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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

Do Costly Signals Matter?:  

Unifying Theories of Signaling and Perceptions in International Relations  
 

 

Are state intentions important for explaining state behaviors in international politics? If 

state intentions are important under certain conditions, then can a state accurately 

communicate its intentions to another state as needed? What variables influence states’ 

understanding of and responses to other states’ behaviors? Answering these questions 

could be one key to understanding the causes of war and peace. 

I conduct four survey experiments and case studies to address these questions. I 

find quite a bit of support for the rationalist logic of costly signals. Costly signals, as 

opposed to “cheap talk,” are those actions incurring high costs that an actor who wants to 

send false signals cannot afford. Generally speaking, observers of state actions tend to infer 

an adversary’s intentions as the logic of costly signals dictates. Costly signals tend to be 

perceived as credible in the eyes of signal receivers. 

I found however that some of observers’ perceptions and attitudes deviate from 

what rationalists would expect. First, in my experiments, the costly signals of an adversary 

intended to reassure were not perceived as credible as frequently as rationalists would 

expect. In contrast, the rationalist theory of costly signals effectively predicts observers’ 

perceptions and responses to those signals when a state intends to show aggressive motives. 

Those perceiving an adversary’s actions seem to have a conservative bias: they are late in 

lowering their guard against enemies exhibiting conciliatory gestures and quick in 

responding to threats. Second, non-costly signals often have a sizable and significant 
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impact on assessment of intentions, threat perception, and support for the use of force. In 

my survey research, information about how a state treats its domestic ethnic/religious/racial 

minorities affected how perceivers of signals assessed threats posed by a state and how 

they made foreign policy choices in response towards that state. Similarly, information 

about how a state treats other countries suffering from poverty or conflict also affected 

observers’ threat perceptions and attitudes towards the signal-sending state. Third, I found 

that democracies receive the benefit of the doubt in their signaling. When disputes are 

limited to rhetoric, people perceive democracies to be less threatening than non-

democracies, even if the democracies say what any non-democratic country would. 

However, once disputes escalate and costly signals are used, individuals begin to evaluate 

only the actions on display without regard for regime type. 

I explain these “irrational” responses of signal receivers with cognitive 

psychological and constructivist theories. The findings of this dissertation make important 

contributions to literatures on signaling theory and foreign policy decision-making. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

1-1. Research Questions 

Questions and Motivations  Are state intentions important for explaining and 

predicting state behaviors in international politics? If state intentions are important under 

certain conditions, then can a state accurately communicate its intentions with another state 

as needed? How do states communicate their intentions to other states? Furthermore, what 

variables influence states’ understanding of and responses to other states’ behaviors? 

Answering these questions could be one key to understanding the causes of war and peace. 

 A state’s knowledge about other states’ intentions can decrease the danger of 

conflict with other states. On the one hand, it can save states in a security dilemma from 

unnecessary fear that other states may want to expand their territory and thus from 

needlessly preparing for war.1 For example, currently escalating tensions in East Asia 

would be radically reduced if major stakeholders in East Asia—including the United States, 

China, Japan, and North and South Korea—had purely security seeking (or peaceful) 

motivations and understood the other states’ benign intentions clearly. China could stop its 

increasingly provocative actions in the South and East China Seas if it knew that the United 

States had no intention to contain China, or from the Chinese perspective, they could do 

the same things they are doing now but not be perceived as provocative by the United 

States. If Japan knew for certain that China did not want to fight other countries to expand 

Chinese territory, it would will feel less pressure to strengthen the role of its Self Defense 

Forces overseas. North Korea could stop its efforts to develop nuclear weapons if it truly 

                                                           
1 A security dilemma is a situation in which “many of the means by which a state tries to increase its 

security decrease the security of others.” (Jervis 1978) 
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believed that South Korea and the United States do not intend to reunify the Korean 

Peninsula by force. 

 On the other hand, knowing another state’s aggressive intentions—if any state has 

aggressive intentions—could help defensive states properly prepare for the aggressive 

state’s attack. For example, if China had a clear intention to expand its territories and 

become a regional hegemon in East Asia, and other states knew of China’s revisionist 

ambitions, then the United States and its allies in the region could try to deter China from 

invading other states’ territories.  

This dissertation has relevance for debates that are of central concern to security studies. 

Understanding the role of state intentions in international relations (IR) will help explain 

the outbreak of war and maintenance of peace. Many IR scholars have debated the 

importance of states’ intentions and the ways in which states convey information about 

intentions for decades. Standard structural realists such as Mearsheimer argue that states’ 

intentions do not matter for international security because the anarchic nature of the 

international system drives states to compete against each other, regardless of their 

intentions. For such scholars, power is the only major factor that matters in international 

security. Conversely, defensive realists or motivational realists argue that states’ intentions 

do matter in international relations. Security-seeking states, according to them, can reveal 

their benign intentions by acting in a way that aggressive states cannot imitate without 

incurring high costs. Elaboration and refinement of these theories of signaling, which is 

the purpose of this dissertation, can help increase opportunities for cooperation between 

states and in turn promote peace among them. 
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1-2. Why Understanding State Intentions Matters 

There are three reasons why understanding state intentions matters for the study of 

international security. They can be categorized as empirical, policy-related, and theoretical. 

Empirical Reasons  History has often shown how important it is to identify other 

states’ intentions and to communicate them, as well as when states got it wrong or right. 

On one hand, states have often suffered from wars because they did not correctly sense 

other states’ aggressive intentions. Germany’s invasion of many European countries during 

World War II and the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 are cases in which states did 

not cope with crises as soon as they could have, either because they did not identify their 

potential adversary’s intentions or because they did not know the degree of the adversary’s 

expansionist ambitions. Great Britain and France underestimated Nazi Germany’s 

expansionist desire when they approved Germany’s demands for the annexation of the 

Sudetenland, part of Czechoslovakia, through the Munich Agreement in 1938. The United 

States also underrated Japan’s expansionary intentions before the Imperial Japanese Navy 

attacked Pearl Harbor in 1941.  

On the other hand, there are some cases in which states avoided serious conflicts 

by conveying their benign intentions to other states. The states with benign intentions 

succeeded in escaping a security dilemma by reassuring other states and conveying their 

security-seeking intentions. The Soviet Union contributed to ending the Cold War by 

reassuring the United States, in part through arms reduction and non-intervention in the 

democratization of Eastern Europe in the late 1980s. 2   Germany also succeeded in 

lessening the suspicions of the UK and France during its reunification in 1990 by engaging 

                                                           
2 Kydd 1997; Glaser 2010. 
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itself in several international institutions such as NATO and by supporting NATO’s 

continued presence on German territory.3 

 

Policy-related Reasons Understanding other states’ intentions is still critical in the 

current foreign policy decision-making process. For example, many Americans have 

different views on how the US should evaluate China’s intentions. How the US perceives 

China—whether as a growing threat or as a generally benign trading partner—will affect 

the American reaction to the rising power. Those who argue that China has benign 

intentions will support American attempts to engage China in international society. In 

contrast, those who view China as a revisionist state will support a more aggressive US 

stance toward China. China’s recent aggressive claims on islands in both the South China 

Sea and East China Sea are perceived by other states as a signal that reveals China’s 

aggressive intentions in the area. Similarly, Russia’s military intervention in Crimea and 

its subsequent annexation of Crimea, which was part of Ukrainian territory, gave a strong 

signal of Russia’s aggressiveness to many in Western countries, even though Russia may 

have believed that it was acting defensively against Ukraine’s post-revolution alignment 

with NATO and the West.   

 

Theoretical Reasons   Most importantly, previous studies of state intentions are 

almost entirely deductive, and they focus almost exclusively on signal senders, not 

receivers. We have very little evidence that people actually understand costly signals and 

make proper inferences.4 IR scholars suggest conciliatory military and non-military means 

                                                           
3 Kydd 2005, 238-239. 
4 Jervis 2002. 
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as benign signals to communicate information about states’ security-seeking intentions.5 

They, however, do not explore whether and how the signals are perceived by the targets, 

how they affect the targets’ attitudes, and which types of signals are more effective in 

conveying their intentions.6 These previous studies assume that costly signals would be 

interpreted the way the signal-sending states intended. However, it is not certain whether 

signal-receiving states interpret the signals the way they should. Jervis emphasized that it 

was important to see “both the actor and perceiver,” and “(a) theory of signaling … requires 

a careful investigation of how signals are perceived.”7 It would be fruitless to understand 

what inferences observers should draw from signals without knowing whether perceivers 

can interpret the signal in the first place.  

However, considering the complexity of decision-making processes, it is 

understandable why there is so little literature on states’ intentions from the perspective of 

signal-receivers. In foreign policy decision making, it is important to identify who (or 

which agency) plays a key role, and then how the key players perceive other states’ actions. 

It is hard to understand decision makers’ perceptions without asking the key decision 

makers themselves. Even when it is possible to ask key decision makers about their 

perceptions and decisions, they may have incentives to misrepresent or may even 

misremember events in which they participated.  

Previous studies of intentions have paid less attention to empirical studies that 

explore the causal relationship between signals and signal-recipients’ perceptions and 

attitudes. Most of them draw on deductive reasoning and a few historical cases. The 

                                                           
5 Jervis 1978; Kydd 1997, Thompson 2009. 
6 Weinberger 2003. 
7 Jervis 2002. 
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rational choice theory provides a logical dictation about what a state should do when it 

wants to reveal its intentions, rather than what it actually does. Historical cases do not 

isolate the pure effect of the variable one wants to examine, because it cannot control many 

plausible variables. This causes two problems: collinearity and endogeneity. The existence 

of correlations between signal-sending states’ intentions and signal-receivers’ foreign 

policy cannot automatically indicate causality. First, a third variable that happens to 

correlate with the causal factor (signals) could be correlated with the dependent variables 

(recipients’ attitudes). States take many actions. It is hard to find a causal relationship 

connecting one state’s specific behavior, chosen from among a countless number of 

possible actions, and attitudes shown by another state. Second, signal-senders can change 

the foreign policy of a target country, but the target country’s foreign policy can also 

influence the signal-sender’s actions. For example, it is plausible that a state’s conciliatory 

signals (whether they are military or non-military) cause a potential adversary’s 

reassurance. However, the direction could be the opposite: a state’s reassured attitude could 

cause the other’s conciliatory gestures. It is hard to infer this causal relationship from only 

a few historical cases. 

The relative ignorance of signal receivers and the paucity of empirical evidence 

about the behaviors of signaling states prevent scholars from developing a more elaborated 

theory of signaling. Thus, more recent scholarship has started to shift its attention from 

signal-sending states to signal-receiving states. Scholars are beginning to ask questions, 

such as, “How does the signal-receiver select the ‘right’ signal among multiple signals and 

how is the signal interpreted?”8; “How do states determine the credibility of threats and 

                                                           
8 Yarhi-Milo 2013. 
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their likelihood of doing so accurately during crises?”9 Gries and Christensen have also 

argued that debate over China’s power and intentions “dangerously dismisses the role that 

other nations play in shaping Chinese behavior.”10 Instead of attempting to objectively 

measure the threat posed by China’s intentions, those scholars have recognized that “the 

‘truth’ of such intentions is not an objective condition to be discovered” and that whether 

China is status quo or revisionist is partly determined by the “interpretation of the motives 

behind American foreign policy.”11  

This research attempts to address the gap in the previous studies and help to build 

a foundation to elaborate the theory of costly signals by focusing on the signal-recipient. It 

adopts a survey experimental method and case studies. The survey experiment provides an 

advantage in this research because it offers a direct way to assess the perceptions and 

attitudes of signal-receivers.12 Information from governments and interviews with policy 

makers has limits to identify decision makers’ true perceptions: government officials have 

incentives to justify their decisions. Even when they attempt to offer the truth, they often 

do not understand the whole context in which foreign policy decisions were made. People 

are often misled into overconfidence in their decision-making roles. Experiments can be 

used to overcome these constraints. To complement the shortcomings of experiments, 

which may have difficulty simulating the complexities of the real world, this research also 

                                                           
9 Julia Macdonald is currently working on her dissertation entitled “Leaders and their Experts: The 

Importance of Domestic Political Environments in Shaping Assessments of Threat.” 
10 Gries and Christensen 2001,157. 
11 Shelley Wick 2014, “Capabilities, Cooperation, and Culture: Mapping American Ambivalence Toward 

China,” Foreign Policy Analysis (10), pp. 289–309. 
12 Recently, survey experiments have been increasingly used to study important IR topics, such as audience 

costs (Tomz 2007), the democratic peace (Tomz and Weeks 2013; Lucina and Lee 2013), and taboos on the 

use of nuclear weapon (Press, Sagan, and Valentino 2013).  
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use some cases and episodes to see to what extent the results of my experiments provide 

insight into the real world. 

 

1-3. The Experiments  

This research uses survey experiments focusing on a few main variables as an initial step 

to test the basic arguments of mainline international relations scholarship. Experiments are 

often criticized as a methodology in the study of IR because of their limited applicability 

in a more complicated world. The outcome observed in a well-controlled environment may 

not be the same in the real world, in which an uncountable number of variables work and 

influence each other. Despite concerns about the external validity of experiments, however, 

they represent a first attempt to illuminate the role of a few main IR variables and their 

interactive effects as highlighted in IR theories. 

 I conduct four experiments. For the first three experiments, I use Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk (Mturk) as the initial survey tool. With some revision, I then replicate the 

same experiment by employing YouGov, an online survey firm. For Experiment Four, I 

use only Amazon’s MTurk due to limited financial resources. 

 

The Basic Scenario  In all of the experiments, participants first are instructed to 

read an introductory script that reads as follows: “... (T)he scenario described here is one 

that the United States has faced in the past, and may have to deal with again in the future.13 

Imagine how you would react to this situation and which policy options you would 

support..." Participants then read a hypothetical situation in which "(t)he government of the 

                                                           
13 All participants in the experiments, regardless of the implementing company, were American.  
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United States needs to take a position on a territorial dispute between Country X and a U.S. 

ally in the region. The ally is important to U.S. security, has strong diplomatic ties with the 

U.S., and is a major trading partner...” Then participants are presented more details on the 

relationship between Country X and the U.S. ally: “Country X and the U.S. ally are 

historical rivals in the region. Because of this, they have experienced political and military 

tension. Tension is particularly high around a specific mountainous border territory 

between the two countries…” 

 Then, participants receive information about Country X. Different experiments 

include information about different aspects of America’s potential adversary and its actions, 

such as power, intentions, and regime type. Having read the information provided about 

the adversary, participants are asked to answer two attention check questions, which 

demonstrate whether they actually paid attention to the survey and understood the scenario. 

Then, participants are asked to infer the adversary’s intentions and to assess the potential 

threat that Country X poses to U.S. security and interests.14 Finally, participants are asked 

to choose how much they support the use of U.S. military force to protect American 

interests in this case.  

 

A Basic Summary of the Experiments  Survey participants receive different 

kinds of information about the adversary in each experiment. All four experiments in my 

dissertation concern how the manipulation of the information about the adversary or its 

                                                           
14 Experiment One does not include a question asking about the adversary’s intentions because the 

information about the adversary’s intentions is usually directly provided to survey participants except some 

conditions. 
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actions in the scenario affects survey participants’ perceptions and attitudes toward the 

state. 

Experiment One examines whether and how information about an adversary’s 

power and intentions affects respondents’ threat assessment of the adversary, as well as 

their support of the government’s use of force against the enemy. The experiment aims to 

test major international relations (IR) theories which have different views about states’ 

intentions such as standard structural realism, and defensive/motivational realism. 

Experiment One also aims to set a baseline for the other experiments in which survey 

participants should infer the adversary’s intentions only from its policy actions or signals. 

Without the baseline, it would be difficult to interpret the results of the other experiments 

appropriately. For example, if a state’s signals do not affect another state’s threat 

assessment or foreign policy choices, there are two possible explanations. First, it could be 

because a signal receiver is not able to read the signals correctly. Second, state intentions 

themselves, as embedded in the signals, do not matter even when participants can infer and 

recognize the adversary’s intentions. Thus, if Experiment One shows that state intentions 

affect the perceptions and attitudes of observers, and if state signals—in the following 

experiments—do not affect observers’ perceptions and attitudes, then it may be concluded 

that the insignificant result arises from signal receiver’s inability to interpret signals, rather 

than from the general uselessness of information about state intentions.  

In order to test the effect of information about an adversary’s power and intentions 

on respondents’ threat perceptions and foreign policy choices, Experiment One directly 

manipulates information about the adversary’s power and intentions. First, Power has two 

levels. In one condition, an adversary is described to be “as strong as the combined power 
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of the United States and its ally,” while in another condition the country is described as 

“weaker than the combined power of the United States and its ally.” Intentions are 

manipulated at three levels: benign, aggressive, and no information.15 Survey participants 

receive direct information about the adversary’s intentions, so they do not have to infer the 

adversary’s intentions.  

If survey participants perceive and behave as standard structural realists dictate, 

then their threat perceptions and their foreign policy choices should depend on information 

exclusively about an adversary’s power, regardless of the adversary’s intentions. If survey 

respondents perceive and behave as defensive and motivational realists contend rational 

decision makers should, then the participants should not “assume the worst” about the 

adversary’s intentions, and they should instead consider an adversary’s intentions in their 

threat assessments and foreign policy choices. 

Experiment Two examines the rationalist logic of costly signals by manipulating 

the cost of signals. Experiment Two is different from Experiment One in that Experiment 

Two does not provide information about an adversary’s intentions directly. In Experiment 

One, an aggressive state was described as “an aggressive country” and a benign state was 

described as “a peaceful county.” Experiment Two, however, does not provide such direct 

information. Survey participants should infer an adversary’s intentions from the state’s 

actions, or signals, such as a political leader’s statements or the state’s military actions. 

Thus, a state’s intentions are embedded in the signals. The signals can convey two 

intentions: benign or aggressive. I include only two levels of costs (i.e., a costly signal and 

                                                           
15 From another perspective, when information about an adversary’s intentions (either aggressive or benign) 

is given, the condition is one of low uncertainty. In contrast, when no information about an adversary’s 

intentions is given, the condition is one of high uncertainty. 
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a less costly signal) for the MTurk sample while I include three levels of costs (i.e., a costly 

signal, a less costly signal, and cheap talk) for the YouGov sample.  

The manipulation of the cost of signals is slightly different depending on whether 

signals embody a signal sender’s benign intentions or aggressive intentions. The actions 

that can potentially reveal a signal sender’s benign intentions include (1) withdrawing 75% 

of its army and weapons from a border in dispute (a costly signal), (2) withdrawing 5% of 

its army and weapons from a border in dispute (a less costly signal), and (3) a diplomatic 

announcement to resolve a dispute peacefully with no supporting action (cheap talk). 

Similarly, the actions that can potentially reveal a signal sender’s aggressive intentions 

include (1) increasing its forces in the disputed area by 75% (a costly signal), (2) increasing 

its forces in the disputed area by 5% (a less costly signal), and (3) using a diplomatic 

announcement to threaten the use of force with no supporting action (cheap talk).  

If survey participants perceive and behave as the logic of costly signals dictates, 

then their inferences about the adversary’s intentions, threat perceptions and foreign policy 

choices should vary depending on the costs of the signals. Costly signals should be 

perceived more credible than less costly signals and cheap talk. Thus, costly benign signals 

should be more reassuring than less costly benign signals and benign cheap talk. Survey 

participants in turn should be supportive of more cooperative policy toward the state 

sending costly benign signals than the state sending less costly benign signals or benign 

cheap talk. Similarly, costly aggressive signals should be more threatening than less costly 

aggressive signals and aggressive cheap talk. Survey participants in turn should be 

supportive of more competitive policies toward the state sending costly aggressive signals 

than the state sending less costly aggressive signals or aggressive cheap talk. 
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Experiment Three also examines the rationalist logic of costly signals by 

manipulating the cost of signals, but in a different way from that of the previous 

experiment. The previous literature suggests that military signals are generally costlier than 

non-military signals when conveying a state’s intentions. Based on the implications about 

the cost of signals, Experiment Three tests different specific types of signals described in 

prior literature, including the use of offensive/defensive weapons and strategies, unilateral 

military actions, domestic policy toward ethnic and religious minorities, international 

institutional restraint, foreign aid policy, and diplomatic statements, which will be 

explained in more detail in the next chapter.  

Generally, a state’s military actions (e.g., the use of offensive/defensive weapons 

and strategies, unilateral military actions) are regarded as more costly than non-military 

signals. This is because defensive military signaling “can require a security seeker to 

increase its vulnerability to attack, which could make cooperation too risky.”16 Thus, it 

“require(s) states to accept a greater degree of vulnerability if they want to reveal their 

preferences.”17  A state’s domestic policy toward ethnic and religious minorities or its 

engagement in international institutions does not involve the same kind of security risks as 

a way to credibly signal a state’s intentions.18 I assume these non-military policies would 

be less costly than military actions, and there are even less costly signals. Diplomatic 

statements or foreign aid policy are rarely regarded as costly signals by international 

relations scholars. Diplomatic statements especially are often said to be “cheap talk.” The 

signal is regarded as cheap because even a state that wants to hide its true intentions can 

                                                           
16 Glaser 2010, p. 65. 
17 Montgomery 2006. 
18 Kydd 1997; Weinberger 2003 
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send it without losing much.19 A state’s “soft” foreign policy, such as increasing foreign 

aid or promoting peace in conflict-prone countries, has not usually been regarded as 

signaling, but rather as a means to improve a state’s image by revealing its moral 

characteristics. Even though foreign aid policies require some financial resources to donate 

to poor countries, the financial burden is relatively low for most donors. Traditional donor 

countries’ development aid to developing countries constitutes only about 0.3% of their 

gross national income on average. Furthermore, donating  has virtually no cost to the 

donating country’s security.  

Based on this insight, I assume a state’s military actions (the use of 

offensive/defensive weapons and strategies, unilateral military actions) to be the costliest 

signals, a state’s domestic policy toward its ethnic/religious minorities and its institutional 

engagement to be less costly, and a state’s soft foreign policy and diplomatic statements to 

be the least costly. Based on this assumption, I test the logic of costly signals. If survey 

participants perceive and behave as the logic of costly signals dictates, then military signals 

should be perceived as more credible than other types of signals. Thus, benign military 

signals should be more reassuring than benign non-military signals. Survey participants in 

turn should be supportive of more cooperative policy toward the state sending benign 

military signals than the state sending benign nonmilitary signals. Similarly, aggressive 

military signals should be more threatening than aggressive nonmilitary signals. Survey 

participants should be supportive of a more competitive policy toward the state sending 

aggressive military signals than the state sending aggressive nonmilitary signals. 

                                                           
19 Some scholars however contends that diplomatic statements are not as cheap as previous scholars claim. 

For example, see Sartori 2002, 2005 or Trager 2010. 
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Experiment Four examines the rationalist logic of costly signals by manipulating 

the regime type of the signal sender. In order to test the effect of regime type on respondents’ 

inferences about an adversary’s intentions, threat perceptions, and foreign policy choices, 

Experiment Four manipulates the regime type of the signal sender between two values: 

democracy and non-democracy.  

The logic of costly signals in IR theory does not consider the regime type of either 

the signal sender or signal receiver. Thus, if survey participants perceive and behave as the 

logic of costly signals dictates, then their inferences about the adversary’s intentions, threat 

perceptions, and foreign policy choices should not vary depending on the regime type of 

the signal sender. Costly signals should be perceived as more credible than less costly 

signals, regardless of the regime type. The democratic peace literature, however, suggests 

other possibilities. The primary thesis of democratic peace theory is that democracies do 

not fight each other. One possible explanation is that democracies may be perceived as 

more benign than non-democracies by other democracies. Thus, democracies’ signals may 

be interpreted by fellow democracies as more benign than those of non-democracies. 

Another possibility is that democracies’ signals, because of their relatively transparent 

decision-making processes, may be seen as more credible. Experiment Four tests these 

alternative hypotheses about observers’ perception and attitudes toward signals when the 

regime type of a signal sender varies. 

 

1-4. Findings and Implications for Signaling Theories 

Findings At the broadest level, this dissertation attempts to test major international 

relations theories about states’ intentions. Furthermore, it seeks to develop a theory of 
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signaling building on rationalists’ logic of costly signals. This dissertation finds quite a bit 

of supporting for the rationalist logic of costly signals that lies at the heart of defensive and 

motivational realism. My experimental findings however do show important exceptions 

that indicate a re-thinking of that view. 

Experiment One finds that two variables are important to determine when state 

intentions are important in the eyes of American observers of state actions: the balance of 

power and uncertainty about an adversary’s intentions. First, information about an 

adversary’s intentions is not important for observers’ assessment of the threat posed when 

the adversary is weak, regardless of the adversary’s intentions. Second, information about 

an adversary’s intentions is important to observers’ assessment of the threat posed when 

the adversary is strong and uncertainty about the state’s intentions is low (i.e. intentions 

are stated to be either high or low). Third, respondents tend to assume the worst about an 

adversary’s intentions when the state is strong and uncertainty about the state’s intentions 

is high (i.e. no information about intentions is given). These empirical findings give insight 

into when observers will be likely to fear an adversary and when they are likely to support 

competitive or cooperative policies.  

This finding suggests that information about state intentions will matter in 

international relations when information about an adversary’s intentions is available. A 

state would use information about an adversary’s intentions to assess threats and make 

decisions according to what it knows (or believes it knows) when such information is 

available. This result indicates that international scholars and political leaders need to pay 
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attention to state intentions and helps describe when and why they need to convey their 

intentions to other states.20  

 Experiment Two tests the logic of costly signals. It demonstrates that signal 

receivers (observers of an adversary’s actions) tend to perceive and make foreign policy 

choices differently depending on whether signals are aggressive or peaceful. On one hand, 

survey participants are likely to perceive and make decisions as the logic of costly signals 

would dictate when they observe aggressive actions. In the experiment, they tended to fear 

the adversary when it was said to send a costly aggressive signal more than an adversary 

that sent a less costly aggressive signals. Similarly, they tended to support a more 

competitive policy against a state that is described as sending a costly aggressive signal 

than against an adversary described as sending a less costly aggressive signal. On the other 

hand, survey participants were not likely to perceive and make decisions as the logic of 

costly signals dictates when faced with conciliatory actions from an adversary. No matter 

how costly the conciliatory signals may be, participants were rarely reassured.  

The human cognitive tendency to pay more attention to negative stimuli instead of 

positive stimuli can partly explain this deviation from what rationalist theory would expect. 

The logic of costly signals does not distinguish between how signal receivers should react 

to aggressive signals and benign signals. However, risk-averse receivers will be more 

attentive to, and in turn respond more strongly to, aggressive signals than benign signals 

because a true aggressor can threaten one’s security. Thus, survey participants may not pay 

                                                           
20 I am not claiming that third-image structural arguments are wrong by any theoretical criterion. I am 

claiming that by examining first image explanations like human psychology, we can understand why the real 

world sometimes seems to reflect the forces which offensive realists highlight and other times seems to reflect 

the forces which DR/MRs highlight. In addition, my findings show the possibility that these psychological 

effects map neatly onto existing IR variables (uncertainty about intentions) and therefore can be usefully 

integrated into existing IR theory. 
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attention to an adversary’s benign signals simply because those are not threats, regardless 

of whether the signals are costly or not. In contrast, they are more attentive to aggressive 

signals and act rationally as the logic of costly signals would dictate. It suggests that the 

rationalist logic of costly signals can be usefully extended by considering human cognitive 

abilities to interpret, assess threats, and make decisions. 

 Experiment Three tests the logic of costly signals by examining the claimed effects 

of different types of signals in previous literature. It demonstrates that the effect of military 

signals is not always greater than that of non-military signals. Non-costly signals such as 

foreign aid policy often have a sizable and significant impact on the assessment of 

intentions, on threat perception, and on support for the use of force. This finding suggests 

that a theory of signaling has to be complemented by considerations of morality, which can 

influence a signal receivers’ interpretations, threat assessment, and foreign policy choices. 

I suggest the possibility that a state’s moral actions may be considered an indicator of 

“civilization,” and this indicator of “civilization” in turn affects whether the adversary is 

seen as “Self” or “Other” by American observers. Once observers identify an adversary as 

“Self,” the adversary’s actions may be perceived more favorably by observers. How 

observers morally categorize a signal sender thus could affect their response to the signal 

sender’s actions. This implies that the rationalist logic of costly signals can be usefully 

complemented by a consideration of social psychological or constructivist elements. 

 Experiment Four tests whether the regime type of a signal sender influences the 

signal receiver’s interpretation, threat assessment, and foreign policy choice. The 

experimental result shows that, under certain conditions, observers respond differently 

when a signal sender is described as a democracy compared to when the signal sender is 
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described as a non-democracy. When signals embody a signal sender’s benign intentions, 

observers respond differently to democracies as opposed to non-democracies. When the 

adversary takes conciliatory actions using cheap talk, survey participants tend to perceive 

more favorably toward democracies than non-democracies. However, when rhetoric 

changes to costly signals, they begin to evaluate only the actions on display, without regard 

for regime type. Overall, I suggest that democracies receive the benefit of the doubt from 

other democracies, at least until they reveal their intentions with concrete actions. This 

finding suggests that the logic of costly signals should be complemented by social 

psychological or constructivist elements. I suggest that the identity which observers assign 

the signal sender based on regime type thus could plausibly affect their response to an 

adversary’s actions. 

 

Why the Findings Deviate from Theoretical Expectations This research suggests 

that state intentions may matter in foreign policy decision makings when there is 

information available about states’ intentions. Furthermore, it empirically tests the 

rationalist logic of costly signals and provides explanations for why some findings deviate 

from theoretical expectations. Overall, it elaborates a theory of signaling by providing the 

first micro-level evidence on state intentions and signaling in an IR context.  

Experimental findings suggest that people generally tend to infer an adversary’s 

intentions as the logic of costly signals dictate. Experimental results show however that 

observers of state actions often do not assess threats posed by an adversary as the rationalist 

logic of costly signals dictates. The defensive and motivational realists’ logic of costly 

signals contributes to our understanding of how states should communicate their intentions 
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and avoid conflict based on miscommunication. However, this logic fails to explain when 

or why decision makers may take the type of pessimistic view which offensive realists 

claim predominates in the international system. Under certain conditions, states may not 

weigh the benefits and costs from cooperation as heavily as those from competition.  

Examining these discrepancies and more precisely describing the conditions that 

influence individual perceptions of signals can resolve certain larger debates within IR 

theory. Despite the availability of an almost unlimited amount of information about the 

world, people do not have an unlimited ability to gather, store, and analyze that information. 

For this reason,  they may be more attentive to potential threats than non-threats. Decision 

makers also cannot pay attention to the intentions of all states. They will tend to focus on 

only those states that have the potential to threaten their security. Decision makers will be 

more attentive to the intentions of strong states when uncertainty about the state’s 

intentions is low.     

Second, cognitive psychological elements such as humans’ limited cognitive 

capabilities can explain the deviation of state behaviors from what rationalists would 

expect. I point out that decision makers will be more attentive to the intentions of stronger 

states than weaker ones because strong states can be potential threats. Similarly, they may 

be more attentive to state signals that embody aggressive intentions than to those that imply 

benign intentions. This is because aggressive actions are potential threats, while benign 

actions are not. This insight suggests that states will be able to respond to benign signals 

differently than aggressive signals. Decision makers will be less attentive to an adversary’s 

conciliatory gestures, while they will be more attentive and in turn responsive to the 

adversary’s aggressive actions.  
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Third, social psychological and constructivist elements such as morality (good 

versus bad) and identity (democracy versus non-democracy, friend versus enemy) can 

explain certain deviations of state behavior from what rationalists would expect. According 

to the logic of costly signals, a state’s costly signals are expected to be perceived as more 

credible than less costly signals. My experimental findings show that this is not always the 

case. Once a state identifies another state as belonging to its in-group based on morality or 

regime type, the state may assess the other state’s actions more favorably and in 

consequence may act more cooperatively. In contrast, once a state identifies another state 

as belonging to its out-group based on morality or regime type, the state may assess the 

other state’s actions less favorably and in consequence may choose to act more 

competitively. 

 

1-5. Cases Studies 

My dissertation includes a case chapter that provides the illustrations intended to 

demonstrate my experimental findings. The cases provide a good comparison of how 

average Americans in experiments perceive their rivals and make decisions with how 

political elites do the same in reality. The cases will complement the shortcomings of 

experiments, addressing the concerns of critics about whether experimental results have 

valid implications in a complex world.  

The dissertation focuses on how Americans generally view China’s intentions 

based on observations of China’s growing economic and military capability, as well as 

China’s apparently assertive actions in the disputed South China Sea (2015–2016), Anti-

Access Area Denial (A2AD) Strategy, 2012 Scarborough Shoal crisis in the South China 
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Sea, the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis (1995-1996), and a few other episodes. My illustrations 

focus on China’s apparently assertive actions and its counterparts’ perceptions of the 

actions in crisis, rather than any of China’s credible conciliatory gestures, because China’s 

reassuring gestures beyond the diplomatic statements of political leaders are rarely 

noticeable. 

The case chapter first shows what drives concern about China in the United States. 

On the one hand, China’s growing military and economic capability causes America to 

worry about China’s potential as a regional hegemon in East Asia. On the other hand, 

uncertainty about China’s intentions increases America’s worries about China’s 

motivations. The absence of objective and clear criteria by which one can truly know a 

state’s intentions makes the subjective perception of a state’s intentions important. This 

chapter briefly reviews China’s economic and military capabilities that cause increased US 

security concerns about the rise of China, and then introduces debate of China’s intentions 

and potential threats. 

The chapter then illustrates how some of China’s recent actions in the South China 

Sea are leading people to infer that China is aggressive. Just as Experiment Two shows that 

when a state increases its military deployments in a contested region, observers believe it 

to be more threatening and aggressive, observers are drawing the same inference about 

China because of its apparently assertive actions in the South China Sea. The case shows 

how it is inferred that China is revealing its revisionist ambitions in the disputed South 

China Sea through actions that reinforce its military stance. The absence of any credible 

conciliatory gestures between relevant stakeholders in the region further escalates current 

tensions in the region.  
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Then the case chapter demonstrates China’s conciliatory or assertive gestures that 

convey its intentions through various signaling mechanisms as explained and then tested 

in Experiment Three. It includes China’s defensive strategy, the 2012 Scarborough Shoal 

crisis in the South China Sea, China’s domestic policy toward Tibetans, China’s reactions 

to the Philippines’ charge against China’s claim over the South China Sea in an 

international court, and its soft foreign policy demonstrating how China’s various policy 

actions are perceived by the United States and its allies. 

Finally, the chapter reviews the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis (1994-1996). The case 

shows that costly actions during crisis situations are perceived as credible, regardless of 

the regime type of the signal-sender.21 Similarly, diplomatic statements in the crisis are 

not perceived to be as credible as military demonstrations, regardless of the regime type 

of the signal sender. The case is consistent with the experimental finding in Experiment 

Four that, once disputes escalate to the level in which tangible and costly signals are 

used, individuals begin to evaluate only the actions on display without regard for regime 

type. 

 

1-6. Roadmap 

Chapter 2 presents a review of relevant theories: offensive realism, defensive realism, and 

motivational realism. Then, four experimental chapters test the major IR theories, focusing 

on the logic of costly signals. The first experiment described in Chapter 3 compares 

standard structural realism with defensive and motivational realism. This experiment tests 

the effect of information about states’ motives on signal-recipients’ perceptions and foreign 

                                                           
21  However, this case does not show that democracies have an advantage over non-democracies in 

reassurance when they use cheap talk to convey benign intentions. 
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policy choices, given that there is unambiguous information about state motives. This 

experiment is constructed as a baseline with which the effects of signals in the following 

chapters can be compared. The following three experiments then explore how signals are 

interpreted and how the signals affect signal-recipients’ perceptions and decisions. 

Those experiments are specifically designed to answer the following questions. 

Does information about state intentions affect the perceptions and foreign policy choices 

of those who know the state’s intentions? If it matters, when does information about 

intentions have an effect on those who know it? (Chapter 3) If the adversary’s intentions 

are important in assessing the threat it poses and making foreign policy decisions, can the 

state convey its intentions by its words or deeds (i.e. signals)? Does the defensive and 

motivational realists’ logic of costly signals correctly predict how observers of signals 

assess threats and make decisions accordingly? (Chapter 4 and Chapter 5) Do states react 

to democracies’ signals in the same way as they do to signals from non-democracies? More 

specifically, does the regime type of a signal-sender affect how a signal-receiving state 

interprets those signals,  assesses the threat the sending state poses, and determines its 

eventual reaction? (Chapter 6)  

Chapter 3 explores whether and under what conditions state intentions are 

perceived as important. Information about an adversary’s intentions is important to the 

public’s assessment of the threat posed when the adversary is strong, but not when it is 

weak. People fear an aggressive adversary more than a benign one when the adversary is 

strong. However, people do not necessarily fear an aggressive adversary more than a 

benign one when the adversary is weak. Even though information about an adversary’s 

intentions influences the public’s threat assessment, that information does not correctly 
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predict the public’s support of the use of military force against the enemy. This is because 

people may fear a strong adversary, but don’t necessarily want to fight a strong one due to 

the fact that fights with a strong state may be too costly. 

Chapters 4 to 6 examine how signal-recipients view signals and what decisions they 

make based on the signals they observe. Chapter 4 tests the logic of costly signals. The 

logic of costly signals is best applied when people infer a state’s benign or aggressive 

intentions from its actions or signals. Costly signals have a significant impact on the 

public’s threat perception and support for the use of force when signals imply the signal-

sender’s resolve for war. This was not the case when signals implied the signal-sender’s 

benign intentions. However costly the signals might be, it was hard to reassure signal-

recipients. People seem to act as the logic of costly signals dictates only when signals 

convey aggression, not when the signals are intended to reassure their recipients.  

Chapter 5 examines the effectiveness of different signaling mechanisms identified 

in previous literature: defensive military policies, domestic policies towards minority 

groups, involvement in institutional institutions, “soft” foreign policies including foreign 

assistance, and diplomatic announcements, commonly described as “cheap talk.” I find that 

the effect of military signals is not always greater than that of non-military signals. Non-

costly signals–such as foreign aid policy–often have a sizable and significant impact on the 

assessment of intentions, on threat perception, and on support for the use of force.  

Chapter 6 examines whether democratic regimes have an advantage over 

nondemocratic regimes when communicating their intentions. Many IR scholars have 

directly or indirectly argued that democracies will have an advantage in conveying their 

intentions because of transparency and audience costs. However, the results of the 
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experiment are more nuanced. Democracies seem to receive the benefit of the doubt, at 

least among other democratic observers. When disputes are limited to rhetoric, people 

perceive democracies to be less threatening—even if those democracies espouse the same 

thing a non-democratic country does. However, once disputes escalate to the level of 

tangible and costly signals, individuals begin to evaluate only the actions on display, 

without regard for regime type.  

Chapter 7 is a case study chapter that attempts to show how the results of these 

experiments can be applied to the real world. This chapter discusses how China’s intentions 

are perceived by America, as revealed in China’s military and non-military actions. This 

includes China’s actions to convey its intentions in the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis and South 

China Sea.  

Chapter 8 is a concluding chapter. It summarizes my findings briefly. Then the 

chapter discusses the implications of the findings for international relations theories and 

the directions for future research. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review and Theory 

 

2-1. Introduction 

This dissertation has two purposes. First, it aims to test major international relations (IR) 

theories that deal with states’ intentions such as standard structural realism, defensive 

realism, and motivational realism. Second, this dissertation seeks to develop a more 

elaborated signaling theory by incorporating a subjective dimension of interpreting states’ 

behaviors, which has been relatively ignored by the standard rationalist notion of the logic 

of costly signals. I employ a theoretical framework that takes into account the perspectives 

of actors who perceive others' actions as well as those who send signals. Rationalist 

theorists such as Kydd and Glaser have so far focused on what foreign policy choice states 

should make given structural conditions. Their theories explain state decisions in strategic 

situations. Any action that deviates from the optimal decision is considered undesirable. 

My dissertation seeks to expand the logic of costly signals using a series of tests of the 

standard rationalist theory and then explain when and why states may deviate from these 

rational decisions. This work combines cognitive psychological insights and constructivist 

arguments with the rationalist theory of signaling.  

There are trade-offs to expanding the existing signaling theory. An elaborated 

theory with additional variables would increase the explanatory and predictive power of 

the theory with regard to state behaviors. However, the additional variables sacrifice 

simplicity. The rationalist theory dictates what choices states should make and predicts 

which actions rational states will take using only a few variables: power, offense-defense 

variables, state motives, and states’ knowledge of other states’ motives. My dissertation 
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expands this rationalist theory of signaling by emphasizing a state’s perception of another 

state’s signals. I suggest four variables that can affect the initial state’s perceptions and 

attitudes: (1) negativity bias, (2) identity, (3) regime type, and (4) moral or ethical 

elements.22 These variables can contribute to understanding why states sometimes behave 

in a way that deviates from rationalists’ expectations. 

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, one of the purposes of my 

dissertation is to test major international relations theories. My dissertation addresses in 

particular the question of whether information about state intentions is important in 

decision making. Structural realists, particularly offensive realists such as Mearsheimer, 

do not regard state intentions as an important variable because of the features of the 

international system.23 The condition of anarchy and the absence of a world government 

drive states to fear each other. Even when a state knows another state’s intentions, these 

intentions can change over time. Offensive realists thus conclude that states should assume 

the worst about other states’ intentions. Defensive realists and motivational realists, on the 

other hand, argue that assuming the worst without considering the possibility of 

cooperation is not a rational decision, because states will lose the benefits of cooperation, 

which may outweigh other costs. They may also pay unnecessary costs of competing when 

the other state is a security seeker. Thus, fair considerations of the benefits and costs from 

both cooperation and competition will maximize a player’s utility.  

                                                           
22 To some extent, regime type and morality variables can be included in the broader category of 

“identity.”I present them here as separate variables because the effects of regime type and morality on 

signal receivers’ responses may not be completely attributed to identity. However, in most of my 

dissertation, I explain how regime type and morality can be understood in the context of a broader category 

of identity. 
23 This dissertation will use the term intentions in many cases instead of motives, because the signals used in 

my experiments often indicate the actions of a state in the relatively short term. More details are in the next 

section 2-2-1. Basic Concepts.  
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However, to my knowledge there has been no study that directly aims to empirically 

test those two theories about the role of state intentions at a micro level. The empirical test 

of the role of state intentions in decision making will be an important contribution to our 

understanding of how decision makers actually perceive the other state’s intentions and 

how they choose to respond. My first experiment tests these theories by manipulating an 

adversary’s relative power and uncertainty about its intentions. It empirically specifies the 

condition under which individuals either assume the worst about an adversary’s intentions 

or assess an adversary’s intentions based on the information they have about the enemy. 

The second purpose of this dissertation is to develop a more elaborated theory of signaling 

by incorporating a subjective dimension of interpreting states’ behaviors. The logic of 

costly signals is clear: a state can influence another state’s beliefs about the state’s type by 

taking actions that would be too risky for a state that was only posturing. Only costly 

actions can update another state’s beliefs. Previous studies assume that costly signals will 

be interpreted the way the signal-sending states intended. However, it is not clear whether 

signal-receiving states interpret the signals the way they should. Jervis emphasizes that we 

need to see “both the actor and perceiver,” and “(a) theory of signaling … requires a careful 

investigation of how signals are perceived.”24 It would be fruitless to understand what 

inferences we should draw from signals without knowing if perceivers correctly interpret 

signals in the first place.  

 Some psychological or constructivist literature suggests that signals may not be 

perceived as the rationalist theory of signaling expects. First, since a human being’s 

cognitive ability is limited (bounded rationality), decision makers may pay attention 

                                                           
24 Jervis 2002. 



30 
 

selectively to only some of the adversary’s actions.25 For example, a human tendency to 

asymmetrically respond to positive and negative events predicts that decision makers may 

respond differently when they perceive states’ conciliatory gestures intended to reassure 

other states and when they perceive states’ aggressive actions.26 The selective attention to 

states’ benign or aggressive signals may influence how decision makers perceive and form 

attitudes toward other states. Experiment Two tests whether the cognitive psychological 

elements affect the way signal receivers perceive and assess signal senders’ actions.      

 Second, some social psychological and constructivist literature suggests that how 

decision makers identify the other state may affect the way they interpret and perceive the 

state’s actions. There are three ways to manipulate the identity of the other state in my 

experiments. First, in my experiment, the other state is described as a potential enemy of 

an ally of the United States. Once the other is identified as an enemy, the state’s actions or 

signals may be perceived differently from when the other is identified as a friend. Second, 

morality may influence the way signal receivers (or decision makers) perceive and assess 

the other state’s actions. Morality may be a criterion for decision makers to distinguish 

good type from bad type, which in turn may affect the perception of the state’s actions. 

Third, the regime type of the other state may affect the way decision makers perceive and 

form attitudes toward the state. Democracies’ actions or signals may be perceived more 

favorably by other democracies compared to those of nondemocracies. Experiments Three 

                                                           
25 Simon 1957, Mintz, Alex 1997. “Foreign Policy Decisionmaking: Bridging the Gap Between the 

Cognitive Psychology and Rational Actor ‘Schools’” in Decision Making on War and Peace: The 

Cognitive-Rational Debate, edited by Geva, Nehemia and Alex Mintz. 1997. 

 
26 About the negativity effect, see for example, see Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, and Vohs 2001; 

Rozin and Royzman 2001; Taylor 1991. 
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and Four test whether the social psychological and constructivist elements affect the way 

signal receivers perceive and assess signal senders’ actions.      

