regimes are most reckless further underscores the 
fact that non-personalist military rule is most tightly linked with incautious target 
selection.

No matter which regime typology is used, the effect of relative capabilities is not 
stronger for democratic regimes than it is for autocracies as the Democratic Selection 
Hypothesis predicts. Instead, we consistently find that the effect of relative capabilities 
is indistinguishable between democracies and all forms of non-military autocracy. We 
therefore cannot conclude that democracies are more cautious than these regimes. Rather 
than democracies behaving most cautiously, these findings highlight the reckless behav-
ior of military regimes. Further, we find that military regimes are also more reckless than 
monarchies and civilian autocracies in the CGV typology and personalist regimes in the 
GWF typology.

While we find little support for the Democratic Selection Hypothesis when examining 
the differential effect of relative capabilities across regime type, it is also useful to exam-
ine how the effect of democracy varies with respect to relative capabilities. Investigating 
this issue informs the target selection debate by allowing us to identify behaviors such as 
caution and opportunism more precisely. Highly cautious regimes, for example, would 
be very unlikely to initiate disputes when they are relatively weak, and would become 
significantly more similar to other regimes as their capabilities increase. Highly oppor-
tunistic regimes, on the other hand, would be relatively likely to initiate disputes when 
they are relatively powerful, and would become significantly more similar to other 
regimes as their capabilities decrease. It is also possible that some regimes meet both 
criteria, being very unlikely to initiate disputes when they are weak, and very likely to do 
so when they are strong.

Figure 3 reports the effect of changing between various regime types across the 
range of relative capabilities. As already established, the effect of relative capabilities 
is only significantly different between democracies and military autocracies. These are 
therefore the only candidates for regimes that are systematically more reckless or 
opportunistic than democracies. The effect of a change from democracy to military 
regimes in the GWF and CGV typologies, as well as juntas in the Weeks typology, is 
reported in panels (b), (e), and (k) of Figure 3, respectively. In each case, when a target 
is relatively weak, democracies are no more or less likely to initiate disputes than mili-
tary autocracies. As the target’s strength increases, however, military regimes become 
increasingly more likely to initiate disputes. Put differently, by choosing relatively 
strong opponents, military regimes appear to be selecting into conflicts in which they 
are likely to lose. This is consistent with reckless, not opportunistic, behavior on the 
part of these military regimes.

The level of relative capabilities does not significantly alter the relationship between 
democracy and the remaining categories of autocracy. In terms of the coefficients 
reported in Table 1, this is evidenced by the fact that the interaction between democracy 
and relative capabilities is either statistically insignificant or not significantly different 
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from the interactions between relative capabilities and other types of autocracy. This is 
also illustrated by the shallow slopes of the lines in the remaining panels in Figure 3. We 
therefore cannot draw any conclusions about democracies being more or less cautious 
than these other regimes.

While perhaps no more cautious, we do find that democracies initiate conflicts at dif-
ference rates from other regimes. Panel (a), for example, displays the effect of changing 
from democracy to non-democracy using the dichotomous Polity indicator. When poten-
tial targets are relatively weak, the difference between democracies and non-democracies 
is statistically insignificant, as indicated by the zero line overlapping the 95% confidence 
intervals. As a target increases in strength, the difference between these regime types 
becomes slightly larger, until democracies become significantly less likely to initiate 
disputes. While the general trend of this relationship is consistent with the Democratic 
Selection Hypothesis, the difference between democracies and non-democracies is not 
significantly larger at high levels of relative capabilities. As a result, we cannot infer 
evidence of cautious selection on the part of democracies, only that non-democracies are 
somewhat more likely to initiate interstate disputes.

The effect of changing from a democracy to a civilian, party-based, or machine 
regime is reported in panels (c), (f), and (i), respectively. In each case, the difference 

Figure 3. Effect of regime type across target’s relative capability score.
Note: Effects are calculated as percentage changes in the odds of initiating a MID associated with changes in 
regime type across the range of values for the target’s relative capability score. The shaded area indicates 
95% confidence intervals.
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between democracies and these regimes is statistically insignificant across the range of 
relative capabilities scores. Thus, in addition to being no more cautious than party-
based or civilian autocracies, democracies are also no more or less likely to initiate 
disputes. This is consistent with expectations that the presence of strong party-based 
institutions leads autocracies to initiate disputes at a similar rate to democracies 
(Weeks, 2012). More broadly, this supports the contention that party institutions may 
constrain autocratic leaders in such a way that leads to relatively peaceful foreign 
policy practices.