 Finally, a theory of signaling can be elaborated by separating out different aspects 

of observers’ response to signals: inference about a signal sender’s intentions 

(interpretation), threat assessments of an adversary, and foreign policy actions. The 

existing signaling theory assumes that these three aspects of signal receivers’ response 

would be the same. For example, once state A knows from state B’s actions that state B is 

a revisionist, state A will automatically fear state B and will in turn adopt competitive 

policies instead of cooperative policies. Cognitive dissonance theory also predicts the 

consistency of the three aspects of signal responses. According to the theory, people have 

an inner drive to hold their attitudes, beliefs, and behavior in harmony and to avoid 

dissonance between cognition, attitudes, and behaviors.27 Thus, if observers of signals 

believe a signal sender is benign, they will be less likely to fear the state, and in turn will 

be more likely to support cooperation with the state. Alternatively, beliefs about other states’ 

intentions, threat assessments of other states, and attitudes toward them may not be 

consistent. Thus, all of the experiments in this dissertation except Experiment One examine 

the three aspects of signal response.28  

 In sum, although my dissertation builds on defensive realism and motivational 

realism, my research expands and complements their theory by studying how signals are 

perceived. My additional variables have the potential to explain why states may behave in 

ways that deviate from rational behaviors, as well as their rational choices. I argue that the 

                                                           
27 Festinger, L. 1957, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 
28 Experiment One does not involve inference about the other state’s intentions because the information is 

directly given except the control condition. 
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addition of psychological and social (constructivist) variables complements the rationalist 

logic of costly signals. Thus, the elaborated theory of signaling explains and predicts how 

states actually perceive and how they behave rather than what choices states should make 

as optimal decisions. 

This chapter first reviews basic concepts about state intentions, the rational choice 

approach, and the signaling mechanisms discussed in the previous literature. This chapter 

then briefly reviews psychological and constructivist theories that predicts that state actions 

may sometimes deviate from the predictions of the rationalist theory of signaling. Finally, 

it introduces the methods used in this dissertation and addresses external validity 

challenges to those methods.  

 

2-2. Realism and the Rational Choice Approach 

2-2-1. Basic Concepts   

Motivational realists, such as Schweller, Glaser, and Kydd, assume that there are two types 

of states: security seekers and greedy states. Security seekers are states “that are motivated 

only by security.”29 Greedy states are those states that have “nonsecurity motives for 

expansion, which can include the desire to increase its wealth, territory, or prestige, and to 

spread its political ideology or religion, when these are not required to preserve the state’s 

security.” 30  Different scholars use different terms to indicate these different types. 

Security-seekers, benign states, status quo, and peaceful states are used in a similar way. 

                                                           
29 Glaser 2010, 35. Security measures “the state’s prospects for preserving control of its territory, avoiding 

war to protect its territory, and suffering low costs in fighting if war occurs” (Glaser 2010, 35). 
30 Glaser 2010, 36. But, note that Glaser used “greedy states” to refer to those states with mixed motives, 

i.e. those that are motivated by both greed and security, not purely by expansionism. 
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Similarly, greedy, malign, revisionist, and aggressive states are used similarly. These terms, 

used to indicate similar types of states, are used interchangeably here.  

Intentions and motives are both used in this dissertation. Even though scholars often 

use these two terms interchangeably, these words have different meanings. According to 

Glaser, motives are “inherent features of states” and intentions are “what a state intends to 

do”.31 The concept of motives is related to a state’s nature that lasts for a relatively long 

time, while intentions are related to short-term behaviors. Glaser argued that motives are 

“useful for distinguishing types of states.”32 This dissertation, however, will use the term 

intentions in many cases instead of motives, because the signals used in my experiments 

often indicate the actions of a state in the relatively short term.   

Signals are “statements or actions the meanings of which are established by tacit or 

explicit understandings among the actors.”33This research includes both intentional and 

unintentional signaling. This implies that even when a particular action of a state is not 

meant to reveal its intentions, the action can still signal them. For example, even though 

China does not intend to display revisionist intentions when it represses its domestic ethnic 

minorities such as Tibetans and Uyghurs, China’s actions may nonetheless signal 

aggressive motives towards other states as well as its minority groups. 

Costly Signals and Cheap Talk.  The logic of costly signaling originally comes 

from signaling games in economics.34 In games of incomplete information, an actor does 

not know the other actor’s type. An actor, however, can update his beliefs about another 

actor’s type after observing the actor’s actions. In the pooling equilibria, an actor chooses 

                                                           
31 Glaser 2010. 
32 Glaser 2010, 38. 
33 Jervis 1970, 18 
34 Spence 1973. 
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the same action as the other does, which reveals no information about the actor’s type. In 

separating equilibria, an actor chooses a different action from that of another actor, which 

reveals the actor’s type.  

In IR theory, costly signals have often been described as a state’s actions that can 

reveal a state’s benign (or malign) intentions in a security dilemma.35 Cost is measured “in 

terms of the impact on the state’s ability to achieve its goals.”36 Glaser explained this cost 

by describing how “a policy that reduces a state’s ability to take territory will often be more 

costly for a greedy state than for a pure security seeker because the security seeker places 

less value on taking territory.”37 For a state to make a credible signal, it should “expend 

significant, unrecoverable resources” or “severely constrain its future decisionmaking.”38  

This dissertation will refer to political leaders’ statements as cheap talk, regardless 

of whether those statements intend to reveal their benign or aggressive intentions. I use the 

phrase “cheap talk” both for when a diplomatic statement expresses a state’s benign 

intentions or when it expresses resolve for war. This usage may seem odd, particularly to 

those who are familiar with the audience cost literature. In the audience cost literature, a 

democratic leader’s statement showing his resolve for war is not cheap, but costly. The 

leader, who bluffs but does nothing, can be punished for his bluffing in the next election 

because voters may regard him as hurting the reputation of their country. Thus, a 

democratic leader’s bluffing should be costly. However, I use the term “cheap” for 

diplomatic statements regardless of the intentions in the statement, because the diplomatic 

statement does not immediately incur substantial physical cost. This is consistent with the 

                                                           
35 Jervis 1978; Glaser 1994/95, 1997, 2010; Kydd 2005. 
36 Glaser 2010, 65. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Yarhi-Milo 2013, 8. 
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logic of costly signals in the context of crisis bargaining or deterrence. For example, a 

state’s deployment of military forces to a disputed area will be costlier for the state than 

political leaders’ statements revealing their resolve for war with no further supporting 

action.   

 

2-2-2. International Relations Theory of State Intentions  

Mainstream international relations (IR) theories have different views on when states 

perceive insecurity and when they fear each other. Standard structural realists traditionally 

do not distinguish security-seeking states from aggressive states because the constraints of 

the international system make the distinction meaningless.39 For the structural realists, the 

anarchic nature of the international system drives states to compete against each other even 

when only security-seeking states exist. According to these scholars, rational states should 

balance against power through internal balancing (i.e., increasing military or economic 

capabilities) or external balancing (i.e., making an alliance) regardless of an adversary’s 

intentions, because in an anarchic world these states can be attacked at any time. John 

Mearsheimer, a scholar strongly associated with offensive realism, argue further that states 

should assume the worst about other states’ intentions. 40  Thus states should seek to 

maximize power for survival. To him, “the greater the military advantage one state has 

over others, the more secure it is.”41 China may be a good example of this phenomenon 

because of its relatively opaque political system. Unlike in the case of a democracy, the 

regime’s decision making processes are not clear. There is no opposition party to criticize 

                                                           
39 Waltz 1979; Mearsheimer 2001. 
40 Mearsheimer 2000, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p. 45. 
41 Mearsheimer, “The False Promise of International Institutions,” pp. 11-2; Mearsheimer 2000, p. 33. 
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the government’s policy and the freedom of media is not guaranteed in China. Thus, it is 

more difficult to know the intentions of political leaders of China than it would be to know 

the intentions of a democratic state. The United States and the West may thus fear China, 

whose intentions they cannot know clearly.  

Glaser criticizes Mearsheimer’s “assuming the worst” claim. He argues that, “doing 

so is inconsistent with standard criteria for rational decision making because the state fails 

to give proper weight to the benefits of cooperation that would result if its adversary is a 

security seeker.”42  Rationalists criticize this competition bias because the tendency to 

negatively assess other states’ intentions makes states lose the potential benefits from 

cooperation and may also provoke an otherwise avoidable conflict. According to this logic, 

if a state assesses China as threatening, it is because China’s provocative and aggressive 

actions reveal its revisionist ambitions, not because states should assume the worst about 

the other state’s intentions. To do so would mean irrationally foregoing much of the 

valuable economic cooperation which many states have enjoyed with China in recent 

decades. 

 Defensive realists attempt to correct structural realists’ “competition bias” and put 

the security dilemma at the center of the theory.43 The security dilemma is a situation in 

which “many of the means by which a state tries to increase its security decrease the 

security of others.”44 Contrary to the standard structural realists, defensive realists such as 

Jervis seek to avoid the competition bias. To them, cooperation among states is more likely 

and depends on the international environment. In his work, Jervis explains when 

                                                           
42 Glaser 2010, p. 154. 
43 Glaser 2010, p. 155. 
44 Jervis 1978, “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma,” p. 169. 
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cooperation is more or less likely and what variables can moderate or intensify the security 

dilemma. According to his offense-defense theory, two variables affect the intensity of the 

security dilemma: the offense-defense balance and offense-defense distinguishability.45 

When defense has the advantage, and offensive and defensive weapons and strategies are 

distinguishable from one another, states will be less likely to fear each other and 

cooperation is more likely. In contrast, when offense has the advantage, and offensive and 

defensive weapons and strategies are distinguishable, states will be more likely to fear each 

other and competition becomes  more likely. 

 Thus, a state’s procurement of defensive weapons and strategies when deploying 

offensive weapons and strategies should ameliorate tension among countries caught in a 

security dilemma. Although “it is very difficult to distinguish between offensive and 

defensive weapons” as Mearsheimer points out,46 the theory provides important insights 

about when states are likely to compete or cooperate. For example, Glaser explains why 

China is likely to be less of a threat to US security than many other realists think, largely 

given the defensive advantage of geography (i.e., the Pacific Ocean between the countries) 

and technology (i.e., the deterrent power of nuclear weapons).47 

 Some scholars, such as Waltz, assume states to be security seekers. They explain 

competition mostly on the basis of uncertainty about other states’ intentions. Without world 

police for protection, security-seekers are forced to compete with each other for survival 

due to this uncertainty. Schweller criticizes Waltz’s realism for falling into “a status quo 

                                                           
45 Jervis 1978. 
46 John Mearsheimer 1994/1995, “The False Promise of International Institutions,” International Security 

19(3), p. 23. 
47 Glaser 2011, “Will China’s Rise Lead to War? Why Realism Does Not Mean Pessimism,” Foreign 

Affairs 90(2). 
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bias” in his explanation of international politics.48 Structural realism, according to him, 

“overlooks the importance of revisionist goals (non-security expansion) as the driving force 

of international competition.” Waltz’s claim that the nature of the international system, 

anarchy, drives states to compete does not make sense in a world in which only security 

seekers exist. We must assume “the prior existence of a threat.”49  Thus, motivational 

realists such as Schweller, Kydd, and Glaser categorize states’ motives into two general 

types. 50 At one extreme, there are security-seeking, status-quo, benign states that have no 

intention to attack other states unless they are attacked first.51 At the other extreme, there 

are aggressive, expansionist, malign states that intend to attack other states when 

opportunities arise. These scholars acknowledge the active role of motives in shaping state 

behaviors.52 For the motivational realists, aggressive motives can be a direct cause of 

conflicts. These scholars argue that without at least the possibility of expansionist states, 

security-seekers cannot be trapped in the security dilemma as standard structural realists 

assume. 

 In sum, structural realists hold that state intentions are not important in international 

politics. The nature of the international system drives states to compete against each other 

regardless of states’ internal characteristics. To them, uncertainty about other state’s 

intentions is too high for states to overcome. In contrast, defensive realists and motivational 

realists regard uncertainty as a potential problem, but not one that is impossible for states 

                                                           
48 Schweller 1996, “Neorealism’s Status-Quo Bias: What Security Dilemma?” Security Studies 5(3), p. 92. 

Special Issue. Realism: Restatements and Renewal. 
49 Ibid., p. 91. 
50 I include Glaser as a motivational realist. He states that even though his theory is different from 

motivational realism, his theory also has much in common with motivational realism. For instance, he 

writes that “whatever elements are further developed in my theory could be included in motivational 

realism; there is not a fundamental incompatibility.” Glaser 2010, p. 159. 
51 Schweller 1996; Glaser 2010. 
52 Walt 1987; Jervis 1978; Schweller 1994, 1996; Glaser 1994/95, 2010. 
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to overcome. They suggest that states can communicate their intentions by signaling. The 

theories of offensive realists on the one hand, and defensive and motivational realists on 

the other hand seem to contradict each other. The following two hypotheses are derived 

from this insight. 

 

Hypothesis 1 (Offensive Realism). A target state will assume the worst about an 

adversary’s intentions, regardless of information about the state’s intentions. 

 

Hypothesis  2. (Defensive and Motivational Realism). A target state will not necessarily 

assume the worst about an adversary’s intentions. It will assess an adversary’s intentions 

based on information about that state’s intentions. 

 

I test these hypotheses at a micro level in Experiment One by manipulating information 

about an adversary’s relative power and intentions.53 

 

2-2-3. A Signaling Game 

Michael Spence, an American economist and Nobel laureate in economic science, 

developed a theory of signaling games. 54  A signaling game is a game of incomplete 

information in which at least one player does not know the type of another player.55 A 

player, a signal sender, holds private information that affects the decision of another player, 

                                                           
53 From another perspective, there are variations in uncertainty about the adversary’s intentions in the 

experiment. See Chapter 3 for more details. 
54 Spence, Michael A. 1973, “Job Market Signaling,” Quarterly Journal of Economics 87(3), pp. 355-74.  
55 Tadelis, Steven 2013, Game Theory: An Introduction. 
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a signal receiver.56 For example, in a job market in which there is uncertainty about the 

productivity of potential employees, a “good” employee would want to signal her 

productivity by investing in quality education. College education does not necessarily 

directly teach students what they will do in their job. However, college education can be a 

signal of the students’ ability and that they will flourish in their job placement. For a good 

employee, receiving education in a good institution will be relatively easy because she can 

earn better grades at a better institution with less time and effort than a “bad” employee. A 

“bad” employee, however, will find it too costly to invest in a good education in terms of 

the time and effort. This difference in cost allows a job-seeker to signal her productivity 

while on the job market. 

 The logic of the signaling game has been applied to rational choice theory in 

international relations theory. In signaling games, a trustworthy player wants to 

communicate her true type to another player. However, an untrustworthy player also wants 

to project trustworthiness. These incentives to misrepresent one’s intentions prevent states 

from accurately communicating their true intentions. Thus, a trustworthy state can make 

its signals credible by sending a type of signal that an untrustworthy state cannot. Costly 

signals, as opposed to “cheap talk,” are those actions so expensive that an actor who wants 

to send false signals cannot. In international politics, costly signals are considered an 

important means to convey a state’s intentions in both a reassurance context and a crisis 

bargaining context.  

On the one hand, a benign state may want to reveal that it has no intention to attack 

another state because the security-seeking state does not want to wage an unnecessary war. 
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For example, Kydd explaines how the Soviet Union at the end of the Cold War period used 

costly signals to reassure the United States. The Soviet Union’s conciliatory gestures such 

as the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Eastern Europe and Afghanistan and unilateral 

arms reduction revealed its peaceful intentions toward the United States and eventually 

contributed to ending the Cold War.57 Only actors who are willing to bear the costs are able 

to communicate their true preferences. Thus, a reassurance policy will be more costly for 

a greedy state which values additional territory more than a benign state because taking 

measures to reassure others may prevent the revisionist state from being able to take the 

opportunity to expand its territory.58 Sometimes, the reassurance policy can be too risky 

for even a benign state because the policy can “increase its vulnerability to attack, which 

could make cooperation too risky.”59 

 On the other hand, a revisionist state may want to reveal its willingness to fight in 

a crisis bargaining context. When in a crisis, a revisionist state has incentives to show its 

resolve to use force in order to coerce a defending state to back down before fighting takes 

place.60 If the revisionist state is believed to be strongly resolved by another state, then the 

revisionist is more likely to be able to coerce the other party to do as it wants. If the 

revisionist state is weakly resolved, then it is less likely to be able to coerce the other state 

to behave as it wants. China’s recent assertive military stance in the South China Sea, for 

example, is believed by its neighbors and the United States to indicate its aggressive 

intentions. China’s buildup of military facilities on islands in disputed areas, refusal to 

comply with international law, and interception of U.S. planes are taken to signal its 

                                                           
57 Kydd 2005, Trust and Mistrust in International Relations. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Walsh, James I. 2007, “Do States Play Signaling Games?” Cooperation and Conflict 42(4), pp. 441-59. 
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intention to dominate in the region. Those actions are believed to reveal China’s revisionist 

ambitions because those actions are too costly for a peaceful state to take. For example, 

Benigno S. Aquino III, the president of the Philippines, criticizing China’s expansionist 

ambitions, compared his country’s threat in the face of China’s claim over islands in the 

South China Sea to that of Czechoslovakia facing Hitler’s demands for the Sudetenland in 

1938.61 

  

Hypothesis 3. As signals become more costly, the signals will be perceived to be more 

credible. 

 

Hypothesis 3 was derived from the logic of costly signals. The effects of costly 

signals on signal receivers’ inferences about intentions, threat assessment, and foreign 

policy choices should be larger than that of the less costly signals or cheap talk. Both 

Experiment Two and Experiment Three test this hypothesis, but in different ways. 

Experiment Two manipulates the cost of only military signals, while Experiment Three 

manipulates the costs of signals by adopting three different categories of signaling 

mechanisms, whose costs are all assumed to be different. 

 

2-2-4. Signaling Benign Intentions and the Security Dilemma  

Both defensive realists and motivational realists contend that states can overcome the 

danger of fighting caused by the uncertainty about other states’ intentions through costly 

                                                           
61 Bradsher, Keith 2014. “Philippine Leader Sounds Alarm on China.” The New York Times. February 4, 

2014. Source: http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/05/world/asia/philippine-leader-urges-international-help-

in-resisting-chinas-sea-claims.html. Accessed as of June 2 2016. 
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signaling.62 Recall that offense and defense variables can distinguish benign states from 

aggressive states.  

Glaser has added two more variables that affect the security dilemma’s magnitude 

to Jervis’s list of variables: states’ motives and states’ knowledge of other states’ motives.63 

According to Glaser, if a state knows its adversary is a pure security-seeker, then the state 

should understand that the adversary’s military buildup is due to the adversary’s insecurity, 

not greedy motives. Thus, the state’s knowledge about its adversary would reduce 

uncertainty about its adversary’s motives, which would in turn decrease the intensity of the 

security dilemma. According to Glaser, a state’s actions such as arms control, unilateral 

restraint, and unilateral defense often provide information about the state’s motives, and 

this information affects other countries’ views of the state.  

Kydd also provides several ways for states to bring uncertainty over state intentions 

down to a manageable level.64 First, democracies can reveal their intentions because of 

their transparent political processes. In elections, voters want to know candidates’ 

preferences so they can elect a like-minded candidate. Candidates also want to know 

voters’ preferences to align their preferences with those of voters. In addition, in 

democracies, the policies of the executive are discussed and deliberated in the legislative 

body, and legislative discussions are also reported in the media. In this relatively 

transparent political process, a democracy’s intentions are more likely to be revealed than 

a non-democracy’s intentions. Second, all states, including non-democracies, can convey 

their intentions with costly signals. Kydd pointed out that defensive military policy as a 
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means to reassure other states can be too risky for both security seekers and aggressive 

states. As standard structural realists suggest, any state can take advantage of the weakness 

of a state which intentionally reduces or otherwise hamstrings its forces in an attempt to 

signal benign motives. Kydd suggested several other ways that states can send credible 

signals of reassurance:  political leaders’ ideology, foreign policy toward weaker 

neighbors, and domestic policy toward ethnic and religious minorities.65    

 

Hypothesis 3-1. As benign signals become more costly, the signals will be perceived to be 

more reassuring. 

 

A sub-Hypothesis 3-1 involves only benign signals. Again, the effects of costly 

signals on signal receivers’ inferences, threat assessment, and foreign policy choices should 

be larger than that of the less costly signals or cheap talk. Because signals embody a signal 

sender’s benign intentions, costly signals should reassure signal receivers more than less 

costly signals or cheap talk would. Both Experiment Two and Three test this hypothesis by 

manipulating the costs of signals. 

 

2-2-5. Signaling Resolve for War and Audience Costs 

Costly signals in a crisis bargaining context are different from those in a reassurance 

context. In the reassurance context, states want to convey their benign intentions to 

diminish any tension with conflicting parties. However, in crises, states want to show that 

they are “resolute, tough, even belligerent, so that the other side should back down.”66 
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James Fearon is often cited for his description of state behavior in crisis contexts. He 

explains two mechanisms through which a state can signal its willingness to fight in a crisis: 

“tying hands” and “sinking costs.” “Tying hands” mechanisms make a state’s actions 

credible by making a leader suffer if (s)he does not follow through with his/her threat or 

commitment. The “sinking costs” mechanism makes signals credible by taking actions that 

in and of themselves are financially costly, such as building arms and mobilizing troops.67 

Fearon contended costly signaling makes deterrence credible.68 Deterrence is “the 

use of threat by one party to convince another party to refrain from initiating some course 

of action.”69 A state may want to deter a potential attacker by revealing information about 

its commitment to defend its own country. A bluffing state would not take actions beyond 

a certain threshold of threat or military action because the state is afraid of getting into a 

fight. Only a state which has a true intention of fighting would send the costly signal by 

running a greater risk of war.  

Fearon furthermore argued that democracies have an advantage in making their 

signals credible over non-democracies. Democratic leaders will be punished by voters in 

the next election if they escalate and back down, while non-democracies do not have such 

audience costs. Audience costs increase with the level of escalation (i.e. from verbal, to 

military display, to use of force without casualties, to use of force with casualties) because 

citizens care about the international reputation of their country or leader.70 

                                                           
67 Fearon 1997.  
68 Fearon 1994a, 1994b. 
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Fearon’s audience cost argument has been criticized by a group of scholars. Some 

contend that diplomatic statements also have an impact on reputation.71 Another group of 

scholars rejects the advantage of democracies over non-democracies in making their 

signals credible.72  For example, Jessica Weeks claims that the audience costs of non-

democracies are not always lower than those of democracies. 73 In some non-democracies, 

political leaders actually can be held accountable domestically and therefore audience costs 

still exist. In some types of non-democracies, a failed bluff conveys information about a 

leader’s competence and bluffing can hurt leaders’ reputations. Finally, Downes and 

Sechser also found that “threats from democracies are no more successful than threats from 

other states.”74 

 

Hypothesis 3-2. As aggressive signals become more costly, the signals will be perceived 

to be more threatening. 

 

A sub-Hypothesis 3-2 involves only aggressive signals that imply a signal sender’s 

resolve for war. Again, the effects of costly signals on signal receivers’ inferences about 

intentions, threat assessment, and foreign policy choices should be larger than that of the 

less costly signals or cheap talk. Because signals embody the signal sender’s aggressive 

intentions, costly signals should be more threatening to signal receivers than less costly 
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signals or cheap talk would be. Both Experiment Two and Three test this hypothesis by 

manipulating the costs of signals. 

 

2-2-6. Mechanisms of Signaling 

Table 2.1. Signaling Mechanisms  

Theory Role of Motives  Types of Signals IR Scholars 

Defensive Realism Important  
The adoption of defensive/offensive 

weapons & strategies 

Jervis 

Motivational Realism  Important 

Domestic policies toward ethnic/religious 

minorities 

Arms control, unilateral restraint, unilateral 

defense 

Kydd 

 

Glaser 

Institutionalism N/A Institutional constraints Weinberger 

Soft-Power 

Game Theory 

N/A 

N/A 

Foreign aid, multilateralism  

cheap talk 

Nye 

Sartori, Trager 

 

International relations scholars have explained signaling mechanisms mostly with the logic 

of costly signals. States have incentives to convey both aggressive preferences (or resolve 

for war) and peaceful preferences. In international relations theory, costly signals have 

often been described as a state’s actions that reveal either a state’s resolve to fight in a crisis 

or its security-seeking motives in a security dilemma.75 The signals should be the types of 

actions that disguised types cannot imitate without incurring a high cost. When the signal 

is cheap, the signal is not credible.76  

Military Signaling. One way to communicate information about a state’s 

preferences is military signaling.77 Military signaling includes the adoption of defensive 
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weapons or strategies even when there is an advantage in using offensive weapons or 

strategies.78 Glaser suggests three avenues through which states can signal their benign 

motives: arms control measures, unilateral defense, and unilateral restraint.79 He claims for 

example that limiting the size of forces can “communicate information about motives.”80  

 These actions are costly because they reduce a state’s offensive military capability, 

and thus risk the danger of exploitation by potential adversaries; as such, they show the 

state’s security-seeking motives.81 Such policies reassure potential adversaries because 

they reduce the opportunity for a state to expand its territory, and they might even decrease 

a state’s overall security. For example, the Soviet Union’s unilateral arms control efforts 

in the late 1980s succeeded in reducing tension between the United States and the Soviet 

Union, and in turn facilitated the end of the Cold War.82  

 Defensive or motivational realists also describe military signaling as a means by 

which states reveal their aggressive motives and resolve for war. Logically, states should 

also be able to convey aggressive motives by using military actions in ways opposite to 

those intended to reassure. A state’s adoption of offensive weapons when defense is 

preferred signals aggressive motives. Similarly, a state’s unilateral expansion of its military 

budget or military forces will likely reveal resolve for war.  

Domestic-Political Signaling. However, defensive military policy may be too risky 

to implement for both aggressive states and security-seeking states. As standard structural 

realists suggest, any state can take advantage of the weakness of a state which intentionally 
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reduces or otherwise hamstrings its forces in an attempt to signal benign motives. Because 

of this, defensive military signaling is not always a feasible option.83 Defensive military 

signaling “require(s) states to accept a greater degree of vulnerability if they want to reveal 

their preferences.”84 Glaser also notes the risk: “[S]ignaling can require a security seeker 

to increase its vulnerability to attack, which could make cooperation too risky.”85  

 Recognizing the risk of military signaling, some IR scholars suggest less risky 

policies that can signal benign motives without military changes, such as domestic policies 

toward ethnic/religious minorities or institutional signaling.86 Political leaders’ ideology, 

foreign policy toward weaker neighbors, and domestic policy toward minorities are the  

non-military policies identified by Kydd. According to Jervis, a state’s domestic political 

system and policies, and domestic events can also indicate the state’s intentions.87 Even 

though Glaser agrees with Kydd’s argument about a state’s ability to signal its motives, he 

claims that Kydd’s emphasis on a state’s ability to reveal its motives is “overstated,” 

because a security seeking state without revisionist ambitions may also seek aggressive 

policies to improve their security under certain conditions.88 He contends that powerful 

states can sometimes intervene in the affairs of other states without greedy motives as the 

United States did in Iraq in 2003. 

Institutional Signaling.  According to neoliberal institutionalists, international 

institutions allow states to cooperate by providing information among states and by 

establishing monitoring and enforcement mechanisms.89 International organizations (IOs), 
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as agents of the international community, “serve to constrain and assess the policies of 

potential coercing states” and “generat(e) information that can be used by the international 

community to distinguish desirable from undesirable actions.”90 Political leaders and the 

public better understand potential coercing states either through information about the 

states’ intentions or through “information short cuts” transmitted by IOs.91 

 Weinberger argues that Kydd’s non-military signals would not be effective because 

Kydd’s signals are “too easily reversed or changed.” For him, a costly signal should be 

“entrenched or codified in such a way that not only makes it costly, but persistent.”92  

According to him, with the knowledge of the role of the institutions, a state will accede to 

only those institutions that it “perceives to be commensurate with its interest.”93 Accession 

to international regimes is costly because violating rules of the regimes will negatively 

impact the members’ reputations, and enforcement mechanisms can often punish violating 

states. 94  Once a state joins an international organization or a regime, its behavior is 

constrained on certain issues by the degree of such costs. Incumbent governments often 

use international regimes to constrain the future government’s preferences. 95  The 

compliance mechanisms through which IOs restrain member states’ behaviors—

monitoring and enforcement mechanisms—enable a state to send credible signals of its 

motives by joining IOs.  

However, not all international institutions are poised to play a critical role in 

providing information about other states’ benign or aggressive motives. Some security 
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institutions are more credibly able to reveal other states’ motives. For example, when North 

Korea declared its withdrawal from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in 2003, the 

action was seen as “a very serious escalation of the dispute over North Korea’s nuclear 

programme,” and international concern over North Korea’s intentions rapidly grew.96 In 

contrast, a member country of an international human rights institution may not have 

domestic laws that can enforce the international standard of human rights, or may even 

have a poor reputation because of significant human rights violations. 

Soft-Power Signaling.97  I argue that there may be an even less costly but equally 

effective signaling mechanism besides military, domestic, and institutional signaling: soft-

power signaling. A state may be able to signal its benign motives by acting according to 

norms. “Soft” foreign policy is a state’s value-driven or ethical behavior that includes 

efforts to reduce poverty in developing countries, protect human rights, promote peace in 

disputed areas, and comply with norms. 98  These ethical behaviors are voluntary, not 

demanded by the official constraints of international institutions. A state’s ethical behavior 

requires some sunk costs, such as resources to provide assistance to developing countries 

or to promote global peace. States observing these behaviors may be reassured and believe 

that the country in question has benign motives.  

This mechanism mostly draws on two kinds of literature: Jervis’s image theory  and 

Joseph Nye’s soft power thesis.99 First, Jervis acknowledges that diplomacy is a less costly 
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means of influencing other states than military and economic power. Some diplomatic 

means can project a “desire[d] image” and can influence other states “without paying the 

high cost of altering their own major policies.”100 Second, the soft power thesis, in a similar 

vein, suggests that “soft” foreign policies can affect other states. Joseph Nye argues that 

“soft” foreign policy sometimes exerts more political influence than one’s military or 

economic power.101 A state’s moral actions, such as providing humanitarian assistance to 

developing countries or advocating for peaceful activities, may create a positive image, 

which in turn may affect beliefs about the state’s motives. For example, Norway and 

Canada project good images to other countries by taking moral actions.102 

Diplomatic Statements.  Diplomatic statements are often said to be “cheap talk”. 

The concept of cheap talk comes from Schelling’s intuition that a behavior that costs 

nothing can be taken by any type of actor; therefore, a mere diplomatic statement provides 

no information about the type of actor making it.103 Cheap talk is also described as “verbal 

threats or promises that inflict no costs on the sender” and that “will have little or no 

influence on those receiving the message."104 However, statements of hostility from one 

state toward another state can be costly. As Jervis wrote: “the issuance of many statements 

is preceded by conflict within the state, and thus the state’s decision-makers often pay a 

price for their words in terms of time, energy, and other political resources.”105 More 
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recently many scholars have argued that diplomacy is not costless. 106  Some scholars 

consider diplomacy to be a credible signal under certain conditions, such as when states 

face audience costs or reputational concerns, are unwilling to alter another state’s 

perceptions of their intentions, or make “hard-line diplomatic statements to make one’s 

opponent rationally forgo negotiations” in a crisis-bargaining context.107 

I categorize six signaling mechanisms into three categories: military, nonmilitary, 

and diplomatic. I assume that military actions (i.e., the adoption of defensive/offensive 

weapons, or the unilateral increase/decrease of military forces) are costly, that non-military 

actions (i.e., a state’s domestic policy toward its minorities, or its institutional engagement) 

are moderately costly, and that diplomatic actions (i.e., foreign aid policy and peace-

promoting activities, or a leader’s diplomatic statements) are not costly, or cheap. 108  

A state’s military actions are costlier for a state revealing its intentions than other 

types of signals in at least two senses: taking the risk of decreasing its own security and 

increasing its financial burden. Military actions are often riskier to one’s security than non-

military actions or diplomatic actions. For example, a state’s adoption of defensive 

weapons when offense is easier is a risky behavior because the action can increase the 

vulnerability of the state. Other states can take advantage of a state’s defensive military 

strategy and use this as an opportunity to achieve expansionist intentions if they are greedy 

states. The opposite is also true: a state’s adoption of offensive weapons when defense is 
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easier may increase tensions and escalate a crisis to war rather than deter a potential threat. 

In addition, a state’s military actions are costlier than other non-military actions or 

diplomatic actions in financial terms. Changing weapons and strategies from offensive to 

defensive, or vice versa, will cost a lot. Military budgets are often much larger than any 

other department’s budget.  

On the other end of the spectrum, there is a political leader’s diplomatic statement. 

A political leader’s statement without any supporting action typically does not incur 

physical costs or security risk, even though once a political leader does not keep his/her 

promises, it may hurt the leader’s reputation. A state’s foreign aid policy also does not 

involve any serious security risks or major financial burden to the state which adopts the 

policy. Thus, an aggressive state which wants to hide its true intentions can adopt those 

diplomatic actions without incurring high costs.  

The costs of what I call nonmilitary signals are between those of the other two 

categories.  A state’s engagement in or withdrawal from international institutions and a 

state’s domestic policy toward its ethnic/religious minorities all incur some cost, but not as 

much as military signals, just as Weinberger and Kydd have implicitly suggested.  

Given these assumptions, military signals should be perceived as most credible, 

while diplomatic actions should be perceived as least credible according to the logic of 

costly signals. Hypothesis 4 was derived from this insight. Experiment Three tests the 

following hypothesis. 

 

Hypothesis 4: Military signals will be perceived as more credible than non-military signals, 

and both will be perceived as more credible than diplomatic signals.  
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2-3. Elaborating the Theory of Signaling: A Cognitive Psychological Approach 

The rational choice model has been the major approach used to explain states’ cooperative 

and competitive actions as explained in section 2-2. The rational choice approach regards 

optimal decisions that maximize a player’s utility as the best decisions to take. However, 

scholars of decision-making frequently find that people do not make the decisions that 

rationalists predict. These scholars find that the classical economic theory is not valid 

“when perception and cognition intervene between the decision-maker and his objective 

environment”—in other words, as occurs in actual decision-making.109  People seldom 

maximize utility.110 They are often sensitive to framing effects, and often do not calculate 

all the available options because of the limits of cognitive ability.111  

Prospect theory is one of the most influential decision-making theories in this 

school.112 According to prospect theory, “people tend to be risk-averse for gains … but 

simultaneously to be risk-acceptant for losses.”113 The theory suggests that people respond 

to a potential gain differently than to a potential loss. Gaining ten dollars does not make 

people happy to the same extent that losing the same amount makes them annoyed.114 

People are likely to overvalue losses while they underestimate gains. This theory has often 

been applied to explain state behaviors in international politics.115 Prospect theory explains 
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the relationship between environmental contingency in the form of gains and losses and 

individual risk propensity.116 Jervis, for example, illustrated how, during the Cold War era, 

Americans were likely to focus more on the negative aspects of losing their influence 

overseas, such as in Ethiopia, than on the positive aspects of gaining international influence 

(e.g., Egypt’s transferring its loyalty from the Soviet Union to the United States).117  

  Cognitive psychological literature explains the asymmetry between positive and 

negative events with a negativity effect. The negativity effect is defined as “a greater 

impact of evaluatively negative than of equally intense positive stimuli on a subject.”118  

There is ample evidence that the way people process negative information is different from 

the way they process positive information.119 An individual’s tendency to avoid loss in 

decision making is also shown in significantly decreased neural activity in some areas of 

the human brain, including the midbrain dopaminergic regions and their targets.120 People 

tend to pay more attention to negative stimuli than positive ones, while also being 

influenced more by the negative stimuli than the positive.121 The negative stimuli get more 

attention and require more cognitive processing than positive stimuli because the negative 

stimuli have more informational value.122 

 Some scholars locate the origin of cognitive biases in evolutionary purposes.123 

Humans are more sensitive to negative stimuli than positive stimuli because “few positive 
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experiences offer fitness advantage. … But surviving or avoiding even a single negative 

experience resulting from encounters with predators or poisoned food may prove essential 

for survival and fitness. … when survival is uncertain, marginal losses prove more critical 

for reproductive success than marginal gains.”124 These scholars contend that the human 

cognitive architecture with a negativity bias evolved to solve adaptive problems, and the 

same architecture applies in political outcomes that are related to survival.125 In fact, the 

human tendency to be more sensitive to negative events may be a “bias” in rationalist terms, 

but the bias may be “better than rational” for the purpose of survival.126 

 This negativity bias suggests that decision makers may perceive an adversary’s 

benign actions and aggressive actions differently. Decision makers may be biased to be 

more concerned about missing the other state’s aggressive actions than about missing its 

benign actions. It may make sense under certain conditions. In this case, decision makers 

may overplay the other state’s apparently aggressive gestures while they underplay the 

other state’s conciliatory gestures, which in turn may cause intense competition between 

states, or the security dilemma. This is not rational because, according to Glaser, a rational 

state should consider the benefits and costs of cooperation and competition fairly. A state 

giving too much weight to competition is thus not acting rationally, and a state’s negative 

stance toward other states only increases the severity of the security dilemma.127   

Decision makers’ negativity bias may be “better than rational” if the security 

dilemma does not occur in reality as often as some IR scholars suggest. If that is the case, 
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because no one is going to protect a state in trouble, states should be somewhat more 

concerned about signs that others are aggressive, and must be at least a bit skeptical of 

benign signals. Thus, reassuring an adversary may be more difficult than showing resolve.  

 Hypothesis 5 was derived from this cognitive psychological insight. Experiment 

Two tests this cognitive psychological thesis as opposed to the rationalist logic of costly 

signals. I include both benign and aggressive signals from an adversary in a scenario, and 

test whether the logic of costly signals is applied equally to both the benign and aggressive 

signals. 

 

Hypothesis 5. Costly signals have a different impact on signal receivers’ assessments of 

intentions and their perceptions depending on whether the signals embody a signal sender’s 

benign or aggressive intentions. 

 

2-4. Elaborating the Theory of Signaling: Social Psychological and Constructivist 

Variables 

Constructivists such as Wendt object to Mearsheimer’s notion of “assuming the worst” 

about the other’s intentions. States do not always assume the worst, being afraid of the 

possibility of making one mistake that may result in extinction. Instead, they make 

decisions “on the basis of probabilities, and these are produced by interaction, by what 

actors do.”128 It is “only through a process of signaling and interpreting that the costs and 

probabilities of being wrong can be determined.”129 Wendt uses a hypothetical illustration 

of humans encountering aliens for the first time. If people met aliens, they would not know 
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their intentions: would aliens want to launch an attack against humans, or would they want 

to cooperate? The first alien gesture would thus signal what their intentions are. We would 

not necessarily “assume the worst” about the aliens’ intentions and launch an attack. Our 

actions would depend on the probabilities that we assign to different intentions, and these 

probabilities are in large part “a function of what aliens do; prior to their gesture, we have 

no systemic basis for assigning probabilities.”130  

  In fact, constructivist theory has a lot in common with the rationalist logic of 

signaling.131 Rationalist signaling theory emphasizes states’ revealing information about 

their intentions and updating their beliefs based on signals and their interpretation. 

Constructivists also emphasize the importance of social interaction between states and the 

effects of the security—or insecurity—produced in these interactions for the structure of 

the international system.    

Identity.  Identity is considered an important element in both constructivism and 

social psychology. Once a state identifies the other as friend, enemy, or rival using 

interactions as the basis for these judgments, the assigned identity directs and defines how 

states interpret other states’ behaviors.132  “If they [states] think that a state is hostile, 

behavior that others might see as neutral or friendly will be ignored, distorted, or seen as 

attempted duplicity. This cognitive rigidity reinforces the consequences of international 

anarchy. (68)"133 The effects of identity on how we perceive state behaviors are easily 

understood when we think about military buildups by states with different identities. A 
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British military buildup, for example, would be differently perceived by Americans than a 

similar buildup on the part of China or North Korea. 

 Social identity theorists also emphasize the role of identity on intergroup conflict.134 

They find that a shared sense of identity can decrease threat perception.135 The shared 

identity can include religion, culture, language, etc. According to them, individuals 

automatically categorize themselves into two groups: “self” and “other.”136 Once they 

assign categories, they tend to view the in-group more positively than the out-group, and 

in turn behave more favorably toward the in-group than the out-group.137 Rousseau and 

Garcia-Retamero, for example, found in their experiments that the shared language, 

religion, and culture of a country reduced threat perception, while different identities across 

the same cleavages increased threat perception.138 

This has implications for signaling theory. Identity may influence one state’s 

interpretation and perception of another state’s actions. For example, once a state is 

identified as an enemy, the state’s actions to reassure another state may be viewed 

skeptically. An “enemy” state’s withdrawal of its military forces from a disputed area may 

be believed to be an action intended to deceive or to be the result of decreased economic 

productivity. To change others’ beliefs about a state identified as an enemy may require 

repeated and costly benign actions. In fact, Americans began to change their beliefs about 

the Soviet Union’s identity through repeated costly benign actions, including the Soviet 
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Union’s withdrawal of its forces from Afghanistan and Eastern Europe, and its treaty with 

the United States limiting intermediate-range nuclear forces.   

 

H6. Signals have a different impact on signal receivers’ assessments of intentions and their 

perceptions depending on the signal sender’s identity. 

 

Hypothesis 6 was derived from the social psychological and constructivist insight 

that the identity of a signal sender may affect the perception of and responses to signals. I 

directly manipulate the identity of a signal sender by varying the signal sender’s regime 

type in Experiment Four. Democracies may be seen as friends or ingroup members by other 

democracies, while nondemocracies may not be seen as such. A state’s signals that imply 

its morality or ethical aspects may also be used as criteria to identify the other state as an 

in-group or out-group member. Americans and Europeans may believe moral states to be 

“civilized,” with the civilized country belonging to their in-group, which in turn may affect 

perceptions and responses to signals. Experiment Three includes a state’s foreign aid policy 

to test the effect of moral signaling. 

Regime Type.  The democratic peace literature suggests that the regime type of the 

signaling state may influence observers’ interpretations and perceptions of signals.139 A 

signal sender can be either a democracy or a non-democracy, and a signal receiver can also 

be of either regime type. I will limit my discussion to the case of a democratic signal-

receiver.  
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There are three possibilities for whether the regime type of a signal sender may or 

may not influence the interpretation and perception of signaling by a signal receiver. The 

first possibility is that a democratic signal receiver believes that another democracy is more 

benign than a non-democracy, and thus a democracy’s actions are perceived as more 

benign than those of a non-democracy. Then, even a democracy’s aggressive actions will 

be perceived as more benign than the same act when committed by a non-democracy. In 

this case, a misinterpretation of signaling may have occurred. For example, a democracy’s 

preparing for war may thus be misattributed to some domestic cause(e.g., increased GDP, 

domestic lobbyists’ influence) instead of its aggressive intentions. In this case, even though 

a democracy may be planning an attack on another democracy, its aggressive actions are 

underplayed by the democratic signal receiver. 

One of the mechanisms that makes this possible is normative: a state may infer 

another state’s aggressiveness or peacefulness from the state’s domestic norms that deal 

with violence.140 Democratic leaders use norms as a “communication device” to convey 

their peaceful intentions to each other.141 Once a democracy recognizes another state as a 

democracy, it will infer peaceful intention based on the regime type, and this perception 

will be reinforced by their interactions based on their beliefs. These states will fear each 

other less, trust each other more, and the security dilemma between them will be 

moderated.142 Thus, democracies may be likely to interpret other democracies’ actions 

more positively than non-democracies regardless of whether those actions are peaceful or 

aggressive.  
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The second possibility is that a democracy’s benign actions are perceived as more 

benign than a non-democracy’s, while the democracy’s aggressive actions are perceived as 

more aggressive than a non-democracy’s. This is possible because of a democracy’s 

transparent decision-making processes. A free mass media in democracies contributes to 

this transparency. Legislative bodies can also reveal their state’s intentions during 

deliberation of executive proposals. However, non-democracies have fewer channels to 

reveal their intentions. Mass media is controlled by the government, and there are less 

powerful systems to check the executive’s decisions. Thus, both benign and aggressive 

intentions of a democracy will be more likely to be revealed than those of a non-democracy. 

The audience cost literature also supports this possibility.143 A democratic leader who 

threatens other states and then backs down will be punished by voters in the next elections 

because bluffing can tarnish the country’s reputation. Thus, a democracy’s threat will be 

believed to be more credible, and in turn more threatening, than that of a non-democracy. 

The third possibility is that a state’s signaling may be perceived according to the 

logic of costly signaling regardless of the regime type of the signal sender. In other words, 

regardless of the regime type, costly signals will be perceived as more credible than cheaper 

signals. Defensive realists and motivational realists rarely mention the effect of regime type 

in their theories.  

Moral and Ethical Elements.  Finally, a state’s moral behaviors based on altruism 

and human rights norms may affect the interpretation and perception of its actions. Western 

democracies identified certain behaviors as “civilized” acts, and made them norms. 

Adhering to these civilized acts can be a sign of whether actors are like them or not, and 
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this identity can affect the way actors infer another state’s benign or aggressive type. State 

actions like donating to help poor countries can be considered one type of moral behavior. 

The idea that wealthy nations should help poorer nations partly originated from 

Europeans’ sense of moral responsibility for the welfare of the disadvantaged.144 The sense 

of moral responsibility was an “element of the customary European practice and concept 

imbibed as a dimension of the standard of ‘civilization’.” This sense of noblesse oblige 

motivated Europeans to “deal justly with weaker nations, or at least justify their behavior 

according to some standard of what was right or fair.”145 The will and ability of Europeans 

to be concerned about the well-being of other countries as well as their own became 

Europe’s standard of civilization. After World War II, states began to create “a more 

internationalist sense of community that included poverty alleviation.”146 This concern for 

the well-being of other countries was also reflected in Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms speech, 

where President Roosevelt boldly declared “freedom from want ... everywhere in the 

world,” to be one of the fundamental aims of the United States and its democratic allies.147   

 This moral idea shared by Europeans and Americans became the norm of 

international society through international development regimes and has been recognized 

as such. The World Bank, for example, played an important role in creating the norm that 

poverty reduction is the responsibility of international society. 148  Led by Robert 

McNamara, president of the World Bank from 1968 to 1981, who believed that aid is the 

moral obligation of rich nations, the World Bank persuasively advocated for the moral 
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necessity of concern about poverty.149 The UN Millennium Development Goals are a good 

example. They reflect the international norm that recognizes the responsibility of 

developed nations to help develop poorer countries.150  

 Contributing to poverty reduction and global governance are now perceived to be 

the responsibility of wealthy members of international society. Major powers are often 

asked to contribute more to creating global public goods and to help form better regimes 

of global governance.151  Even China, which is often criticized for its weak efforts to 

increase global public goods, recognizes this norm. The official Chinese White Paper on 

Peaceful Development reads: “As countries vary in national conditions and are in different 

stages of development, they should match responsibility with rights in accordance with 

their national strength ... For its part, China will assume more international responsibility 

as its comprehensive strength increases.”152 

 These norms and moral ideas about international development and foreign aid 

influence state behaviors by enhancing or hurting a nation’s prestige or reputation. 

According to Keohane, international regimes can influence state behaviors “if they are 

concerned about precedent or believe that their reputations are at stake.”153 After the end 

of the Cold War, “naming” and “shaming” has become an influential way for a human 

rights regime such as the United Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR) to 

affect state protection of human rights.154 One of the reasons states are concerned about 

their reputations with regard to human rights is that “they can help or hurt efforts by states 

                                                           
149 Ibid., 125.  
150 For more information about the Millennium Development Goals, see 

http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/.  
151 Shambaugh 2012, p. 130. 
152 Ibid. 
153 Keohane 1984, p. 105. 
154 Lebovic and Voeten 2006. 
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to secure or improve their reputation in other, perhaps more consequential areas of 

interest.”155 Similarly, those countries that do not care about the well-being of citizens of 

other countries and do not comply with norms of development are often criticized and find 

that their prestige and reputation eventually suffer. For example, China is often criticized 

for providing foreign aid intended primarily to advance its own economic interests, rather 

than for the development of receiver countries. 156  In one example, after China was 

pressured by international society, China had to pledge to increase its donation from its 

initial modest contribution to the Philippines after that nation had been hit by a typhoon in 

2013.157  

 A state’s moral actions—policies that respect others’ well-being and human 

rights—may be considered “civilized” by western countries and by those states which 

consider these acts to be global norms. The perception of “civilized” states may lead to the 

categorization of such norm-abiding states as “self” instead of “other,” which in turn affects 

the interpretation of their other behaviors. 

 

2-5. Methods  

My research adopts the method of survey experiments. I use both Amazon’s Mechanical 

Turk (MTurk) and YouGov. Amazon’s MTurk is “a marketplace for work that requires 

                                                           
155 868. In line with this view, for example, international investors may favor those countries that protect the 

human rights of their citizens because they may infer that those countries are “willing to forgo short-term 

power advantages in exchange for long-term benefits” and they infer that those countries will also care about 

the protection of the investors’ rights. Farber 2002, p. 868. 
156 Ngaire Woods 2008, “Whose Aid? Whose Influence? China, Emerging Donors and the Silent 

Revolution in Development Assistance.” 
157 “Typhoon Haiyan: China gives less aid to Philippines than Ikea” 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/nov/ 14/typhoon-haiyan-china-aid-philippines-ikea; “China 

Increases Aid to Philippines,” http://www.nytimes.com/2013/ 11/15/world/asia/chinese-aid-to-

philippines.html?_r=0, 
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human intelligence.” MTurk is believed to produce roughly the same results as experiments 

on nationally representative samples. 158  I also employed the YouGov company to 

administer my three survey experiments. YouGov is an international Internet-based market 

research firm. In order to maintain internal validity, the same survey was used in both the 

MTurk and YouGov samples with as few changes as possible. Even though there were 

some differences between the two survey tools, the fundamental results were the same for 

each of the three experiments. Experiment Four was conducted only by Amazon’s MTurk 

because of limited resources.  

There are two ways to interpret the results of such survey experiments.159 The 

dominant approach in international relations scholarship is to restrict the application of 

results of experiments only to the public. Another approach is similar to that of cognitive 

psychologists, and does not particularly distinguish the cognitive processes of the public 

from that of politicians. I take the first approach, which is more cautious in generalizing 

experimental results. However, I do not necessarily exclude the possibility that the analysis 

of the public's cognitive processes, involving the public’s inferences about state motives, 

and their threat perception and decision-making, can still give insight into our 

understanding of the cognitive processes of political elites. 

On one hand, many scholars agree that public opinion is an important factor in the 

foreign policy decisions of democracies. At the same time, others prefer elite-centric 

approaches. Elected officials, including the president and lawmakers, should be concerned 

                                                           
158 Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012. 
159 Rousseau 2006 received criticism for his experimental research design, particularly for the external 

validity problems which accompany experiments, pp. 97-9. His response to this criticism was also that his 

experiments aim to understand “how the average citizen makes sense of foreign affairs.” In his words, we 

can “at least tentatively generalize from the sample to the political elite,” p. 98.  



68 
 

with public opinion, if only because they wish to remain in office.160 In line with that view, 

many studies have found evidence that foreign policies do reflect public opinion.161 As a 

consequence, for example, any threat to use force made by a democracy will not be 

regarded as credible if its public does not support the military action.162  

Another way to analyze experiments is to use experimental results to see how 

average Americans perceive information and make decisions. These findings can then 

serve as a baseline to make generalizations about political elites, particularly elected 

officials. Those who prefer the elite-centric approach believe that the public does not think 

or make decisions as political elites do for many reasons, including their lack of expertise, 

knowledge, and access to confidential information. However, it is still not clear why the 

way that political elites process information—by interpreting and making inferences from 

various forms of information—should be different than that of an average citizen. It is true 

that politicians have much stronger direct influence over foreign affairs than individual 

voters because they have more power, information, and concentrated leverage than voters; 

indeed, their offices give them authority and these officials do not suffer from the same 

collective action problem that citizens do.163 However, it is still not clear how these features 

of political elites make them different from the public with regard to how they process 

information about other states.164 

                                                           
160 Tomz and Weeks 2013; Aldrich, Sullivan, and Borgida 1989; Gronke, Koch, and Wilson 2003; Gelpi, 

Reifler, and Feaver 2007; Sobel 1993; Russett 1990. 
161 Rosenau 1961; Holsti 1992; Goldsmith and Horiuchi 2012; Datta 2009. 
162 Johns and Davies 2012. 
163 Saunders forthcoming. 
164 Saunders also stated that elite preferences are different from those of the public. She cites Slantchev, 

who argues that democratic publics are often less hawkish than elites. However, even if that (or the 

opposite) is the case, it does not affect the results of my experiments. What I want to see and explain is not 

whether the public feels more or less threat, but, once establishing a baseline, how the nature of another 

state (its power and motives) affects Americans’ threat perceptions and attitudes. 
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The public’s lack of information and/or political knowledge is less a problem in an 

experimental setting than critics of experimental studies argue. Experiments can provide 

survey participants with similar amounts of information as real decision-makers may 

receive in a similar real world scenario, so we can then see how the average American 

would behave. Elected officials such as the U.S. president or a member of Congress may 

not necessarily know much about a particular state that may be a potential rival. Elected 

politicians may have been--earlier in their career--businessmen, lawyers, farmers, actors, 

housewives, or may have held any other occupation.165 They also get information from 

experts within and outside of their government, as a survey respondent does from those 

running the experiment. We can also control for prior political knowledge by examining 

whether it affects perceptions and how respondents form opinions.  

 

2-6. External Validity 

How much do experiments reflect reality? Experiments will be closer to reality when 

researchers consider and insert more variables and information into experimental settings, 

for example, via a vignette. However, putting as many variables as possible into an 

experiment may risk distracting the participants from the variables of interest, and instead 

may accidentally lead them to focus on insignificant variables.  

As I intend to observe the pure causal effects of a few variables of interest that can 

address the debate between structural and defensive/motivational realism, I do not attempt 

to include all the variables that could possibly affect individuals’ perceptions and foreign 

policy decisions. In fact, there are many other aspects of an adversary that could affect 

                                                           
165 Rousseau 2006; Originally from Ornstein, Mann, and Malbin 1999; Little and Moore 1996. 
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individuals’ perceptions and attitudes, such as culture or religion (e.g., "Is the adversary 

Christian or Muslim?").  

Some may criticize this type of research because some important variables were 

not included in my experiments. For example, some may worry that my experiments face 

omitted variable bias and cannot measure the effects of the variables of interest 

appropriately, because they do not consider some other important state characteristics. That 

is not the case. Because variables of interest are randomly and independently assigned to 

groups of participants, we can measure the effects of the variables of interest without 

concerns of omitted variable bias.  

The goal of these experiments is to understand the causal effects of the variables of 

interest and develop a theory using these few variables, when the effects of other variables 

are neutral or constant—ceteris paribus.  Jervis believed that one of the best ways to study 

international relations is not “to attempt to deal with all the significant variables operating 

in any case,” but “to attempt to see what the world would look like if only a few dominant 

influences were at work.”166  To complement the shortcomings of experiments, which may 

have difficulty simulating the complexities of the real world, I will also use some cases and 

episodes in Chapter 7 to see to what extent the results of my experiments provide insight 

into the real world. 

 

2-8. Conclusion 

The following chapter tests international relations theories of state intentions, using survey 

experiments. Then, the next following three chapters test the theory of costly signals. They 
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will show that Americans interpret other states’ actions and identify state types as the logic 

of costly signals predicts. They will also show what rationalists cannot predict, and how 

cognitive psychological elements and social constructivism can help to explain signal 

receivers’ actions that may appear to deviate from rationality. Overall, these four 

experiments will show how Americans make inferences about an adversary, how they 

assess the threat posed by the adversary, and how they make decisions under certain 

conditions. Chapter 7 illustrates whether and how the results of these experiments can be 

applied to the real world.  
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Chapter 3. Do Intentions Matter? 

 

3-1. Introduction 

What makes people think of another state as a military threat? Furthermore, when does a 

state choose a competitive or cooperative strategy toward another state? These questions 

are important in international security: their answers are integral to explaining the causes 

of war and peace. These questions have, of course, been addressed by many international 

relations theorists over many decades. Some scholars, especially those in the structural 

realist tradition, argue that a state should and would fear a state with strong military 

capabilities, and in turn balance against that state.167 For those who emphasize power as 

the primary variable of importance, state intentions are less important for threat 

assessments and foreign policy choices for two main reasons: it is hard to assess state 

intentions beforehand, and the intentions of other states can and do change. Other scholars 

contend that a state should consider other states’ intentions as well as power when making 

threat assessments and foreign policy choices.168 According to this school of thought, some 

states are actually more interested in expanding their power or territory than other states, 

and thus war is more likely when a state faces one of these expansionary or “greedy” states.  

 The extant literature that studies state power and intentions from the realist 

perspective is unfortunately limited in three crucial ways. First, as discussed above, there 

is no realist consensus about the role that state intentions play in threat assessments and 

foreign policy choices. Structural realists such as Waltz and Mearsheimer argue that the 

intentions of any state are irrelevant in attempting to explain state behavior, because the 
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absence of a central authority to enforce international law or rules drives states to fear each 

other. In other words, one can never be sure of another’s intentions or what an adversary 

will do under the condition of anarchy, so states fear the worst in each other. Though 

limited cooperation may sometimes occur, this condition leads inexorably to interstate 

competition. In contrast, motivational realists such as Kydd and Glaser claim that 

variations in the intentions and goals of states are crucial in explaining when and why states 

choose competitive or cooperative strategies. 

Second, most international relations studies that examine the role of states’ 

intentions are theoretical and deductive, rather than empirical and inductive. They tend to 

focus almost exclusively on how the apparent objective environment—the capabilities and 

intentions of the adversary—account for state behaviors, while largely ignoring decision 

makers' subjective or psychological environment or "decision makers’ beliefs about the 

world and other actors."169 The theoretical focus makes it hard to empirically adjudicate 

between competing realist theories. Thus, we are largely unaware of how individuals 

actually infer another state’s preference and how the inferred intentions affect decision 

makers' threat perceptions and attitudes. Little empirical work has been undertaken to 

determine the conditions under which power and intentions matter for threat perceptions 

and foreign policy decision making. 

Finally, the few existing empirical works that deal with the impact of state power 

and intentions focus exclusively on either threat perception or foreign policy choices. 

Individuals may fear a state, but this does not imply that they must support a more 

competitive policy.170 Unfortunately, existing scholarship does not investigate whether the 
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factors that affect threat perception influence foreign policy choices as well. Studying these 

different human aspects of the foreign policy-making process—threat perception and 

policy choices—will provide insights into how humans as decision makers process 

different types of information and make decisions in international politics. 

This chapter attempts to address these gaps by examining the impact of information 

about an adversary's power and intentions on the public’s perceptions and on foreign policy 

choices. In order to do this, I utilize survey experiments.171  Experiments can be a useful 

analytical tool to test theoretical arguments focusing on a few variables. If the variables of 

interest prove insignificant in a simple and clean experimental setting, one would be less 

likely to expect them to have any meaningful effect in the far more complex real world. 

While it is still possible that what we learn from this simple experiment cannot directly 

translate to the real world, the results of these experiments will help to find the conditions 

under which the variables of interest work or stop being effective. After determining these 

conditions with experiments, we can examine real cases to see whether the experimental 

findings have significance in reality. 

Experiment One intends to examine whether and under what conditions 

information about an adversary’s relative power and intentions matter to American 

observers' threat perception and foreign policy choices. In Experiment One, all survey 

participants receive information about relative power, which can be either strong or weak. 

In addition, they either do or do not receive information about an adversary’s intentions. 

When they do receive information, there is no uncertainty about the state’s intentions.172 

                                                           
171 Chapter 7, of this study, introduces a set of case studies. 
172 This is different from the following three other experiments. In those experiments, state intentions are 

less certain and need to be inferred from a state’s actions or policies. 
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Whether an adversary is peaceful or aggressive is directly indicated to survey participants 

and the participants do not have to infer the adversary’s intentions from the description of 

the adversary. Survey participants are asked to assess the threat posed by an adversary in a 

scenario and also to choose a competitive or cooperative policy toward the adversary. 

Experiment One is also set up as a baseline for the subsequent experiments in which 

survey participants must infer the adversary’s intentions from its policy actions or signals. 

Without this baseline, it would be difficult to interpret the results of the other experiments 

appropriately. For example, if a state’s signals do not affect observers’ threat assessment 

or foreign policy choices, there are two possible explanations. First, it could be because a 

signal receiver is not able to read signals correctly. Alternatively, it could be the case that 

the state intention embedded in the signal does not matter, even when participants can infer 

and recognize the adversary’s intentions clearly. Thus, if Experiment One shows that state 

intentions affect the perception and attitudes of signal receivers, and if state signals in the 

following experiments do not affect receivers’ perceptions and attitudes, then it can be 

concluded that the insignificant result arises from the observers’ inability to interpret 

signals, rather than from a general uselessness of information about state intentions.  

I find that first, observers do not use information about an adversary’s intentions in 

their assessment of the threat posed and foreign policy choices when the adversary is weak. 

However, second, they do use information about an adversary’s intentions in their 

assessment of the threat posed and foreign policy choices as long as the adversary is strong 

and uncertainty about its intentions is low. Third, observers tend to assume the worst about 

an adversary’s intentions when the state is strong and uncertainty about the state’s 

intentions is high. These empirical findings reveal when observers will be more likely to 
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fear an adversary and when they are likely to support a more competitive or cooperative 

policy.  

Based on the experimental findings, I specify the conditions under which each 

theory applies using two variables: relative power and uncertainty about other states’ 

intentions. When a state (a signal sender) is weak, its adversary (a signal receiver) does not 

pay much attention to its  intentions because the weak state is unlikely to threaten its 

adversary’s survival, regardless of intentions. In Experiment One, individuals did not 

distinguish aggressive intentions from benign intentions when the adversary was described 

as weak.  

Mearsheimer, an offensive realist, predicts these experimental outcomes better than 

defensive and motivational realists when the adversary is strong and uncertainty about the 

state’s intentions is high. Even though uncertainty about another state’s intentions creates 

incentives to cooperate as well as to compete, observers may not weigh the benefits and 

costs from both cooperative and competitive opportunities equally. Respondents tend to 

assume the worst when they do not know a strong adversary’s intentions. They in turn are 

likely to fear the state and to support a competitive policy toward the state. In the absence 

of clear information, individuals tend to treat the state as aggressive.  

At the same time, defensive realists and motivational realists predict the 

experimental outcomes better than offensive realists when the adversary is strong and 

uncertainty about its intentions is low. Participants seem to consider the benefits and costs 

conditional upon information about the adversary’s intentions. They fear an aggressive 

state more than a benign one, and in turn support more competitive policies against the 

aggressive state. Similarly, they fear benign states less than an aggressive one, and in turn 
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support more cooperative policy toward those states. Defensive realists and motivational 

realists argued that it would not be a rational decision for a state to always assume the worst, 

assuming that it possesses information about other states. Experiment one demonstrates 

that respondents actually do assess threats and make decisions as defensive and 

motivational realists say they should, so long as they have certain information about an 

adversary’s intentions.  

This chapter makes a contribution to the existing scholarship by addressing issues 

over the role of a state’s intentions empirically at the micro level. Observers of state actions 

will use available information about another state’s intentions for their decisions, while 

they tend to assume the worst about other states’ intentions when they do not have much 

information. This chapter has implications for policy making as well. The finding that state 

intentions affect how individuals process information and reach conclusions suggests that 

policymakers should be concerned about how to signal state intentions and make their 

signals credible, rather than blindly adopting competitive policies toward other states by 

assuming the worst about other states' intentions.  

In the rest of this chapter, I briefly discuss the debate over the role of state intentions 

within the various branches of realism in the international relations literature. Second, I 

present my hypotheses. Then, I describe the design of this chapter’s survey experiment and 

present the results of the experiment via both MTurk and YouGov. Finally, I summarize 

my findings and conclude.     

 

3-2. Power and Intentions in International Security 
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What makes a state a threat? The most common realist approaches to studying international 

relations tend to emphasize different variables. Most notably, structural realists' main 

variable is relative power. For structural realists, under international anarchy, weak states 

fear strong ones and should balance against them. A state is a unitary rational actor and 

unit-level characteristics of a state, such as regime type, culture, and leadership do not 

matter for explaining systemic outcomes; relative power is enough to explain patterns of 

state behavior in the international system. A state with strong military capabilities has the 

means to threaten the survival of another state, and the possibility that it will use these 

capabilities is ever-present. Furthermore, a state with strong economic capabilities can 

transform that economic strength into military capabilities in a relatively short time.  

Offensive realists such as Mearsheimer argue that we should assume the worst 

about other states' intentions because of the inherent uncertainty about those intentions. 

Even though it may sound irrational to always assume the worst, it may be a reasonable 

assumption when we consider the catastrophic results that can occur when malign 

intentions are ignored. Mistaken trust of a nefarious state can mean another’s extinction.  

 Thus, it is not surprising that IR scholars and policy-makers have been increasingly 

concerned with the rise of China as it grows, particularly considering its rapidly accruing 

military power and unclear intentions.  Mearsheimer has argued that “China cannot rise 

peacefully.”  Brzezinski claimed that “if it [China] continues its dramatic economic 

growth . . . , the United States and China are likely to engage in an intense security 

competition with considerable potential for war.”173  Similarly, Japan's neighbors have 

reason to be wary of Japan's attempts to rearm because its economic power can fairly easily 

                                                           
173 Zbigniew Brzezinski, and John J. Mearsheimer, “Clash of the Titans” October 22, 2009. 
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be translated into strong military capabilities. According to structural realism, the fact that 

it is hard to determine other states' shifting intentions implies that the balance of power 

should be the main variable used to assess threats, not uncertain state intentions.  

 Motivational (and defensive) realists such as Schweller, Glaser, and Kydd pay more 

attention to state intentions in international security. According to them, one can categorize 

states as either benign (peaceful, status quo, or security-seeking) or greedy (aggressive, 

revisionist, or malign). We should assess state intentions as well as power to decide 

whether the other is a threat, and sometimes state intentions may be a more important 

variable than a rival’s relative power. For example, Americans have more reason to feel 

threatened by Iran than Britain. Americans will assign more threat to North Korea than to 

France. Indeed, these countries that the U.S. feels more threatened by, like Iran and North 

Korea, are much weaker than the powerful states that the U.S. sees as allies. This is because 

Americans perceive Iran and North Korea to have malign intentions towards the U.S. while 

seeing Britain and France as  benign. Even though motivational realists acknowledge that 

there is uncertainty about state intentions, they argue that this uncertainty can be overcome. 

States can reveal their intentions by taking actions that deceptive aggressive states cannot 

easily mimic. For example, the Soviet Union, at the end of Cold War period, would not 

have withdrawn its army from former communist countries like East Germany if it had still 

wanted to invade Western Europe or maintain its grip over Eastern Europe. Gorbachev 

would not have decided to reduce the Soviet nuclear arsenal unilaterally if he had wanted 

to balance against the United States. Those actions would have been too costly and self-

defeating for a state that actually had aggressive intentions. A greedy state would lose the 
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opportunity to gain territories or influence other countries by taking such conciliatory 

gestures, which would constitute a significant loss for such a state.  

Does either structural realism or motivational realism have significantly more 

explanatory power for assessing threats? Do people use power as the only criterion by 

which they assess threats and respond to them, as structural realists suggest they should? 

Or, do people perceive intentions as an important criterion in its own right, as defensive 

and motivational realists argue that we should? How is information about power and 

intentions used  to assess the potential threat posed by a rival state? What does empirical 

evidence say? 

An easy answer would be that information about both power and intentions is 

important for threat assessments and foreign policy choices. But this raises the question of 

whether there are conditions under which information about power or intentions is more 

important than information about the other. This chapter aims to compare structural realism 

as well as defensive and motivational realism and examine when power or state intentions 

play a dominant role in influencing individuals' perceptions and preferred policy responses. 

This chapter also addresses the question of threat assessment by investigating the 

perception of threat, which belongs to the realm of subjective perceptions, as well as the 

calculation of objective material capabilities. 

 To probe the threat assessment and foreign policy choice issues, I adopt survey 

experiments. No previous micro-level study  has attempted to adjudicate between structural 

realism and motivational realism on the role that states’ intentions play in threat assessment 

and foreign policy preferences. Survey experiments can be useful in explaining the causal 
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mechanism at the individual level174, which is generally ignored by both structural realism 

and defensive and motivational realism.175  

Some scholars in a more psychological tradition used experiments to find the effect 

of states’ intentions on threat perception and other variables.176 They recognized that state 

intentions as well as relative power and/or culture are components of a state’s image, which 

in turn affects individuals' perceptions and attitudes. Whether a state is believed to have 

"good will"  has an effect on whether other states behave more cooperatively or 

competitively towards it. 177  Rather than focusing on the effect of the objective 

characteristics of the international environment, such as states' power and intentions, on 

individuals' perceptions and attitudes in the context of competing IR theories, those using 

experiments have concentrated on showing that public attitudes are not random, 

disorganized, or unconstrained. Rather, they attempt to explain how the public's belief 

systems are systematically structured and how those beliefs affect the public’s foreign 

policypreferences. According to them, public attitudes on foreign policy decisions are more 

systematically structured by their general values and beliefs.178 In addition, individuals' 

images of another state, for example whether they are an “enemy” or a “friend,” or if they 

                                                           
174 Rousseau and Garcia-Retamero (2007) also argued that their construction of threat model provides an 

individual level mechanism that explains the role of power and identity in threat perception. 
175 At the same time, I also investigate China’s development of its economic and military capabilities since 

the 1990s and review the China threat issue briefly in Chapter 7.  
176 Jervis 1970; Hermann, Voss, Schooler, and Ciarrochi 1997; Schafer 1997; Alexander, Levin, and Henry 

2005. 

Image theory is "a theory of strategic decision making that identifies the primary judgments guiding 

international image, or stereotypes, and the selection of international politics.” (Alexander, Levin, and 

Henry 2005, pp. 28) According to image theory, "Images, or stereotypes of other nations, stem from 

perceived relationships between nations and serve to justify a nation's desired reaction or treatment toward 

another nation."(28)  
177  Jervis 1970 
178 Hurwitz and Peffley 1987; Hurwitz, Peffley, and Seligson 1993 
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are “desirable” or “not-desirable,” influences the processing and interpretation of new 

information179  and affects their expectations about how other actors will behave.180 

 More recently, scholars have demonstrated how the international environment, 

including such things as relative power, regime type, and culture, also affects public 

perceptions and attitudes. People indeed react differently in terms of their threat 

assessments or policy choices to information about state power and intentions,  cultural or 

religious similarity,  regime type,  and shared identity. 181  This literature showed that 

individuals’ attitudes are not random or disorganized, but are instead systematically 

affected by both dispositional factors such as their belief systems as well as by situational 

factors such as other states' power, intentions, identity, etc. 

 

3.3. Hypotheses  

Both standard structural realists on the one hand and defensive realists and motivational 

realists on the other hand fundamentally agree on the effect of relative power on state 

behaviors. A state should increase its military power unless the increase threatens its own 

security. The first hypothesis was derived from realists’ insights about power. 

 

Hypothesis 1: Individuals will be more likely to fear a strong adversary than a weak one, 

and will be more likely to support a competitive policy against a strong adversary than 

against a weak one. 

 

                                                           
179 Hermann, Voss, Schooler, and Ciarrochi 1997 
180 Jervis 1970 
181 Hermann, Tetlock, and Visser 1999; Geva and Hanson 1999; Lacina and Lee 2013; Tomz and Weeks 
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However, structural realists, and particularly offensive realists, have a different 

view on the effect of state intentions in comparison to defensive realists. Mearsheimer’s 

offensive realism suggests that uncertainty about other states’ intentions is high and 

variable, and that states’ intentions therefore do not matter in international relations. 

According to his logic, even when uncertainty about other states’ intentions is low, that 

information is not very important because intentions can change at any time. Thus, 

offensive realists would expect that a state’s fear of another state would not vary in 

accordance with its adversary’s intentions. Similarly, the choice of competitive or 

cooperative policies will not depend on the other state’s intentions. However, defensive 

realists and motivational realists consider state intentions to be important in international 

politics because greedy states will be more likely to compete while benign states will be 

more likely to cooperate with other states. Thus, defensive realists and motivational realists 

would expect that a state would fear a greedy state more than a benign one, and in turn, 

would be more likely to compete with a greedy state than with a benign one. This difference 

creates different hypotheses about the effect of state intentions on individuals’ threat 

assessments and foreign policy choices. 

 

Hypothesis 2a (offensive realism): When uncertainty about an adversary state’s intentions 

is low, individuals will neither fear an aggressive adversary state more than a benign one, 

nor will they support a more competitive policy toward an aggressive adversary state than 

a benign one. 
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Hypothesis 2b (defensive and motivational realism): When uncertainty about an 

adversary’s intentions is low, individuals will fear an aggressive adversary more than a 

benign one, and they will be more likely to support a competitive policy toward an 

aggressive adversary than a benign one. 

 

In addition, different IR theories make different predictions about state behavior 

when there is no information about states’ intentions (or when uncertainty about other 

state’s intentions is high). Offensive realists like Mearsheimer would expect that 

individuals should assume the worst about other states’ intentions when uncertainty is high. 

In that case, a state should treat another state with unclear intentions as if that state were 

aggressive. Contrary to Mearsheimer, defensive realists and motivational realists contend 

that a rational actor should not assume the worst about other states’ intentions. Assuming 

the worst would make states lose the opportunity of getting benefits from cooperation and 

may also provoke an otherwise avoidable conflict. From this perspective, offensive realists’ 

“assuming the worst” scenario is not rational. Thus, a state should treat another state with 

unclear intentions as if the state is somewhere in the middle of the spectrum between benign 

and aggressive. This different insight creates different hypotheses about the effect of state 

intentions on individuals’ threat assessments and foreign policy choices when uncertainty 

about the other state’s intentions is high. 

 

Hypothesis 3a (offensive realism): When uncertainty about an adversary’s intentions is 

high, individuals will not fear aggressive adversaries and benign adversaries differently, 
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and they will be as likely to support a competitive policy against any adversary as if the 

state were known to be aggressive. 

 

Hypothesis 3b (defensive and motivational realism): When uncertainty about an 

adversary’s intentions is high, individuals will fear the adversary more than one known to 

be benign, but less than one known to be aggressive. Similarly, individuals will support 

competitive policies toward the other state more than they would if faced with a known 

benign adversary, but less than if facing a known aggressive adversary. 

 

3.4. Research Design182 

To test whether and under what conditions information about an adversary’s power and 

motives matters to respondents’ threat perceptions and foreign policy choices, I conducted 

two survey experiments using two survey tools: a crowdsourcing internet market place, 

Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), and an internet-based polling firm, YouGov. First, I 

used MTurk and recruited 207 U.S. adults in November of 2014.183 MTurk is believed to 

produce roughly the same results as experiments on nationally representative samples.184 

Then, with a few revisions, I replicated the experiment by employing YouGov to field the 

study among a nationally representative sample of 210 U.S. adults. The experiment was 

administered in January of 2015. The experimental design and procedures were the same 

as that administered by MTurk. 

                                                           
182 The experiment design follows many previous survey experiments on threat perceptions and foreign 

policy choices such as the following: Tomz 2007; Tomz and Weeks 2013; Rousseau 2006; Lacina and Lee 

2013; Hermann, Tetlock, and Visser 1999; Hermann, Voss, Schooler, and Ciarrochi 1997.  
183I paid respondents 75 cents each, and the average time for respondents to complete the survey was 6 

minutes and 24 seconds. Survey participants were asked to confirm that they were U.S. citizens and 18 

years old or older. However, I could not independently verify their citizenship status or age. 
184 Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012 
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 For both experiments, there are two main dependent variables (DVs): threat 

perception and foreign policy choice—the choice of whether or not to use force against an 

adversary. These DVs are measured on a five point Likert scale. For threat perception, 1, 

the lowest score, indicates no threat, while 5, the highest score, indicates extremely high 

threat. Likewise, for foreign policy choices, 1, the lowest score, indicates strong opposition 

to the use of force, while 5, the highest score, indicates strong support for the use of force.  

The key treatment variables are information about the adversary’s (1) relative 

power and (2) intentions. Relative Power takes two values (strong and weak) and Intentions 

takes three values (benign, aggressive, and no information). Variables that indicate 

individual characteristics such as dispositional and demographic variables are included as 

well. These individual variables have been known to affect the public’s attitude towards 

foreign policy choices. They include age, gender, education, political ideology, political 

knowledge, and income.185  All of the participants were then randomly assigned to one of 

the six groups listed in Table 3.1. 

 

Table 3.1. Manipulation Used in Experiment One. 

Condition Is the described country  

strong or weak? 

Is the described country  

benign or aggressive? 

A Strong Benign 

B Strong Aggressive 

C Strong No Information 

D Weak Benign 

E Weak Aggressive 

F Weak No Information 
 

                                                           
185 Heskin and Power 1994; Rousseau 2002; Zaller 1992; Kertzer and Mcgraw 2012; Hermann, Tetlock, 

and Visser 1999 
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 First, participants were instructed to read an introductory script that reads as follows: 

“... (T)he scenario described here is one that the United States has faced in the past, and 

may have to deal with again in the future. Imagine how you would react to this situation 

and which policy options you would support..." Participants then read a hypothetical 

scenario in which "(t)he government of the United States needs to take a position on a 

territorial dispute between Country X and a U.S. ally in the region. The ally is important to 

U.S. security, has strong diplomatic ties with the U.S., and is a major trading partner...” 

Then participants were presented with more details on the relationship between Country X 

and the U.S. ally: “Country X and the U.S. ally are historical rivals in the region. Because 

of this, they have experienced political and military tension. Tension is particularly high 

around a specific mountainous border territory between the two countries…” 

Participants received two kinds of information about Country X: power and 

intentions. I randomly and independently varied these factors. Power had two levels, and 

Intentions had three levels, including the condition in which there is no information about 

intentions. Thus, half of the participants read a description of a country that is “as strong 

as the combined power of the United States and its ally.” The other half read about a 

country that is “weaker than the combined power of the United States and its ally.” 

Intentions were manipulated at three levels: benign, aggressive, and no information. One-

third of the participants read about a country that “is known to be an aggressive country 

that is dissatisfied with its current status in the world.” Another third read about a country 

that “is known to be a peaceful country that is satisfied with its current status in the world.” 

Another third received no information about intentions. Thus, this study had a 2 (power) x 

3 (intentions) between subjects design. 
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Having read the information provided about the adversary, participants were asked 

two attention check questions, which were intended to demonstrate whether respondents 

actually paid attention to the survey and understood the scenario. Then, I asked participants 

to assess the potential threat that Country X posed to U.S. security and interests. I also 

asked participants to choose how much they supported the use of U.S. military force to 

protect American interests in this case. To assess their political knowledge, I asked seven 

questions about domestic and international politics. At the end of the survey, I asked them 

about their gender, age, education, political ideology, and household income. 

 

3.5. Analytic Approach 

Linear regression (Ordinary Least Squares) was used to assess the effect of information 

about relative power and an adversary’s intentions on respondents’ threat perception and 

their foreign policy choices.186 The regression method analyzed the effects of both the main 

variables and individual characteristics variables. Graphs are used to analyze and illustrate 

the patterns of the main variables’ effects.  

 

 3.6. Results 

The results presented here are based on the data generated by those who completed the 

survey and passed the attention check. Accordingly, for those who participated in the 

survey conducted by Amazon’s MTurk, responses from 161 participants out of the 207 

                                                           
186 There is a debate over whether using the OLS estimator is the best estimate when the dependent variable 

is an ordered variable. I use the OLS estimator here because I believe “the practical effect of violating some 

assumptions is minor” while “the simplicity of interpreting an OLS outweighs the technical correctness of 

an ordered logit model.” About this debate, see Mostly Harmless Econometrics or 

https://www.researchgate.net/post/Will_the_results_of_an_ordinal_logit_model_be_different_from_OLS_r

egression_with_discrete_dependent_variables. 
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sampled are included in the data analysis. For those who participated in the survey 

administered by YouGov, the responses of 150 participants out of 210 were included for 

analysis.  
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3.6.1. How Do Respondents Assess Threat?   

Figure 3.1. The Effect of Information about Relative Power and Adversary 

Intentions on Threat Perception 

 

(a) MTurk 

 
 

(b) YouGov 
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Figure 3.1 above shows how survey participants’ perceptions of threat responded 

to information about the relative power and intentions of an adversary. Figure 3.1(a) 

presents the results of the survey via Amazon’s MTurk while Figure 3.1(b) shows the 

results of the survey via YouGov. The Y-axis represents the level of threat perceived by 

respondents. 1, the lowest value on the scale, indicates a perception of no threat, while 5, 

the highest number on the scale, indicates an extremely high perceived threat. The graph 

bar indicates the mean level of threat perceived and the error bar in the graph indicates a 

95 % confidence interval for the mean.187 

First of all, both in the MTurk and YouGov sample, the effect of information about 

relative power on respondents' threat assessments was strong. As seen in Figure 3.1(a), in 

the MTurk sample, respondents perceived a higher average threat (3.3) from a strong 

adversary than from a weak one (1.9). Similarly, as seen in Figure 3.1(b), respondents in 

the YouGov sample perceived a higher average threat (3.2) from a strong adversary than 

from a weak one (2.1). Table 3.2 below also demonstrates that the effect of information 

about relative power is statistically significant. This result suggests that information about 

relative power is important in the assessment of threat posed by an adversary. This is 

consistent with both standard structural realists’ and defensive/motivational realists’ 

arguments regarding the role of relative power in threat perception and foreign policy 

choice.  

                                                           
187 To understand the meaning of the error bar, see Schenker, Nathaniel and Jane F. Gentleman 2001. “On 

Judging the Significance of Differences by Examining the Overlap Between Confidence Intervals” The 

American Statistician 55(3), 182-186. Or see Munger, Dave 2018, “Most Researchers Don’t Understand 

Error Bars” in Cognitive Daily. “http://scienceblogs.com/cognitivedaily/2008/07/31/most-researchers-dont-

understa-1/”  
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Second, Figure 3.1 shows that in both the MTurk and YouGov samples, the effect 

of information about an adversary’s intentions is also important for respondents' threat 

assessments. Most models in Table 3.2 also show that the effect of information about state 

intentions is statistically significant. The effect of information about intentions appears 

particularly strong when the adversary is strong. When an adversary is described as weak, 

respondents did not report perceiving much more threat from an aggressive adversary than 

from a benign one. They seem to care little about a weak state’s intentions, possibly 

because weak states are not threats to one’s survival. In contrast, when an adversary was 

described as strong, respondents reported feeling higher threat from an aggressive state 

than from a benign state. This finding supports defensive realists’ and motivational realists’ 

argument that a state should fear greedy states more than benign ones when all other 

variables in the international environment are hold constant. This finding implies that 

individuals do not necessarily assume the worst about other states’ intentions when 

information about those intentions is clear. Individuals take advantage of information about 

a strong state’s intentions when they assess threat.   

Third, interestingly, Figure 3.1 demonstrates that in both samples, respondents 

reported a high level of threat when the adversary was described as strong and there was 

no information about the state’s intentions. Respondents seem to fear a strong adversary as 

much as a strong and aggressive one when they do not have information about an 

adversary’s intentions. This finding supports Mearsheimer and offensive realism’s 

contention states should assume the worst about other states' intentions because uncertainty 

about other states is high. This result suggests that Observers may assume the worst about 
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other states' intentions when the adversary is strong and information about the adversary’s 

intentions is unavailable.  

Overall, these findings suggest that when states are benign and do not seek to 

expand their territory for expansionist reasons, they should attempt to reveal their 

intentions to other states to avoid generating unnecessary fear among their peers. If states 

are benign and only pure security seekers, transparency about their intentions would 

ameliorate the intensity of the security dilemma. In this context, democracies may have an 

advantage in reassuring other states compared to non-democracies because of the relative 

transparency of their mass media and political systems.  
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Table 3.2. Regression: Threat Perception 

 MTurk YouGov 

 Model (1) Model (2)  Model (3)  Model (4) Model (5) Model (6) 

Relative Power 1.00* 

(0.20) 

1.41* 

(0.13) 

0.99* 

(0.19) 

0.89* 

(0.24) 

1.13* 

(0.16) 

0.84* 

(0.24) 

       

Intentions 0.14 0.28* 0.14 0.12 0.23* 0.09 

 (0.09) (0.08) (0.09) (0.13) (0.09) (0.13) 

       

Power x Intentions 0.45*  0.42* 0.26  0.29 

 (0.16)  (0.15) (0.18)  (0.18) 

       

Political Knowledge  -0.18* 

(.06) 

-0.18* 

(0.06) 

 -0.10 

(0.07) 

-0.10 

(0.07) 

       

Gender  0.12 0.08  -0.10 -0.10 

  (.13) (0.13)  (0.16) (0.16) 

       

Age  0.01 0.01  0.00 0.00 

  (.01) (0.01)  (0.00) (0.00) 

       

Education  -0.05 -0.06  -0.01 -0.02 

  (.06) (0.05)  (0.06) (0.06) 

       

Ideology  0.02 0.01  0.16* 0.16* 

  (.05) (0.05)  (0.06) (0.06) 

       

Income  0.01 0.02  0.01 0.01 

  (.02) (0.02)  (0.02) (0.02) 

       

Constant 1.74* 2.35* 2.59* 1.94* 1.99* 2.11* 

 (0.13) (0.50) (0.49) (0.16) (0.62) (0.62) 

N 161 161 161 150 150 150 

R2 0.50 0.52 0.54 0.31 0..36 0.37 

Standard errors in parentheses, *p< 0.05 

 

Table 3.2 above summarizes the effects of information about an adversary’s power 

and intentions, as well as those of respondents' individual dispositional and demographic 

factors on their threat perception. The table presents the results of six total models, three 

drawn from the  MTurk sample and three from the YouGov sample. Models (1) and (4) 

present the main effects of information about an adversary’s power and intentions and their 

interaction. The R-squared statistic (0.5) in Model (1), based on the MTurk sample, 

indicates that information about state power and intentions explains about half of the 
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variation in the responses, which is a large number in social science. The coefficient of 

power (1.0) is about seven times as high as that of intentions (.14), which suggests that 

power is the primary factor in how respondents perceive threats posed by an adversary.188 

The pattern in Figure 3.1, that the effect of information about intentions depends on 

information about power, is shown in the significant interaction (.45) between those two 

variables in Models (1) and (3) in Table 3.2. 

Similarly, in the YouGov sample, the R squared statistic is again relatively high 

(.31) in Model (4), which suggests that information about state power and intentions 

explains about one third of the variation in the responses. In Model (4), the coefficient of 

power (0.89) is about five times as high as that of intentions (.26), which again 

demonstrates that power is the primary factor in respondents’ threat assessments of an 

adversary. The interaction term of relative power and intentions, however, is not 

statistically significant either in Model (4) or in Model (6). 

Model (2) and Model (5) include respondents’ dispositional and demographic 

variables without the interaction term (Power x Intentions), while Model (3) and Model (6) 

include all variables plus the interaction term (Power x Intentions). Those models suggest 

that individual characteristics, such as political knowledge or ideology, can affect 

respondents' threat assessments. Models (2) and (3) show that as respondents’ political 

knowledge increases, they tend to perceive less severe threat from an adversary. In addition, 

Models (5) and (6) show that as respondents become more conservative, they are more 

likely to perceive threat. However, other individual characteristics such as gender, age, 

                                                           
188 The primary influence of Power is evident in Figure 3.3 and Figure 3.4. 
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education, and family income do not have any statistical significance in respondents’ threat 

assessments of an adversary in this hypothetical scenario. 
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3.6.2. When are Respondents Willing to Use Force? 

Figure 3.2. The Effect of Information about Relative Power and the Adversary’s 

Intentions on Foreign Policy Choice 

 

(a) MTurk  

 
(b) YouGov  
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Figure 3.2 above shows the effect of information about the balance of power and 

an adversary’s intentions on survey participants’ support for the use of force against the 

enemy. Figure 3.2(a) shows the results from the survey implemented via Amazon’s MTurk, 

while Figure 3.2(b) shows the results of the survey performed by YouGov. The Y-axis 

represents the degree to which respondents support the use of force. The scale ranges from 

1 to 5; the lowest number indicates strong opposition to the use of force against a potential 

enemy while the highest number indicates strong support for the use of force. The graph 

bar indicates the mean level of support for the use of force and the error bar in the graph 

indicates the 95 % confidence interval for the mean.  

 First of all, in both the MTurk and YouGov samples, the effect of information about 

relative power on respondents’ foreign policy choices was not significant. As seen in 

Figure 3.2(a), in the MTurk sample, respondents who were asked to make a policy 

recommendation regarding a weak adversary supported the use of force on average (2.8) 

just slightly less than when they were asked about a strong one (2.9). Similarly, respondents 

in the YouGov sample who were exposed to a weak adversary supported the use of force 

(3.0) just slightly less than when presented with a strong one (3.1) The effect of Relative 

Power is not statistically significant in any model in Table 3.3 below.  

However, this statistical insignificance does not necessarily mean that information 

about the adversary’s power does not affect individuals’ foreign policy choice regarding 

support for the use of force. Two opposing motivations could have cancelled out the effect 

of information about an adversary’s power among survey participants. On the one hand, 

respondents have incentives to confront a threat which challenges their nation’s interests. 

In this case, participants will support the use of force against the enemy. On the other hand, 
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respondents will have disincentives to fight with the stronger enemy because a war with 

the enemy could inflict a lot of damage on the United States. In this case, respondents 

would be less willing to support the use of force against the enemy. The two contradictory 

incentives may result in the insignificance of the effect of Relative Power on respondents’ 

foreign policy choices.  

Second, the effect of information about an adversary’s intentions is significant in 

respondents' foreign policy choices. Figures 3.2(a) and 3.2(b) show that survey respondents 

tend to support the use of force against an aggressive state more than against a benign one. 

This finding supports defensive and motivational realists’ argument that a state should use 

more competitive policies towards greedy states than benign ones when all other 

international environmental factors are held constant. This result is different from what 

Mearsheimer would argue states should do. For him, information about state intentions 

would not explain state behaviors because they are uncertain and can vary over time. 

Third, Figure 3.2(a) shows that as in threat assessments, respondents tended to 

support the use of force towards a strong adversary about whose intentions there was no 

information at least as strongly as they did against an aggressive adversary. Even though 

this trend is not clear in Figure 3.2(b), it suggests that individuals may support a 

competitive policy toward an adversary when they do not have information about the 

adversary’s intentions. Based on Figures 3.1 and 3.2, individuals do not seem to consider 

the benefits and costs of cooperation equally to those of competition when they lack 

information about an adversary’s intentions. This preference for competition over 

cooperation under conditions of uncertainty seems to agree with what Mearsheimer 

suggests. 
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Table 3.3. Regression: Foreign Policy Choice 
 MTurk YouGov 

 

 Model (1) Model (2)  Model (3)  Model (4) Model (5)  Model (6)  

 

Relative Power 0.04 

(0.31) 

0.12 

(0.19) 

0.06 

(0.30) 

0.15 

(0.33) 

0.16 

(0.20) 

0.19 

(0.31) 

       

Intentions 0.25 0.30* 0.28* 0.26 0.27* 0.29 

 (0.14) (0.11) (0.14) (0.18) (0.12) (0.16) 

       

Power x Intentions 0.08  0.06 -0.03  -0.03 

 (0.24)  (0.24) (0.26)  (0.23) 

       

Political 

Knowledge 

 -.18 

(.09) 

-0.18 

(0.09) 

 0.07 

(0.09) 

0.07 

(0.09) 

       

Gender  .09 0.08  -0.35 -0.35 

  (.20) (0.20)  (0.21) (0.21) 

       

Age  .01 0.01  0.00 0.00 

  (.01) (0.01)  (0.01) (0.01) 

       

Education  -.05 -0.05  0.13 0.13 

  (.08) (0.08)  (0.08) (0.08) 

       

Ideology  .21 0.21*  0.39* 0.39* 

  (.08) (0.08)  (0.08) (0.08) 

       

Income  .06 0.06  0.01 0.01 

  (.03) (0.04)  (0.03) (0.03) 

       

Constant 2.58* 2.61* 2.64* 2.74* 0.91 0.90 

 (0.20) (0.75) (0.77) (0.22) (0.78) (0.79) 

N 161 161 161 150 150 150 

R2 0.04 0.13 0.13 0.03 0.23 0.23 

Standard errors in parentheses.  *p< 0.05 

 

Table 3.3 above summarizes the effects of information regarding an adversary’s 

power and intentions, as well as those of respondents' individual dispositional and 

demographic factors on their foreign policy choices. The table presents three models each 

from the MTurk and YouGov samples. Models (1) and (4) show the main effects of 

information about relative power, an adversary’s intentions, and their interaction. The R-

squared statistic (0.04) of Model (1) from the MTurk sample indicates that information 
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about relative power, adversary’s intentions, and their interaction explains only about 4% 

of the variation in the responses, which is very low compared with the threat perception 

results in Table 3.2. Similarly, in the YouGov sample, the R-squared statistic of Model (4) 

is only 0.03, which suggests that information about state power and intentions explains 

about 3% of the variation in the responses. Instead, individual characteristics seem to 

increase the explanatory power of the models in Table 3.3. In the MTurk sample, the R-

squared statistic increased from 4% to 13% by including individual characteristics 

variables. Similarly, in the YouGov sample, the R-squared statistic increased from 3% to 

23% by including individual characteristics variables.  