The effect of changing from democracy to a GWF personalist regime is always posi-
tive and statistically significant, as displayed in panel (g). Panels (j) and (l) display the 
effect of changing to Weeks’ personalist categories of boss and strongman. While strong-
man regimes are always more likely to initiate disputes, bosses are indistinguishable 
from democracies when a target is very weak (with a relative capabilities score less than 
about .15) and become more likely to initiate disputes once a target is moderately strong. 
As before, however, this change with respect to relative capabilities is not significant, 
indicating neither caution nor recklessness. The overall difference between democracies 
and personalist regimes therefore appears to be that the latter initiate disputes more fre-
quently, even if they do not select the targets of these disputes any differently from demo-
cratic regimes.

Finally, panels (d) and (h) report the results pertaining to monarchies in the CGV and 
GWF typologies. Interestingly, the difference between democracies and each of these 
types of monarchies is statistically insignificant. This is somewhat counterintuitive since 
the lack of political constraints in these regimes might otherwise be expected to produce 
a level of bellicosity similar to that observed among personalist leaders. Nevertheless, 
these results should be interpreted with caution given the relative paucity of monarchies 
in the modern international system.

In sum, while democracies are less likely to initiate disputes compared to various 
types of autocracy, they are only significantly more cautious than military regimes. The 
difference between these regimes is starkest when potential targets are strong, with mili-
tary regimes increasingly likely to initiate conflicts, a pattern indicative of reckless target 
selection behavior. These results lend additional support to much of the literature which 
suggests that democracies do not always proceed with caution and that military regimes 
often become engaged in ill-fated international conflicts. We should perhaps consider 
historical events like the US decision to escalate in Vietnam as less aberrant or anoma-
lous than the conventional wisdom would suggest. Moreover, cases such as the Argentine 
experience in the Falklands War and the Japanese engagement in the Second World War 
appear to be indicative/demonstrative of a broad pattern of reckless target selection from 
military regimes. More broadly these findings bolster calls in recent research to chal-
lenge the conventional linkages between democracy and victory in interstate disputes 
and war.

We perform a variety of robustness checks to ensure that our particular modeling or 
sample choices do not drive the main findings.16 Our conclusions are supported even 
after making several changes to our research design. For example, our findings are 
unaffected after we restrict our dependent variable to include only MIDs that feature the 
use of force. We account for the logic underpinning the loss of strength gradient by 
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interacting distance with absolute and relative capabilities and find that our results hold. 
Following Henderson and Bayer (2013), we also disaggregate Western and non-West-
ern democracies, but do not uncover significant differences in the degree of caution 
displayed by these two groups. Finally, we constructed a two-stage model to examine 
whether democracies are more or less cautious within disputes that escalate to the level 
of war. We continue to find that democracies are not significantly more or less selective 
than non-military autocracies, and that military regimes are significantly more reckless. 
In addition, changing the temporal dimension of the analysis or the size of the sample 
does not alter the main results either.17

Conclusion

This article constructs a novel test of the conventional wisdom that democracies are more 
cautious than other regimes when initiating international disputes. The results produced 
here offer little support for this conventional wisdom. Democracies appear to be no more 
or less sensitive to the relative balance of capabilities than most forms of autocracy. Non-
military autocracies and democracies demonstrate strikingly similar degrees of caution 
in selecting targets of interstate disputes. Even personalist regimes, where leaders are 
dependent on a very small set of supporters, seem to express some degree of care when 
choosing targets. Only military regimes are found to be distinct in this regard, with rela-
tive capabilities having little impact on their decisions to initiate militarized disputes.

This analysis provides some direction for further theoretical and empirical examina-
tions of target selection behaviors in international relations. In particular, we have high-
lighted the need to separate the analysis of target selection from that of processes that 
occur once a conflict is underway. Analyses of target selection must therefore focus on 
ex ante characteristics of potential targets and challengers. Furthermore, our findings 
demonstrate that considerable variation exists among autocratic regimes. Unlike the bulk 
of previous research, however, we find that this variation centers on the strength of mili-
tary institutions more than a leader’s consolidation of political power.

Although we have found little evidence supporting democratic target selection on 
observable capabilities measures, it may yet be true that democracies are selecting tar-
gets along some other criteria yet to be identified, such as the target’s perceived resolve. 
That is, democracies may be particularly adept at identifying some set of characteristics 
of potential targets — weak political leadership and/or low military professionalism — 
that makes victory more likely. Our focus on capabilities is motivated by a desire to find 
ex ante factors that are or can be observed by leaders considering the initiation of milita-
rized disputes.