The rest of the models in Table 3.3 include respondents’ dispositional and 

demographic variables with and without the interaction term (Power x Intentions). These 

models suggest that individual ideology affects respondents' foreign policy choices. As 

respondents become more conservative, they are more likely to support the use of force. In 

contrast, liberal respondents are less likely to support the use of force against an enemy. 

However, other individual characteristics such as political knowledge, gender, age, 

education, and family income do not have any statistical significance in respondents’ 

foreign policy choices in my hypothetical scenario. This finding suggests that individual 

characteristics influence observers’ foreign policy choices more than they affect observers’ 

threat assessments. It implies that observers may fear another state, but may not necessarily 

make decisions according to their threat assessments. They may oppose or support the use 

of force based on their liberal or conservative convictions, not  how much they fear an 

enemy. Individuals’ threat assessments do not seem to automatically translate into foreign 

policy choices.  
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 Figure 3.3 and Figure 3.4 below plot the coefficients and their 95% confidence 

intervals for Models (2) and (5) in Tables 3.2 and 3.3. In both the MTurk and YouGov 

samples, Relative Power affects individuals’ threat assessments more than their foreign 

policy choice. Information about an adversary’s intentions consistently influences 

individuals’ threat assessments and foreign policy choices. Liberal and conservative 

ideology particularly influence individuals’ foreign policy choices. Figure 3.3 shows that 

political knowledge may also affect individuals’ threat assessments and foreign policy 

choices, even though no effect of political knowledge is visible in Figure 3.4. 
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Figure 3.3. Plotting Regression Coefficients: MTurk 

 

Figure 3.4. Plotting Regression Coefficients: YouGov 
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3.6. Conclusion     

These two experiments demonstrate the causal relationship between an adversary’s power 

and intentions on the one hand, and observers' threat perceptions and foreign policy choices 

on the other hand. Table 3.4 below summarizes the findings of Experiment One. First, 

information about an adversary’s intentions is important to observers’ assessment of the 

threat posed when the adversary is strong and uncertainty about the state’s intentions is 

low. Second, information about an adversary’s intentions is not important to observers’ 

assessment of the threat posed when the adversary is weak, regardless of uncertainty about 

an adversary’s intentions. Third, observers tend to assume the worst about an adversary’s 

intentions when the state is strong and uncertainty about the state is high. These empirical 

findings suggest when observers will be likely to feel threatened and when they are likely 

to support competitive or cooperative policies.  

 

Table 3.4. Summary of the Findings of Experiment One 
 

  Adversary’s Power 

  Strong Weak 

Uncertainty 

about  

Adversary’s 

Intentions 

High Assume the Worst 

(Offensive Realism is right) 

 

Intentions Not Important 

Low Intentions are Important 

(Defensive and 

Motivational Realism is 

right) 

Intentions Not Important 

 

As realists argue, the power variable is important for observers’ beliefs, threat 

perception, and attitude. Information about relative power affects observers' beliefs 

regarding an adversary’ intentions, their threat assessment, and their foreign policy choice. 

Information about state intentions becomes important when the adversary is strong, but is 
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less important when the adversary is weak. This finding is consistent with America’s 

experience with China, among others. American interest in Chinese intentions has 

escalated since China began to experience rapid economic growth and sizable increases to 

its military budget after the early 1980s. Standard structural realists are right in that states’ 

relative power is important in assessing threats. Policy makers as well as the public would 

have less incentive to assess an adversary’s intentions when the adversary is weak. 

However, these findings suggest that decision makers do not always blindly “assume the 

worst” about an adversary’s intentions. People do assess an adversary’s intentions when 

uncertainty about the other state’s intentions is low, and this influences their decision to 

cooperate or compete. 

 In addition, observers may fear a strong adversary, but they do not necessarily want 

to fight one. Information about power is important in threat perception, but it has two 

contradictory motivations when it comes to the use of force. Americans may support a war 

with a strong country that presents a major threat to US security. However, the US will 

then suffer more cost in terms of battle deaths and financial resources. In contrast, the US 

will suffer less when it fights a weaker country. In fact, after World War II, the US has 

waged wars with weaker countries such as North Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan, 

but never with a fellow major power like the Soviet Union or contemporary China. The 

Axis of Evil, which George W. Bush repeatedly referred to during his presidency to 

indicate countries with malign intentions, did not include any major powers. 

 Third, information about an adversary has more bearing on observers' perceived 

threat than on their foreign policy choices. In these two experiments, information about an 

adversary’s power and intentions explained between 31% and 50 % of the variance in threat 
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perception, but only 3% to 4% the variance in foreign policy choice. To better explain 

observers' support for the use of force, we need to include other relevant variables in the 

equation, such as individual ideology. Observers may feel threatened by an adversary, but 

are less willing to agree on the use of force against the adversary, particularly when an 

individual is liberal. Observers do consider power and intentions about the adversary when 

making a decision about their preferred foreign policy, but observers' individual ideology 

affects these calculations as well. 
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Appendix 1A. Survey Question Wording (MTurk) 

The country described below is hypothetical and does not really exist. That said, the 

scenario described here is one that the United States has faced in the past, and may have to 

deal with again in the future. Imagine how you would react to this situation and which 

policy options you would support. The survey questions are based directly on the scenario 

below. Please read the scenario carefully and then answer the questions that follow.  

The government of the United States needs to take a position on a territorial dispute 

between Country X and a U.S. ally in the region. The ally is important to U.S. security, has 

strong diplomatic ties with the U.S., and is a major trading partner. The central aims of U.S. 

foreign policy in this region are to protect the U.S. ally and to prevent the emergence of a 

hostile regional power that can threaten U.S. security.  

Country X and the U.S. ally are historical rivals in the region. Because of this, they have 

experienced political and military tension. Tension is particularly high around a specific 

mountainous border territory between the two countries. The disputed territory is currently 

controlled by the U.S. ally. This territory is militarily important because—owing to its 

geographical features—it is easier both to defend one’s own country and to attack the other 

country when controlling this area.  

Country X is [as strong as the combined power of the United States and its ally; weaker 

than the combined power of the United States and its ally] in terms of military capability 

in the region. Country X is currently [strong enough;  too weak] to inflict serious damage 

on U.S. and allied forces in the region. In the event of war with Country X on the one side 

and the United States and its ally on the other, the Department of Defense estimates that 

the U.S. military would suffer [over 3,000 deaths and that the war would cost the United 

States heavily; fewer than 25 deaths and that the war would cost the United States little] in 

terms of financial resources. 

[Country X is known to be an aggressive country that is dissatisfied with its current status 

in the world. According to U.S. military experts and intelligence agencies, Country X has 

a strong desire to take the disputed border territory, use it as a jumpoff point for further 

territorial expansion, and eventually to become a regional power; Country X is known to 

be a peaceful country that is satisfied with its current status in the world. According to U.S. 

military experts and intelligence agencies, Country X is not interested in occupying the 

territory of the U.S. ally or other neighboring countries for expansionist reasons. If Country 

X took over the disputed border territory, it would do so only because it is advantageous 

for defending its home territory; no information]. 
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Appendix 1B. Survey Question Wording (YouGov) 

The country described below is hypothetical and does not really exist. That said, the 

scenario described here is one that the United States has faced in the past, and may have 

to deal with again in the future. Imagine how you would react to this situation and which 

policy options you would support. The survey questions are based directly on the 

scenario below. Please read the scenario carefully and then answer the questions that 

follow.  

 

The government of the United States needs to take a position on a territorial dispute 

between Country X and a U.S. ally in the region. The ally is important to U.S. security, has 

strong diplomatic ties with the U.S., and is a major trading partner. The central aims of U.S. 

foreign policy in this region are to protect the U.S. ally and to prevent the emergence of a 

hostile regional power that can threaten U.S. security. 

 

Country X and the U.S. ally are historical rivals in the region. Because of this, they have 

experienced political and military tension. Tension is particularly high around a specific 

mountainous border territory between the two countries. The disputed territory is currently 

controlled by the U.S. ally. This territory is militarily important because—owing to its 

geographical features—it is easier both to defend one’s own country and to attack the other 

country when controlling this area. 

 

 [Display]  

Country X is [as strong as the combined power of the United States and its ally; weaker 

than the combined power of the United States and its ally] in terms of military capability 

in the region. Country X is currently [strong enough to inflict serious damage on U.S. and 

allied forces in the region; too weak to inflict serious damage on U.S. and allied forces in 

the region]. In the event of war with Country X on the one side and the United States and 

its ally on the other, the Department of Defense estimates that the U.S. military would 

suffer [over 3,000 deaths; fewer than 25 deaths] and that the war would cost the United 

States [heavily; little] in terms of financial resources.  

 

[Country X is known to be an aggressive country that is dissatisfied with its current status 

in the world. According to U.S. military experts and intelligence agencies, Country X has 

a strong desire to take the disputed border territory, use it as a jump-off point for further 

territorial expansion, and eventually to become a regional power.;  

 

Country X is known to be a peaceful country that is satisfied with its current status in the 

world. According to U.S. military experts and intelligence agencies, Country X is not 

interested in occupying the territory of the U.S. ally or other neighboring countries for 

expansionist reasons. If Country X took over the disputed border territory, it would do so 

only because it is advantageous for defending its home territory.]  

 

To summarize, Country X is known to have a relatively [strong; weak] military capability[, 

and to be an aggressive country; and to be a peaceful country; no wordings]. 
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 [Questions] 

[Q1-Q2 will check your understanding of the situation described in the scenario.] 

 

1. Which of the following best describes the scenario above? 

1. A border dispute between Country X and the U.S. ally 

2. A trade dispute between Country X and the United States 

3. Country X’s economic policy 

 

2. Which of the following describes Country X best? 

1. The United States 

2. The U.S. ally 

3. The U.S. ally’s rival 

 

[Q3-Q4 will ask your opinion about Country X and a policy option.] 

 

Q3. How much of a threat is Country X to U.S. security and interests? 

 
 

Q4. How much do you support the deployment of U.S. forces to the disputed region in 

order to protect the U.S. ally, deter Country X, or potentially fight Country X?  

 

 
 

[Q5 – Q11 will ask questions about current domestic and international politics.]  

 

Q5. Do you know what job or political office is now held by Joe Biden? 

1. President 2. Vice President 3. Secretary of State 4. Secretary of 

Defense 

 

Q6. Whose responsibility is it to determine if a law is constitutional or not? 

1. President 2. Vice President  3. Congress 4. Supreme Court 

 

Q7. How much of a majority is required for the U.S. Senate and House to override a 

presidential veto? 

1. One third of the voting members 

2. Half of the voting members plus one 

3. Two thirds of the voting members 

4. Three quarters of the voting members 

1. No threat 5. Extremely 

high threat 

3. Moderate 

threat 

2. Slight 

threat 

4. Serious 

threat 

1.  

Oppose Strongly  

5.  

Support 

strongly 

3.  

Neither 

oppose nor 

support 

2.  

Oppose 

somewhat 

4. 

Support 

somewhat 
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Q8. Do you know which party currently has the most members in the House of 

Representatives in Washington? 

1. Democratic party 2. Republican party 

 

Q9. In American politics, which political party is generally more conservative? 

1. Democratic party 2. Republican party 

 

Q10. Which country is a permanent member of the U.N. Security Council? 

1. China  

2. Germany 

3. Brazil 

4. Japan 

 

Q11. Besides the United States, what nations are members of the North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA)? 

1. Canada, the United Kingdom. 

2. Canada, Mexico   

3. Canada, Brazil  

4. The United Kingdom, France 

 

[Q12-Q16 will ask about basic demographic information.] 

 

Q12. What is your gender? 

1. Male 

2. Female 

 

Q13. What is your age?       (         )            

                         

Q14. What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

1. Less than high school 

2. Graduated from high school 

3. Some years of college 

4. Graduated from college 

5. Some years of graduate school 

6. Completed graduate school 

 

Q15. How do you describe your political ideology? 

1. Very liberal 

2. Somewhat liberal 

3. Neither liberal nor conservative 

4. Somewhat conservative 

5. Very conservative 

 

Q16. What is your household income? 

1. Below $20,000 
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2. Between $20,000 and $29,999 

3. Between $30,000 and $39,999 

4. Between $40,000 and $49,999 

5. Between $50,000 and $59,999 

6. Between $60,000 and $69,999 

7. Between $70,000 and $79,999 

8. Between $80,000 and $89,999 

9. Between $90,000 and $99,999 

10. Between $100,000 and $124,999 

11. Between $125,000 and $149,999 

12. Above $150,000  

13. I do not know 

  



112 
 

Chapter 4. Do Costly Signals Matter? 

 

4-1. Introduction 

Chapter Three demonstrated that defensive and motivational realists are correct in that 

information about states’ intentions is important in the assessment of the threat posed by 

an adversary. In that chapter, Experiment One showed that information about an 

adversary’s intentions was important when the state was strong, but less so when the state 

was weak. People do not seem to care about other states’ intentions when those states are 

weak. Chapter Three also argued that decision makers cannot pay attention to all states’ 

intentions because of their limited cognitive capacity. Decision makers, and by extension 

states, should instead selectively focus on only those states which potentially threaten their 

security. Thus, a state will be more attentive to strong states than to weak ones because 

strong states have the capability to threaten one’s survival. The question then becomes, 

how can states know other states’ intentions? According to defensive and motivational 

realists, we can know states’ benign or aggressive intentions through their actions, or 

signals. 

 This leads to other questions about a state’s ability to reveal its intentions: Can a 

state signal its benign or aggressive intentions clearly? Can a state make its signals credible 

by taking actions that another state, seeking to obscure its real intentions, cannot? These 

questions are crucial in international security, and their answers are integral to explaining 

the causes of war and peace. Structural realists such as Mearsheimer suggest that under the 

anarchy of the international system, in which there is no central government capable of 
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controlling other states’ behavior, states cannot be certain of others’ intentions.189 The 

standard notion of structural realism suggests that even when states attempt to 

communicate their intentions, those communicated intentions do not matter in explaining 

state behaviors because a feature of the international system—namely, anarchy—will drive 

states to compete with each other regardless of their intentions.190 By contrast, defensive 

and motivational realists have been more optimistic, largely in suggesting that states can 

communicate their intentions by taking costly actions and that such information about state 

intentions matters.191 Some kinds of state actions reveal their nature, in which case other 

states will learn from these actions whether said actors are security-seekers or revisionists.

  

The literature addressing state power and intentions from the realist perspective is 

limited in three ways. First, there is no realist consensus regarding whether states can make 

their signals of benign or aggressive intentions credible or whether information about state 

intentions matters. As briefly mentioned above, structural realism suggests that the 

structural constraints driving states to compete will surpass states’ abilities to communicate 

their intentions. Even though states may reveal their intentions through signals, other states 

will not trust the states, as they know states have incentives to conceal their intentions as a 

means to hedge their security against anarchy and states’ intentions might change. The 

information about other states’ intentions will therefore not be helpful to decision makers 

assessing threats making foreign policy decisions regarding those states. Defensive realism 

and motivational realism, in contrast, claim that states can communicate their intentions 

                                                           
189 Mearsheimer 2001 
190  Glaser (2010) nicely summarizes the arguments of structural realists regarding states’ communication of 

intentions and costly signals. 
191 Jervis 1970; Kydd 1997, 2001; Glaser 2010 
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and that such information about state intentions does matter in international politics. 

Defensive or motivational realists argue that states can reveal their intentions with costly 

signals—actions incurring high costs that any actor wanting to send false signals cannot 

afford. Thus, only actors willing to bear the costs are able to communicate their true 

preferences.  

 Second, existing research has rarely attempted to systematically examine the logic 

of costly signals at the micro level. Many studies have demonstrated that some states make 

their signals credible by sending costly signals that contribute to reducing tension between 

conflicting sides and, finally, dispelling tension, as in the relationship between the United 

States and the Soviet Union around the end of the Cold War. However, there have been 

few attempts to systematically change the costs of signals and then observe the effect of 

the cost on an actor’s perceptions or behaviors in international relations. For example, it 

remains unclear to what degree a state must forego offensive capabilities in order to signal 

its benign intentions. It is even less clear whether the relationship between the costs of 

signals and the perceived credibility of those signals is linear. 

 Third, literature concerning costly signals has neglected to study the two types of 

signals—those that embody resolve for war and those that reassure other states—in the 

same framework. Even though the basic logic is the same—that costly signals make a 

state’s revelation of its intentions credible—regardless of the intentions which signals 

embody, whether those two types of signals are perceived in the same way has not yet been 

examined. However, cognitive psychology suggests the possibility that people’s responses 

to the different types of signals may be different. For example, prospect theory and the 

neuropsychology of risk aversion suggest that people will be more attentive to signals 
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indicating threats than those seeking to reassure.192 In fact, Mearsheimer’s presumption of 

“assuming the worst” also implies that states should be more attentive to potential threats 

because of the uncertainty of state intentions under anarchy. If that is the case, similar 

costly signals that embody either benign or aggressive intentions may cause different 

reactions among signal recipients.     

 Finally, studies have paid little attention to different aspects of human cognition 

and the attitudes of individual decision makers: how individuals interpret a state’s actions, 

how they assess threats based on those actions, and how they make decisions accordingly. 

Though realists and rationalists often discuss the credibility of signals, credibility could 

mean different things to signal receivers: It could mean other states interpret signal senders’ 

signals correctly, but it could also mean they determine the threat level and make policy 

choices appropriately. Because those three responses—interpretation, threat assessment, 

and policy decisions—are not necessarily the same, moreover, the credibility of signals can 

be discussed at different levels. A state’s assessments of threats may not be the foundation 

for their policy choices.193 

This chapter attempts to address these gaps by examining the impact of a single 

signal on different aspects of human cognition and attitudes: the public’s inference about 

other states’ intentions, their perceptions of the threat posed by an adversary, and their 

                                                           
192 Kahneman and Tversky 1984; Peeters and Czapinski 1990; Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, and 

Vohrs 2001; Rozin and Royzman 2001; Taylor 1991 
193 Similarly, the few existing empirical works that deal with the impact of state power and intentions focus 

exclusively on either threat perception or foreign policy choices. Individuals' methods of assessing threats, 

however, do not have to be the same as their policy choices (Schafer 1999). Unfortunately, existing 

scholarship does not investigate whether the factors that affect threat perception influence foreign policy 

choices as well. My dissertation intends to rectify this. Studying these different human aspects of the foreign 

policy–making process—the interpretation of signals, threat perceptions and policy choices—will provide 

insights into how humans as decision makers process different types of information and come to decisions in 

international politics. 
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consequent foreign policy choices. To test the logic of costly signals, I treat a state’s 

military actions or diplomatic statements as signals with the potential to reveal state 

intentions, just as many defensive realists and motivational realists would argue. I vary the 

cost of the signal, or the level of the difficulty of implementing a policy, and examine 

whether costly signals are perceived to be more credible than less costly ones. For this, I 

use survey experiments, which can be useful analytical tools for testing theoretical 

arguments focused on a few variables. If the variables of interest prove insignificant in a 

simple and unobstructed experimental setting, then they are even less likely to have a 

meaningful effect on the far more complex real world. While it remains possible that what 

can be learned from this simple experiment cannot directly translate to the real world, the 

results of these experiments can help to determine the conditions under which the variables 

of interest do or do not have an effect. 

 My experiment suggests that people tend to infer other states’ intentions as the logic 

of costly signals dictates, but respondents often perceive threat posed and behave in a way 

that deviates from rationalists’ expectations. The logic of costly signals can be 

complemented by decision-making theories of cognitive psychology. I argue that states 

perceiving an adversary’s actions tend to have a conservative bias; they are less likely to 

lower their guard against enemies exhibiting conciliatory gestures, but are more likely to 

respond to aggressive actions. I found that states’ attempts to reveal either benign or 

aggressive intentions are not perceived similarly (or symmetrically) by observers. The 

rationalist theory of costly signals successfully predicts observers’ responses to signals that 

embody the aggressive intentions of a state in my experiment. Observers excelled in 

interpreting intentions from costly signals, and they strongly supported the use of force 



117 
 

against an enemy when it takes costly aggressive actions that a peaceful state would not. 

Contrary to defensive and motivational realists’ arguments, however, in my experiments 

costly signals of a hypothetical adversary intended to reassure were not perceived to be 

reassuring. Even an adversary’s strong conciliatory defensive policy did not relieve 

observers’ fear, nor did it change their attitudes toward the other state.  

 In the rest of this chapter, I briefly review the rationalist logic of costly signals by 

which defensive and motivational realists claim states communicate their intentions to one 

another. I also introduce some cognitive psychological theories explaining people’s 

asymmetric responses to positive versus negative events. I then describe the design of two 

survey experiments, one of which was conducted by Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), 

the other administered by an online survey company, YouGov. Then, I present the results 

of the experiment with graphs and regression analysis. Lastly, I provide conclusions. 

 

4-2. The Logic of Costly Signals and Negativity Bias 

Rationalists have explained the mechanism through which a state can reveal its intentions 

mostly with the logic of costly signals. In international relations theory, signaling has often 

been described as a state's actions taken to reveal its motives or intentions, such as a resolve 

for war or peacefulness. 194  On the one hand, states sometimes want to convey their 

willingness to fight to deter another state. However, this is not easy because "(a) the target 

of the threat cannot directly observe the threatener's preferences and (b) the target knows 

the threatener has an incentive to pretend to be 'resolved.'"195 Credible signals are the types 

of actions that disguised types, or imposters, cannot imitate without incurring a high cost. 

                                                           
194 Fearon 1994a, 1994b, 1997. 
195 Fearon 1997, 69 
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When a signal is cheap, the signal is not credible.196 For a state to make a signal credible, 

it should “expend significant, unrecoverable resources” or “severely constrain its future 

decision-making.”197 Such signals are in opposition to "cheap talk," which any state is free 

to offer at little or no cost to itself.  

Signals can be used both to communicate one’s resolve to fight and to reassure 

others that a signal-sending state is peaceful. States often attempt to reveal their resolve to 

fight in a crisis. There are two main mechanisms that make costly signals of resolve 

credible: the tying of hands and sunk costs.198 In a democracy, hand-tying typically makes 

signals credible by creating audience costs. If a leader of a state threatens another state and 

then backs down, the leader will hurt the country's reputation and thus be punished by 

his/her domestic voters in elections. In comparison, the "sunk cost" mechanism signals 

resolve credibly by taking hard-to-reverse, expensive actions like mobilizing troops or 

building arms that less-resolved states would be unwilling to pursue.  

For example, when the Obama administration announced its plan to quadruple 

military spending in Central and Eastern Europe in response to aggressive actions in 

Ukraine by Russia, the U.S. plan was regarded by high-level military officials in the region 

to be a credible signal of resolve by the U.S. to deter Russian aggression in Central and 

Eastern Europe. The Czech Defense Ministry said in a statement that “We appreciate 

President Obama’s decision to boost funding for an increased U.S. military presence …. 

The U.S. is the leader of the Atlantic alliance and has an indispensable role in making its 

                                                           
196 Schelling 1960 
197 Yarhi-Milo 2013, 8 
198 Fearon 1997 
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collective deterrent sufficiently robust and credible.” 199 Raimonds Bergmanis, the Latvian 

defense minister, expressed similar trust in U.S. leadership, saying “a decision by the U.S. 

authorities to preposition equipment in Central and Eastern Europe would send a clear 

message of resolve and determination.”200 

Likewise, states often use signals to reassure other states in a security dilemma.201 

One way to communicate information about a state’s security-seeking intentions202 is to 

take advantage of military policies.203 Military signaling to reassure states includes the 

adoption of defensive weapons and strategies when there is an advantage to using offensive 

weapons and strategies.204 In addition, Glaser suggests three avenues through which states 

can signal their benign intentions: arms control measures, unilateral defense, and unilateral 

restraint.205 He claims that to limit the size of forces can “communicate information about 

intentions.”206 These actions are costly because they reduce a state’s offensive military 

capability, and thus risk the danger of exploitation by potential adversaries, in order to 

show the state’s security-seeking intentions.207 Further, such policies reassure potential 

adversaries at the expense of a lost opportunity for a state to expand its territory and even 

enhance its own security. The Soviet Union’s unilateral arms control efforts in the late 

1980s facilitated the end of the Cold War in this way.208 

                                                           
199 Lyman 2016. NY Times (February 3, 2016). “Eastern Europe Cautiously Welcome Larger U.S. Military 

Presence”  
200 Ibid. 
201 Jervis 1978; Glaser 1994/95, 1997, 2010 
202 In this study, I use “security-seeking” and “peaceful” intentions interchangeably.    
203 Jervis 1970, 1978; Downs and Rocke 1990; Glaser 1994/95, 2010 
204 Jervis 1978; Evera 1998; Glaser and Kaufmann 1998 
205 Glaser 1994/95, 2010 
206 Ibid, 69 
207 Glaser 1997 
208 Glaser 2010, 210-211 
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The premise of the rational theory of costly signals is that state types are 

distinguishable by those actions that incur high costs. However, the conventional wisdom 

is being challenged. Cheap talk is not considered "cheap" by many scholars for reasons 

such as reputational costs.209 We can test the logic of costly signals if we manipulate the 

cost of one single type of action in a controlled environment. If information about a state's 

intentions is proved to be important, as defensive/motivational realists claim (in 

Experiment One), the next question is whether actors are able to communicate their 

intentions by their apparently benign or aggressive actions—and then whether those actions 

are perceived as rationalists' deductive logic would dictate. 

Even though the logic of costly signals does not distinguish how signal recipients 

would perceive a signal sender’s benign signals from how they would perceive aggressive 

ones, there is a possibility that people respond to the two different signals differently. 

Prospect theory, for example, found that “people tend to be risk-averse for gains … but 

simultaneously to be risk-acceptant for losses.”210  This psychological theory suggests that 

people take greater risks to avoid potential losses than they are willing take for a potential 

gain. In simple terms, gaining ten dollars does not make people happy as much as losing 

the same amount makes them annoyed.211 People therefore tend to overvalue losses while 

they underestimate gains.  

Jervis (1992) illustrated how, during the Cold War era, Americans were likely to 

focus more on negative cases of losing influence overseas, such as in Ethiopia, than on 

positive ones of gaining influence (e.g., Egypt’s transferring its loyalty from the Soviet 

                                                           
209 Sartori 2002 
210 Jervis 1992 
211 Ibid. 
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Union to the United States). For a state to increase its chances of survival, information 

about threats to it may be more valuable than information about non-threats. For example, 

losing one’s whole territory means the extinction of one’s country, while gaining new 

territory equal to one’s existing territory does not guarantee survival. Prospect theory has 

important implications about what motivates war and peace. Jervis argued that if prospect 

theory is correct, then we know what motivates war: war is motivated by the desire to avoid 

perceived losses more than by the hope to make gains.212 

The cognitive psychological literature explains this asymmetry between positive 

and negative events with a negativity effect. The negativity effect is defined as “a greater 

impact of evaluative negative [stimuli] than of equally intense positive stimuli on a 

subject.”213  There is ample evidence that the way people process negative information is 

different from the way they process positive information.214  People tend to pay more 

attention to negative stimuli than positive, while also being influenced more by the negative 

stimuli than the positive.215 The negative stimuli get more attention and require more 

cognitive processing than positive stimuli because the negative stimuli have more 

informational value.216Why would people pay more attention to negative than positive 

stimuli? Because people do not have an unlimited cognitive ability to process all incoming 

information, they should be selective in processing information. One obvious criteria for 

selection is the relative importance of the information. Thus, if “bad is stronger than good,” 

then they would pay more attention to bad things. 217  Some psychologists explain the 

                                                           
212 Ibid. 193. 
213 Peeters and Czapinski 1990, p.33. 
214 For reviews, see Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, and Vohs 2001; Rozin and Royzman 2001; Taylor 

1991. 
215 Vaish, Grossmann, and Woodward 2008 
216 See, for example, Peeters and Czapinski 1990; Rozin and Royzman 2001. 
217 Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, and Vohs (2001), p.323. 
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cognitive bias weighing bad events more heavily than good ones with arguments based on 

evolutionary purpose. They believe that “throughout our evolutionary history, organisms 

that were better attuned to bad things would have been more likely to survive threats and, 

consequently, would have increased probability of passing along their genes. … Survival 

requires urgent attention to possible bad outcomes, but it is less urgent with regard to good 

ones.”218 The human tendency to be more sensitive to negative events may be a bias in 

rationalist terms, but the bias may be “better than rational” for purposes of survival.219 

The finding that people have asymmetric perceptions of positive versus negative 

events therefore suggests that people may be more attentive to aggressive signals than to 

benign ones, and, in turn, may take different attitudes toward them. In addition, people’s 

tendency to pay relatively less attention to potential gains implies that observers of state 

actions may be inattentive to signals that are intended to reassure signal targets. 

Experiment Two is designed to address this issue. This experiment adopts some 

types of actions that can reveal a signal-sending state’s intentions. In the scenario used in 

the experiment, an adversary is described as either having aggressive or benign intentions. 

In some conditions, the adversary is described as withdrawing or deploying some of its 

army and weapons from/to the border territory in dispute. A withdrawal/deployment of a 

large number of army units and weapons from/to the border area is described as a costly 

signal, while that of a slight number is described as a less costly signal. In other conditions, 

the government of the state wants to reveal its aggressive or benign intentions simply by 

                                                           
218 Ibid., p.325. Besides, Rozin and Royzman also identified other types of theories of negativity bias in 

addition to adaptive or evolutionary accounts: developmental theories, which focus on the ontogeny of the 

principles, and mechanistic theories, which seek to account for the “instantiation and manifestations of the 

principles.” For details, see Besides, Rozin and Royzman 2001. 
219 Cosmides and Tooby 1994. p.329. 
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declaring its intentions. In this experiment, regardless of whether the statement signals 

benign or aggressive intentions, a government’s words without deeds are considered 

“cheap talk.” The logic of costly signals here is simple: The withdrawal/deployment of a 

large number of troops and weapons is riskier and more difficult for a state which intends 

to hide its real intentions than the withdrawal/deployment of a small number of troops. A 

state’s words alone are even cheaper than the movement of a small amount of troops and 

weapons. If the logic of costly signals is right, the movement of a large amount of troops 

and weapons should be perceived as most credible, while a government’s pledge without 

action should be perceived as least credible. 

 

4-3. Hypotheses 

Experiment Two is different from Experiment One in that Experiment Two does not 

provide information about an adversary’s intentions directly. In Experiment One, an 

aggressive state was described as “an aggressive country” and a benign state was described 

as “a peaceful county.” Experiment Two, however, does not provide such direct 

information. Survey participants should infer an adversary’s intentions from the state’s 

actions, or signals, such as a political leader’s statements or the state’s military actions. 

Thus, a state’s intentions are embedded in the signals. The signals can convey two 

intentions: benign or aggressive. For example, a state's withdrawing most of its forces from 

an area in dispute is an action that implies the actor's benign intentions, while the 

deployment of forces to the area in dispute is an action that indicates aggressive intentions.  

The signals vary depending on their cost. The cost of a signal is the degree of 

difficulty of performing an action by a state which wants to hide its true intentions. The 
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costs of signals in this experiment have three levels: Costly, Less Costly, and Cheap. First, 

signals that embody benign intentions can involve these different costs. An aggressive state 

will have more difficulty withdrawing 75% of its army and weapons from a border in 

dispute (i.e., a costly signal) than in withdrawing only 5% of its force (i.e., a less costly 

signal), because the withdrawal of most of its forces will deprive the state of the opportunity 

to reap the benefits of a surprise attack. The opportunity cost of withdrawing a state's forces 

is thus high for a state with expansionary intentions, but low for a benign state. Security-

seeking states can therefore reveal their own intentions by taking such an action, which 

would be too costly for states not of their type. In contrast, a state that merely promises to 

peacefully resolve a dispute with its adversary while taking no other action (i.e., cheap talk) 

does not have to pay as high a price as the state which withdraws its military force.    

Signals that embody aggressive intentions, or a resolve for war, can be described 

similarly. A state can reveal its resolve for war by increasing its army around the area in 

dispute. This was the case, for example, between North and South Korea in August 2015. 

The North Korean leader ordered his frontline military units to go to a "semi-war state" 

and the North deployed twice as many artillery pieces as usual along the border with South 

Korea. In addition, most of its submarines departed from their bases to show the North’s 

willingness to fight amidst talks with South Korea during tensions along the border.220 

North Korea wanted to reveal its resolve for war in order to achieve its goals: compelling 

South Korea to remove its propaganda loudspeakers from along the border.  

                                                           
220 Choe, Sang-Hun, New York Times August 20 2015 

(http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/21/world/asia/north-korea-and-south-korea-exchange-rocket-and-

artillery-fire.html), August 23 2015 (http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/24/world/asia/with-force-

deployments-north-korea-raises-stakes-of-talks-with-south.html). A South Korean Defense Ministry 

spokesman said that "This is a typical North Korean tactic of talking on one hand and brandishing military 

power on the other to try to force their way." 
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A peaceful state will have more difficulty in increasing its forces in the area of 

dispute by 75% (i.e., costly) than by 5% (i.e., less costly) for several reasons. First, 

reassigning its forces to the disputed area may make it more vulnerable in other border 

areas. Second, if the state is unwilling to reassign existing forces to the border area yet still 

wants to increase its military presence there, it will need more human and financial 

resources, which demands a greater burden (e.g., taxes) on its citizens. Third, a state that 

increases its forces in a border area runs the risk of making its adversary believe that it is 

itself preparing for a war. Thus, a state that greatly increases its forces around a disputed 

area can reveal its aggressive intentions by this costly action. Large increases are costly, 

while small increases are relatively easy and might be reasonable even for peaceful states. 

However, a state that threatens to use force against its adversary without matching actions 

(i.e., cheap talk) does not have to pay as high a price as the state which mobilizes its military 

forces.    

The logic of costly signals expects that more costly signals should affect people’s 

perceptions and attitudes more than less costly signals or cheap talk. The following 

hypothesis is derived from this insight. 

 

Hypothesis 1: Costly signals have a stronger effect than less costly signals on respondents’ 

assessment of intentions, threat perception, and support for the use of force. 

 

The first hypothesis implies that the impact of costly signals will be larger than that of less 

costly signals and cheap talk on the three dependent variables: respondents’ assessment of 

intentions (DV1), threat perception (DV2), and support for the use of force (DV3).  
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An insight from the psychological tradition, the negativity effect, predicts different 

outcomes than the logic of costly signals predicts. Because people are likely to attend to 

negative events more than positive events, it is possible that they are more sensitive to the 

costs of aggressive signals than benign signals. If that is the case, people will be less 

sensitive to a state’s benign gestures which are intended to reassure as opposed to its 

aggressive actions which are intended to reveal a signal sender’s resolve for war. The 

second hypothesis is derived from this psychological insight, which highlights humans’  

tendency to perceive positive and negative events asymmetrically. 

 

Hypothesis 2: Costly signals have different effects on respondents’ assessment of 

intentions, threat perception, and support for the use of force depending on whether the 

signals embody a signal sender’s benign or aggressive intentions. 

 

The second hypothesis involves the same three dependent variables: respondents’ 

assessment of intentions (DV1), threat perception (DV2), and their support for the use of 

force (DV3).  

 

4-4. Research Design 

 To test rationalists’ logic of costly signals, I conducted two survey experiments 

using two survey tools: a crowdsourcing internet marketplace, Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 

(MTurk), and an internet-based polling firm, YouGov. First, I used MTurk and recruited 



127 
 

410 U.S. adults in February of 2015.221 Then, with some revisions, I employed YouGov to 

field the study to a nationally representative sample of 640 U.S. adults in February of 2016.  

 For both experiments, there are three main dependent variables (DVs): Inference 

about Intentions, Threat Perception, and Foreign Policy Choice. These DVs are measured 

on a five point Likert scale. Inference about Intentions is a variable to measure how survey 

participants assess an adversary’s intentions in the scenario of the survey. For inference 

about an adversary's intentions, 1, the lowest number, indicates that participants assess the 

adversary as having very peaceful intentions, while 5, the highest number, indicates that 

they assess the adversary as having very aggressive intentions. Similarly, Threat 

Perception is a variable to measure how much participants assess the threat posed by an 

adversary in the survey scenario. For threat perception, 1, the lowest number, indicates no 

threat, while 5, the highest number, indicates an extremely high threat. Finally, Foreign 

Policy Choice is a variable that measures how much respondents support the use of force 

against an enemy in the scenario. 1, the lowest number, indicates strong opposition to the 

use of force, while 5, the highest number, indicates strong support for the use of force.  

In both experiments, key treatment variables are information about the adversary’s 

(1) relative power, (2) its intentions, and (3) the costs of its signals. Power has two 

variations (strong and weak) as in Experiment One described in the previous chapter. Thus, 

half of the participants read a description of a country that is “as strong as the combined 

power of the United States and its ally.” The other half read about a country that is “weaker 

than the combined power of the United States and its ally.” Intentions indicates an 

                                                           
221 I paid respondents 75 cents each, and the average time for respondents to complete the survey was 8 

minutes and 30 seconds. Survey participants were asked to affirm that they were U.S. citizens and 18 years 

of age or older; however, I could not independently verify their citizenship status or age. 
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adversary's intentions, which are represented by the actions the adversary takes. The 

variable has two variations: benign and aggressive. If an adversary is described as 

increasing its military capability around the border in dispute, it is coded aggressive. If the 

adversary is described as decreasing its military capability around the border in dispute, 

then it is coded benign. 

Costs has two (costly, less costly) or three (costly, less costly, and cheap talk) 

variations for each experiment via MTurk and YouGov respectively. The research design 

is slightly different between the two survey experiments in terms this particular dependent 

variable. There are only two levels of costs for the MTurk sample (i.e., costly signal and 

less costly signal), whereas there are three levels of costs for the YouGov sample (costly 

signal, less costly signal, and cheap talk). A withdrawal/deployment of a large segment 

(75%) of an army and weapons from/to the border area is coded as a costly signal, while 

withdrawal/deployment of a small amount (5%) of soldiers and weapons is coded as a less 

costly signal. 222 A government’s diplomatic statement showing its peaceful or aggressive 

intentions, but without any supporting actions, is coded as cheap talk. Thus, a government’s 

declaring its peaceful intentions or resolve for war without any supporting actions is 

described as cheap talk, regardless of whether the actions are intended to reassure or 

                                                           
222 With the combination of Intentions and Costs, four types of signals were created: costly benign, less costly 

benign, less costly aggressive, and costly aggressive. For a costly benign condition, participants read about a 

country that “has withdrawn most (about 75%) of its army that had been deployed" and "substantially 

decreased the weapons ... by about 75%." For a less costly benign condition, participants read about a country 

that “has withdrawn a small portion (about 5%) of its army that had been deployed" and "slightly decreased 

the weapons."  For a less costly aggressive condition, participants read about a country that “has increased 

its army deployment by a small amount (about 5%) near the border territory" and "slightly increased the 

weapons."  For a costly aggressive condition, participants read about a country that “has increased its army 

deployment by a very large amount (about 75%)" and "substantially increased the weapons ... by about 75%." 

For control conditions, participants received either no information about intentions or no information about 

costs.   
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threaten an enemy. Variables that indicate dispositional factors are included as in 

Experiment One. 

The MTurk experiment has a 2 (power) x 2 (intentions) x 2 (costs) between subjects 

design (plus two control conditions), while the YouGov experiment has a 2 (power) x 2 

(intentions) x 3 (costs) design (plus two control conditions). Two control conditions are 

added to both experiments as baselines, in which there is no signal of the sender's intentions. 

The control conditions were set up for the purpose of comparing the effects of signals with 

the condition of no signal. Thus, 10 conditions were created for the MTurk experiment , 

while there were 14 conditions for the experiment administered by YouGov as shown in 

Table 4.1. 
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Table 4.1. Manipulation of Information about Intentions and Costs of Signals 

(YouGov sample) 

         (Power)           (Intentions)        (Cost)          (Condition) 

 

Note: For the MTurk sample, Conditions 3, 7, 10, and 14 are omitted. 

 

In the YouGov experiment, all of the participants were randomly assigned to one 

of the fourteen groups.223 First, participants were instructed to read an introductory script 

in which Country X and the U.S. ally are described as disputing a border area, just as in 

                                                           
223 In the experiment conducted via MTurk, all of the participants were randomly assigned to one of the ten 

groups. 
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Experiment One. Then, participants received information about Country X's power. Last, 

they received two additional kinds of information about Country X: intentions and costs. 

Two separate control groups did not receive information about either intentions or costs.  

For each power condition (strong and weak), seven types of signals are presented. 

Group 1 (costly benign) reads a description of an adversary that “has withdrawn most 

(about 75%) of its army that had been deployed near the border territory….” Group 2 (less 

costly benign) reads that the adversary “has withdrawn a small portion (about 5%) of its 

army that had been deployed near the border territory….” Group 3 (benign cheap talk) 

observes an adversary that “has often pledged to peacefully resolve the dispute with the 

U.S. ally” but also “has not taken any particular actions to support these statements.” Group 

4 (control) does not have any information about an adversary’s intentions or signal, but is 

only presented with information about power. Group 5 (aggressive cheap talk) reads that 

an adversary “has often threatened to use force in the dispute with the U.S. ally” but has 

also “not taken any particular action to support these statements.” Group 6 (less costly 

aggressive) reads that an adversary “has increased its army deployment by a small amount 

(about 5%) near the border territory.” Group 7 (costly aggressive) observes an adversary 

that “has increased its army deployment by a very large amount (about 75%) near the 

border territory.” 

If the logic of costly signals is correct, costly signals should be perceived to be more 

credible. In that case, survey participants should assess a costly benign signal as indicating 

less threat than a less costly benign signal and cheap talk. Similarly, survey participants 

should feel more threat from a costly aggressive signal than a less costly aggressive signal 

and cheap talk. 
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Having read the information provided about the adversary, participants were then 

asked two attention-check questions as in Experiment One. Then, I asked participants to 

assess the degree of threat posed by the adversary, to choose how much they support the 

use of U.S. military force against the adversary, and to infer the adversary's intentions. 

Questions about respondents' characteristics such as political ideology, political knowledge, 

age, gender, education, and income are also asked as in Experiment One. 

 For the variable Power, a weak country condition is coded 0, while a strong country 

condition is coded 1. For the variable Intentions, group conditions (1), (2), and (3) are 

coded as benign (0), while conditions (5), (6), and (7) are coded as aggressive (1). For the 

variable Cost, group (1) and (7) are coded as costly signals, group (2) and (6) are coded as 

less costly signals, and group (3) and (5) are coded as cheap talk for analysis. Section 4-6-

1 shows the general pattern of signals, both benign and aggressive together. The following 

two sections display the effects of the independent variables on the three DVs separately 

in more detail.  

 

4-5. Analytic Approach 

Linear regression was used to assess the effects of information about relative power and 

the intentions of a hypothetical adversary on respondents’ interpretations of the state's 

military actions, their threat perceptions, and their foreign policy choices toward the 

adversary. The regression method analyzed the effects of the main treatment variables 

alongside individuals' demographic characteristics. The graphs shown below analyze and 

illustrate the patterns of the main variables’ effects.  
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4-6. Results 

I first present the effects of five types of signals, from the most benign signals to the most 

aggressive ones in section 4-6-1. The graphs in Figure 4.1 contrast the effects of benign 

signals to those of aggressive ones, and show whether both benign and aggressive signals 

are perceived as the logic of costly signals suggests. In the following two sections, I show 

the effects of the main variables of interest (Power and Cost) separately in Figures 4.2 

and 4.3 when signals are aggressive or benign, respectively. Figures 4.2 and 4.3 show the 

effect of signals’ costs more clearly, including whether the effect is statistically 

significant. 

4-6-1. General Results 

The results presented here are based on the data of those who completed the survey and 

passed the attention check. Respondents answered two attention-check questions before 

they reported their responses regarding the hypothetical adversary in the scenario, in order 

to demonstrate that they truly understood the scenario. Only the responses of those who 

answered the two attention-check questions correctly were included in the analysis. For the 

MTurk sample, responses from 375 participants out of 410 were used for further analysis. 

For the YouGov sample, all the respondents who failed to pass the attention check were 

given a second chance to read the scenario and answer the two attention-check questions. 

All those who received a second chance passed the attention check the second time. Thus, 

640 U.S. adults participated in the survey. As mentioned in the previous section, three DVs 

(Inference about Intentions, Threat Perception and Foreign Policy Choice) were used for 

this experiment. 
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Figure 4.1 shows how survey participants responded to signals which embed 

information about intentions and entail different costs. The left column (a, c, and e) presents 

the results from the MTurk sample, while the right column (b, d, and f) shows results from 

the YouGov sample. For the MTurk sample, five types of signals are presented: (1) costly 

benign, (2) less costly benign, (3) no signal, (4) less costly aggressive, and (5) costly 

aggressive. In order to see the effect of the cost of signals, two more signal conditions are 

added to the YouGov sample: cheap benign and cheap aggressive. Thus, graphs in the right 

column in Figure 4.1 include seven types of signals: (1) costly benign, (2) less costly benign, 

(3) benign cheap talk, (4) no signal, (5) aggressive cheap talk, (6) less costly aggressive, 

and (7) costly aggressive. They were ordered from the condition which should be least 

aggressive to the condition which should be most aggressive according to the logic of 

costly signals. The first condition, costly benign signal, should be perceived as most benign 

because the signal is both intended to convey a signal sender’s benign intentions and is 

very costly. The second condition, less costly signal, should be perceived as less benign 

because the signal is less costly. The third condition, benign cheap talk, should be perceived 

as even less benign because the signal is least costly. Conversely, the seventh condition, 

costly aggressive signal, should be perceived as more aggressive than any other signal 

because the signal is intended to convey a signal sender’s aggressive intentions, and 

because the signal is costly. The sixth condition, less costly aggressive signal, should be 

perceived as less aggressive than the costly one. The fifth condition, aggressive cheap talk, 

should be perceived as even less aggressive than the less costly aggressive signal. The 

condition in the middle, no signal, should be perceived as neutral because the condition 

includes no signal involving either the benign or aggressive intentions of a signal sender.
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Figure 4.1. The Effects of Five Types of Signals on Inference, Threat Perception, and Foreign Policy Choice 
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Cheap talk indicating the benign or aggressive intentions of a state should have little more 

effect on perceptions than no signal at all, according to the logic of costly signals. Cheap 

talk incurs no costs to those actors who want to hide their true intentions. Thus, words 

without any supporting actions should not be perceived as particularly credible.  

Inference about Intentions  Dots indicate the mean level of the inferred intention 

of a hypothetical adversary in each signal condition, and the error bar indicates a 95% 

confidence interval for the mean. The Y axis represents respondents’ inference about an 

adversary’s intentions. A value of 1 indicates “very benign,” while 5 indicates “very 

aggressive.”  

Figure 4.1(a) and (b) supports Hypothesis 1 (rationalist prediction) that costly 

signals have a stronger impact than less costly signals when the DV is respondents’ 

assessment of intentions. Survey participants perceived an adversary’s intentions as the 

theory of costly signals predicts. Figure 4.1(a) shows a monotonic increase as a signal 

changes from costly benign to costly aggressive. Benign signals reduced the level of 

aggression which respondents perceived while aggressive signals increased such level of 

aggression. Figure 4.1(b) includes two additional conditions: aggressive and benign cheap 

talk. It shows that the cheap talk conditions are not distinguishable from the condition in 

which there is no signal. This result suggests that signals convey the sender’s intentions 

very clearly, and those intentions are inferred as the logic of costly signals would dictate. 

Threat Perception    In Figure 4.1(c) and (d), dots indicate the mean level of the perceived 

threat posed by a hypothetical adversary in each signal condition, and the error bar indicates 

a 95% confidence interval for the mean. The Y axis represents respondents’ threat 

assessments of the adversary described in the scenario. A value of 1 indicates “no threat,” 
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while 5 indicates an “extremely high threat.” The X axis represents five (in Figure 4.1(c)) 

or seven (in Figure 4.1(d)) types of signal conditions. 

 Neither Figure 4.1(c) nor Figure 4.1(d) supports Hypothesis 1 (rationalist 

prediction): costly signals appear to have no stronger impact than less costly signals. 

Figures 4.1(c) and 4.1(d) show that people do not perceive threats as the logic of costly 

signals predicts. The monotonic pattern evident in Figures 4.1(a) and 4.1(b) appears in 

neither Figure 4.1(c) nor in Figure 4.1(d). Figure 4.1(c) shows that survey participants did 

not distinguish costly signals from less costly signals. Regression results indicate that 

survey participants perceive more threat from aggressive signals than benign signals. 

However, respondents did not assess the level of threat indicated by costly signals to be 

different than that indicated by less costly signals. Figure 4.1(c) shows that respondents 

tend to report perceiving slightly more threat from costly aggressive signals than less costly 

ones when signals embody aggressive intentions. This result is close to Hypothesis 2, 

which postulates that costly signals may have a different impact depending on whether they 

are aggressive or benign. However, the pattern is not clear, and Figure 4.1(d) does not show 

that tendency.  

Foreign Policy Choice Figures 4.1(e) and 4.1(f) show a pattern that supports 

Hypothesis 2:  costly signals may have a different impact on respondents’ decision about 

the use of force depending on whether the signals embody benign or aggressive intentions. 

Figures 4.1(e) and 4.1(f) chart survey participants’ asymmetric response to an adversary’s 

benign and aggressive signals. The survey participants’ responses do not vary according to 

the cost of signals when those signals embody benign intentions. In contrast, their 

responses do vary as the cost changes when those signals embody aggressive intentions.  
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In Figures 4.1(e) and 4.1(f), dots indicate the mean level of support for the use of 

force against a hypothetical adversary in each signal condition, and the error bar indicates 

a 95% confidence interval for the mean. The Y axis represents respondents’ support for the 

use of force against an adversary. A value of 1 indicates “oppose strongly,” while 5 

indicates “support strongly.” The X axis represents five (Figure 4.1(e)) or seven (Figure 

4.1(f)) types of signal conditions. Figures 4.1(e) and 4.1(f) suggest that, generally, survey 

participants respond differently when they observe an adversary’s conciliatory gestures 

than when they observe its aggressive actions.  

 On the one hand, Figures 4.1(e) and 4.1(f) show that when an adversary state’s 

benign signals are presented, survey participants do not make different foreign policy 

choices contingent on the signals’ cost. Costly benign signals are not perceived to be 

reassuring enough for survey participants to support peaceful actions by their state,, even 

though the adversary risks its security to show its peaceful intentions. People are simply 

not reassured, however costly the signals might be. This result is not consistent with the 

logic of costly signals. There are two possible explanations for this unexpected result. First, 

it is possible that once people identify the other as an adversary, it is difficult to reassure 

them. Because the adversary can pretend to look nonaggressive, it will be too risky not to 

prepare for conflict. It makes sense to those who are risk-aversive not to lower one’s guard 

against an enemy in case the enemy attempts to hide its true intentions, an outcome which 

is always possible under anarchy. Second, it may take more to convince people that an 

adversary is benign than to convince them that the adversary is aggressive. For example, 

one might believe that withdrawal of military forces from the area in dispute is not enough, 

if there is no actual change in the general military capability. As long as the adversary 
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maintains those capabilities, it may be possible for it to mobilize its forces in a relatively 

short time, allowing the state to redeploy its forces easily despite the earlier withdrawal.  

On the other hand, Figures 4.1(e) and 4.1(f) show that when aggressive signals are 

presented, survey participants tend to support the use of force against an adversary more 

when the signals are costly than when they are less costly or merely cheap talk. Costly 

signals seem to affect survey participants’ attitudes enough to support the use of force 

against the adversary, as the logic of costly signals predicts. However, Figures 4.1(e) and 

4.1(f) are different. Figure 4.1(e) indicates that the withdrawal of 75% of the adversary’s 

army—a costly signal—is perceived differently from the withdrawal of 5% of the 

adversary’s army—a less costly signal. In contrast, Figure 4.1(f) shows that those two 

signals are not perceived significantly differently, even though the mobilization of military 

force is perceived significantly differently from the government’s statement with no 

supporting actions. Despite this difference, overall, people seem to behave differently when 

they observe an adversary’s aggressive actions than when they observe its benign gestures. 

They attend to aggressive signals more than benign signals.  

From Figure 4.1, it becomes evident that people do not respond in the same way 

toward aggressive signals as they do toward benign signals. In order to examine the effects 

of other variables in detail, including Power and Costs, I separated the data which includes 

only aggressive signals from that which involves only benign signals. 
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Figure 4.2. The Effect of Relative Power and Cost of Signals: Aggressive Intentions (Resolve for War) 

Aggressive MTurk YouGov 

Inference 
about 

Intentions 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 
Threat 

Assessed 
(c) 

 

(d) 

 

relative power

cost

-1.2 -.8 -.4 0 .4 .8 1.2 1.6

relative power

cost

-1.2 -.8 -.4 0 .4 .8 1.2 1.6

relative power

cost

-1.2 -.8 -.4 0 .4 .8 1.2 1.6

relative power

cost

-1.2 -.8 -.4 0 .4 .8 1.2 1.6



142 
 

Foreign 
Policy 
Choice 

(e) 
 

 

(f) 
 

 
 

 

 

 

relative power

cost

-1.2 -.8 -.4 0 .4 .8 1.2 1.6

relative power

cost

-1.2 -.8 -.4 0 .4 .8 1.2 1.6



143 
 

4-6-2. Aggressive Intentions (Resolve for War) 

Table 4.A3 in the Appendix 2.A shows that the effect of Power is statistically significant 

only when the dependent variable (DV) is Threat Perception. Figures 4.2(c) and 4.2(d) 

show that survey participants perceive more threat from a strong adversary than from a 

weak one. This is consistent with realists’ emphasis on relative power in international 

security. However, the Power variable does not seem to influence either Inference about 

Intentions or Foreign Policy Choice. Respondents do not attribute either benign or 

aggressive intentions to a strong adversary. Similarly, they do not attribute any particular 

type of intentions to a weak one. The variable Power is also not statistically significant 

when Foreign Policy Choice is the DV. Survey participants fear a strong adversary, but do 

not necessarily support the use of force against such an adversary. This result is consistent 

with that of Experiment One in Chapter 3. 

Figure 4.1 showed that an adversary’s intentions significantly affect all three DVs: 

individuals’ inferences about intentions, their threat assessments, and their foreign policy 

choices.224 Tables 4.A1 and 4.A2 in the Appendix 2.A show statistical significance of an 

adversary’s intentions in most of the models. People seem to use information about an 

adversary’s intentions when they interpret signals and infer a signal sender’s intentions, 

when they assess threats posed by the adversary, and when they make decisions as to 

whether they support the use of force against the enemy.   

Most graphs in Figure 4.2, except Figure 4.2(d), demonstrate that Costs of signals 

is a good predictor of signal recipients’ inference of intentions, threat perceptions, and 

                                                           
224 The effect of an adversary’s intentions does not appear either in Figure 4.2 or in Figure 4.3. Figure 4.2 is 

the analysis of only those who observe aggressive actions of a signal sender, while Figure 4.3 is the analysis 

of only those who observe benign actions of a signal sender. 
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foreign policy choices.  Individuals tend to perceive costly aggressive signals as both more 

aggressive and more threatening than less costly ones. Consequently, individuals tend to 

support the use of force against the adversary more than when the adversary sends more 

costly signals. This result shows that individuals tend to perceive signals according to the 

logic of costly signals when they imply the sender’s aggressive intentions. 

Table 4.A5 in the Appendix 2.A shows that survey participants’ demographic 

variables influence some DVs in Experiment Two. For the MTurk sample, the effects of 

some demographic variables such as gender, political knowledge, and ideology on 

respondents’ Foreign Policy Choice are statistically significant. Those who are female, 

who have more political knowledge, and who are more liberal tend to oppose the use of 

force against an adversary. The demographic variables have less influence on individuals’ 

Inference about Intentions and Threat Perception. Individuals’ demographic variables had 

a similar influence in the YouGov sample. However, demographic variables in that sample 

influenced respondents’ Inference about Intentions and Threat Perception as well as their 

Foreign Policy Choice. 

 

4-6-3. Benign Intentions (Reassurance) 

The effect of Power is consistently significant only when the dependent variable is 

Threat Perception. Figures 4.3(c) and 4.3(d) show that survey participants perceive more 

threat from a strong adversary than from a weak one.  However, Power does not 

consistently affect either Inference about Intentions or Foreign Policy Choice. 

Figure 4.3 demonstrates that Costs of signals do not play a key role when signals 

embody a signal sender’s benign intentions. This fact contradicts the logic of costly signals. 
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Defensive realists such as Kydd and Glaser expect that more costly benign signals should 

reassure signal recipients more than less costly ones. However, costly benign signals are 

perceived as neither more benign nor more reassuring. In consequence, survey participants 

make their foreign policy choices regardless of the costs of signals. 

Demographic variables affect the three DVs similarly to the previous section. 

Political knowledge, gender, and political ideology affect survey participants’ threat 

assessments and foreign policy choices as shown in Table 4.A6 of the Appendix 2.A.  
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Figure 4.3. The Effect of Relative power and Cost of Signals: Benign Intentions  
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4-7. Conclusion 

The deductive logic of costly signals suggests what signal recipients should do. Indeed, 

Experiment Two shows that perceivers of signals infer the intentions of signal-sending 

states as the logic dictates. A state’s withdrawal of most of its military force—which would 

cost a lot for a state attempting to hide its true intentions—is interpreted as signaling benign 

intentions. Similarly, a state that greatly increases its military forces near the disputed 

border is interpreted as having aggressive intentions.  

However, Experiment Two shows that inferences about the intentions of the 

adversary are one thing; observers’ threat perceptions and foreign policy choices are 

another. Even though the logic of costly signals generally predicts signal recipients' 

inferences about intentions accurately, there seem to be other factors that interact with the 

Costs of signals, which in turn affect respondents’ threat perceptions and foreign policy 

choices. Survey participants tend to follow the logic of costly signals when the signals 

convey a signal sender’s aggressive intentions, but not when they convey benign ones. 

They almost seem not to care about an enemy’s conciliatory gestures. Instead, respondents 

appear to assess threats and support the use of force according to the logic of costly signals 

only when a state’s actions are aggressive. It seems that respondents allocate their limited 

attention in such a way as to better deal with threats to their security. They pay more 

attention to an adversary when it makes aggressive gestures. This finding implies that each 

side will overemphasize signals indicating that the other side is aggressive and downplay 

the cooperative or reassuring things that it is doing. 

 Human responses may be ingrained to react to threats more quickly and to be slower 

in being reassured in order to increase the probability of survival. Once another is identified 
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as an enemy, it is hard to reduce the perception of threat. It was not easy for Americans to 

lower their guard against the Soviet Union at the end of the Cold War era, despite 

significant benign gestures from the Soviet Union. Americans needed many benign signals 

from the Soviet Union to finally reach the conclusion that the enemy was an enemy no 

more. A single benign military action, however hard it might be for an aggressive state to 

take, is highly unlikely to reassure an adversary’s public. Of course, the importance of 

identity is not new in the study of threat perception. Many IR theorists and psychologists 

argue that the identity (schemata) of “enemy” will automatically stimulate cognition of 

aggressive intentions when confronted with the adversary.   

 However, observers' beliefs about their opponent can still vary with the updating of 

information through costly actions. As this experiment demonstrates, observers of the 

military actions of another state follow the logic of costly signals when the adversary is 

perceived to have potential to threaten their own security. Individuals are more sensitive to 

information about intentions when the adversary takes aggressive action. They calculate 

whether those signals are credible according to the logic of costly signals. When they infer 

that an adversary is a threat to their own security, they are more likely to support the use 

of force against the enemy.  
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Appendix 2.A. Regression Tables. 

Table 4.A1. Regression: All Observations (MTurk) 

DV Inference Threat Perception Foreign Policy Choice 

 Model (1) Model (2)  Model (3)  Model(4) Model(5) Model(6) 

Power 0.05 

(0.09) 

0.05 

(0.09) 

0.85* 

(0.10) 

0.85* 

(0.10) 

0.07 

(0.14) 

0.07 

(0.13) 

       

Intentions 0.59* 0.57* 0.22* 0.20* 0.24 0.19 

 (0.09) (0.00) (0.10) (0.10) (0.13) (0.13) 

       

Costs 0.06 0.07 0.15 0.15 0.20 0.20 

 (0.09) (0.09) (0.10) (0.10) (0.13) (0.13) 

       

Political 

Knowledge 

 -0.03 

(0.04) 

 -0.06 

(0.04) 

 -0.13* 

(0.05) 

       

Gender  -0.06  -0.15  -0.40* 

  (0.09)  (0.10)  (0.13) 

       

Age  0.01  0.01  0.00 

  (0.00)  (0.00)  (0.01) 

       

Education  0.03  -0.03  0.04 

  (0.04)  (0.05)  (0.06) 

       

Ideology  0.10*  -0.01  0.33* 

  (0.04)  (0.05)  (0.06) 

       

Income  0.02  -0.00  0.01 

  (0.01)  (0.02)  (0.02) 

       

Constant 3.15* 2.70 2.13* 2.60 2.40 2.91* 

 (0.09) (0.33) (0.10) (0.38) (0.19) (0.49) 

N 298 298 298 298 298 298 

R2 0.14 0.18 0.22 0.23 0.02 0.15 
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Table 4.A2. Regression: All Observations (YouGov) 

DV Inference Threat Perception Foreign Policy Choice 

 Model (1) Model (2)  Model (3)  Model(4) Model(5) Model(6) 

Power 0.11 

 (0.07) 

0.09 

(0.07) 

0.73* 

(0.08) 

0.75* 

(0.78) 

-0.10 

(0.10) 

-0.12 

(0.10) 

       

Intentions 0.32* 0.29* 0.17* 0.15 0.29* 0.22* 

 (0.07) (0.07) (0.08) (0.08) (0.10) (0.10) 

       

Costs 0.06 0.04 0.02 -0.01 0.13 0.07 

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06) 

       

Political 

Knowledge 

 0.02 

(0.02) 

 -0.10 

(0.03) 

 -0.06 

(0.04) 

       

Gender  -0.06  -0.11  -0.32* 

  (0.07)  (0.08)  (0.10) 

       

Age  0.00*  0.00  0.00 

  (0.00)  (0.00)  (0.00) 

       

Education  0.01  0.01  0.00 

  (0.02)  (0.03)  (0.03) 

       

Ideology  0.07*  0.13*  0.29* 

  (0.03)  (0.03)  (0.04) 

       

Income  0.01  -0.00  -0.00 

  (0.01)  (0.01)  (0.01) 

       

Constant 3.26* 2.76 2.30* 2.43 2.89* 2.80* 

 (0.71) (0.22) (0.08) (0.25) (0.11) (0.33) 

N 545 545 545 545 545 545 

R2 0.05 0.08 0.14 0.20 0.02 0.13 
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Table 4.A3. Observations of Aggressive Signals (Without Individual Characteristics 

Variables) 
DV MTurk Sample YouGov Sample 

 Inference Threat 

Perception 

Foreign 

Policy 

Inference Threat 

Perception 

Foreign 

Policy 

Power 0.19 

(0.11) 

0.99* 

(0.13) 

0.05 

(0.19) 

-0.00 

(0.09) 

0.54* 

(0.11) 

-0.24 

(0.15) 

       

Costs 0.24* 0.42* 0.43* 0.22* 0.03 0.21 

 (0.11) (0.13) (0.19) (0.05) (0.07) (0.09) 

       

Constant 3.57* 

(0.09) 

2.15* 

(0.12) 

2.76* 

(0.17) 

3.49* 

(0.08) 

2.56* 

(0.10) 

3.18* 

(0.14) 

N 147 147 147 270 270 270 

R2 0.05 0.30 0.03 0.06 0.08 0.03 

 

Table 4.A4. Observations of Benign Signals (Without Individual Characteristics 

Variables) 

 
DV MTurk Sample YouGov Sample 

 Inference Threat 

Perception 

Foreign 

Policy 

Inference Threat 

Perception 

Foreign 

Policy 

Power -0.06 

(0.13) 

0.76* 

(0.14) 

0.12 

(0.19) 

0.23* 

(0.10) 

0.93* 

(0.11) 

0.05 

(0.15) 

       

Costs -0.11 -0.09 -0.03 -0.11* 0.00 0.05 

 (0.13) (0.14) (0.19) (0.06) (0.07) (0.09) 

       

Constant 3.29* 2.29* 2.72* 3.37* 2.21* 2.90* 

 (0.12) (0.12) (0.17) (0.09) (0.10) (0.14) 

N 151 151 151 275 275 275 

R2 0.08 0.17 0.00 0.03 0.21 0.00 
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Table 4.A5. Observations of Aggressive Signals (With Individual Characteristics 

Variables) 

DV MTurk Sample YouGov Sample 

 Inference Threat 

Perception 

Foreign 

Policy 

Inference Threat 

Perception 

Foreign 

Policy 

Power 0.16 

(0.11) 

0.99* 

(0.13) 

-0.02 

(0.19) 

-0.06 

(0.09) 

0.55* 

(0.11) 

-0.27 

(0.14) 

       

Costs 0.24* 0.44* 0.41* 0.20* 0.01 0.16 

 (0.11) (0.13) (0.19) (0.05) (0.01) (0.09) 

       

Political 

Knowledge 

-.04 

(.04) 

-.10 

(.05) 

-.16* 

(.08) 

0.08* 

(0.03) 

-0.03 

(0.04) 

-0.03 

(0.05) 

       

Gender -.04 -.11 -.41* -0.06 -0.06 -0.32* 

 (.11) (.14) (.20) (0.09) (0.11) (0.15) 

       

Age .01 .00 .01 0.01* 0.00 0.00 

 (.01) (.01) (.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

       

Education .01 -.07 .02 0.01 0.06 0.02 

 (.05) (.06) (.09) (0.03) (0.04) (0.05) 

       

Ideology .06 -.08 .18 0.07* 0.14* 0.28* 

 (.05) (.07) (.09) (0.04) (0.05) (0.06) 

       

Income -.00 .01 -.01 0.00 -0.01 -0.01 

 (.02) (.02) (.03) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) 

       

Constant 3.23* 

(0.40) 

2.15* 

(0.12) 

3.46* 

(0.71) 

2.67* 

(0.29) 

2.08* 

(0.38) 

2.86* 

(0.49) 

N 147 147 147 270 270 270 

R2 0.09 0.32 0.12 0.06 0.08 0.03 
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Table 4.A6. Observations of Benign Signals (With Individual Characteristics 

Variables) 

DV MTurk Sample YouGov Sample 

 Inference Threat 

Perception 

Foreign 

Policy 

Inference Threat 

Perception 

Foreign 

Policy 

Power -0.06 

(0.13) 

0.77* 

(0.14) 

0.18 

(0.17) 

0.23* 

(0.10) 

0.95* 

(0.11) 

0.01 

(0.14) 

       

Costs -0.10 -0.09 -0.01 -0.12* -0.04 -0.03 

 (0.13) (0.14) (0.17) (0.06) (0.07) (0.09) 

       

Political 

Knowledge 

-.01 

(.06) 

-.03 

(.07) 

-.14 

(.08) 

-0.04 

(0.04) 

-0.17* 

(0.04) 

-0.10 

(0.05) 

       

Gender -.08 -.22 -.40* -0.10 -0.18 -0.36* 

 (.14) (.15) (.18) (0.10) (0.11) (0.15) 

       

Age .00 .01 -.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 

 (.01) (.01) (.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

       

Education -.01 -.01 .04 0.00 -0.04 -0.02 

 (.06) (.07) (.08) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) 

       

Ideology .12 .04 .48* 0.06 0.11* 0.30* 

 (.07) (.07) (.09) (0.04) (0.04) (0.06) 

       

Income .05* -.00 .02 0.02 0.02 0.01 

 (.02) (.02) (.03) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) 

       

Constant 2.84* 2.33* 2.82* 3.29* 2.21* 3.05* 

 (.50) (0.54) (0.65) (0.06) (0.30) (0.45) 

N 151 151 151 275 275 275 

R2 0.08 0.20 0.23 0.03 0.20 0.15 
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Appendix 2.B. Survey Question Wording (MTurk) 

 

The country described below is hypothetical and does not really exist. That said, the 

scenario described here is one that the United States has faced in the past, and may have to 

deal with again in the future. Imagine how you would react to this situation and which 

policy options you would support. The survey questions are based directly on the scenario 

below. Please read the scenario carefully and then answer the questions that follow.  

 

The government of the United States needs to take a position on a territorial dispute 

between Country X and a U.S. ally in the region. The ally is important to U.S. security, has 

strong diplomatic ties with the U.S., and is a major trading partner. The central aims of U.S. 

foreign policy in this region are to protect the U.S. ally and to prevent the emergence of a 

hostile regional power that can threaten U.S. security. 

 

Country X and the U.S. ally are historical rivals in the region. Because of this, they have 

experienced political and military tension. Tension is particularly high around a specific 

mountainous border territory between the two countries. The disputed territory is currently 

controlled by the U.S. ally. This territory is militarily important because—owing to its 

geographical features—it is easier both to defend one’s own country and to attack the other 

country when controlling this area. 

 

Country X appears to be interested in controlling the disputed territory, but the U.S. 

government is uncertain of Country X’s intentions. On the one hand, Country X may be a 

peaceful country that is not interested in occupying the territory of the U.S. ally or other 

neighboring countries for expansionist reasons. If Country X took over the disputed border 

territory, it would do so only because it wishes to prevent a threat to its own territory. On 

the other hand, Country X may be an aggressive country. In this case, it would want to use 

the border area as a jump-off point for further territorial expansion, and eventually to 

become a regional power.   

 

[Display]  

Country X is [as strong as the combined power of the United States and its ally; weaker 

than the combined power of the United States and its ally] in terms of military capability 

in the region. Country X is currently [strong enough to potentially inflict serious damage 

on U.S. and allied forces in the region; too weak to potentially inflict serious damage on 

U.S. and allied forces in the region]. In the event of war with Country X on the one side 

and the United States and its ally on the other, the Department of Defense estimates that 

the U.S. military would suffer [over 30,000 deaths; fewer than 250 deaths] and that the war 

would cost the United States [heavily / little] in terms of financial resources.  

 

(one of the five additional pieces of information as below.) 

 

 (1) Country X has withdrawn most (about 75%) of its army that had been deployed 

near the border territory. Country X also substantially decreased the weapons that had been 

deployed in the same area by about 75%, removing most of its tanks, attack helicopters, 

and missiles. Military experts on both sides agree that based on these changes, Country X's 
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forces near the border territory are now much weaker than those of the United States and 

its ally. 

 

(2) Country X has withdrawn a small portion (about 5%) of its army that had been 

deployed near the border territory. Country X also slightly decreased the weapons that 

had been deployed in the same area by about 5%, removing a few tanks, attack 

helicopters, and missiles. Military experts on both sides agree that based on these 

changes, Country X's forces near the border territory are now slightly weaker than those 

of the United States and its ally. 

 

(3) (no signal) 

 

(4) Country X has increased its army deployment by a small amount (about 5%) near the 

border territory. Country X also slightly increased the weapons that had been deployed in 

the same area by about 5%, deploying a few more tanks, attack helicopters, and missiles. 

Military experts on both sides agree that based on these changes, Country X's forces near 

the border territory are now slightly stronger than those of the United States and its ally. 

 

(5) Country X has increased its army deployment by a very large amount (about 75%) near 

the border territory. Country X also substantially increased the weapons that had been 

deployed in the same area by about 75%, deploying a large number of tanks, attack 

helicopters, and missiles. Military experts on both sides agree that based on these changes, 

Country X's forces near the border territory are now much stronger than those of the United 

States and its ally. 
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Appendix 2.C. Survey Question Wording (YouGov) 

 

[Display]  

The country described below is hypothetical and does not really exist. That said, the 

scenario described here is one that the United States has faced in the past, and may have to 

deal with again in the future. Imagine how you would react to this situation and which 

policy options you would support. The survey questions are based directly on the scenario 

below. Please read the scenario carefully and then answer the questions that follow.  

 

[Display]  

The government of the United States needs to take a position on a territorial dispute 

between Country X and a U.S. ally in the region. The ally is important to U.S. security, has 

strong diplomatic ties with the U.S., and is a major trading partner. The central aims of U.S. 

foreign policy in this region are to protect the U.S. ally and to prevent the emergence of a 

hostile regional power that can threaten U.S. security. 

 

[Display]  

Country X and the U.S. ally are historical rivals in the region. Because of this, they have 

experienced political and military tension. Tension is particularly high around a specific 

mountainous border territory between the two countries. The disputed territory is currently 

controlled by the U.S. ally. This territory is militarily important because—owing to its 

geographical features—it is easier both to defend one’s own country and to attack the other 

country when controlling this area. 

 

[Display]  

Country X appears to be interested in controlling the disputed territory, but the U.S. 

government is uncertain of Country X’s intentions. On the one hand, Country X may be a 

peaceful country that is not interested in occupying the territory of the U.S. ally or other 

neighboring countries for expansionist reasons. If Country X took over the disputed border 

territory, it would do so only because it wishes to prevent a threat to its own territory. On 

the other hand, Country X may be an aggressive country. In this case, it would want to use 

the border area as a jump-off point for further territorial expansion, and eventually to 

become a regional power.   

 

[Display]  

(one of the two pieces of information about power) 

(1) Country X is as strong as the combined power of the United States and its ally in terms 

of military capability in the region. Country X is currently strong enough to potentially 

inflict serious damage on U.S. and allied forces in the region. In the event of war with 

Country X on the one side and the United States and its ally on the other, the Department 

of Defense estimates that the U.S. military would suffer over 3,000 deaths and that the war 

would cost the United States heavily in terms of financial resources.  

 

(2) Country X is weaker than the combined power of the United States and its ally in terms 

of military capability in the region. Country X is currently too weak to potentially inflict 

serious damage on U.S. and allied forces in the region. In the event of war with Country X 
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on the one side and the United States and its ally on the other, the Department of Defense 

estimates that the U.S. military would suffer fewer than 25 deaths and that the war would 

cost the United States little in terms of financial resources.  

 

[Display]  

(one of the seven additional pieces of information as below.) 

 

(1) Country X has withdrawn most (about 75%) of its army that had been deployed 

near the border territory. Country X also substantially decreased the weapons that had 

been deployed in the same area by about 75%, removing most of its tanks, attack 

helicopters, and missiles.  

 

(2) Country X has withdrawn a small portion (about 5%) of its army that had been 

deployed near the border territory. Country X also slightly decreased the weapons that 

had been deployed in the same area by about 5%, removing a few tanks, attack 

helicopters, and missiles.  

 

(3) The government of Country X has often pledged to peacefully resolve the dispute 

with the U.S. ally. Country X, however, has not taken any particular actions to support 

these statements. 

 

(4) (no signal) 

 

(5) The government of Country X has often threatened to use force in the dispute with 

the U.S. ally. Country X, however, has not taken any particular actions to support these 

statements. 

 

(6) Country X has increased its army deployment by a small amount (about 5%) near 

the border territory. Country X also slightly increased the weapons that had been 

deployed in the same area by about 5%, deploying a few more tanks, attack helicopters, 

and missiles.  

 

(7) Country X has increased its army deployment by a very large amount (about 75%) 

near the border territory. Country X also substantially increased the weapons that had 

been deployed in the same area by about 75%, deploying a large number of tanks, attack 

helicopters, and missiles.  
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[Questions] 

[Q1-Q2 will check your understanding of the situation described in the scenario.] 

 

3. Which of the following best describes the scenario above? 

4. A border dispute between Country X and the U.S. ally 

5. A trade dispute between Country X and the United States 

6. Country X’s economic policy 

 

4. Which of the following describes Country X best? 

4. The United States 

5. The U.S. ally 

6. The U.S. ally’s rival 

 

[Q3-Q5 will ask your opinion about Country X and a policy option.] 

 

Q3. How much of a threat is Country X to U.S. security and interests? 

 
 

Q4. How much do you support the deployment of U.S. forces to the disputed region in 

order to protect the U.S. ally, deter Country X, or potentially fight Country X?  

 

 
 

Q5. How do you assess Country X’s intentions? 

 
 

[Q6– Q12 will ask questions about current domestic and international politics.] 

 

Q6. Do you know what job or political office is now held by Joe Biden? 

2. President 2. Vice President 3. Secretary of State 4. Secretary of 

Defense 

 

Q7. Whose responsibility is it to determine if a law is constitutional or not? 

2. President    2. Congress  3. Supreme Court 4. Vice President 

1. No threat 5. Extremely 

high threat 

3. Moderate 

threat 

2. Slight 

threat 

4. Serious 

threat 

1.  

Oppose Strongly 

5.  

Support 

strongly 

3.  

Neither 

oppose nor 

support 

2.  

Oppose 

somewhat 

4. 

Support 

somewhat 

1.  

Very peaceful 

5.  

Very 

aggressive 

3.  

Neither 

peaceful nor 

aggressive 

2.  

Somewhat  

peaceful 

4. 

Somewhat  

aggressive 
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Q8. How much of a majority is required for the U.S. Senate and House to override a 

presidential veto? 

5. One third of the voting members 

6. Half of the voting members plus one 

7. Two thirds of the voting members 

8. Three quarters of the voting members 

 

Q9. In American politics, which political party is generally more conservative? 

1. Democratic party 2. Republican party 

 

Q10. Do you know which party currently has the most members in the House of 

Representatives in Washington? 1. Democratic party 2. Republican party 

 

Q11. Which country is a permanent member of the U.N. Security Council? 

5. China  

6. Germany 

7. Brazil 

8. Japan 

 

Q12. Besides the United States, what nations are members of the North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA)? 

5. Canada, the United Kingdom. 

6. Canada, Mexico   

7. Canada, Brazil  

8. The United Kingdom, France 

 

[Q13-Q17will ask about basic demographic information.] 

 

Q13. What is your gender? 

3. Male 

4. Female 

 

Q14. What is your age?       (         ) 

 

Q15. What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

7. Less than high school 

8. Graduated from high school 

9. Some years of college 

10. Graduated from college 

11. Some years of graduate school 

12. Completed graduate school 

 

Q16. How do you describe your political ideology? 

6. Very liberal 
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7. Somewhat liberal 

8. Neither liberal nor conservative 

9. Somewhat conservative 

10. Very conservative 

 

Q17. What is your household income? 

14. Below $20,000 

15. Between $20,000 and $29,999 

16. Between $30,000 and $39,999 

17. Between $40,000 and $49,999 

18. Between $50,000 and $59,999 

19. Between $60,000 and $69,999 

20. Between $70,000 and $79,999 

21. Between $80,000 and $89,999 

22. Between $90,000 and $99,999 

23. Between $100,000 and $124,999 

24. Between $125,000 and $149,999 

25. Above $150,000  

26. I do not know 
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Chapter 5. Do Nonmilitary Signals Matter? 

 

5-1. Introduction 

The previous chapter tested the logic of costly signals using a state’s military actions and 

diplomatic statements. This chapter tests the same logic by using different signaling 

mechanisms previously described by international relations scholars. Scholars of various 

theoretical schools claim that different signaling mechanisms reveal a state’s real type, as 

explained in Chapter 2.225 Defensive realists such as Jervis, for example, claim that a state’s 

adoption of defensive weapons when offense is easier indicates the state’s benign intention, 

which in turn will ease tensions among states under the security dilemma.226 Motivational 

realists such as Kydd and Glaser examine other signaling mechanisms, such as a state’s 

domestic policy toward its ethnic/religious minorities and unilateral restraint. For some 

institutionalists, a state’s commitment to international institutions can also serve as a signal 

of its real type.227 Even though these scholars adopt the game-theoretic logic of costly 

signals to explain their signaling mechanisms, they emphasize different types of state 

actions for credible signals. However, no scholarship exists thus far testing these different 

signaling mechanisms in a single framework to examine whether all of these signals are 

perceived to be credible. 

 This chapter attempts to address this issue and to further examine the logic of costly 

signals using six signaling mechanisms posited in the literature. The previous chapter 

examined the logic of costly signals using a single military signal by varying the cost of 

                                                           
225 Concerning signaling mechanisms, see Table 2.1 in Chapter 2. 
226 Jervis 1978 
227 Kydd 1997; Weinberger 2003 
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the signal, or the amount (proportion) of military force that is either withdrawn from or 

deployed to the disputed border area in a given scenario. In this chapter, I categorize state 

actions that have been suggested as signals in previous literature among three categories 

(military, nonmilitary, and diplomatic) as shown in Table 5.1 in the next section, and 

examine the effects of those signals on individuals’ perceptions and attitudes toward an 

adversary. I assume that military actions (i.e., the adoption of defensive/offensive weapons, 

unilateral increase/decrease of military forces) are costly, that nonmilitary actions (i.e., a 

state’s domestic policy toward its minorities, institutional engagement) are moderately 

costly, and that diplomatic actions (i.e., foreign aid policy and peace-promoting activities, 

and leaders’ statements) are not costly, or cheap.228 Given these assumptions, military 

signals should be perceived as most credible, while diplomatic actions should be perceived 

as least credible. These assumptions accord with the logic of costly signals. 

 I use survey experiments conducted first via MTurk and then, with slight revisions, 

via YouGov. In both survey-based experiments, individuals were presented with a 

hypothetical situation in which the US government needs to take a position toward a 

potential threat to a U.S. ally. When describing the situation, I manipulated three variables 

that can affect individuals’ perceptions and attitudes toward the adversary: relative power, 

an adversary’s intentions, and signaling mechanisms.229 After describing the situation, 

individuals were asked to infer the hypothetical adversary’s intentions, to assess the level 

                                                           
228 I defined costs in terms of security risk and financial burden, which will be described in a bit more detail 

in a later section. I note that the category of “moderately costly” is the most debatable one. Some may argue 

that a state’s domestic policies toward its ethnic/religious minorities are more costly than military signals. 

For example, China may find it more costly to change its treatment of Tibet/Tibetans than to change a military 

stance toward a specific country. But, there should be less argument that military actions are more costly than 

diplomatic actions. 
229 Different types of signals again belong to one of the three categories of costs. 
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of threat posed by the adversary, and to make decisions on the use of U.S. force against the 

state. 

 I found that survey participants generally behaved as the logic of costly signals 

would predict with a few exceptions. In most of the results, offense-defense and unilateral 

restraint signals are significant in the expected direction. These military signals were likely 

to be perceived as more credible than nonmilitary signals and in turn influenced 

respondents’ support for the use of force against the adversary more than other types of 

signals. However, nonmilitary signals such as a state’s domestic policy toward its 

minorities, or diplomatic actions such as foreign aid policy and peace-promoting activities, 

often affected individuals’ perceptions and attitudes as much as, or sometimes even more, 

than military signals.   

 These results qualify the conventional wisdom in two important ways. First, one 

often finds that signals’ effects fail to increase as they grow more costly to implement. 

Second, non-costly signals often have a sizable and significant impact on assessment of 

intentions, threat perception, and support for the use of force. Because actions like a state’s 

provision of aid and involvement in UN’s peace-keeping activities are not costly enough 

for an aggressive state not to take, these actions should not be perceived as credibly 

indicating the state’s benign intentions. In the two survey samples, participants perceived 

a state which is actively partaking in international efforts to mitigate poverty and promote 

peace as benign and less threatening than states which exhibited more costly signals, and 

they tended to oppose the use of U.S. force against this state. The signal (foreign aid 

policy/peace-keeping activity) reassured its observers as much as or even more than highly 

conciliatory military gestures. A state’s domestic policy toward minorities was also 
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perceived as a credible signal, particularly in the YouGov sample. This domestic policy 

was at least as effective in conveying both benign and aggressive intentions as military 

signals. Overall, these results do not warrant fully rejecting the conventional view of costly 

signals, but they do show important exceptions that indicate a re-thinking of that view may 

be needed.    

 The rest of this chapter proceeds as follows: I first briefly explain how I grouped 

the six types of signals into three categories. Next, I introduce some literature suggesting 

that survey participants may take actions that deviate from rational predictions because of 

the effects of norms and morality on signals’ credibility. Then I present hypotheses based 

on the logic of costly signals, describe the design of the survey experiments, and present 

the results of the experiments. Finally, I conclude by discussing the implications of my 

findings, which complement the current theory of costly signals and policy making. 

 

5-2. The Logic of Costly Signals 

Chapter 2 reviewed six types of signaling mechanisms described in the literature: the 

adoption of defensive or offensive weapons and strategies, unilateral military action, 

institutional engagement, domestic policy toward ethnic and religious minorities, foreign 

aid policy and peace promoting activities, and diplomatic statements. 

A state’s military actions are more costly than other types of signals in at least two 

senses: taking the risk of decreasing its own security and increasing the state’s financial 

burden. First, military action (or inaction) is often riskier to one’s security than nonmilitary 

actions or diplomatic actions. A state’s adoption of defensive weapons when offense is 

easier is a risky behavior because the action can increase its vulnerability. Other states can 
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take advantage of a state’s defensive military strategy and use this as an opportunity to 

achieve  expansionist aims if they are greedy states. The opposite is also true: a state’s 

adoption of offensive weapons when defense is easier may increase tensions and escalate 

a crisis toward war rather than deter a potential threat. The same logic applies to unilateral 

military actions. When a state unilaterally decreases its general military capacity or its 

military forces in a disputed area, other states may seek to use this opportunity to pursue 

their expansionist goals. On the other hand, a unilateral increase of its general military 

capacity or of its military forces in a disputed area may increase tensions in the region, and 

thus increase the likelihood of war. Nonmilitary or diplomatic actions do not involve these 

security costs to the same degree. Second, a state’s military actions are costlier than other 

nonmilitary actions or diplomatic actions in financial terms. For example, the change from 

an offensive military doctrine to a defensive doctrine will require the change of military 

weapons and deployed forces, etc. Usually, military actions have higher costs than 

engaging in international institutions, a domestic policy toward minorities, or “soft” foreign 

policy actions. Although it is hard to directly compare a state’s different actions in financial 

terms, we can estimate  the costs of some types of actions based on budgets. For example, 

the published US defense budget in 2014 was $526.6 billion, while the amount of US 

foreign aid that year was only $32.7 billion.230 

 It would be difficult to comprehensively rank the security and financial costs of 

each policy or action because the costs may differ depending on the timing and the context 

in which each state is situated. However, I broadly order the cost of signals from highest 

                                                           
230 For US defense budget, see  

http://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2014/FY2014_Budget_Request_Overvie

w_Book.pdf. For the amount of US aid, see http://www.oecd.org/dac/unitedstates.htm.  
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to lowest  as military, nonmilitary, and diplomatic. Military signals (i.e., O-D type and 

unilateral military actions) are very costly, nonmilitary signals (i.e., a state’s institutional 

engagement and its domestic policy toward minorities) will be moderately costly, and 

diplomatic actions (i.e., a leader’s statement or foreign aid activities) are least costly as 

shown in Table 5.1.  

 

Table 5.1. Signal Types and Signaling Mechanisms. 

Signal Types Signaling 

Mechanisms 
Actions (Benign/Aggressive)  General  

Costs 

Military (1) Offensive-

Defensive type action 
The adoption of defensive policy/ 

The adoption of offensive policy 
 

 

Costly 
 (2) Unilateral action Unilateral decrease of military force / 

Unilateral increase of military force  

Nonmilitary,  

non-

diplomatic 

(3) Institutional  

     Engagement 
Engagement with a dispute-settlement regime/ 

Withdrawal from a dispute-settlement regime  
 

 

Moderately 

Costly 
 (4) Domestic policy 

     toward minorities 
Accommodating minorities/ 

Discriminating against minorities 

Diplomatic (5) Soft Foreign 

policy 
Many aid & peace activities/   

Few aid & peace activities 
Least 
Costly, 

 (6) Cheap Talk Pledging to resolve dispute in a peaceful way 

Threatening to use military force231 
or Cheap 

 

 

5-3. How and when do nonmilitary or diplomatic signals matter?  

Literature on human rights and morality often suggests that respect for human rights and 

morality may affect individuals’ attitudes toward a state. When individuals as decision-

                                                           
231 I categorized a political leader’s statement showing his resolve to fight as “cheap,” which is somewhat 

unusual within recent IR scholarship. In the audience cost literature, a democratic leader’s statement showing 

his resolve for war is not cheap, but costly. The leader, who bluffs but does nothing, may be punished for his 

bluffing in the next election if voters regard him as hurting the reputation of their country. However, I 

categorized diplomatic statements as “cheap” because they do not immediately incur substantial physical 

costs.  
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makers calculate the credibility of signals, they may also consider ideational elements 

such as norms and morality. It is easy for people label states as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ based on 

whether they comply with international norms or act in ways the observer considers 

moral. There are two types of signals in this study particularly related to human rights 

and morality: a state’s policy toward its domestic minorities and its soft foreign policy. 

For a state’s domestic policy toward minorities, the norm generally accepted by 

international society is for governments to respect all citizens’ human rights, regardless 

of ethnicity or religion. According to this norm, the states that respect their domestic 

minorities can be labeled good states while those that do not respect their citizens’ rights 

can be labeled bad states.232  

 Similarly, reducing poverty and world peace are becoming increasingly important 

norms. As “moral signals,” those actions enable “(i) the transmission of information about 

social behavior and (ii) the facilitation of enforcement of social norms.”233 Wealthy states 

are inevitably assigned greater responsibility in reducing poverty and promoting peace by 

international society. “A sense of moral responsibility for the well-being of the 

disadvantaged” is one element of “the European practice and concept to be imbibed as a 

dimension of the standard of ‘civilization,’” and this sense of “noblesse oblige” encouraged 

Europeans to be concerned with poorer nations.234 Because of such norms, a major power’s 

contribution to global governance can be seen as an indicator of the state’s intentions. 

                                                           
232 Caprioli and Trunmore said that “The concept of the rogue state ... is based upon the premise that states 

that consistently violate important international norms of behavior represent particular dangers to 

international peace and stability.” (131) Bush administration categorized some types of states such as rogue 

states. It was those states which either support for terrorist groups or pursue weapons of mass destruction that 

were called as ‘bad’ or ‘rogue states.’  
233 Smead (2010), “Indirect reciprocity and the evolution of “moral signals” Biol Philos 25:33-51 
234 Gong 1984:39 
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China’s contributions to global governance, for example, are seen by Westerners as “a 

litmus test of whether Beijing is emerging as ‘a status quo’ or ‘revisionist power’.”235  

 This explanation incorporating norms and morality is based on two strands of 

previous literature: the normative mechanism of the democratic peace  and the human 

rights mechanism of peace.236 Those who observe another state using an accommodating 

policy toward minorities may believe that since the state has norms to resolve domestic 

disputes in a peaceful way, it will be likely to follow similar norms to resolve international 

disputes. The domestic signal will be perceived as credible if observers of this state infer 

that this country will also find a peaceful solution to international disputes, as it does 

domestically. 