Finally, while we limit our focus to the examination of different regime types, it may 
be that more specific forms of domestic political institutions inform target selection 
behaviors. Reiter and Stam (1998, 2002), for example, argue that it may not be democracy 
per se that allows democratic regimes to select themselves into winnable conflicts, but the 
presence of a free press and a depoliticized bureaucracy. Thus, while we cannot fully rule 
out careful target selection as a possible explanation for why democracies rarely go to war 
with one another and are often victorious in the conflicts they do engage in, our work sug-
gests the need for additional research to examine this empirical pattern more fully.
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Notes

 1. Whether foreign policy outcomes are, indeed, public goods has been the subject of debate in 
recent literature (e.g. Debs and Goemans, 2010; Weeks, 2012: 328).

 2. A further implication from this selection argument is that democracies choose less costly wars 
than non-democracies, so that democracies tend to fight shorter wars (e.g. Bennett and Stam, 
1996) and those with fewer casualties (e.g. Siverson, 1995; Valentino et al., 2010).

 3. Downes (2009) and Desch (2002, 2008) are also highly critical of the modeling choices made 
by Lake (1992), Reiter and Stam (2002), and others. These include, among others, the choice 
of omitting wars ending in draws from the analysis, failing to distinguish between the tar-
gets of interstate conflicts and states that joined these conflicts after they were ongoing, and 
the decision to aggregate wars that featured decisive democratic defeats (e.g. France in the 
Second World War).

 4. The authors find that this result is contingent on whether Israel is classified as a Western state.
 5. Choi (2003, 2004, 2012) argues that this relationship is explained by the fact that democracies 

are better able to commit to and coordinate with allies. More recent evidence suggests that 
democracies simply fight in larger international coalitions, and that democracy itself has only 
a modest effect on conflict outcome (Graham et al., forthcoming).

 6. Empirical models of war outcome often use all the available information observable to 
researchers. Even though researchers can include observable characteristics of states in 
their models, some time-varying factors must have not been observable to a leader at the 
time of decision-making. This is not usually problematic when the goal of research is to 
find a universal pattern of conflict behavior. Nevertheless, when a researcher attempts to 
estimate a leader’s forecasts or expectations in a given year, any information after that year 
was not available to the leader at the moment of decision-making even though the infor-
mation itself is observable to a researcher. In other words, leaders use ex ante observable 
information for their own forecasting, while researchers often use both ex ante and ex post 
information.

 7. Furthermore, using point estimates of these probabilities without incorporating uncertainty 
around them biases the standard errors of the interaction term between the probability of loss 
and democracy. Uncertainty around the point estimates of these probabilities should be taken 
into consideration in the main analysis either by using nonparametric bootstrapping (see, e.g., 
Bas et al, 2008; Beardsley, 2010) or by using the correct asymptotic covariance matrix (see, 
e.g., Greene, 2000; Murphy and Topel, 1985; Newey and McFadden, 1994). In addition, it is 
appropriate to use linear predictions as a regressor in the second stage instead of transformed 
probabilities (see, e.g., Maddala, 1983).

 8. Relative capabilities are measured by the potential challenger’s Composite Index of National 
Material Capabilities (CINC) score divided by the sum of the challenger’s and target’s CINC 
scores (Singer et al., 1972).
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 9. Polity scores range between −10 (highly autocratic) and 10 (highly democratic), and are 
divided into three categories: democracy (higher than 6), autocracy (lower than −6), and 
mixed regime (between 6 and −6) (see Marshall and Jaggers, 2009).

10. We also conduct our analysis with a modified version of our dependent variable, which only 
codes cases where the initiator state was also attempting to revise the status quo. The results 
from these models are reported in the online Appendix, and do not differ substantively from 
those reported in the main text.

11. We omit dyad years where two states are involved in an ongoing MID to account for the 
separate processes that explain MID initiation and continuation.

12. Unlike CGV, GWF bases the classification more tightly around the structure of the leadership 
group than it does around characteristics of the leader (Geddes et al., 2014: 319).

13. We include the level of trade dependence of the less dependent country (Russett and Oneal, 
2001).

14. We assessed whether the results reported in Table 1 were sensitive to the inclusion of potential 
outliers. We found that a handful of observations did qualify as outliers, but that their removal 
from the data did not substantively alter the results reported here.

15. In auxiliary analyses, we estimated similar models using dichotomous democracy indicators 
obtained when using the CGV, GWF, and Weeks typologies. These results do not substan-
tively differ from those reported in panel (a) of Figure 3.

16. A detailed discussion of these results is contained in our online Appendix.
17. The main results hold using the pre-Second World War sample and the pre-Cold War sample. 

We also find that the main findings remain using a smaller size of samples by random draws, 
and using rare events logit models.
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