 Similarly, people may think a state moral if it respects the rights of its domestic 

minorities or tries to promote the well-being of other countries. Observers may believe that 

a moral state will not be likely to have expansionist intentions, because taking territory 

from another sovereign state is not a morally appropriate thing. Tomz and Weeks in their 

experiments found that morality offers one route to democratic peace: democratic citizens 

tend to think that attacking another democracy is immoral.237 In a 2015 study, they further 

found that respect for human rights has an enormous effect on mass public support for war, 

separately from the effect of a democratic regime itself on public perceptions and 

attitudes.238 Respect for human rights not only affects human perceptions and attitudes, but 

also influences international disputes in international relations. According to scholars who 

                                                           
235 Johnston 2003; Shambaugh 2012 
236 About the normative mechanism of peace, see Maoz and Russett 1993; Dixon 1994. About the human 

rights mechanism, see Sobek, Abouharb, and Ingram 2006; Caprioli and Trumbore 2006; Tomz and Weeks 

2015 
237 Tomz and weeks 2013. 
238 Tomz and Weeks 2015 manuscript 
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have analyzed historical data, those countries that respect human rights were less likely to 

be involved in interstate disputes even when controlling for regime type, while those 

countries which systematically discriminated against their civilians based on gender and 

ethnicity were more likely to be involve in militarized interstate disputes.239  

 

5-4.  Hypotheses 

If people infer, perceive, and make decisions as the logic of costly signals dictates, more 

costly signals should affect individuals’ perceptions and attitudes more than less costly 

signals. Thus, when individuals are presented with signals that embody a state’s agressive 

intentions, they should interpret the more costly signals as more aggressive and more 

threatening, and they should show more support for the use of U.S. force against a 

hypothetical enemy. Similarly, when individuals are presented with signals that embody a 

state’s benign intentions, they should interpret more costly signals as more benign and 

more reassuring, and more strongly oppose the use of U.S. force against such a hypothetical 

enemy. Therefore, the difference between individuals’ perceptions and policy choices 

when faced with either aggressive or benign signals will increase as the cost of the signals 

increases. The three sets of hypotheses below were derived from this insight. 

  

H1: The difference in individuals’ perceptions and attitudes between aggressive and benign 

signals of a hypothetical adversary will increase as the cost of the signals increases. 

 

 H1a: The difference in individuals’ inferences of state intentions between  

aggressive and  benign signals will increase as the cost of the signals increases. 

                                                           
239 Sobek, Abouharb, and Ingram 2006; Caprioli and Trumbore 2006 



171 

 

 H1b: The difference in individuals’ threat assessments between aggressive and  

 benign  signals will increase as the cost of the signals increases. 

 

 H1c: The difference in individuals’ foreign policy choices between aggressive and 

 benign signals will increase as the cost of the signals increases. 

 

H2: Individuals will assess an adversary more positively as the cost of the adversary's 

benign signals increases. 

 

H2a: Individuals will be more likely to interpret an adversary’s motives as benign 

when they observe more costly benign signals. 

 

H2b: Individuals will be less likely to assess an adversary as threatening when they 

observe more costly benign signals. 

 

H2c: Individuals will be more likely to oppose the use of U.S. force when they 

observe more costly benign signals. 

 

H3: Individuals will assess an adversary more negatively as the cost of the adversary’s 

aggressive signals increases. 

 

H3a: Individuals will be more likely to interpret an adversary’s motives as 

aggressive when they observe more costly aggressive signals. 

 

H3b: Individuals will be more likely to assess an adversary as threatening when 

they observe more costly aggressive signals. 
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H3c: Individuals will be more likely to support the use of U.S. force when they 

observe more costly aggressive signals.240 

 

5-5. Research Design  

To study the credibility of different signaling mechanisms and variables that affect 

credibility, I conducted survey-based experiments. First, I used Amazon Mechanical Turk 

(MTurk), a crowdsourcing Internet marketplace, and recruited 1,497 U.S. adults in 

November of 2014. Then, with slight revisions, the Internet-based polling firm YouGov 

fielded the study to a nationally representative sample of 1,490 U.S. adults in April of 

2015.241  

 This experiment is a 2 (Power) x 2 (Intentions) x 6 (Signals) between subjects 

design with three treatment variables. Two control conditions were added as baselines, in 

which there was no information provided except the relative power of an adversary (strong 

or weak). 242 Thus, overall, twenty-six conditions were created. In the treatment conditions, 

respondents observed a hypothetical adversary’s actions which can potentially reveal its 

intentions. There were six different types of signals: (1) Offensive-Defensive (O-D) type 

military policy, (2) unilateral military action, (3) domestic policy toward ethnic/religious 

                                                           
240 An alternative hypothesis is that individuals will be less likely to support the use of U.S. force when they 

observe more costly aggressive signals because a state’s threatening behavior also has deterrence effects. 
241I paid respondents 75 cents each, and the average time for respondents to complete the survey was 6 

minutes and 49 seconds. Survey participants were asked whether they were U.S. citizens and 18 years of age 

or older. But, I could not independently verify this. 
242 For example, to measure how much a potential enemy’s unilateral increase of its military forces increased 

or decreased individuals’ threat assessments, the average threat level perceived by those individuals in a 

treatment condition can be compared with that of those in a control condition. 
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minorities, (4) institutional engagement, (5) soft foreign policy, and (6) cheap talk. Each 

type of signal embodies either peaceful or aggressive intentions as shown in Table 5.1. 

 There are three main Dependent Variables (DVs): Inference About the Adversary's 

Intentions, Threat Perception, and Foreign Policy Choice. These DVs are measured on a 

five point Likert scale. For the DV, Inference about Intentions, respondents were asked to 

infer the intentions of an adversary presented in the scenario. For this DV, 1 indicates very 

peaceful intentions, while 5 indicates very aggressive intentions. For threat perception, they 

were asked to assess the threat posed by the adversary. For this DV, 1 indicates no threat, 

while 5 indicates extremely high threat. Finally, for foreign policy choices, respondents 

were asked to choose whether they supported the use of U.S. force against the enemy. For 

this DV, 1 indicates strong opposition to the use of force, while 5 indicates strong support 

for the use of force.  

 The key treatment variables are information about the adversary’s (1) relative 

power, (2) intentions, and (3) signal types. Power has two variations (strong and weak) as 

in the previous experiments. One half of the participants read about a country that is “as 

strong as the combined power of the United States and its ally” while the other half read 

that the country is “weaker than the combined power of the United States and its ally.” 

Intentions indicates an adversary's intentions, which are represented by the actions the 

adversary takes. The variable has two variations: benign and aggressive. For example, if 

an adversary is described as increasing its military forces around the border in dispute, its 

intentions are coded as aggressive. If the adversary is described as decreasing its military 

forces around the border in dispute, then it is coded as benign. Signals involves the six 

types of signaling mechanisms already described: O-D type military policy, unilateral 
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military action, domestic policy, institutional engagement, soft foreign policy, and cheap 

talk. The combination of Intentions (2) and Signals (6) results in twelve conditions as 

follows.  

 Group 1 (benign O-D type military policy) read a description of a country that 

“recently decreased the share of offensive weapons in its military arsenal by about 25%, 

eliminating many tanks, attack helicopters, and missiles. Instead, Country X has invested 

in high-tech defense capabilities such as anti-aircraft missile launchers and anti-tank guided 

missiles. … This is despite a general consensus among military experts that attacking is 

cheaper and easier than defending.” Group 2 (aggressive O-D type policy) read that the 

potential adversary “recently increased the share of offensive weapons in its military 

arsenal by about 25%, including many tanks, attack helicopters, and missiles. It plans to 

deploy these new offensive weapons near the disputed territory. This is despite a general 

consensus among military experts that defending is cheaper and easier than attacking.”  

 Group 3 (benign unilateral action) observed a country that “reduced its military 

forces substantially, and has withdrawn three tank divisions from around the border 

territory . . .  it reduced its military spending by about 10% . . .” Group 4 (aggressive 

unilateral action) observed a country that “increased its military forces substantially and 

has added three tank divisions around the border territory. . . it increased its military 

spending by about 10%.”  

Group 5 (benign domestic policy) studied a country that “accommodated and 

protected its ethnic, racial, and religious minorities. . . passed laws to protect minority rights 

and identities ...” Group 6 (aggressive domestic policy) faced a country that “discriminated 

against and oppressed its ethnic, racial, and religious minorities. . . has not passed laws to 
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protect minority rights and identities. . . It cracked down on their independence movements, 

and detained many protesters.” 

 Group 7 (benign institutional engagement) examined a country that “signed an 

agreement with the International Court of Justice (ICJ) . . .  requiring that Country X submit 

to the Court all international legal disputes with any state that also accepts the Court’s 

jurisdiction.” Group 8 (aggressive institutional condition) faced a country that “has 

withdrawn from an agreement with the International Court of Justice (ICJ) . . . 

Consequently, Country X is not legally bound to comply with ICJ rulings.” 

 Group 9 (benign soft foreign policy) was presented with a country that “. . . has 

consistently provided unconditional foreign assistance to poor countries . . . [and is] 

actively involved in UN peacekeeping operations in fragile and post-conflict countries . . .” 

Group 10 (aggressive soft foreign policy) was presented with a country that “. . . has rarely 

provided foreign assistance to help poor countries . . . [and] has rarely been involved in UN 

peacekeeping operations in fragile and post-conflict countries.” 

Group 11 (benign cheap talk) read about a country which “has often pledged to 

peacefully resolve disputes. . .” Group 12 (aggressive cheap talk) read about a country 

which “has often threatened to use force in disputes. . .” Group 13 (no information) did not 

receive any information about a state’s intentions except its relative power. Questions that 

measure individual dispositional and demographic factors are included as in the previous 

experiments.  

 All of the participants were randomly assigned to one of the twenty-six groups. 

First, participants were instructed to read an introductory script in which Country X and 

the U.S. ally are described as being enmeshed in a dispute over a border area as in 
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Experiment One. Then, participants received information about Country X's power. Last, 

they received two additional kinds of information about Country X: intentions and signal 

types. Two separate control groups did not receive information about either intentions or 

signal types. I randomly and independently varied these factors.  

After being presented with the information provided about the adversary, 

participants were asked two attention check questions as in Experiments One and Two. I 

then asked participants to assess the level of threat posed by the adversary, to choose how 

much they support the use of US military force against the adversary, and to infer the 

adversary's intentions. Finally, I asked questions about respondents' political knowledge, 

gender, age, education, ideology, and income. 

 

5-6. Analytic Approach 

 Analysis of variance (ANOVA) and regression were used to assess the effects of 

information about relative power, intentions, and signals on respondents’ interpretations of 

the state's actions, their threat perceptions, and their foreign policy choices towards the 

adversary. ANOVA was used primarily to analyze the effects of the main variables of 

interest, information about a state's power and intentions. 243  Regression was used to 

analyze both the effects of the main variables and of individuals' dispositional and 

demographic factors. Finally, graphs were used to analyze and illustrate the patterns of the 

main variables’ effects.  

  

5-7. Results 

                                                           
243 ANOVA tables are presented in Appendix 3.C. 
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The results presented here are based on the data of those who completed the survey and 

passed the attention check. Respondents answered two attention check questions before 

reporting their responses regarding the hypothetical adversary in order to demonstrate that 

they truly understood the scenario. Only the responses of those who answered the two 

attention check questions correctly were included in the analysis. For the M-Turk sample, 

the responses of 1,188 participants out of 1,497 were included for analysis. For the YouGov 

sample, all of the respondents who failed to pass the attention check were given a second 

chance to read the scenario and answer the two attention check questions. All those who 

received a second chance passed the attention check on the second attempt. Thus, the 

responses of all 1,490 survey participants were included for analysis in the YouGov 

sample. As mentioned in the previous section, three DVs (Inference about Intentions, 

Threat Perception and Foreign Policy Choice) were used for Experiment Three. The 

following three subsections describe the results. 
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Figure 5.1. The Effect of Six Types of Signals on Inference 
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 Figure 5.2. The Effect of Six Types of Signals on Threat Perception 
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 Figure 5.3. The Effect of Six Types of Signals on Foreign Policy Choice 
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5-7-1. Are State Intention Perceived as Defensive and Motivational Realists Predict? 

Inference about Intentions  The main effect of Power, Intentions, and Signals is 

statistically significant as in Table 5.C1 in Appendix 3.C. I will focus more on the effect 

of Intentions and Signals on individuals’ Inference About Intentions in this section. Figure 

5.1-5.3 above shows how survey participants responded to information about Intentions 

and different types of Signals of a hypothetical adversary. Four graphs are included in each 

Figure. The left column (a, c) presents the results from the M-Turk sample, while the right 

column (b, d) shows results from the YouGov sample. Graphs in the first row (a, b) 

represent the average scores for each sample.  

In Figure 5.1 (a) and (b), a dot indicates the mean level of inferred intention of a 

hypothetical adversary in each condition and the error bar indicates a 95% confidence 

interval for the mean. The X axis includes the no signal condition and six types of signals, 

which were ordered from least costly (i.e., diplomatic signals) to most costly (i.e., military 

signals). The Y axis represents respondents’ inference about an adversary’s intentions. A 

value of 1 indicates “very benign,” while 5 indicates “very aggressive.” The green points 

in the upper line in the graph represent individuals’ inferences about intentions based on 

the six aggressive signals, while the blue points in the lower line represent inferences from 

the benign signals.  

The graphs in the second row (c, d) represent the difference in individuals’ 

inferences about intentions between aggressive and benign signals. The (red) horizontal 

line represents 0, which implies no difference. Hypothesis 1 predicts that the difference in 

individuals’ perceptions and attitudes between aggressive and benign signals from a 
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hypothetical adversary will increase as the cost of the signals increases. If the logic of 

costly signals is right, then graphs (c) and (d) of Figure 5.1 should show generally a 

monotonically increasing line. This is because as signals become more costly, benign 

signals will be perceived as more benign, and aggressive signals will be perceived as more 

aggressive.  

 As expected, respondents inferred aggressive signals to be more aggressive than 

benign signals on average. This is shown in Figures 5.1(a) and 5.1(b). There was a slight 

difference in the pattern between the two different samples, however. For the M-Turk 

sample, cheap talk was the only signal that had no statistically significant difference 

between aggressive and benign signals, while for the YouGov sample, institutional and 

soft-power signals show no statistically significant difference between the aggressive and 

benign conditions. 244  The difference between the two samples may have come from 

slightly different descriptions of state actions as shown in Appendices 1 and 2. For 

example, the description of cheap talk given in the M-Turk sample included phrasing 

indicating that actual actions consistent with the leader’s statement did not occur (“Country 

X, however, does not take any particular actions to support these statements.”), while for 

the YouGov sample, there was no such description of actions following a leader’s 

statement. Thus, for the M-Turk sample, it was quite clear that cheap talk was really 

meaningless for the state, while for the YouGov sample, this was less obvious. Overall, 

though, individuals did not have much difficulty inferring intentions from observations of 

an adversary’s actions. 

                                                           
244 Statistical significant is defined here as a p-value less than 0.05. 
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 Hypothesis 1a expects that the difference  between individuals’ inferences of state 

intentions when observing aggressive signals and their inferences when observing benign 

signals will increase as the cost of the signals increases. Graphs (c) and (d) of Figure 5.1 

both show a pattern basically consistent with the expected monotonically increasing 

function, but there are a couple of exceptions. Graph 1(c) particularly shows this increasing 

linear pattern, except for the soft power signal. Individuals easily distinguished benign 

from aggressive signals when the signals were military signals (which are costly), while 

they had more difficulty when the signal was cheap talk. Even though a state’s soft-power 

actions were categorized as cheap, respondents did not have difficulty distinguishing 

benign from aggressive intentions. Graph 1(d) also shows an increasing linear pattern 

except for cheap talk and O-D type military actions. Contrary to expectations, respondents 

in the YouGov sample easily inferred a signal-sending state’s intentions from the 

statements of the country’s leader, but not from the O-D type military actions. 

It is not clear why respondents in the YouGov sample easily inferred a signal-

sending state’s intentions from a leader’s statements (cheap talk), but not from the O-D 

type military actions. The indistinguishability of O-D type military actions may be driven 

by respondents’ feeling insecure when another state is developing a high-tech defensive 

system that may not be vulnerable to another’s attack. I discuss this further in the 

conclusion of this chapter and Chapter 7’s case studies.  

 

Threat Perception For both the M-Turk and YouGov samples, the main effects of 

Power and Intentions are significant when Threat Perception is used as the DV. This is 

shown in Table 5.C2 in Appendix 3.C. As expected, respondents on average tend to assign 



184 

higher threat to an aggressive state than a benign one as shown in Figures 5.2(a) and 5.2(b). 

Hypothesis 1b expects that the difference in individuals’ threat assessments between the 

aggressive and benign signal conditions will increase as the cost of the signals increases. 

Graph (c) of Figure 5.2 shows  a pattern consistent with the expected monotonically 

increasing function, though again with some exceptions. For the M-Turk sample, only 

military signals significantly affected individuals’ threat assessments, while for the 

YouGov sample, unexpectedly, a state’s domestic policy and soft foreign policy influenced 

respondents’ threat perceptions in addition to unilateral military actions.  

 For those in the M-Turk sample, only military actions seemed to be perceived as 

credible, while nonmilitary and diplomatic actions were less effective in changing 

observers’ perceptions. Only the participants in the two military signal conditions assigned 

significantly higher threat to aggressive signals than benign ones as in Figure 5.2(c). Survey 

participants assigned higher threat to the state described as adopting offensive weapons 

than to the one described as adopting defensive weapons. Similarly, participants assigned 

higher threat to the state which unilaterally increased its military forces around the area in 

dispute than to the state which unilaterally decreased its forces. This result is consistent 

with what defensive and motivational realists would expect. 

 However, for the YouGov sample, a state’s domestic policy toward minorities and 

its soft foreign policy as well as unilateral military actions affected individuals’ threat 

perceptions. This result seems to be inconsistent with what defensive realists or rationalists 

argue. A state’s nonmilitary or diplomatic actions are less costly than military actions 

because those actions generally are less risky to the state’s own security. However, in the 
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experiment, a state’s domestic policy and soft foreign policy influenced individuals’ 

perceptions and attitudes as much as a state’s military policy. 

 Once individuals come to view a country with a desirable image in a certain context 

(e.g. domestic or international development), they seem to project this desirable image to 

other contexts when given limited information about a country. Thus, morality or respect 

for human rights may be a criterion which separates “good” from “bad,” or “civilized” 

from “uncivilized.” This categorization may cause individuals to identify the country in 

question as “self” or “other,” which in turn influences the interpretation and threat 

assessment of signals according to whether an adversary belongs to the in-group or out-

group.  

 

Foreign Policy Choice Hypothesis 1c expects that the difference in individuals’ 

foreign policy choices when confronted with either aggressive or benign signals will 

increase as the cost of the signals increases. However, a monotonic pattern was found 

neither in graph (c) nor graph (d) of Figure 5.3. For the M-Turk sample, a state’s two 

military actions and its soft foreign policy influenced individuals’ decision-making about 

the use of U.S. force. Similarly, for the YouGov sample, a state’s unilateral military action 

and its soft foreign policy affected individuals’ foreign policy choices.  

 The effect of military signals on an individual’s foreign policy choices is not 

especially surprising, as the results are congruent with what defensive/motivational realists 

would expect. However, the same cannot be said of the effect of soft foreign policy. 

Respondents tend to oppose the use of force against a state actively participating in 

international efforts to mitigate poverty and promote peace. This result is inconsistent with 
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what the logic of costly signals implies. A state’s providing aid or being involved in UN 

peacekeeping operations is not generally regarded as a credible signal of a state’s intentions 

because these actions are neither risky to one’s security nor particularly costly. Though 

actions like providing aid and participating in UN peacekeeping operations are not 

completely cost-free, they are not generally costly enough that an aggressive state wishing 

to hide its true intentions could not take them. This finding suggests that states’ actions 

may not always be perceived as the logic of costly signals predicts. Ideational elements 

such as morality or a state’s compliance with international norms may be salient in 

perceiving the credibility of a state’s actions to communicate its intentions.  

 This subsection (5-7-1) described how individuals’ ability to distinguish benign 

from aggressive signals changed as the cost of signals varied. The following two 

subsections, 5-7-2 and 5-7-3, will demonstrate individuals’ responses to only one type of 

signal: either benign or aggressive. Section 5-7-2 will show how much survey participants 

are reassured depending on the six different types of benign signals, while section 5-7-3 

will show how much they are threatened depending on the six different aggressive signals.  

  

5-7-2. Are Some Types of Signaling Perceived as More Credible than Others?: 

Reassurance 

A reference point is required to understand the extent to which a states’ benign or 

aggressive signals affect respondents’ perceptions and attitudes. In my research design, I 

included control conditions in which survey participants received no information except 

for the state’s relative power. In the control conditions, there was no signal from a 

hypothetical state that implied that state’s intentions. We can measure how much a state’s 
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specific benign actions or signals reduce the threat posed compared with when there is no 

such benign signal available (e.g. the average threat perceived in a control condition minus 

the average threat perceived in a benign treatment condition).  

However, there is a caveat when using the threat assessed under control conditions 

as a reference point. In Experiment One, respondents tended to report as high levels of 

threat when receiving no information about an adversary’s intentions (the control 

condition) as when they observed an aggressive adversary in a treatment condition. Thus, 

if the threat level is elevated in the control condition, the treatment effect of benign signals 

measured will be larger (or overestimated) because of the elevated reference point. 

Conversely, when the reference point for threat is high, the effect size of aggressive signals 

will be smaller, or underestimated. 

 This was the case for the YouGov sample as shown in Figures 5.1 through 5.3. 

Those in the control condition in the YouGov sample, who observed no signal embodying 

intentions, tended to infer more aggressiveness (3.6), to assess threat as higher (2.9), and 

to support the use of force more (3.2) than those in the M-Turk sample. Those in the control 

condition of the M-Turk sample infer the intentions of an adversary to be less aggressive 

(3.5), assess threat as lower (2.5), and support the use of force less (2.7). Because of this 

tendency to perceive higher threat in the control conditions of the YouGov sample, benign 

signals appeared to have stronger reassuring effects while aggressive signals appeared to 

have a less threatening effect (Figures 5.4 and 5.5). Therefore, the size of the reassuring 

effect or threatening effect of signals partly depends on what we take as the reference point. 

It is therefore important to compare the relative size of the reassuring/threatening effects 

of benign/aggressive signals along with the absolute size of those effects.  
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 Hypothesis 2 predicts that individuals will assess an adversary more positively 

when the adversary sends more costly benign signals. Graphs in Figure 5.4 show how much 

survey participants’ inferences, threat perceptions, and policy attitudes were affected by a 

state’s signal compared with when they received no such signal. Graphs in the left column 

(a, c, e) represent the results from M-Turk, while those in the right column (b, d, f) represent 

results from the YouGov sample. The (red) vertical lines in the graphs indicate the 

reference point: the average level of the DVs (i.e., inference, threat assessment, and support 

for the use of force) in the control condition. The dots in the middle of each horizontal line 

indicate the degree of difference between  respondents’ perception and attitudes as reported 

under each signal condition, in comparison to the reference point. Dots are generally 

ordered according to the costs of signals. The dot at the lowest point indicates cheap talk, 

while the dot at the highest point indicates O-D type signals.245  Thus, in Figure 5.4, as 

dots move away from the vertical reference line they indicate a larger effects of the signal, 

while dots closer to the reference line indicate smaller effects. For example, in graphs (c) 

and (d) of Figure 5.4, survey participants assigned lower threat to an enemy using unilateral 

restraint (benign restraint) signals compared with an adversary which used no such signal.

  

Benign signals appear to influence respondents more strongly in the YouGov 

sample than in the M-Turk sample due to the higher reference points. Hypothesis 2a 

predicts that individuals will be likely to interpret states’ intentions as more benign when 

they observe more costly benign signals. Figure 5.4(a) of the M-Turk sample shows a 

                                                           
245 The order of dots from the top to the bottom is consistent with the signal type in the legend. So, the first 

one at the top represents benign OD action, the second one represents benign restraint, the third one represents 

benign domestic, the fourth one represents benign institutional, the fifth one represents benign soft, and the 

last one at the bottom represents benign cheap talk. 
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pattern consistent with the hypothesis except for the soft foreign policy signal. Survey 

participants saw benign military signals as indicating more benign intentions than most of 

the nonmilitary and diplomatic benign signals, with the exception of the soft foreign policy 

signal. Figure 5.4(b) of the YouGov sample shows a less clear pattern than the M-Turk 

sample. Survey participants assigned to the benign O-D military signal condition in the 

YouGov sample did not seem to infer benign intentions from the benign signals. However, 

respondents did not have difficulty identifying benign intentions embodied in the benign 

signals overall. Interestingly, providing aid and performing peacekeeping activities were 

at least as effective as conciliatory military actions in revealing a signal-sending state’s 

benign intentions. The adoption of defensive weapons (only in the M-Turk sample), 

unilateral withdrawal of one’s military force from the border, accommodating policy 

toward ethnic/racial/religious minorities, agreeing to commit to international laws, and 

pledging to peacefully resolve disputes were all perceived to embody a signal-sending 

state’s benign intentions, relative to the absence of any such gesture from an adversary.  

 Hypothesis 2b predicts that individuals will be likely to assess threat as lower when 

they observe more costly benign signals. Neither Figure 5.4(c) nor Figure 5.4(d) shows a 

pattern consistent with hypothesis 2b. Two types of signals stand out particularly in Figure 

5.4(d) from the YouGov sample. Figure 5.4(d) shows that a state’s domestic policy toward 

ethnic/religious minorities and its soft foreign policy have strong reassuring effects that are 

at least as strong as military signals. To a lesser extent, the statements of a country’s leader 

also seem to be effective in reassuring another state.  

 Hypothesis 2c predicts that individuals will be more likely to oppose the use of U.S. 

force when they observe more costly benign signals. Unexpectedly, when Foreign Policy 
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Choice was used as the DV, a state’s soft foreign policy action was the only signal that 

showed a statistical difference from the control condition, as shown in Figure 5.4(f). Two 

military signals (i.e., adoption of defensive weapons and unilateral restraint), an 

accommodating policy toward minorities, the state’s agreement to comply with the ICJ’s 

decisions, and cheap talk did not influence respondents’ level of support for the use of U.S. 

force as much as soft foreign policy signals. This result is not consistent with what 

defensive realists or rationalists would expect. According to the logic of costly signals, 

benign military signals should be the most credible in revealing one’s benign intentions 

because they are more costly than other actions. Respondents seem to regard a state’s 

compliance with international norms as desirable. Based on this desirable image, 

individuals seem to generalize and infer benign intentions, feel less threat, and eventually 

form a positive attitude toward the adversary. 
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Figure 5.4. The Reassuring Effect of Six Types of Signals on Inference, Threat Perception, and Foreign Policy Choice 
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Figure 5.5. The Threatening Effect of Six Types of Signals on Inference, Threat Perception, and Foreign Policy Choice 
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5-7-3. Are Some Types of Signaling Perceived to be More Credible than Others?: 

Showing Resolve for War 

The average scores of Inference about Intentions, Threat Perception, and Foreign Policy 

Choice in the control conditions were again used as reference points to measure the extent 

to which aggressive signals affected respondents’ beliefs about state intentions, threat 

perceptions, and foreign policy choices. Graphs (a) through (f) in Figure 5.5 show how 

much aggressive signals affected survey participants’ perceptions and attitudes toward a 

signal-sending state compared with when there was no such signal available.   

 There is a caveat when using average scores in control conditions as reference 

points, as mentioned in the previous section. Respondents in the YouGov sample tended to 

assess a hypothetical adversary under control conditions as more aggressive and more 

threatening, causing the reference points to be formed at a somewhat high level. The 

elevated reference points in the YouGov sample made the effects of benign signals on the 

various dependent variables apparent, while making the effects of aggressive signals less 

so. This can be seen in Figure 5.5. Therefore, it will be helpful to observe the pattern of the 

signals’ effects along with their statistical significance. 

 Again, dots in the middle of each horizontal lines indicate the degree of difference 

in the perceptions and attitudes of respondents presented with the various signals, as 

compared to the reference point. Dots are generally ordered according to the cost of the 

signals. The dot at the lowest point indicates cheap talk while the dot at the highest point 

indicates an O-D type military signal.246 

                                                           
246 Again, the order of dots from the top to the bottom is consistent with the signal type in the legend. So, the 

first one at the top represents aggressive OD action, the second one represents aggressive restraint, the third 

one represents aggressive domestic, the fourth one represents aggressive institutional, the fifth one represents 

aggressive soft, and the last one at the bottom represents aggressive cheap talk. 
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 Hypothesis 3 predicts that individuals will assess an adversary more negatively 

when the adversary sends more costly aggressive signals. Graphs in Figure 5.5 generally 

support this hypothesis with certain exceptions.  

 Hypothesis 3a predicts that individuals will be more likely to interpret states’ 

intentions as aggressive when they observe more costly aggressive signals. Figures 5.5(a) 

and 5.5(b) suggest that only military signals are perceived to convey aggressive intentions. 

When Inference about Intentions was used as the DV, the two aggressive military signals 

(i.e., the adoption of offensive weapons and a unilateral increase of military forces) 

significantly affected respondents’ beliefs about a hypothetical adversary’s intentions, 

especially in the M-Turk sample. Respondents in the M-Turk sample believed the state 

adopting offensive weapons or increasing its military forces to be significantly more 

aggressive than the state taking no such action as shown in graph (a) of Figure 5.5. Other 

signals did not significantly affect respondents’ inference about an adversary’s intentions 

in the M-Turk sample. Noncompliance with the ICJ’s decisions and diplomatic bluffing 

slightly increased the perception of an adversary’s aggressiveness, but these effects were 

not statistically significant. A state’s discriminatory policy toward its ethnic/religious 

minorities and a state’s passive efforts to participate in international efforts to reduce 

poverty and promote peace failed to affect perceived aggressiveness. Considering this, it 

seems that only military actions can credibly convey a state’s resolve for war or aggressive 

intentions. In the YouGov sample, only a state’s adoption of offensive weapons 

significantly increased respondents’ beliefs that the signal-sending state had aggressive 

intentions, compared with the control condition. Despite no statistical significance, almost 
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all of the aggressive signals, with the exception of soft foreign policy actions, made survey 

participants more likely to believe the state taking those actions to be more aggressive than 

a state providing no such signal.   

 Hypothesis 3b expects that individuals will be likely to assess higher levels of threat 

when they observe more costly aggressive signals. Figure 5.5(c) shows a pattern that is 

consistent with this hypothesis, while the pattern in Figure 5.5(d) is less clear. When Threat 

Perception was used as the DV, the two military signals significantly increased observers’ 

fear compared to those receiving no signal in the M-Turk sample. To a lesser extent, cheap 

talk also increased fear in observers, but its effect was not statistically significant in the M-

Turk sample. A state’s discriminatory policy toward its minorities and the state’s non-

compliance with ICJ decisions failed to increase the fear of observers in the same sample. 

For the YouGov sample, no aggressive signal significantly increased the perceived threat 

posed by an adversary compared with the reference point. A state’s adoption of offensive 

weapons under conditions of defensive advantage and a state’s discriminative policy 

toward its minorities increased observers’ fear, but the effects were not statistically 

significant. To a lesser extent, cheap talk also increased observers’ perceived level of 

threat, but its effect was not statistically significant either. A state’s non-compliance with 

ICJ decisions and a state’s passive foreign policy also failed to increase fear among signal 

observers, compared with those receiving no such signal. 

 Hypothesis 3c predicts that individuals will be more likely to support the use of 

U.S. force when they observe more costly aggressive signals. Figures 5.5(e) and 5.5(f) 

show that the results of the experiments are generally consistent with this hypothesis. When 

Foreign Policy Choice was used as the DV in the M-Turk sample, the two aggressive 
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military signals (i.e., adoption of defensive weapons and unilateral restraint) and a state’s 

passive posture in international cooperation (i.e., foreign aid and peace-keeping activities) 

significantly increased support for the use of American force against the hypothetical 

adversary. Other nonmilitary actions by a state also tended to affect respondents’ attitudes, 

but their effects are not statistically significant. For the YouGov sample, the general pattern 

was similar, but no signals significantly affected respondents’ attitudes toward the 

hypothetical adversary. The two military signals and discriminatory policies toward 

minorities tended to increase support for the use of force against a hypothetical adversary, 

compared to the reference point, but the effects were not statistically significant.  

 

5-8. Conclusion 

The results of the two experiments generally support the conventional wisdom on costly 

signals, but qualify it in two important ways. First, the effects of signals do not usually 

increase as they grow more costly to implement. Second, non-costly signals often have a 

sizable and significant impact on assessment of intentions, threat perception, and support 

for the use of force. Although some differences exist between the M-Turk and the YouGov 

samples, military signals—particularly unilateral military actions—are perceived to be 

more credible consistently than most nonmilitary or diplomatic signals, with the exception 

of a state’s domestic policy toward ethnic/religious minorities or soft foreign policies). 

Military signals, particularly unilateral military actions by a state, are very effective in 

conveying a signal-sending state’s intentions. When individuals receive information about 

a state’s unilateral military actions to increase or decrease force deployments, they discern 

state intentions, assess threats, and make decisions based on that information. On the other 
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hand, O-D type military actions may be less effective in conveying state intentions and 

affecting signal receivers’ perceptions and attitudes.  

 There are at least two ways to explain the ineffectiveness of O-D type military 

actions in conveying a signal-sending state’s intentions. First, an adversary’s adoption of 

“high-tech defense capabilities such as anti-aircraft missile launchers and anti-tank guided 

missiles” may make people feel less secure because they realize that the adversary will not 

be as vulnerable to outsiders’ attacks and thereby make the adversary less prone to outside 

influence. One case which illustrates the adoption of defensive weapons leading to a less 

secure rival is China’s reaction to South Korea’s possible deployment of the American 

Terminal High-Altitude Area Defense missile defense system, or THAAD. The system is 

designed to “detect the launching of an enemy ballistic missile at an early stage and 

intercept and destroy it at a high altitude.”247 Although the U.S. tried to reassure China that 

the sole purpose of the defense system was to deal with a North Korean threat, China 

suspected that “the system would help the United States  military extend its radar sensor 

capabilities deeper into its territory and compromise its own strategic deterrent.” 248 

Further, it is possible that people are not familiar with the logic of offense-defense balance. 

There is no consensus even among international relations scholars over whether defensive 

weapons and strategies are distinguishable from offensive weapons and strategies. Levy 

(1984) argued that “the notion of the offensive/defensive balance is too vague and 

encompassing to be useful in theoretical or historical analysis.”249 Thus, it would not be 

                                                           
247 http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/18/world/asia/south-korea-tells-china-not-to-meddle-in-decision-over-

missile-system.html 
248 Ibid. 
249 Levy (1984) “The Offensive/Defensive Balance of Military Technology: A Theoretical and Historical 

Analysis” International Studies Quarterly, 28, pp.219-238  
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strange if the public’s perceptions and foreign policy decisions are not much affected by 

information about offense-defense weapons or strategies.  

  Experiment Three suggests that a state’s compliance with international norms or 

morality should also be considered in studying the credibility of signals. The rationalist 

deductive logic of costly signals predicts relatively well how people should infer another 

state’s intentions based on its actions. However, some policy actions of states that are not 

considered costly stand out in terms of observers’ threat perception and foreign policy 

choices. A state that respects the human rights of its domestic minorities or other states’ 

well-being is perceived as less threatening. People also seem to oppose the use of force 

against these normative or “moral” states. It seems obvious too that military threats are 

perceived to be more credible than other aggressive signals. A state’s unethical behavior 

does not seem to particularly threaten observers, though a state’s polices toward domestic 

minorities still generate threat among observers. 

 However, whether a state’s domestic policy or foreign policy actions can change 

public perceptions and attitudes as much as its military actions is not clear in more complex 

situations. For example, how will a state which both takes aggressive military gestures and 

projects ethical and moral images be perceived? Although the effect of soft foreign policy 

actions was found to be relatively large in conditions where only a single signal is 

presented, its effect may be compromised in a situation where more than one signal is 

presented.  

 Reality is more complicated than experimental conditions, where the effects of 

many factors are controlled. China is believed by many observers to have revealed its 

revisionist ambitions by establishing an Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) in the East 
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China Sea and by constructing artificial islands in the South China Sea.250 At the same 

time, China’s expanding peacekeeping role since the 1990s is partially perceived as an 

indication that China has “become more responsive to international expectations while 

making positive and tangible contribution to global peace and security.”251  Moreover, 

simultaneous and conflicting signals are only one form of complexity. A state’s actions can 

also be perceived in different ways by different states. For example, Japan’s taking steps 

toward having a “normal” military is perceived to be threatening by its neighboring 

countries such as China and South Korea, while the U.S. perceives it to contribute to the 

stability of East Asia.252 

 Thus, we should not take the results of these experiments to comprehensively 

explain perceptions of the credibility of signals. Instead, this is a basic step in 

understanding state signals in more complex situations: the results show how we can 

understand abstract components of theories about signaling in a controlled empirical 

environment.     

 Some policy implications exist as well. If a state wants to avoid a security dilemma 

situation, the state should also pay attention to improving its image by engaging in actions 

like international efforts to reduce poverty and to promote peace. Similarly, observers of a 

state may be affected in their perceptions and attitudes by the state’s posture toward its 

domestic minorities. International society may not trust a government which supports 

agreeable notions such as world peace and human rights during international conferences 

                                                           
250  US Commander Warns China Against ‘Revising’ International Law in the South China Sea (The 

Diplomat)  http://thediplomat.com/2015/10/us-commander-warns-china-against-revising-international-law-

in-the-south-china-sea/ 

251 Stockholm International Peace Research institute. http://www.sipri.org/media/newsletter/essay/jan09 
252  Military Times. http://www.militarytimes.com/story/military/2015/09/20/analysis-japan-takes-step-

toward-having-a-normal-military/72521292/ 
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while simultaneously repressing its domestic minorities. Similarly, if a state does not 

cooperate on some issues such as poverty or peacekeeping, then other countries may be 

less willing to cooperate with that country in turn.  

  

   

   

 



Appendix 3.A: Survey Question Wording (M-Turk) 

 

The country described below is hypothetical and does not really exist. That said, the 

scenario described here is one that the United States has faced in the past, and may have to 

deal with again in the future. Imagine how you would react to this situation and which 

policy options you would support. The survey questions are based directly on the scenario 

below. Please read the scenario carefully and then answer the questions that follow.  

 

The government of the United States needs to take a position on a territorial dispute 

between Country X and a U.S. ally in the region. The ally is important to U.S. security, has 

strong diplomatic ties with the U.S., and is a major trading partner. The central aims of 

U.S. foreign policy in this region are to protect the U.S. ally and to prevent the emergence 

of a hostile regional power that can threaten U.S. security. 

 

Country X and the U.S. ally are historical rivals in the region. Because of this, they have 

experienced political and military tension. Tension is particularly high around a specific 

mountainous border territory between the two countries. The disputed territory is currently 

controlled by the U.S. ally. This territory is militarily important because—owing to its 

geographical features—it is easier both to defend one’s own country and to attack the other 

country when controlling this area. 

 

Country X appears to be interested in controlling the disputed territory, but the U.S. 

government is uncertain of Country X’s intentions. On the one hand, Country X may be a 

peaceful country that is not interested in occupying the territory of the U.S. ally or other 

neighboring countries for expansionist reasons. If Country X took over the disputed border 

territory, it would do so only because it wishes to prevent a threat to its own territory. On 

the other hand, Country X may be an aggressive country. In this case, it would want to use 

the border area as a jump-off point for further territorial expansion, and eventually to 

become a regional power.  

 

 

[Display]  

Country X is [as strong as the combined power of the United States and its ally; weaker 

than the combined power of the United States and its ally] in terms of military capability 

in the region. Country X is currently [strong enough to inflict serious damage on U.S. and 

allied forces in the region; too weak to inflict serious damage on U.S. and allied forces in 

the region]. In the event of war with Country X on the one side and the United States and 

its ally on the other, the Department of Defense estimates that the U.S. military would 

suffer [over 3,000 deaths; fewer than 25 deaths] and that the war would cost the United 

States [heavily / little] in terms of financial resources.  

 

Below is further information about Country X. (one of the thirteen additional pieces of 

information as below.) 
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The country described below is hypothetical and does not really exist. That said, the 

scenario described here is one that the United States has faced in the past, and may have to 

deal with again in the future. Imagine how you would react to this situation and which 

policy options you would support. The survey questions are based directly on the scenario 

below. Please read the scenario carefully and then answer the questions that follow.  

 

The government of the United States needs to take a position on a territorial dispute 

between Country X and a U.S. ally in the region. The ally is important to U.S. security, has 

strong diplomatic ties with the U.S., and is a major trading partner. The central aims of 

U.S. foreign policy in this region are to protect the U.S. ally and to prevent the emergence 

of a hostile regional power that can threaten U.S. security. 

 

Country X and the U.S. ally are historical rivals in the region. Because of this, they have 

experienced political and military tension. Tension is particularly high around a specific 

mountainous border territory between the two countries. The disputed territory is currently 

controlled by the U.S. ally. This territory is militarily important because—owing to its 

geographical features—it is easier both to defend one’s own country and to attack the other 

country when controlling this area. 

 

Country X appears to be interested in controlling the disputed territory, but the U.S. 

government is uncertain of Country X’s intentions. On the one hand, Country X may be a 

peaceful country that is not interested in occupying the territory of the U.S. ally or other 

neighboring countries for expansionist reasons. If Country X took over the disputed border 

territory, it would do so only because it wishes to prevent a threat to its own territory. On 

the other hand, Country X may be an aggressive country. In this case, it would want to use 

the border area as a jump-off point for further territorial expansion, and eventually to 

become a regional power.  

 

 

[Display]  

Country X is [as strong as the combined power of the United States and its ally; weaker 

than the combined power of the United States and its ally] in terms of military capability 

in the region. Country X is currently [strong enough to inflict serious damage on U.S. and 

allied forces in the region; too weak to inflict serious damage on U.S. and allied forces in 

the region]. In the event of war with Country X on the one side and the United States and 

its ally on the other, the Department of Defense estimates that the U.S. military would 

suffer [over 3,000 deaths; fewer than 25 deaths] and that the war would cost the United 

States [heavily / little] in terms of financial resources.  

 

Below is further information about Country X. (one of the thirteen additional pieces of 

information as below.) 

 

(1) Country X is decreasing the share of offensive weapons in its military arsenal by about 

30%, eliminating many attack helicopters, cruise missiles, and stealth attack vehicles. 

Instead, Country X is investing in high-tech defense capabilities such as anti-aircraft 

missile launchers and anti-tank mines. It plans to deploy these new defensive weapons near 
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the disputed territory. This is despite a general consensus among military experts that 

attacking is cheaper and easier than defending. 

 

(2)  Country X is increasing the share of offensive weapons in its military arsenal by about 

30%, including many attack helicopters, cruise missiles, and stealth attack vehicles. It plans 

to deploy these new offensive weapons near the disputed territory. This is despite a general 

consensus among military experts that defending is cheaper and easier than attacking. 

 

(3) Country X is reducing its deployed military forces substantially and has withdrawn 

three tank divisions from around the border territory. In addition, it is reducing its military 

spending by about 10% despite increased military spending by neighboring countries and 

the U.S. ally. 

 

(4) Country X is increasing its deployed military forces substantially and has added three 

tank divisions around the border territory. In addition, it is increasing its military spending 

by about 10% despite decreased military spending by neighboring countries and the U.S. 

ally. 

 

(5) Country X has signed an agreement with the International Court of Justice (ICJ)—a 

judicial body of the United Nations—requiring that Country X submit to the Court all 

international legal disputes with any state that also accepts the Court’s jurisdiction. 

According to this agreement, Country X is legally bound to comply with ICJ rulings. A 

primary role of the ICJ is to settle state-submitted legal disputes in accordance with 

international law.  

 

(6) Country X withdrew from an agreement with the International Court of Justice (ICJ)—

a judicial body of the United Nations—requiring that Country X submit to the Court all 

international legal disputes with any state that also accepts the Court’s jurisdiction. 

Consequently, Country X is not legally bound to comply with ICJ rulings. A primary role 

of the ICJ is to settle state-submitted legal disputes in accordance with international law.  

 

(7) Country X actively participates in international efforts to reduce poverty and to promote 

peace in the world. It has consistently provided unconditional foreign assistance to poor 

countries that are affected by natural disasters or that suffer from a lack of resources. In 

addition, Country X is actively involved in UN peacekeeping operations in fragile and post-

conflict countries on the basis of mandates from the UN Security Council.  

 

(8) Country X does not participate in international efforts to reduce poverty and to promote 

peace in the world. It rarely provides foreign assistance to help poor countries that are 

affected by natural disasters or that suffer from a lack of resources. In addition, Country X 

is rarely involved in UN peacekeeping operations in fragile and post-conflict countries. 

 

(9) Country X accommodates and protects its ethnic, racial, and religious minorities who 

differ from the majority of the inhabitants of the country. The government has passed laws 

to protect minority rights and identities, and encourages the establishment of institutions 

such as schools, religious centers, and cultural organizations to serve minority groups.  
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(10) Country X discriminates against and oppresses its ethnic, racial, and religious 

minorities. The government has not passed laws to protect minority rights and identities, 

and institutions that serve minority groups are prohibited. The government forces some 

minority groups to migrate from their hometowns to other regions. It cracks down on their 

independence movements, and detains many protesters. 

 

(11) The government of Country X often pledges to peacefully resolve disputes, including 

the dispute with the U.S. ally. Country X, however, does not take any particular actions to 

support these statements. 

 

(12) The government of Country X often threatens to use force in disputes, including the 

dispute with the U.S. ally. Country X, however, does not take any particular actions to 

support these statements. 

 

(13) No Information 
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Appendix 3.B: Survey Question Wording (YouGov) 
 

[Display]  

The country described below is hypothetical and does not really exist. That said, the 

scenario described here is one that the United States has faced in the past, and may have 

to deal with again in the future. Imagine how you would react to this situation and which 

policy options you would support. The survey questions are based directly on the 

scenario below. Please read the scenario carefully and then answer the questions that 

follow.  

 

[Display]  

The government of the United States needs to take a position on a territorial dispute 

between Country X and a U.S. ally in the region. The ally is important to U.S. security, 

has strong diplomatic ties with the U.S., and is a major trading partner. The central aims 

of U.S. foreign policy in this region are to protect the U.S. ally and to prevent the 

emergence of a hostile regional power that can threaten U.S. security. 

 

[Display]  

Country X and the U.S. ally are historical rivals in the region. Because of this, they have 

experienced political and military tension. Tension is particularly high around a specific 

mountainous border territory between the two countries. The disputed territory is 

currently controlled by the U.S. ally. This territory is militarily important because—

owing to its geographical features—it is easier both to defend one’s own country and to 

attack the other country when controlling this area. 

 

[Display]  

Country X appears to be interested in controlling the disputed territory, but the U.S. 

government is uncertain of Country X’s intentions. On the one hand, Country X may be a 

peaceful country that is not interested in occupying the territory of the U.S. ally or other 

neighboring countries for expansionist reasons. If Country X took over the disputed 

border territory, it would do so only because it wishes to prevent a threat to its own 

territory. On the other hand, Country X may be an aggressive country. In this case, it 

would want to use the border area as a jump-off point for further territorial expansion, 

and eventually to become a regional power.   

 

[Display] 

[Country X is as strong as the combined power of the United States and its ally in terms 

of military capability in the region. Country X is currently strong enough to potentially 

inflict serious damage on U.S. and allied forces in the region. In the event of war with 

Country X on the one side and the United States and its ally on the other, the Department 

of Defense estimates that the U.S. military would suffer over 3,000 deaths and that the 

war would cost the United States heavily  in terms of financial resources. ; 

 

Country X is weaker than the combined power of the United States and its ally in terms 

of military capability in the region. Country X is currently too weak to potentially inflict 

serious damage on U.S. and allied forces in the region. In the event of war with Country 

X on the one side and the United States and its ally on the other, the Department of 
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Defense estimates that the U.S. military would suffer fewer than 25 deaths and that the 

war would cost the United States  little in terms of financial resources. ] 

 

[Display] 

Below is further information about Country X. 

 

[Display] 

(1) Country X recently decreased the share of offensive weapons in its military 

arsenal by about 25%, eliminating many tanks, attack helicopters, and missiles. 

Instead, Country X has invested in high-tech defense capabilities such as anti-

aircraft missile launchers and anti-tank guided missiles. It plans to deploy these 

new defensive weapons near the disputed territory. This is despite a general 

consensus among military experts that attacking is cheaper and easier than 

defending. 

 

(2) Country X recently increased the share of offensive weapons in its military 

arsenal by about 25%, including many tanks, attack helicopters, missiles. It plans 

to deploy these new offensive weapons near the disputed territory. This is despite 

a general consensus among military experts that defending is cheaper and easier 

than attacking. 

 

(3) Country X recently reduced its military forces substantially, and has 

withdrawn three tank divisions from around the border territory. In addition, it 

reduced its military spending by about 10% while the U.S. ally has maintained its 

military spending. 

 

(4) Country X recently increased its military forces substantially and has added 

three tank divisions around the border territory. In addition, it increased its 

military spending by about 10% while the U.S. ally has maintained its military 

spending. 

 

(5) Country X has signed an agreement with the International Court of Justice 

(ICJ)—a judicial body of the United Nations—requiring that Country X submit to 

the Court all international legal disputes with any state that also accepts the 

Court’s jurisdiction. According to this agreement, Country X is legally bound to 

comply with ICJ rulings. A primary role of the ICJ is to settle state-submitted 

legal disputes in accordance with international law.  

 

(6) Country X has withdrawn from an agreement with the International Court of 

Justice (ICJ)—a judicial body of the United Nations—requiring that Country X 

submit to the Court all international legal disputes with any state that also accepts 

the Court’s jurisdiction. Consequently, Country X is not legally bound to comply 

with ICJ rulings. A primary role of the ICJ is to settle state-submitted legal 

disputes in accordance with international law.  
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(7) Country X has actively participated in international efforts to reduce poverty 

and to promote peace in the world. It has consistently provided unconditional 

foreign assistance to poor countries that were affected by natural disasters or that 

suffered from a lack of resources. In addition, Country X has been actively 

involved in UN peacekeeping operations in fragile and post-conflict countries on 

the basis of mandates from the UN Security Council. 

 

(8) Country X has not participated in international efforts to reduce poverty and to 

promote peace in the world. It has rarely provided foreign assistance to help poor 

countries that were affected by natural disasters or that suffered from a lack of 

resources. When it did, it primarily used aid to promote its exports and to secure 

natural resources from poor countries in order to serve its own national interests. 

In addition, Country X has rarely been involved in UN peacekeeping operations 

in fragile and post-conflict countries. 

 

(9) Country X has accommodated and protected its ethnic, racial, and religious 

minorities who differ from the majority of the inhabitants of the country. The 

government has passed laws to protect minority rights and identities, and 

encouraged the establishment of institutions such as schools, religious centers, 

and cultural organizations to serve minority groups.  

 

(10) Country X has discriminated against and oppressed its ethnic, racial, and 

religious minorities. The government has not passed laws to protect minority 

rights and identities, and institutions that serve minority groups have been 

prohibited. The government forced some minority groups to migrate from their 

hometowns to other regions. It cracked down on their independence movements, 

and detained many protesters. 

 

(11) The government of Country X has often pledged to peacefully resolve 

disputes, including the dispute with the U.S. ally.  

 

(12) The government of Country X has often threatened to use force in disputes, 

including the dispute with the U.S. ally.  

 

(13) (no information)]. 
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[Display]  

 [Q1-Q2 will check your understanding of the situation described in the scenario.] 

 

1. Which of the following best describes the scenario above? 

1. A border dispute between Country X and the U.S. ally 

2. A trade dispute between Country X and the United States 

3. Country X’s economic policy 

 

[Display]  

 

2. Which of the following describes Country X best? 

1. The United States 

2. The U.S. ally 

3. The U.S. ally’s rival 

 

[Display]  

 

[Q3-Q5 will ask your opinion about Country X and a policy option.] 

 

Q3. How much of a threat is Country X to U.S. security and interests? 

 
 

[Display]  

 

Q4. How much do you support the deployment of U.S. forces to the disputed region in 

order to protect the U.S. ally, deter Country X, or potentially fight Country X?  

 

 
[Display]  

 

Q5. How do you assess Country X’s intentions? 

 
[Display]  

 

[Q6– Q12 will ask questions about current domestic and international politics.] 

1. No threat 5. Extremely 

high threat 

3. Moderate 

threat 

2. Slight 

threat 

4. Serious 

threat 

1.  

Oppose Strongly 

5.  

Support 

strongly 

3.  

Neither 

oppose nor 

support 

2.  

Oppose 

somewhat 

4. 

Support 

somewhat 

1.  

Very peaceful 

5.  

Very 

aggressive 

3.  

Neither 

peaceful nor 

aggressive 

2.  

Somewhat  

4. 

Somewhat  

aggressive 
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Q6. Do you know what job or political office is now held by Joe Biden? 

1. President 2. Vice President 3. Secretary of State 4. Secretary of 

Defense 

 

[Display]  

 

Q7. Whose responsibility is it to determine if a law is constitutional or not? 

1. President    2. Congress  3. Supreme Court 4. Vice President 

 

[Display]  

 

Q8. How much of a majority is required for the U.S. Senate and House to override a 

presidential veto? 

1. One third of the voting members 

2. Half of the voting members plus one 

3. Two thirds of the voting members 

4. Three quarters of the voting members 

 

[Display]  

 

Q9. In American politics, which political party is generally more conservative? 

1. Democratic party 2. Republican party 

 

[Display]  

 

Q10. Would you say that one of the parties is more conservative than the other at the 

national level? Which party is more conservative? 

1. Democratic party 2. Republican party 

 

[Display]  

 

Q11. Which country is a permanent member of the U.N. Security Council? 

1. China  

2. Germany 

3. Brazil 

4. Japan 

 

[Display]  

 

Q12. Besides the United States, what nations are members of the North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA)? 

1. Canada, the United Kingdom. 

2. Canada, Mexico   

3. Canada, Brazil  

4. The United Kingdom, France 
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[Display]  

 

[Q13-Q17will ask about basic demographic information.] 

 

Q13. What is your gender? 

1. Male 

2. Female 

 

[Display]  

 

Q14. What is your age?       (         ) 

 

[Display]  

 

Q15. What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

1. Less than high school 

2. Graduated from high school 

3. Some years of college 

4. Graduated from college 

5. Some years of graduate school 

6. Completed graduate school 

 

[Display]  
Q16. How do you describe your political ideology? 

1. Very liberal 

2. Somewhat liberal 

3. Neither liberal nor conservative 

4. Somewhat conservative 

5. Very conservative 

 

[Display]  
Q17. What is your household income? 

1. Below $20,000 

2. Between $20,000 and $29,999 

3. Between $30,000 and $39,999 

4. Between $40,000 and $49,999 

5. Between $50,000 and $59,999 

6. Between $60,000 and $69,999 

7. Between $70,000 and $79,999 

8. Between $80,000 and $89,999 

9. Between $90,000 and $99,999 

10. Between $100,000 and $124,999 

11. Between $125,000 and $149,999 

12. Above $150,000  

13. I do not know 
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Appendix 3.C.  Statistical Analysis (ANOVA) 

 

Table 5.C1. ANOVA: Inference about Intentions  

   M-Turk   YouGov 

Source SS df MS F p   SS df MS F P 

Power 7.18 1 7.18 13.15 .00   12.66 1 12.66 22.40 .00 

Intentions 82.50 2 41.25 75.50 .00   20.41 2 10.20 18.05 .00 

Signal Types 19.51 5 3.90 7.14 .00   10.33 5 2.07 3.66 .00 

Power*Intentions .57 2 .28 .52 .60   .63 2 .32 .56 .57 

Power*Signal .28 5 .06 .10 .99   2.79 5 .76 1.24 .24 

Intentions*Signal 12.73 5 2.55 4.66 .00   2.84 5 .57 1.00 .41 

Power*Intentions

* Signal 

.69 5 .14 0.25 .94   .39 5 .08 .14 .98 

Residual 634.87 116

2 

.55     827.34 1464 .57   

Observations 1188       1490     

R-squared .17       .06     
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Table 5.C2. ANOVA: Threat Perception   

 M-Turk  YouGov 

Source SS df MS F p  SS df MS F P 

Power 192.51 1 192.51 303.78 .00  258.38 1 258.38 324.55 .00 

Intentions 11.65 2 5.83 9.19 .00  9.23 2 4.61 5.79 .00 

Signal 4.79 5 .96 1.51 .18  8.20 5 1.64 2.06 .07 

Power*Intent

ions 

.42 2 .21 .33 .72  1.17 2 .59 .74 .48 

Power*Signa

l 

.93 5 .19 .30 .92  .78 5 .16 .20 .96 

Intentions*Si

gnal 

5.50 5 1.10 1.73 .12  8.07 5 1.61 2.03 .07 

Power*Intent

ions* 

Signal 

3.22 5 .64 1.02 .41  2.10 5 .42 .53 .76 

Residual 736.40 1162 .63    1165.54 1464 .80   

Observations 1188      1490     

R-squared .27      .22     
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Table 5.C3. ANOVA: Foreign Policy Choices 

 M-Turk  YouGov 

Source SS df MS F p  SS Df MS F P 

Power 3.29 1 3.29 2.40 .12  .61 1 .61 .40 .53 

Intentions 25.83 2 12.92 9.40 .00  19.06 2 9.53 6.25 .00 

Signal .28 5 .06 .04 1.00  4.88 5 .98 .64 .67 

Power*Intentions 4.72 2 2.36 1.72 .18  1.27 2 .63 .42 .66 

Power*Signal 5.18 5 1.04 .75 .55  5.03 5 1.01 .66 .65 

Intentions*Signal 5.82 5 1.76 1.28 .27  6.22 5 1.24 .82 .54 

Power*Intentions* 

Signal 

2.94 5 .59 .43 .83  9.80 5 1.96 1.29 .27 

Residual 1595.73 5 .59 .43 .83  2231.28 1464 1.52   

Observations 1188      1490     

R-squared .03      .02     
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Chapter 6. Does Regime Type Matter? 

 

6-1. Introduction   

Previous chapters examined factors that can affect the perception of signals, such as state 

power and intentions (Chapter Three), costs of signals (Chapter Four), and signaling 

mechanisms (Chapter Five). This chapter examines whether a signal sender’s regime type 

affects the perception of signals, and how regime type and the logic of costly signals 

together influence respondents’ inferences, perceptions, and their foreign policy choices 

towards a signal-sending state.   

 I examine whether democracies have advantages over non-democracies in credibly 

communicating their peaceful intentions and resolve for war (aggressive intentions) when 

a signal-receiving state is a democracy. My experiment suggests that democracies receive 

the benefit of the doubt. When disputes are limited to benign rhetoric, people perceive 

democracies to be less threatening than nondemocracies, even if those democracies say the 

same things as non-democratic countries. However, once disputes elevate to the level of 

tangible, costly signals, respondents begin to evaluate only the actions on display without 

regard for regime type. This dynamic aptly suits a realist narrative holding that people may 

consider factors other than power and force when the stakes are low, but that when the 

stakes are high, people have to treat actions seriously, no matter whether they are 

predisposed to like the person taking them.  

This chapter presents three major findings. First, democracies’ signals are likely to 

be perceived by observers as more reassuring than those of non-democracies, but only 

under some conditions. A democracy has the advantage over a non-democracy in credibly 
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communicating its intentions either when it uses rhetoric (cheap talk) to convey its benign 

intentions or when it sends no signal whatsoever.253 Under those conditions, respondents 

perceive democratic signals to be more credible than nondemocratic ones, not because they 

are costly but because of the sender’s identity or regime type. However, this advantage 

does not extend to costly signals. The second finding is that costly signals are perceived to 

be more credible than cheap talk regardless of a signal sender’s regime type, as the logic 

of costly signals would suggest. Costly signals seem to negate the effect of regime type on 

the perception of signals, and respondents do not perceive threat differently according to 

regime type when the enemy uses costly signals like military gestures to convey its 

intentions. Third, aggressive signals also negate the special advantage that a democracy 

has in making its signals credible. When respondents infer aggressive intentions from an 

enemy, they do not seem to ignore the aggressive gestures, no matter how trivial or 

important it seems and regardless of the signal-sender’s regime type. 

These findings contribute to the literature on the topic in two ways. First, they 

contribute to the debate over the democratic credibility hypothesis regarding whether 

democracies make more effective coercive threats than non-democracies.254 This study 

remains skeptical about the notion that democracies have an advantage when making 

credible threats in international crises. In contrast to the audience costs literature which 

typically claims that democracies are more credible, empirical scholarship has provided 

little evidence at the micro level demonstrating whether democracies do or do not have 

such an advantage. This chapter suggests two clear reasons why democratic coercive 

                                                           
253 Figure 6.1 shows the five signaling conditions tested: costly benign, cheap benign, no signal, cheap 

aggressive, and costly aggressive. 
254 Downes and Sechser 2012 
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threats might not be any more credible than comparable non-democratic signals: because 

they are coercive and because they are threats. Coercive threats generally come with the 

use of military force, which is defined as a costly action according to the logic of costly 

signals. Thus, as long as non-democracies use costly signals, democracies do not have the 

advantage over non-democracies when seeking to make messages credible. Moreover, this 

study shows that signal recipients are sensitive to signals that embody an enemy’s 

aggressive intentions. Accordingly, threats will be taken more seriously whether issued by 

a democracy or non-democracy. My study suggests that these two factors could contribute 

to negating the advantages that democracies are often claimed to possess when 

communicating their intentions during international crises.  

Second, and in a similar vein, this study also contributes to current understandings 

of the democratic peace. Literature addressing democratic peace has suggested two primary 

mechanisms, normative and institutional, through which democracies do not fight each 

other. 255  These two mechanisms predict the same outcome (i.e., reassurance) when 

democracies signal their benign intentions. By contrast, the two mechanisms predict 

different outcomes when democracies signal their resolve for war. The normative 

mechanism would predict that a democracy’s aggressive signals will be perceived to be 

less threatening by a fellow democracy given their shared identity and friendship. The 

institutional mechanism, which emphasizes the relative transparency of the democratic 

political system, would predict that a democracy’s aggressive signals would be perceived 

to be more threatening since transparency makes the signals more credible. The 

                                                           
255 Maoz and Russett 1993; Risse–Kappen 1995 



219 
 

experimental results in this chapter suggest that people tend to perceive threats posed as 

the institutional mechanism predicts.  

 In the rest of this chapter, I first briefly review the literature addressing audience 

costs and the democratic peace, after which I generate three hypotheses. Second, I describe 

the design of the survey experiments and present the results of the study. Third and lastly, 

I discuss the implications of my findings. 

 

6-2. Costly Signals and Regime Type 

States have incentives to reveal benign intentions or resolve for war (i.e., aggressive 

intentions) depending on the situation that they face. On one hand, during international 

crises, states would want to reveal their resolve for war. In that case, democracies might 

have an advantage in making their signals credible according to the audience cost literature: 

the democratic credibility hypothesis. Scholars in favor of the democratic credibility 

hypothesis claim that democracies have the advantage over non-democracies when making 

their signals of resolve for war credible. 256  According to this group of scholars, 

democracies’ threats are more credible, for if the leader of a democracy makes an empty 

threat, then that leader will be punished by his or her constituents in subsequent 

elections.257 Thus, leaders of democracies concerned about elections will be more cautious 

than leaders of non-democracies when making threats toward other states, simply because 

the latter lack the incentive of votes. Recently, some scholars have portrayed this special 

advantage of democracies as “the illusion of democratic credibility”.258 They found that, 

                                                           
256 Fearon 1994; Schultz 1998, 2001; Smith 1998; Ramsay 2004; Slantchev 2006 
257 Fearon 1994; Tomz 2007 
258 Downes and Sechser 2012 
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contrary to conventional wisdom, the datasets on which the hypothesis depends have 

shortcomings in that they “contain few successful democratic threats” and that their 

“outcome variables do not properly measure the effectiveness of threats.”259 Using the new 

dataset, they found that “threats from democracies are no more successful than threats from 

other states.”260 

 On the other hand, states would also want to reveal their benign intentions when 

they need to reassure other states. In that case, democracies may also have an advantage 

over non-democracies in making their signals credible. Two mechanisms of the democratic 

peace theory, one normative and one institutional, help to explain why democracies may 

be able to convey their benign intentions more credibly than non-democracies when their 

partners (i.e., signal recipients) are also democratic states. First, democracies exhibit the 

norm of resolving domestic conflicts in peaceful ways, and democratic regimes externalize 

their domestic norms in order to solve international disputes.261 Because democracies have 

shared norms and shared identities, they essentially identify other democracies as friends. 

If a democracy perceives other democracies as friends, then it would likely perceive a lesser 

degree of threat from other democracies than from non-democracies. Second, democracies 

can reassure other democracies because of their transparent political processes or political 

systems of checks and balances. Given the institutional features of democracy, 

democracies’ messages may be believed to be more transparent and credible. If a 

democratic system is more transparent and thus believed to be more credible, then a 

democracy’s benign signals will more effectively reassure others than signals sent by an 

                                                           
259 Ibid. p. 457. 
260 Ibid. p. 457. 
261 Maoz and Russett 1993; Risse–Kappen 1995 
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authoritarian state. Both of these mechanisms suggest that democracies will be perceived 

to be less threatening by other democracies when there is no report of signaling or when 

signal-sending states want to reveal their benign intentions.  

The two mechanisms of the democratic peace assume different outcomes when 

signal-sending states signal aggressive intentions. A normative mechanism might suggest 

that a democracy that makes aggressive gestures will be perceived to be less of a threat 

than non-democracies, simply because the perceivers will infer that their friends are less 

threatening. The perceivers may think that if friends take somewhat aggressive actions, 

then they will have ultimately innocent reasons explaining  the aggressive gestures. As a 

result, the aggressive signals of democracies might not be perceived to be as aggressive as 

those of non-democracies. Meanwhile, the institutional mechanism for democratic peace 

suggests the opposite. Given the transparency of democratic institutions, aggressive signals 

of democracies might be perceived to be more credible, or at least more threatening, than 

those of non-democracies. This dynamic is consistent with the audience cost argument that 

democratic governments can generate higher audience costs and thereby send more 

credible signals of resolve for war.262 

 

6-3. Hypotheses.  

The discussion in the previous section, together with the logic of costly signals, generates 

three sets of hypotheses. The first set is based on the idea that if democracies identify other 

democracies as “friends” or share an identity, then this will reduce the threat of a signal-

sending state. 

                                                           
262 Fearon 1996 



222 
 

 

Hypothesis 1a: Respondents will perceive an adversary to be more benign when the 

adversary is a democracy instead of a non-democracy, regardless of the type of 

signal (costly or cheap, benign or aggressive).263  

 

Hypothesis 1b: Respondents will perceive an adversary to be more reassuring when 

the adversary is a democracy instead of a non-democracy, regardless of the type of 

signal (costly or cheap, benign or aggressive). 

 

Hypothesis 1c: Respondents will be more likely to oppose the use of US force when 

the adversary is a democracy than when it is a non-democracy, regardless of the 

type of signal (costly or cheap, benign or aggressive). 

 

 The second set of hypotheses is based on the idea that if democracies are perceived 

to be credible because of the transparent political system in a democratic polity, then 

democracies’ benign signals will be perceived to be less threatening than nondemocracies’ 

benign ones, whereas their aggressive signals will be perceived to be more threatening than 

nondemocracies’ aggressive ones.  

 

Hypothesis 2a: Respondents are likely to perceive a democracy’s benign signals to 

be more benign than those from a non-democracy, whereas they are likely to 

                                                           
263 Signals can vary according to two dimensions: costly versus cheap and benign versus aggressive.  
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perceive aggressive signals from a democracy to be more aggressive than those 

from a non-democracy.  

 

Hypothesis 2b: Respondents are likely to perceive a democracy’s benign signals to 

be more reassuring than those of a non-democracy, yet likely to perceive aggressive 

signals from a democracy to be more threatening than those from a non-democracy.  

 

Hypothesis 2c: Respondents are more likely to oppose the use of US force when a 

democracy sends benign signals rather than a non-democracy, yet more likely to 

support the use of US force when a democracy  sends aggressive signals rather than 

a non-democracy. 

 

 The third set of hypotheses is based on the logic of costly signals. Credible signals 

represent the type of actions that disguised types of states, or imposters, cannot imitate 

without incurring a high cost. When the signal is cheap, the signal is not credible.264 For a 

state to make a credible signal, it should “expend significant, unrecoverable resources” or 

“severely constrain its future decision-making.”265 Therefore, costly benign signals should 

be perceived to be more benign and reassuring, while costly aggressive signals should be 

perceived to be more aggressive and threatening.  

 

                                                           
264 Schelling 1960. 
265 Yarhi–Milo 2013. p.8. 
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Hypothesis 3a: Respondents are likely to perceive benign signals to be more benign 

when they are costly and to perceive aggressive signals to be more aggressive when 

they are costly, regardless of the adversary’s regime type.  

 

Hypothesis 3b: Respondents are likely to perceive benign signals to be more 

reassuring when they are costly and to perceive aggressive signals to be more 

threatening when they are costly, regardless of the adversary’s regime type.  

 

Hypothesis 3c: Respondents are more likely to oppose the use of US force when an 

adversary sends benign costly signals than benign cheap signals, yet more likely to 

support the use of US force when an adversary sends aggressive costly signals than 

aggressive cheap signals, regardless of the adversary’s regime type. 

 

 My experiment tests these three sets of hypotheses across five different signaling 

conditions, as shown in Figure 6.1: costly benign, cheap benign, no signal, cheap 

aggressive, and costly aggressive. Four different signaling conditions are created 

depending on two dimensions: costly versus cheap and benign versus aggressive. A no 

signaling condition without any signal whatsoever was added to the experiment as a 

baseline. Different hypotheses predict different outcomes. For example, if Hypothesis 1b 

is correct, then democracies should be perceived to be less threatening in all conditions, 

regardless of signaling conditions. If Hypothesis 2b is correct, then democracies’ benign 

signals should be perceived to be less threatening than nondemocracies’ benign ones, and 

democracies’ aggressive signals should be perceived to be more aggressive than those of 



225 
 

non-democracies, regardless of the signals’ cost. Lastly, if Hypothesis 3b is correct, then 

costly signals should be perceived to differ from cheap talk. However, it will not be 

surprising if more nuanced results emerge. The effect of a signal sender’s regime type, the 

intention of the signal, and the cost of the signal can be more complicated than any single 

theory can predict. 

 

Figure 6.1. Five Signaling Conditions 

  Costs of Signals 
 

 

  Costly Cheap  
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Benign 

(1) Costly benign 

(e.g., withdrawing most of 

one's army from the 

border territory.) 

(3) Cheap benign 

(e.g., pledging to 

peacefully resolve 

in disputes.)266 

 

 

 

(5) No 

Signal  

Aggressive 

(2) Costly aggressive 

(e.g., increasing one's 

army deployment near the 

border territory. 

(4) Cheap aggressive 

(e.g., threatening to use 

force in disputes.) 

 

6-4. Research Design  

To test the logic of costly signals when a signal sender’s regime type varies, I conducted a 

survey experiment using Amzon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) in February of 2015. 384 

American adults who are 18 years of age or older participated in this survey. First, 

participants were asked to read the scenario as presented in Appendix 4.A. They received 

information about three treatments: regime type, intentions, and costs of signals. These 

treatments were randomly and independently varied.  

                                                           
266 This is the only signaling condition where regime type matters both in respondents’ inference about an 

adversary’s intentions and their threat perceptions. 
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 This experiment is basically a 2 (Regime Type) x 2 (Adversary’s Intentions) x 2 

(Cost of Signals) between subjects design with three treatment variables. Two control 

conditions were added as baselines, or reference points, in which there was no information 

given except the regime type of an adversary. 267 Thus, ten conditions were created in total 

as shown in Figure 6.2. In the treatment conditions, respondents observed a hypothetical 

adversary’s actions which can reveal its intentions.  

 

Figure 6.2. Manipulation of Information about Main Treatment Variables  

                            (Adversary’s    (Adversary’s    (Cost of Signals)  

Regime Type)          Intentions)       

 

 

                                                           
267 To measure how much a potential enemy’s unilateral increase of its military forces affected 

respondents’ threat assessments, the average threat level perceived by those respondents in a treatment 

condition can be compared with that of those in a control condition. 
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To evaluate the effects of treatment variables on respondents' inferences, 

perceptions and attitudes, three dependent variables (DVs) are used: Inference about  

Intentions, Threat Perception, and Foreign Policy Choice. These DVs are measured on a 

five point Likert scale. For the DV, Inference about Intentions, respondents were asked to 

infer the intentions of an adversary presented in the scenario. For this DV, 1 indicates very 

peaceful intentions, while 5 indicates very aggressive intentions. For Threat Perception, 

they were asked to assess the level of threat posed by the adversary. For this DV, 1 indicates 

no threat, while 5 indicates extremely high threat. Finally, for Foreign Policy Choices, 

respondents were asked to choose whether they support the use of U.S. force against the 

enemy. For this DV, 1 indicates strong opposition to the use of force, while 5 indicates 

strong support for the use of force.  

 The key treatment variables are information about the adversary: (1) Regime Type, 

(2) Adversary’s Intentions, and (3) Cost of Signals. More respondents received information 

about those three variables. The Regime Type of a signal-sender has two variations, 

democracy and non-democracy. Half of the participants read about a country that is “a 

democracy that holds free and fair elections on a regular basis” while the other half read 

that a country is “not a democracy and does not hold free and fair elections” Adversary’s 

Intentions indicates a signal-sender's intentions, which are represented by the actions the 

adversary takes. The variable has two variations: benign and aggressive. For example, if 

an adversary is described as increasing its military capabilities around the border in dispute, 

it is coded aggressive. If the adversary is described as decreasing its military capabilities 

around the border in dispute, then it is coded benign. Costs of Signals include military 

actions (costly signal) and verbal statements (cheap talk). For example, military actions 
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such as "withdraw(ing) most of its army" from the area in dispute will be more costly for 

an aggressive state because it can lose the opportunity to take the territory in dispute. On 

the other hand, verbal statements that the state will "resolve the dispute peacefully" are 

cheap because even an aggressive state can claim the same thing without losing much 

(Schelling 1960).268  

 The combination of the two factors  Adversary’s Intentions and Costs creates four 

kinds of signals: costly benign, cheap benign, costly aggressive, and cheap aggressive as 

is shown in Figure 6.1 above. Including the No Signal condition, five signal conditions 

were created as follows. Group 1 (costly benign) read a description of a country that “has 

withdrawn most (about 75%) of its army that had been deployed near the border territory,” 

which means that “Country X's forces near the border territory are now much weaker than 

those of the United States and its ally”  Group 2 (costly aggressive) read that the potential 

adversary “has increased its army deployment by a very large amount (about 75%) near 

the border territory,” Which means that “Country X's forces near the border territory are 

now much stronger than those of the United States and its ally.”  Group 3 (cheap benign) 

read that “The government of Country X has often pledged to peacefully resolve the dispute 

with the U.S. ally.” Group 4 (cheap aggressive) read that “The government of Country X 

has often threatened to use force in the dispute with the U.S. ally.” Group 5 (no signal) did 

not receive any information about a state’s intentions or the cost of signals. Variables that 

measure individual dispositional and demographic factors are included as in previous 

experiments. 

                                                           
268 Some scholars argue that "cheap talk" is not cheap. It can incur some costs such as "reputational costs" 

(Sartori 2002, Walter 2009) 
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  The combination of regime type (2) and these five signaling conditions (5) 

generates ten groups. All of the participants were randomly assigned to one of the ten 

groups. First, participants were instructed to read an introductory script in which Country 

X and the U.S. ally are in dispute over a border area as in previous experiments. Then, 

participants received information about Country X's regime type. Last, they received two 

additional kinds of information about Country X: intentions and cost of signals. Two 

control groups did not receive information about either intentions or costs. I randomly and 

independently varied these factors.  

After being presented with the information provided about the adversary, 

participants were asked two attention check questions. I then asked participants to infer a 

signal-sender’s intentions, describe how much threat is posed by the adversary, and to 

choose how much they support the use of US military force against the adversary. Finally, 

I asked questions about respondents' political knowledge, gender, age, education, ideology, 

and income. 

 

6-5. Analytic Approach 

Analysis of variance (ANOVA) and regression were used to assess the effect of 

information about Regime Type, Adversary’s Intentions, and Cost of Signals of a 

hypothetical adversary on respondents’ interpretations of the state’s signals, their threat 

perceptions, and their foreign policy choices. ANOVA was used primarily to analyze the 

effects of the main variables of interest, information about a state's regime type and 

intentions. Regression was used to analyze both the effects of the main variables and of 
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respondents' dispositional and demographic factors. Finally, graphs were used to analyze 

and illustrate the patterns of the main variables’ effects.  

 

6-6. Results  

The results presented here are based on the data of those who completed the survey and 

passed the attention check. Respondents answered two attention check questions before 

reporting their responses regarding the hypothetical adversary in order to demonstrate that 

they truly understood the scenario. For the MTurk sample, the responses of 277 participants 

out of 384 were included for analysis.  

 There are three primary findings. First, survey participants tend to respond more 

strongly to a democracy’s signals than those of nondemocracies. They reported less threat 

from a democracy’s benign signals than a nondemocracy’s benign ones, while they 

reported as much  threat from a democracy’s aggressive signals as from a nondemocracy’s 

aggressive ones. This result is consistent with Hypothesis 2b. Second, a democracy seems 

to have an advantage over a non-democracy in reassuring another democracy, both when 

there is no signal and when it uses benign cheap talk. However, costly signals negate the 

effect of regime type on the perception of signals, just as the logic of costly signals suggests. 

There was no difference in threat assessment between the two regime types when both used 

costly signals. This is consistent with Hypothesis 3b. Third, aggressive signals also seem 

to negate the effect of regime type on the perception of signals. There was no difference in 

the perception of threat posed by two different regimes when both use either costly signals 

or cheap talk. This is partly consistent with the findings of Experiment Two: negativity 

bias. People’s tendency to pay more attention to negative events may have made survey 
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participants attentive to aggressive signals regardless of the regime types of the signal 

sender.  

To present the results of all ten conditions in a graph may confuse readers. Thus, I 

placed graphs that represent the average scores of all ten conditions for each of the three 

DVs and their interpretations in Appendix 4.C to make my explanations as simple as 

possible. The four subsections below present my results. 

 

6-6-1. Regime Type and the Average Perception of Signals across Cost Levels 

 

Figure 6.3. The Effect of Regime Type and Adversary’s Intentions on Inference. 

 

 

 

2
2

.5
3

3
.5

4

In
fe

re
n
c
e

 a
b
o

u
t 

M
o
ti
v
e

s

Democracy Non-democracy
Regime Type

Benign No Motives Aggressive

By Regime Type and Motives

Inrerence About Motives



232 
 

Figure 6.4. The Effect of Regime Type and Adversary’s Intentions on Threat 

Perception. 

 

Figure 6.3 above shows the result of aggregating the results of the costly signals and cheap 

talk conditions, when Inference about Intentions was used as the DV. For example, the bar  

for “Benign” includes both the costly and cheap benign conditions, while the bar for 

“Aggressive” includes both the costly and cheap aggressive conditions. Similarly, Figure 

6.4 presents the result of aggregating the results of the costly signals and cheap talk 

conditions, when Threat Perception was used as the DV. These two graphs present the 
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 Both graphs show the effects of regime type and signals which embody an 

adversary’s intentions on respondents’ inferences and threat perceptions.269 The pattern in 

Figure 6.3 shows that respondents tended to infer that a democracy was more benign than 

a nondemocracy. The difference is statistically significant (F=7.87, p<.05).270 This result 

is consistent with Hypothesis 1a. However, Figure 6.4 shows that respondents did not 

necessarily fear a democracy’s actions less than a nondemocracy’s. The difference is not 

statistically significant (F=2.43, p=0.12).  

Interestingly, respondents were slightly better at inferring benign or aggressive 

intentions from a democracy’s signals than from those of a nondemocracy. Respondents 

were likely to perceive a democracy’s benign signals as more benign, while they were 

likely to perceive a democracy’s aggressive signals as much more aggressive than a 

nondemocracy’s. This interaction between regime type and an adversary’s intentions is 

statistically significant (F=4.05, p<.05)and the pattern is evident in Figure 6.4. Figure 6.4 

shows that respondents assessed less threat from a democracy’s benign signals than a 

nondemocracy’s benignsignals, while they assessed just as much threat from a 

democracy’s aggressive signals as from a nondemocracy’s aggressive ones. This 

interaction between regime type and an adversary’s intentions is statistically significant 

(F=4.82, p<.05). 

This result supports Hypothesis 2b. Even though a democracy’s intentions may 

generally be inferred to be more benign than those of a nondemocracy—as shown in Figure 

6.2—a democracy’s signals are not necessarily perceived to be less threatening than those 

                                                           
269 “No Motives” condition however does not involve any signal. The condition does not convey any 

information about an adversary’s intentions. 
270 Full statistical results for all of the relationships described below can be found in Appendix 4.B, Tables 

6.B1 and 6.B2. 
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of a nondemocracy. A democracy’s benign signals are perceived as more reassuring than 

a nondemocracy’s, while a democracy’s aggressive signals are perceived to be just as 

threatening as those of a nondemocracy. In other words, a democracy’s signals are 

generally perceived to be more credible than those of nondemocracies. Consistent with 

Hypothesis 2a and 2b, this finding suggests that a democracy’s political system may make 

their intentions more credible. Respondents did not, however, show such a pattern in their 

foreign policy choices. In that case, they seemed to care little about the signal sender’s 

regime type. There was no apparent pattern, and so no graph is presented here.271   

These two graphs do not consider the costs of signals, and thus do not show how 

costly signals were perceived. The next subsection shows how signals are perceived if 

costly signals and cheap talk are separated for analysis.272  

 

6-6-2. Regime Type and the Perception of Signals with Variable Signal Costs 

  

                                                           
271 Instead, see Figure 6.7 below to see how signals affect respondents’ foreign policy choices. 
272 Appendix 4.C includes the graphs that show the effects of the treatment variables across all ten 

conditions. The graphs are not included in the main body for clarity. 
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Figure 6.5. Differences in Inferred Intentions between a Democratic and a 

Nondemocratic Adversary 

 

Note: Dots represent differences in inferred intentions between a nondemocratic adversary and a 

democratic adversary across the five signaling conditions. The red horizontal line represents a case 

of no difference in inference about an adversary’s intentions between the two regime types. 
 

 

Figure 6.6. Differences in Threat Assessed between a Democratic and a 

Nondemocratic Adversary 

 
Note: Dots represent the differences in threat assessed between when the adversary is a 

nondemocracy and when it is a democracy across the five signaling conditions. The red horizontal 

line represents no difference in assessed threat between the two regime types. 
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Figure 6.7. Differences in Foreign Policy Choice between a Democratic and a 

Nondemocratic Adversary. 

 

Note: Dots represent differences in respondents’ support for the use of force against the enemy 

when the enemy is a nondemocracy and when it is a democracy across the five signaling conditions. 

The red horizontal line represents a case of no difference in support when facing different regime 

types. 
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in the costly benign condition, then the difference—in this case, 0.3—was marked on the 

graph. The red horizontal line represents 0, which implies no difference in inferences about 

a signal-sender’s intentions according to regime type. Similarly, Figures 6.6 and 6.7 

represent the difference in respondents’ threat perception and foreign policy choices, 

respectively, between a democracy’s signals and a non-democracy’s signals. 

 

Inferences about Intentions  Figure 6.5 shows that a signal-sender’s regime type 

significantly affects respondents’ inferences about an adversary’s intentions only when a 

signal-sending state uses cheap benign signals. When a democracy uses benign cheap talk 

to convey its intentions, the signal is likely to be perceived as more benign than a non-

democracy’s benign cheap talk. This result suggests that a democracy has an advantage 

over a non-democracy in revealing its intentions when both use benign cheap talk as a 

signal to convey intentions.  

 Importantly, costly signals negate the effect of regime type on inferences about a 

signal-sender’s intentions, just as the logic of costly signals dictates. No difference in the 

perceptions of signals from the two regimes emerged when both used a costly signal, 

whereas the benign cheap talk of a democracy was perceived as more benign than that of 

a non-democracy. Thus, when a signal-sending state makes costly conciliatory military 

gestures, democracies are unlikely to have a significant advantage over non-democracies 

in communication, which is mostly consistent with the logic of costly signals and 

Hypothesis 3a. This finding is also consistent with Downes and Sechser’s skeptical view 
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about the notion that democracies have an advantage when making credible threats in 

international crises.273 

 Aggressive signals also negate the effect of regime type on inferences about 

intentions. When a signal-sending state makes an aggressive gesture, respondents do not 

show any difference  in their inferences about the intentions of the signal-sender according 

to regime type, which suggests that democracies do have neither an advantage nor 

disadvantage over non-democracies when revealing the regime’s aggressive nature or 

resolve for war.  

Threat Perception Figure 6.6 shows that regime type significantly affects how 

respondents perceive threats when a signal-sending state uses cheap benign signals. When 

a democracy uses benign cheap talk, the signal is likely perceived to be less threatening 

than a non-democracy’s benign cheap talk. Democracies seems to have an advantage over 

non-democracies in reassuring others when both use benign cheap talk as a signal to convey 

their intentions.  

 A nondemocracy’s benign cheap talk is often regarded as not credible by 

democracies in international relations. For example, when North Korea notified the 

International Maritime Organization of its plan to launch of a long-range rocket in an 

attempt to reassure other states that “its rocket program is peaceful, intended to launch 

satellites to gather data for weather forecasting and for other scientific purposes” (Choe 

2016),274 the governments of the United States and South Korea did not believe it. John 

Kirby, the State Department spokesman, said that “this latest announcement further 

underscores the need for the international community to send the North Koreans a swift, 

                                                           
273 Downes and Sechser 2012. 
274 Choe 2016. “North Korea Sets Launch of a Long-Range Rocket” New York Times, February 3, 2016. 
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firm message that its disregard…for U.N. Security Council obligations will not be 

tolerated.” Cho Tee-yong, deputy chief of the presidential office of national security of 

South Korea also warned that “North Korea would have to pay ‘a harsh price’ if it did not 

cancel the launch.”275 

The condition without any signal whatsoever is also interesting; when there is no 

particular signal indicating a signal sender’s true type, the regime type of democracy seems 

to reassure others. That result suggests that respondents may be reassured by a democratic 

regime even when there is no other information except the information about regime type 

itself. 

 Consistent with Hypothesis 3b, costly signals negate the effect of regime type on 

how respondents perceive threats, since no difference in the perception of signals across 

different types of regime surfaced when they both used costly signals. This finding supports 

the rationalist logic of costly signals. 

Similarly, aggressive signals also negate the effect of regime type on how 

respondents perceive threats. When a signal-sending state makes some kind of aggressive 

gesture, no difference in threat perception emerges in terms of whether the regime is a 

democracy or not. Democracies therefore have no advantage or disadvantage over non-

democracies in conveying their aggressive nature. An adversary’s aggressive gestures 

appear to attract attention from respondents regardless of the adversary’s regime type. This 

is somewhat consistent with the findings of Experiment Two: observers of signals are late 

in lowering their guard against enemies that exhibit conciliatory gestures and quick in 

responding to threats from an adversary. A democracy may be more effective than a 

                                                           
275 Ibid. 
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nondemocracy in reassuring another democracy by using benign cheap talk, but observers’ 

sensitivity to aggressive signals cancels out the advantage a democracy might have in this 

regard. 

Foreign Policy Choice The effects of regime type on perceivers’ foreign policy 

choices remain unclear. Although regime type influenced respondents’ inferences about 

intentions and threat perceptions, it did not appear to affect their foreign policy choices, as 

Figure 6.7 shows. Across the five signaling conditions, respondents’ foreign policy choices 

did not differ in terms of the regime’s being a democracy or non-democracy. 

 

6-6-3. Conservative (Negativity) Bias  

Chapter 4 examined the logic of costly signals and found that states perceiving an 

adversary’s actions tend to have a conservative bias. That is, they are late in lowering their 

guard against enemies that exhibit conciliatory gestures and quick in responding to threats 

from strong, aggressive enemies. Contrary to defensive and motivational realists’ 

arguments, the costly signals of a hypothetical adversary that are intended to be reassuring 

were not perceived to be particularly reassuring in comparison to the no signal condition 

in Experiment 2. Even an adversary’s strong conciliatory defensive policy did not relieve 

observers’ fear, nor did it change their attitudes toward the enemy. By contrast, the 

rationalist theory of costly signals successfully predicted observers’ responses to those 

signals that embody the aggressive intentions of a state. Observers excelled in interpreting 

intentions in terms of costly signals and assessing threats, and they strongly supported the 

use of force against an enemy when it takes costly actions that a peaceful state would not. 
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I examined the logic of costly signals again in Experiment 4 by varying a signal sender’s 

regime type.  

 As in Experiment 2, the key variable for testing the logic of costly signals is 

naturally the cost of signals. The effects of costs should be opposite for benign and 

aggressive signals; costly benign signals are expected to decrease the perception of threat 

posed by an adversary, while costly aggressive signals are expected to increase the threat. 

Therefore, even when the effect of costs is actually significant, the opposing effects of costs 

under both conditions can nullify its general effect, as shown in Tables 6.B1–6.B3 in 

Appendix 4.B. In order to probe the effect of costly signals in both the benign and 

aggressive conditions, data were separated into two subgroups according to intention (i.e., 

benign versus aggressive) and analyzed separately. Thus, the two divided samples each 

have a 2 (Regime type) × 2 (Costs of signals) between-subject design. I compared the 

effects of costly signals with those of cheap signals separately under the two intention 

conditions: signals intended to reassure others and signals intended to show a state’s 

resolve for war. Though there is no a priori reason why the effect of costs of signals should 

differ when they encode benign intentions versus when they imply aggressive ones, such 

was not the case empirically when threat perception was used as the DV, as in Experiment 

2. In that experiment, aggressive costly signals were perceived to be more credible than 

aggressive cheap talk when the signals implied resolve for war, yet not when they implied 

a state’s benign intentions (Figure 6.8). 

 

Showing Resolve According to the logic of costly signals, deploying considerable 

military forces near an area in dispute is a costly action that a peaceful state would not take. 
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By contrast, any type of state seeking to deter its enemy can make an aggressive statement 

and bluff without any real intention of fighting. Thus, perceivers of those costly signals 

should view the signal-sending state as willing to fight and feel more threatened by the 

adversary. As such, perceivers would also have reasons to support the use of force against 

the signal-sending state.  

 The results of this experiment support those expectations only in part. Respondents 

did not interpret the hypothetical adversary’s intentions to be significantly more aggressive 

when the adversary was reported to use costly signals instead of cheap talk (t = -1.85, p 

= .07). However, participants perceived the adversary to be more threatening when it was 

described to use aggressive costly signals instead of cheap talk (t = -2.02, p < .05). In any 

case, participants did not oppose the use of stronger force against an enemy described as 

using costly signals (t = -.53, p = .60).276  

  

                                                           
276 However, as in the graph, when the adversary is described as a non-democracy, respondents may have 

different attitudes when the adversary uses costly signals and when it uses cheap talk, even though there is 

no statistical significance.  
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Figure 6.8. The Effect of Cost of Aggressive Signals on Threat Perception  

 

 

Reassurance  The results of this experiment show that benign costly signals are 

not more reassuring than benign cheap talk in any particular way, since participants did not 

perceive costly benign signals to be either more benign or reassuring than cheap ones. This 

result again demonstrates the difficulty of reassuring an adversary once the other is 

identified as an enemy. Even withdrawing the majority of military forces did not reassure 

observers. These results from Experiment 4 therefore support the negativity bias hypothesis 

tested in Experiment 2. 
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6-6-4. Do Dispositions Matter? 

Table 6.1 below suggests that ideology affects inferences about the intentions of a 

hypothetical adversary and foreign policy choices. Respondents with a more conservative 

ideology tend to assess hypothetical adversaries as more aggressive. Conservative people 

are also more likely to support the use of force against the adversary. The importance of 

individual dispositions is evident particularly when evaluating participants’ foreign policy 

choices. Political knowledge as well as the political ideology of respondents affected 

respondents' foreign policy preferences. Conservative respondents with less political 

knowledge were more likely to support the use of force in the scenario than liberal 

respondents with more political knowledge.  
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Table 6.1. Regression: Inference, Threat Perception, and Foreign Policy Choice 

DV Inference Threat Perception Foreign Policy Choice 

 Model (1) Model (2)  Model (3)  Model(4) Model(5) Model(6) 

Regime Type 0.26** 

(0.09) 

0.26** 

(0.09) 

0.15 

(0.09) 

0.15* 

(0.09) 

0.09 

(0.14) 

0.11 

(0.14) 

       

Intentions 0.34*** 0.34*** 0.28*** 0.28*** 0.16* 0.16* 

 (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.07) (0.07) 

       

Costs 0.05 0.05 0.06 0.07 0.06 0.07 

 (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.14) (0.14) 

       

Political 

Knowledge 

 0.04 

(0.05) 

 -0.00 

(0.05) 

 -0.21** 

(0.07) 

       

Gender  0.00  -0.04  -0.02 

  (0.10)  (0.10)  (0.14) 

       

Age  -0.00  0.00  0.00 

  (0.00)  (0.00)  (0.01) 

       

Education  -0.02  -0.02  -0.05 

  (0.05)  (0.05)  (0.07) 

       

Ideology  0.01*  -0.00  0.15* 

  (0.04)  (0.04)  (0.06) 

       

Income  -0.01  0.01  0.02 

  (0.02)  (0.02)  (0.02) 

       

Constant 2.64*** 2.52 2.09*** 1.93 2.38 3.13*** 

 (0.16) (0.38) (0.16) (0.38) (0.24) (0.56) 

N 277 277 277 277 277 277 

R2 0.20 0.20 0.13 0.14 0.02 0.08 
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6-7. Conclusion  

The effects of regime type and different regimes’ signals on respondents’ inferences, threat 

perceptions, and foreign policy choices are mixed. Respondents did not necessarily assign 

less threat to a democratic state than to a non-democratic state. The conditions under which 

democracies’ signals are taken more seriously than non-democracies’ signals are limited. 

I find that democracies receive the benefit of the doubt. When disputes are limited to benign 

rhetoric, people perceive democracies to be less threatening, even if those democracies say 

the same things as a non-democratic country. However, once disputes elevate to the level 

of tangible, costly signals, respondents begin to evaluate only the actions on display 

without regard for regime type.  

 Depending on the intentions embodied in the signals, the effects of regime type on 

participant perceptions varied. When signals embody a signal-sending state’s resolve for 

war, there is no significant difference between respondents’ perceptions of democratic or 

non-democratic states’ signals. That seems to be the case regardless of whether the signals 

are costly or just cheap talk. In contrast, when signals embody a signal-sending state’s 

benign intentions, the perception of these signals differs depending on the state’s regime 

type. When costly signals embody a signal sender’s benign nature, there is no significant 

difference in respondents’ perceptions of the two different regime types’ signals. It is when 

cheap talk is used to signal benign intentions that a significant difference appears in 

respondents’ perceptions of the two regime types’ signals. Survey participants feel more 

reassured when democratic leaders verbally promise not to attack than when non-

democratic leaders do.  
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 Democracies seem to have the advantage over non-democracies when they want to 

reveal their benign intentions, use cheap talk, or make verbal promises. However, 

democracies lose their credibility advantage when they make serious threats. When non-

democratic states make strong conciliatory military gestures to convince their enemies of 

their seriousness, their actions are likely to be perceived as credible—just as much as 

democracies’ strong conciliatory actions are perceived to be credible.  

The results also suggest that respondents may have a negativity bias that makes 

them sensitive to aggressive gestures of states. Government type did not matter to survey 

participants when they observed aggressive signals. Participants tended to assess 

aggressive signals as threatening regardless of whether signals came from democracies or 

not. This result is consistent with that of the previous experiment (Experiment 2) in which 

respondents were more sensitive to aggressive signals than to benign signals. 
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Appendix 4.A. Survey Instrument (MTurk) 

 

 

[Display]  

The country described below is hypothetical and does not really exist. That said, the 

scenario described here is one that the United States has faced in the past, and may have to 

deal with again in the future. Imagine how you would react to this situation and which 

policy options you would support. The survey questions are based directly on the scenario 

below. Please read the scenario carefully and then answer the questions that follow.  

 

[Display]  

The government of the United States needs to take a position on a territorial dispute 

between Country X and a U.S. ally in the region. The ally is important to U.S. security, has 

strong diplomatic ties with the U.S., and is a major trading partner. The central aims of U.S. 

foreign policy in this region are to protect the U.S. ally and to prevent the emergence of a 

hostile regional power that can threaten U.S. security. 

 

[Display]  

Country X and the U.S. ally are historical rivals in the region. Because of this, they have 

experienced political and military tension. Tension is particularly high around a specific 

mountainous border territory between the two countries. The disputed territory is currently 

controlled by the U.S. ally. This territory is militarily important because—owing to its 

geographical features—it is easier both to defend one’s own country and to attack the other 

country when controlling this area. 

 

[Display]  

Country X appears to be interested in controlling the disputed territory, but the U.S. 

government is uncertain of Country X’s intentions. On the one hand, Country X may be a 

peaceful country that is not interested in occupying the territory of the U.S. ally or other 

neighboring countries for expansionist reasons. If Country X took over the disputed border 

territory, it would do so only because it wishes to prevent a threat to its own territory. On 

the other hand, Country X may be an aggressive country. In this case, it would want to use 

the border area as a jump-off point for further territorial expansion, and eventually to 

become a regional power.   

 

[Display: either of the two] 
(1) Country X is a democracy that holds free and fair elections on a regular basis. 

(2) Country X is not a democracy and does not hold free and fair elections. 

 

[Display: one of the five]  

(1) Country X has withdrawn most (about 75%) of its army that had been deployed near 

the border territory. Country X also substantially decreased the weapons that had been 

deployed in the same area by about 75%, removing most of its tanks, attack helicopters, 

and missiles. Military experts on both sides agree that based on these changes, Country X's 

forces near the border territory are now much weaker than those of the United States and 

its ally. 
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(2) Country X has increased its army deployment by a very large amount (about 75%) near 

the border territory. Country X also substantially increased the weapons that had been 

deployed in the same area by about 75%, deploying a large number of tanks, attack 

helicopters, and missiles. Military experts on both sides agree that based on these changes, 

Country X's forces near the border territory are now much stronger than those of the United 

States and its ally. 

       

(3) The government of Country X has often pledged to peacefully resolve the dispute with 

the U.S. ally.  

(4) The government of Country X has often threatened to use force in the dispute with the 

U.S. ally.  

 

(5) [no signal] 

 

 

 

[Q1-Q2 will check your understanding of the situation described in the scenario.] 

 

5. Which of the following best describes the scenario above? 

7. A border dispute between Country X and the U.S. ally 

8. A trade dispute between Country X and the United States 

9. Country X’s economic policy 

 

6. Which of the following describes Country X best? 

7. The United States 

8. The U.S. ally 

9. The U.S. ally’s rival 

 

[Q3-Q5 will ask your opinion about Country X and a policy option.] 

 

Q3. How much of a threat is Country X to U.S. security and interests? 

 
 

Q4. How much do you support the deployment of U.S. forces to the disputed region in 

order to protect the U.S. ally, deter Country X, or potentially fight Country X?  

 

 
 

Q5. How do you assess Country X’s intentions? 

1. No threat 5. Extremely 

high threat 

3. Moderate 

threat 

2. Slight 

threat 

4. Serious 

threat 

1.  

Oppose Strongly 

5.  

Support 

strongly 

3.  

Neither 

oppose nor 

support 

2.  

Oppose 

somewhat 

4. 

Support 

somewhat 
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[Q6– Q12 will ask questions about current domestic and international politics.] 

 

Q6. Do you know what job or political office is now held by Joe Biden? 

3. President 2. Vice President 3. Secretary of State 4. Secretary of 

Defense 

 

Q7. Whose responsibility is it to determine if a law is constitutional or not? 

3. President    2. Congress  3. Supreme Court 4. Vice President 

 

Q8. How much of a majority is required for the U.S. Senate and House to override a 

presidential veto? 

9. One third of the voting members 

10. Half of the voting members plus one 

11. Two thirds of the voting members 

12. Three quarters of the voting members 

 

Q9. In American politics, which political party is generally more conservative? 

2. Democratic party 2. Republican party 

 

Q10. Do you know which party currently has the most members in the House of 

Representatives in Washington? 

 1. Democratic party 2. Republican party 

 

Q11. Which country is a permanent member of the U.N. Security Council? 

9. China  

10. Germany 

11. Brazil 

12. Japan 

 

Q12. Besides the United States, what nations are members of the North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA)? 

9. Canada, the United Kingdom. 

10. Canada, Mexico   

11. Canada, Brazil  

12. The United Kingdom, France 

 

 

 

  

1.  

Very peaceful 

5.  

Very 

aggressive 

3.  

Neither 

peaceful nor 

aggressive 

2.  

Somewhat  

peaceful 

4. 

Somewhat  

aggressive 
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APPENDIX 4.B. ANOVA Tables 

 

Table 6.B1. ANOVA: Inference about Intentions 

Source SS df MS F P 

 Regime Type 4.39 1 4.39 7.87 .01* 

Intentions 30.08 1 30.08 53.95 .00* 

Cost 

Regime Type x 

Intentions 

Regime Type x Cost 

Intentions x Cost 

Regime Type x 

Intentions x Cost 

.15 

2.26 

.23 

2.23 

.94 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

.15 

2.26 

.23 

2.23 

.94 

.27 

4.05 

.42 

4.01 

1.68 

.61 

.05 

.52 

.05* 

.20 

 

Residual 149.97 269 .56   

Note: SS = Sum of squares, MS = Mean square;  

N=277, Adjusted R-squared: 0.21, *p< 0.05. 

Two control groups were excluded in this analysis 

 

Table 6.B2. ANOVA: Threat Perception 

Source SS df MS F P 

 Regime Type 1.37 1 1.37 2.43 .12 

Intentions 20.48 1 20.48 36.35 .00* 

Cost 

Regime Type x 

Intentions 

Regime Type x Cost 

Intentions x Cost 

Regime Type x 

Intentions x Cost 

.22 

2.71 

.08 

2.74 

.31 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

.22 

2.71 

.08 

2.74 

.31 

.39 

4.82 

.15 

4.86 

.55 

.53 

.03* 

.70 

.02* 

.46 

Residual 151.56 269 .56   

Note: SS = Sum of squares, MS = Mean square,  

N=277, Adjusted R-squared: 0.13, *p< 0.05. 

Two control groups were excluded in this analysis 

 

Table 6.B3. ANOVA: Foreign Policy Choice 

Source SS df MS F P 

 Regime Type .46 1 .46 .35 .55 

Intentions 6.72 1 6.72 5.05 .03* 

Cost 

Regime Type x 

Intentions 

Regime Type x Cost 

Intentions x Cost 

Regime Type x 

Intentions x Cost 

.27 

.26 

1.59 

.12 

.02 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

.27 

.26 

1.59 

.12 

.02 

.21 

.19 

1.20 

.09 

.01 

.65 

.66 

.28 

.76 

.91 

Residual 357.88 269 1.33   
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Note: SS = Sum of squares, MS = Mean square 

N=277, Adjusted R-squared: 0.00, *p< 0.05. 

Two control groups were excluded in this analysis 
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APPENDIX 4.C. 

Are State Intentions Perceived as Defensive Realists/Motivational Realists Predict? 

 

Figures 6.C1-6.C3 below show how survey participants responded to information about 

Regime Type, Adversary’s Intentions, and Costs of Signals on average for a hypothetical 

adversary. Respondents were presented with either a democracy or a non-democracy. Then, 

they read about one of five kinds of military actions (signals) from the hypothetical 

adversary in the scenario presented to them: (1) the withdrawal of 75% of its military forces 

from the border (costly benign signal), (2) pledging to peacefully resolve the dispute 

(benign cheap talk), (3) no information (no signal), (4) threat to use force in the dispute 

(aggressive cheap talk), or (5) a 75%  increase of its military forces near the border (costly 

aggressive).  

 For the variable Adversary’s Intentions, actions (1) and (2) are coded as benign, 

while (4) and (5) are coded as aggressive. For the variable Cost, actions (1) and (5) are 

coded as costly, while actions (2) and (4) are coded as cheap for analysis.277 This Appendix 

focused on the effect of Adversary’s Intentions on the three different DVs: Inference about 

Intentions, Threat Perception, and Foreign Policy Choice. 

  

  

                                                           
277 Action (3) was removed from the analysis of the effects of Intentions and Costs on the three DVs. 
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Figure 6.C1. The Effect of Regime Type, Adversary’s Intentions, and Cost of Signals 

on Inference  

 

 

The Y-axis represents respondents’ inference about an adversary's intentions. A value of 1 indicates "very 

benign," while 5 indicates "very aggressive". The bar indicates the mean level of inferred intention of a 

hypothetical adversary in the scenario, and the error bar in the graph indicates a 95 % confidence interval for 

the mean.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Y-axis represents the level of threat perceived by respondents. A value of 1 indicates a perception of no 

threat, while 5 indicates a high perceived threat. The bar indicates the mean level of threat perceived, and the 

error bar in the graph indicates a 95 % confidence interval for the mean.   
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Figure 6.C2. The Effect of Regime Type, Adversary’s Intentions, and Cost of 

Signals on Threat Perception 
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Figure 6.C3. The Effect of Regime Type, Adversary’s Intentions, and Cost of Signals 

on Foreign Policy Choice 

 

The Y-axis represents how much respondents support the use of force. The scale ranges from 1 to 5: the 

lowest number indicates strong opposition to the use of force against a potential enemy while the highest 

number indicates strong support for the use of force. The bar indicates the mean level of support for the use 

of force, and the error bar in the graph indicates a 95 % confidence interval for the mean.  

 

Inference of Intentions  Survey participants reported their inference about a 

hypothetical adversary's intentions as defensive/motivational realists would predict. Figure 

6.C1 shows that respondents clearly understood the intentions embodied in the military and 

verbal actions of a hypothetical state in the scenario. The main effect of Adversary’s 

Intentions was statistically significant at the .01 level (F=53.95, p<.01) as shown in Table 

6.B1 in Appendix 4.B. The relationship between the objective description of an adversary’s 

aggressiveness and respondents' subjective perception of the aggressiveness has a roughly 

linear relationship. As an adversary was said to withdraw its military forces, respondents 

inferred its intentions to be benign, while as the adversary was described as increasing its 

forces near the border territory, they inferred it to be aggressive. Similarly, when an 

adversary was said to pledge to peacefully resolve the dispute with the US ally, respondents 
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inferred its intentions to be benign, while when the adversary was described as threatening 

to use force in the dispute, respondents inferred its intentions to be aggressive.  

Threat Perception The relationship between the objective description of an adversary’s 

aggressiveness and respondents' subjective perception of the threat posed by the adversary 

is also evident in Figure 6.C2. Respondents assigned a higher threat to an aggressive state 

than a benign one on average (F=35.35, p<.01), as seen in Table 6.B2 in Appendix 4.B. 

This pattern is particularly evident when the adversary was described to be a democracy as 

shown in Figure 6.C2. Respondents seem to be more attentive to information about 

intentions when facing a democracy. In addition, interestingly, respondents do not fear 

non-democracies more than democracies (F=2.43, p=.12) as shown in Table 6.B2. This 

result suggests that the conditions under which the public fears democracies less than non-

democracies are limited.  

Foreign Policy Choice The relationship between the objective description of an 

adversary’s aggressiveness and respondents' policy choices towards the adversary is not 

very clear in Figure 6.C3, even though the main effect of Adversary’s Intentions is 

statistically significant at the .05 level (F=5.05, p<.05). Respondents do not seem to use 

information about the intentions of an adversary much in their foreign policy choices. In 

addition, the effect of information about regime type on respondents’ foreign policy 

choices was again not significant (F= .35, p=.55), as seen in Table 6.B3 in Appendix 4.B. 

Respondents do not seem to change their decisions about war solely because of the 

adversary’s regime type.  
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Chapter 7. Case Studies 

 

7-1. Introduction 

This chapter aims to provide a partial application of the experimental findings in my 

dissertation to the real world. It focuses on how Americans generally view China’s 

intentions based on observations of China’s growing economic and military capability, and 

based on China’s apparently assertive actions in the disputed South China Sea (2015–2016), 

2012 Scarborough Shoal crisis in the South China Sea, the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis 

(1995-1996), and a few other episodes. The direct application of the experimental results 

to international relations raises two questions mentioned briefly in Chapter 2. The first 

question is regarding the controlled environment of experiments. Critics of experiments 

are concerned about whether experimental results have valid implications in a complex 

world. The second question is regarding whether decision makers such as presidents or 

congressmen process information and make decisions as average Americans do in 

experiments. Experienced politicians may process relevant information differently or make 

decisions differently from the public. Cases in this chapter will provide a good comparison 

between how average Americans in experiments perceive their rivals and make decisions 

with how political elites do in reality. 

 This chapter particularly focuses on the rise of China and how China’s intentions 

are viewed by other observing countries such as the United States. The rise of China was 

chosen as a case first because many of China’s actions and the US view of China can be 

explained by the theory of costly signals; my experimental findings seek to elaborate that 

theory and are thus complementary to the case work in this chapter. Second, East Asia is 
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becoming increasingly a central concern to the United States. At the 50th Munich Security 

Conference in 2014, former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger warned that regional 

tension in East Asia could be the next powder keg, similar to situations that arose in 19th 

century Europe. At the heart of that tension is China’s rise, which has sustained the 

country’s ongoing disputes with US allies such as Taiwan, Japan (in the East China Sea), 

and the Philippines (in the South China Sea).  

 The illustrations made in this chapter are intended to apply a part of my 

experimental findings. They mostly focus on how states are able to convey their aggressive 

intentions in a crisis. It is because that, in China, reassuring gestures beyond the diplomatic 

statements of political leaders are rarely noticeable. Thus my illustrations focus on China’s 

apparently assertive actions and its counterparts’ perception of the actions in crisis, rather 

than China’s any credible conciliatory gestures.  

 This chapter includes cases and episodes that are related to each experiment. 

Experiment One demonstrates that people worry about powerful states with unclear 

intentions, while they also fear powerful states with aggressive intentions. Section 7-2 

shows what drives concern about China in the United States. On the one hand, China’s 

growing military and economic capability causes Americans to worry about China’s 

potential as a regional hegemon in East Asia. On the other hand, uncertainty about China’s 

intentions also leads Americans to concern about the rise of China. The absence of 

objective and clear criteria by which one can truly know a state’s intentions makes the 

subjective perception of a state’s intentions important.  

 Experiment Two demonstrates that people tend to infer other states’ intentions as 

the theory of costly signals dictates. Costly actions are likely to be perceived as more 
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credible than cheap talk. This is particularly the case when an adversary is described as 

taking aggressive gestures as opposed to benign actions in a scenario. Survey participants 

tend to fear a hypothetical adversary’s military gestures more than its diplomatic statements. 

However, that is not the case when an adversary is described as attempting to reassure the 

other state. People are rarely reassured by even costly benign signals of the adversary. 

Section 7-3 shows that some of China’s actions are leading people to draw the inference 

that it is aggressive. Just as Experiment Two shows that when a state increases its military 

deployments in a contested region, observers believe it to be more threatening and 

aggressive, observers are drawing the same inference about China because of its apparently 

assertive actions in the South China Sea. This section shows how it is inferred that China 

is revealing its revisionist ambitions in the disputed South China Sea through actions that 

reinforce its military stance. This section also shows how the Philippines and the United 

States react to China’s assertive stance. The absence of any credible conciliatory gestures 

between relevant stakeholders in the region even escalate the current tension in the region. 

It is unclear whether the absence of any credible reassuring signs comes from China’s 

revisionist ambitions or from China’s worry about insecurity that could be caused by any 

serious conciliatory gestures. 

Third, Experiment Three finds evidence that supports the theory of costly signals. 

In general, military signals are assessed as more credible than nonmilitary signals or 

diplomatic statements. The findings, however, qualify the conventional wisdom in two 

ways. First, one  does not often find that the effect of signals increases as they grow more 

costly to implement. Second, non-costly signals often have a sizable and significant impact 

on the assessment of state intentions, threat perception, and foreign policy choice. Section 
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7-4 demonstrates cases including China’s defensive strategy, 2012 Scarborough Shoal 

crisis in the South China Sea, China’s domestic policy toward Tibetans, China’s reactions 

to the Philippines’ charge against China’s claim over the South China Sea in an 

international court, and its soft foreign policy demonstrating how China’s various policy 

actions are perceived by the United States and its allies.  

Finally, Experiment Four demonstrates that when disputes are limited to (benign) 

rhetoric, a democratic public perceives another democracy to be less threatening, even if 

those democracies say the same thing a non-democracy would. However, once disputes 

escalate to the level in which tangible and costly signals are used, individuals begin to 

evaluate only the actions on display, without regard for regime type. Section 7-5 illustrates 

the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis (1994-1996). It shows that costly actions during crisis 

situations are perceived as credible, regardless of the regime type of the signal-sender.278 

Similarly, diplomatic statements in the crisis are not perceived to be as credible as military 

demonstrations, regardless of the regime type of the signal sender. 

 

7-2. The Rise of China: The Application of Experiment One 

Experiment One explored whether and under what conditions state intentions are perceived 

to be important by respondents. According to the experiment, two factors are particularly 

important in the assessments of threat posed by adversaries: relative power and uncertainty 

of state intentions. When an adversary is strong, and uncertainty about the state’s intentions 

is very high, the public tends to assume the worst about an adversary’s intentions, and in 

turn feel threatened. When an adversary is strong, and uncertainty about the state’s 

                                                           
278  However, this case does not show that democracies have an advantage over non-democracies in 

reassurance when they use cheap talk to covey benign intentions. 
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intentions is low, the public tends to assess threats posed by the adversary according to the 

information about intentions. However, when an adversary is weak, regardless of the levels 

of uncertainty, the public is likely not to care about the state’s intentions. People simply 

seem to ignore the information about a weak adversary’s intentions because a weak state 

does not greatly threaten one’s security. Consistent with this finding, I show in this section 

that debate over China’s threat has become intensified as the country grows its economic 

and military ability. This section briefly reviews China’s economic and military capability 

that is causing increased US security concerns about the rise of China. Then it shows 

uncertainty about China’s intentions is high and what generates the uncertainty. 

China's economy has been growing rapidly since the early 1990s. Its economic 

growth rate was 9.2% in 1991, and the annual growth rate stayed between 7% and 14% 

until 2013. The average annual growth rate during the period was 10.18%.279 China is 

currently the second largest economy in the world. In 2013, China's GDP, measured in US 

dollars using nominal exchange rates, was $9.2 trillion, while that of the US was $16.8 

trillion.280 When we consider the actual purchasing power of money, China's GDP (PPP) 

increases to $16.1 trillion in 2013, within striking distance of the United States. As is shown 

in Figure 7.1 below, the size of China's economy relative to that of the US in PPP increased 

from about 20% in 1991 to about 96% in 2013.281 Earlier predictions by some scholars that 

China's economy would not continue to grow at anything similar to the pace of the 1980s 

and 1990s seem to be wrong.282 The size of the gap of economic power between China and 

                                                           
279 World Development Indicators (WDI). Source: http://data.worldbank.org/country/china#cp_wdi.  
280 WDI; Wayne M. Morrison, China's Economic Rise: History, Trends, Challenges, and Implications for the 

United States. CRS Report (October 9, 2014). I used GDP growth (annual %) from the WDI. 
281 WDI; Wayne M. Morrison, China's Economic Rise: History, Trends, Challenges, and Implications for the 

United States. CRS Report (October 9, 2014) I used GDP, PPP (current international $) from the WDI. 
282 Gerald Segal, "Does China Matter?" Foreign Affairs, Vol. 78, No.5 (September/October 1999), pp.24-36; 

Michael G. Gallagher, "China's Ilusory Threat to the South China Sea," International Security, Vol.19, No.1 
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the United States is decreasing, and China seems poised to overtake the US in economic 

size in the near future. For example, the 2014 IMF World Economic Outlook predicted that 

China's economy will be 21.3% larger than the US economy by 2019.283  

 

 

Figure 7.1. The Relative Economic Capacity Between China and the United States 

(The line above represent China’s GDP/US’ GDP in PPP terms, while the below line 

represents the equivalent in current currency) 

 

  The rapid economic growth of China is driven by its export-oriented policy. China's 

merchandise exports increased from  USD 72 billion in 1991 to USD  2,342 billion  in 

2014.284 The proportion of exports of goods and services as the ratio of gross domestic 

product (GDP) also increased from 17.5% to 22.6 % during the same period. China has 

become the second largest trading partner with the United States. US exports to China have 

                                                           
(Summer 1994), pp.169-194; Michael O'Hanlon, "Why China Cannot Conquer Taiwan," International 

Security, Vol. 25, No.2 (Fall 2000), pp.51-86. 
283  Morrison (2014), IMF, World Economic Outlook: Legacies, Clouds, Uncertainties (October 2014), 

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2014/02/pdf/text.pdf.  
284 World Development Indicators 2016. 
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been growing slowly while US imports from China have been growing fast. As a result, 

the US trade deficit with China has been increasing rapidly. In 2013, the United States had 

a record high deficit of USD 318 billion. US exports of goods to China were USD 122  

billion, while US imports of goods from China were USD 440 billion.285  The deficit with 

China as well as the U.S. debt held by China and loss of jobs to China has become a concern 

for the majority of the U.S. public, according to a recent study.286  

 The deficit with China is also taking up an increasingly large proportion of the 

overall US deficit. According to the 2011 U.S.-China Economic and Security Review 

Commission Report to Congress, the U.S. overall global trade deficit increased from 

$376.6 billion in 2000 to $500 billion in 2010. During the same period, China's share of 

this deficit has grown from 22% to 55%. The growing deficit from the trade with China 

contributes to the piling up of foreign debt as well as unemployment in the manufacturing 

sector. 287  The Economic Policy Institute estimated that the trade deficit with China 

eliminated or displaced over 2.7 million U.S. jobs between 2001 and 2011, and over 2.1 

million (76.9%) of the jobs lost in total was from manufacturing sectors. 

 The shifts in Chinese exports worry U.S. economic scholars even more.288 China’s 

exports of labor-intensive products such as clothing and footwear decreased from 37% to 

14% of the total exports between 2000 and 2010. Capital-intensive products that require 

advanced technology grew by 16.5% between 2004 and 2011.289 In 2011, the United States 
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had a $109.4 billion deficit in advanced technology products with China, which accounted 

for 36.3% of the total deficit from trade with China.290 The weakening of an area that had 

been regarded as such a traditionally strong sector of the US economy led to the increase 

of unemployment in this sector. This may in turn weaken the United States’ comparative 

advantage. 

A U.S.-China Security Perceptions Survey taken in mid-2012 shows that the level 

of trust is low between the United States and China.291 A majority of U.S. elites and the 

American public view China as a competitor rather than either a partner or full enemy.292 

The survey supports that the U.S. public’s concerns generally come from China’s economic 

strength rather than its military strength.293 Majorities of the U.S. public regard the U.S. 

debt held by China, loss of jobs to China, and the trade deficit with China as serious 

problems for the United States.294  

 China's increased military capability is also a key source of the threat of the rise of 

China. China's military capability has been assessed as the third strongest after the United 

States and Russia. China's military budget is currently the second largest after the United 

States. China’s 2013 defense budget was USD 112.2 billion, followed by Russia (USD 

68.2 billion), Saudi Arabia (USD 59.6 billion), and the United Kingdom (USD 57.0 billion). 

The US defense budget for 2014 was $600.4 billion.295 China's military spending has also 

increased rapidly since the early 1990s. China's military budget increased from USD 23 

billion in 1991 to USD 200 billion in 2014, while that of the US increased from USD 487 
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billion to USD 610 billion during the same period.296 The relative size of China's military 

budget compared to that of the United States increased from 5 % to 33%. 

 Even though the relative military capability of the two countries has been getting 

closer since the 1990s, it does not necessarily indicate China’s aggressive intention. In fact, 

some other indicators do not imply China’s revisionist ambitions. China’s military 

spending as a ratio of GDP is one of them. China’s military spending as a ratio of GDP 

does not monotonically increase. Instead it has ebbed and flowed (see Figure 7.2 and 7.3). 

Chinese military spending as a ratio of GDP decreased from the early 1990s until the late 

1990s; since the early 2000s the ratio has remained relatively constant.  

 

Figure 7.2    Figure 7.3. 

The Ratio of Military Expenditure of China to The Chinese Military Spending as the 

Ratio of the United States                                                      of GDP    

 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, increasingly more IR scholars and policy-

makers have been concerned with China’s intentions.297 As China has grown, US scholars 
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and politicians have increasingly debated whether a rising China has a revisionist intentions 

and whether it threatens US security. 298  However, China’s intentions are not clear to 

scholars and policy makers.  

Scholarship diverges regarding the degree to which China’s rise threatens US security and 

the stability of East Asia. For one, offensive realists have held a pessimistic view, in which 

China is inevitably a revisionist state.299 Along those lines, Mearsheimer has argued that 

“China cannot rise peacefully.”  Brzezinski also claimed that “if it [China] continues its 

dramatic economic growth . . . , the United States and China are likely to engage in an 

intense security competition with considerable potential for war.”300 Similarly, Gertz has 

also attributed the source of China’s threat to national power and military capabilities and 

rejected any optimism for the country’s peaceful rise in the world.301 In contrast, some 

realists are less pessimistic about China’s growth; either they believe that the United States 

remains far stronger than China,302 or they believe that the deterrence of nuclear weapons 

or the vast ocean between the two countries makes a Chinese attack on the US mainland 

unlikely.303 Meanwhile, liberals have maintained a more optimistic outlook on China’s rise, 

largely in the belief that China’s motives are more benign than realists think.304 In any case, 
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the importance of Chinese intentions, given their profound relationship to current 

international tensions in East Asia, continues to grow. 

There are some factors that make uncertainty about China’s intentions higher. First, 

their words and deeds appear to be different. China’s top political leader repeatedly claim 

its peaceful intent.  President Xi Jinping claimed that a “prosperous and stable China will 

not be a threat to any country . . . it will only be a positive force for world peace.” In a 

speech at a Chinese military parade in September 2015, Xi repeated the similar rhetoric, 

“No matter how much stronger it may become, China will never seek hegemony or 

expansion.”305 However, the leader’s rhetoric is often inconsistent with Chinese assertive 

actions such as the construction of military buildings on disputed islands, its claim of 

sovereignty over almost the entire area of the South China Sea, and its challenges against 

the right of foreign militaries to peacefully pass through its Exclusive Economic Zones.306 

In addition, the Chinese concept of defense is ambiguous. Chinese concepts such as “active 

defense” and “self-defense counter attacks” often do not  seem to be defensive at all. 

Chinese leaders tend to claim military preemption as a strategically defensive act.307 

According to these leaders, China’s intervention in the Korean War in 1950, and conflicts 

with India, the Soviet Union, and Vietnam are all described as self-defense counter attacks, 

even though China often initiated the conflicts.308 China’s opaque political system has also 

contributed to the ambiguity of China’s intentions. A lack of rights, including a free media 
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and an opposition party, and its authoritarian political system prevents outsiders from 

clearly observing how China’s decision are made. 

The lack of objective and clear criteria for finding a state’s true intentions has led 

to the subjective components of state intentions receiving greater attention in more recent 

scholarship. Scholars studying China’s intentions began to raise questions about the 

objectivity of state intentions. For example, Gries and Christensen have argued that debate 

over China’s power and intentions “dangerously dismisses the role that other nations play 

in shaping Chinese behavior.”309 Instead of attempting to objectively measure the threat 

posed by China’s intentions, those scholars argue that “the ‘truth’ of such intentions is not 

an objective condition to be discovered” and that whether China is status quo or revisionist 

is partly determined by China’s “interpretation of the motives behind American foreign 

policy.”310 If China’s intentions are peaceful and defensive but the United States and its 

allies in East Asia do not perceive them as such, China will face escalatory counteractions 

from the United States and its allies.311  

The China’s unclear intentions make the United States worry about the rise of China. 

For example, Deputy Secretary of State Robert B. Zoellick, in the National Committee on 

U.S.-China Relations in New York in September 2005 told that “Uncertainties about how 

China will use its power will lead the United States—and others as well—to hedge relations 

with China. … Many countries hope China will pursue a 'peaceful rise,' but none will bet 

their future on it".312 To lessen worries of the United States and other countries, China 
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should reduce the uncertainty about its intentions. It “should openly explain its defense 

spending, intentions, doctrine and military exercises to ease concerns about its rapid 

military buildup.”313 

In the wake of China’s rise, the United States, a self-proclaimed Asian mediator, 

has increased focus on the Asia–Pacific region by rebalancing its engagements, activities, 

and resources toward the region. 314  A 2012 Department of Defense (DOD) strategic 

guidance document and DOD’s report on the 2014 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) 

show increased emphasis of the U.S. military strategy on the Asia-Pacific region.315 Since 

fall 2011, as the United States was withdrawing troops from Iraq and Afghanistan, the 

Obama administration began to “rebalance” US attention toward other challenges and 

opportunities, including the Asia–Pacific.316 In response, China has become increasingly 

wary of US intentions and more earnestly developed anti-access area denial (A2/AD) 

capabilities to disrupt US power projection into the western Pacific.317 The A2/AD strategy 

relies on asymmetric weapons like conventional ballistic missiles and stealthy submarines 

to keep enemy naval forces from operating near the Chinese coast. In turn, the United States 

devised a more aggressive military posture, both to protect its interests and to secure allies 

in the region. For example, the Pentagon has designed its Air–Sea Battle concept in order 
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to essentially deter China from conducting threatening military operations.318 The rise of 

China together with uncertainty about China’s intentions seem to make Americans “assume 

the worst” about China’s intentions and make them prepare for the possibility of war. 

It is clear that China’s increasing economic and military capability raises concerns 

about China’s intentions. However, it remains unclear what drives East Asia’s security 

dilemma-like situation. As Mearsheimer claimed, because uncertainty about China’s 

intentions is high, the United States and its allies in East Asia may just “assume the worst” 

about China’s intentions and this assumption may escalate tensions in the region. In 

contrast, it may be China’s revisionist ambition in East Asia that drives the East Asian 

region to be a potential theater of interstate war. Defensive realists and motivational realists 

argue that states communicate their intentions by signals. In the following three sections, 

this chapter examines what kind of signals China and the United States exchange in 

different cases and how those signals are perceived by their counterparts.319  

 

7-3. The Logic of Costly Signals: The Application of Experiment Two  

Experiment Two demonstrates that observers of state actions are hardly reassured by a 

state’s benign signals, while they are sensitive to those actions that imply a signal sender’s 

aggressive intentions. Costly signals have a significant impact on the respondents’ threat 

perceptions and their policy choices when the signals imply a signal-sender’s resolve for 
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war. People seem to act as the logic of costly signals dictates when signals convey 

aggressive intent, but not when the signals imply a signal sender’s benign intentions.  

The apparently aggressive Chinese signals may come partly from China’s 

revisionist intentions on the one hand. On the other hand, escalating tensions in the South 

China Sea may come from unnecessary fear toward each other even when states involved 

are pure security-seekers. In fact, regardless of whether China is a pure security-seeker or 

a revisionist, China’s repeated claims and its series of assertive actions in the South China 

Sea are perceived as aggressive by China’s neighboring countries and the United States. 

China’s buildup of military facilities in the islands in the disputed area, refusal to comply 

with international law, and interception of U.S. planes in the area are taken to signal its 

intention to dominate in the region. Those actions are believed to reveal China’s revisionist 

ambitions because those actions are too costly for a peaceful state to take. Another sign of 

China’s revisionist ambition is the absence of any credible reassuring gestures from China 

except political leaders’ rhetorical diplomatic statements. In response, the United States 

also sends signals of keeping the Philippines as its ally and protecting the freedom of 

navigation in the South China Sea. The United States keeps deploying its vessels to patrol 

the disputed area, reinforces its security agreement with the Philippines, and appeals to 

international law for solutions. This case is consistent with the findings of Experiment Two 

that in a crisis, observers of state actions perceive and behave as the logic of costly signals 

predict.  
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Figure 7.4. China’s Claimed Territorial Waters 

 

China’s occupation of islands, reefs, and shoals in the South China Sea has caused 

conflicts between China and several members of the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN), including the Philippines, Vietnam, and Malaysia.320 ASEAN called on 

relevant countries to “exercise restraint” and resolve disputes “without resort to force” in 

its Declaration on the South China Sea.321 China set the policy in the disputed area by 

establishing several principles, including “(1) China will negotiate bilaterally with other 

claimant countries; (2) China will not negotiate multilaterally with other claimant countries; 

(3) China opposes the participation of any outside country (i.e., the United States) in 
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negotiation on the South China Sea; (4) China opposes ‘internationalization’ of the dispute, 

such as taking the dispute to an international forum for arbitration or legal rulings.”322  

China and the Philippines have specific disputes over the Spratly Islands and 

Scarborough Shoal in the South China Sea as is shown in Figure 7.4. Benigno S. Aquino 

III, the president of the Philippines, criticized China’s expansionist ambitions in 2014. 

While appealing for external support against China’s expansionist ambitions in the South 

China Sea, Aquino compared his country’s threat in the face of China’s claim over islands 

in the South China Sea to that of Czechoslovakia facing Hitler’s demands for the 

Sudetenland in 1938.323 China demands that the Philippines surrender territory in the South 

China Sea while the Philippines turns to other countries and international law for protection 

of its territory.324  The Philippines had already lost effective control of Scarborough Shoal 

after it withdrew during a standoff with China in 2012.325 

One of the signs of China’s revisionist ambitions is China’s military buildup in 

many islands such as the Spratlys and the Paracels in the South China Sea. China’s 

constructions are believed to challenge “the military status quo in the Western Pacific since 

the end of World War II, bringing China closer to its goal of establishing a security buffer 

extending far from its coast.”326 The constructions in the Spratlys would make it easier for 
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China to operate for relatively long periods without returning to the Chinese mainland. 

Thus, the China’s construction was believed by the United States as a sign of revisionist 

ambitions, and in turn was perceived as threatening. Gregory B. Poling, director of the Asia 

Maritime Transparency Initiative at the Center for Strategic and International Studies said 

“[n]ow Chinese ships can stay out in the Spratlys whenever they want, pretty 

confidently.” 327  Officials in Washington worried about the constructions because the 

buildup will make it harder for the United States to quickly defend allies such as the 

Philippines.328 The Obama administration’s top intelligence official, James R. Clapper, 

claimed that China would “have significant capacity to quickly project substantial military 

power to the region.”329 Adm. Harry B. Harris Jr., commander of the United States Pacific 

Command, testified before the Senate Armed Services Committee in February 2016 that 

China’s actions were “changing the operational landscape in the South China Sea.”330  

On May 29 2015, in a speech in Singapore, U.S. Defense Secretary Ashton Carter 

called for an “immediate and lasting halt” to China’s reclamation projects, saying that 

China’s reclamation is more than all other claimants combined. China’s construction of 

port facilities, military buildings, and an airstrip on the islands in the South China Sea has 

created concerns among its neighbors and the United States. Even though the islands may 

be too small to support large military units, the islands would enable sustained Chinese air 

and sea patrols of the area.331 This construction allowed China to increase its control over 

the South China Sea which had been relatively out of reach until then. Increased Chinese 
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capability to control the area is a concern for the United States because it hinders the free 

navigation of US ships. Carter warned against China’s construction efforts in May 2015 by 

asserting that “the United States will fly, sail, and operate wherever international law 

allows, as we do all around the world.”332  

Americans’ perception of threat posed by China caused a strong reaction from the 

United States. The United States increased its deployment of ships to deny China’s claim 

of sovereignty over most of the South China Sea. In October 2015, the United States sent 

a guided-missile destroyer, Lassen, within 12 nautical miles of Subi Reef.333 Subi Reef is 

one of seven reefs in the Spratly Islands on which China has constructed artificial islands. 

The US vessel intentionally breached the 12-nautical-mile boundary around the island to 

deny China’s sovereignty over the island. 334  Carter reiterated the US right to free 

navigation in his testimony before a Senate panel in October 2015: “We will fly, sail and 

operate wherever international law permits and whenever our operational needs require.” 

In turn, Chinese military spokesmen Colonel Yang Yujin immediately criticized the 

deployment of Lassen near Subi Reef as “an abuse of freedom of navigation.” This 

continued with a legal setback for Beijing, at least according to international law. On 

October 29, 2015, an arbitration court in The Hague ruled that it has jurisdiction to hear 

territorial claims the Philippines filed against China over the dispute in the South China 

Sea. However, China rejected the court’s authority in the case and boycotted the 

proceedings.  
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The United States subsequently responded to China’s assertive actions in the area 

with a demonstration of resolve, signing an Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement 

with the Philippines in March 2016. State Department spokesman John Kirby, a retired 

two-star Navy admiral, hinted that this agreement is solid evidence of the United States’ 

rebalance to the Asia Pacific region, when he said the United States has “made absolutely 

no bones about the fact that we take the rebalance to the Asia Pacific region very 

seriously.” 335  The agreement will allow the United States to build facilities at five 

Philippine military bases and deploy conventional forces there, which will increase 

American troops, planes and ships across the country for at least 10 years.336 The five 

military bases are shown on the map below in Figure 7.5. One of the bases, Antonio 

Bautista Air Base, is just a few dozen miles east of the disputed Spratly Islands.337 The 

presence of US forces near disputed areas in the South China Sea would send a signal of 

US resolve to protect the freedom of navigation of international ships and the Philippine 

military. Philippine leaders have emphasized the effect of increased US support. Senator 

Antonio F. Trillances IV, chairman of the national defense and security committee in the 

Philippines told the New York Times: “It will have some psychological effect on the 

Chinese, knowing that the Philippines won’t be alone in this part of the world anymore.”338  
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Figure 7.5. Five US Military Bases in the Philippines. Source: Washington Post 

 

In a similar incident in May 2016, known as a freedom-of-navigation patrol, the 

United States deployed another guided-missile destroyer, the William P. Lawrence, near 

Fiery Cross Reef, another artificial island that China constructed on top of two small 

rocks.339 The operation came “ahead of a United Nations arbitration ruling on whether 

Beijing has the right to claim 12-mile territorial waters and 200-mile exclusive economic 

zones around reefs and atolls in the South China Sea.”340 A spokesman of the Chinese 

Foreign Ministry, Lu Kan, criticized this U.S. action, which he said “threatened China’s 

sovereignty and security interests, endangered the staff and facilities on the reef, and 

damaged regional peace and stability.”341 In response to this series of U.S. attempts to 

ensure freedom of navigation by deploying vessels to the South China Sea, two Chinese 
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tactical fighters intercepted a U.S. Navy reconnaissance aircraft over the South China Sea 

in May 2016.342 When the U.S. Ep-3E Aries, a propeller drive aircraft was flying in the 

South China Sea, two Chinese J-11 jets came within roughly 50 feet of the U.S. plane.343 

The U.S. plane was forced to descend to avoid collision.344 The Chinese movements were 

particularly threatening considering the collision of a U.S. EP-3 with a Chinese J-8 in 2001 

which killed the Chinese pilot and forced the American plane to land in China.345  

Furthermore, China is reportedly preparing an air defense identification zone 

(ADIZ) in the South China Sea, according to the South China Morning Post, a Hong Kong 

newspaper which reported based on sources close to the People’s Liberation Army and a 

defense report.346 The creation of the ADIZ would be viewed as a huge provocation by the 

United States and the countries involved in the dispute in the South China Sea.347 Chinese 

declaration of an ADIZ over disputed waters in the East China Sea in November 2013 

embarrassed Japan and the United States. During a visit to Mongolia in 2016, U.S. 

Secretary of State John Kerry warned that Chinese establishment of an ADIZ over the 

South China Sea would be seen as a “provocative and destabilizing act.”348 He said: “We 

would consider an ADIZ...over portions of the South China Sea as a provocative and 

destabilizing act which would automatically raise tensions and call into serious question 
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China's commitment to diplomatically manage the territorial disputes of the South China 

Sea.”  

However, China’s assertive stance may provoke even stronger responses from the 

United States. In an OpEd in the Financial Times, John McCain suggested the United 

States should demonstrate its assertiveness. The US “should consider having a carrier strike 

group patrol the waters near Scarborough Shoal in a visible display of US combat power,” 

he wrote, and if China were to establish an ADIZ in the South China Sea, “the US must be 

prepared to challenge this claim by flying military aircraft inside the area affected under 

normal procedures, including not filing a flight plan, radioing ahead or registering 

frequencies.”349 He also claimed that the United States should increase its patrols and 

exercises and enhance its military posture across the region.350 

This case shows that why many Americans perceive Chinese intentions with regard 

to the disputed South China Sea as aggressive. From their perspective, China’s assertive 

actions in the disputed area would not be carried out by a status quo state. It is because 

those provocative actions would raise concerns from other neighboring countries and 

escalate tension in the region. It will be too costly for a peaceful state to deal with. 

 

7-4. Military and Nonmilitary Signaling Mechanisms: The Application of Experiment 

Three. 

Experiment Three tests a variety of different types of signals identified in the previous 

literature. These include military signals, institutional signals, domestic policy toward 
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ethnic/religious minorities, foreign aid policy, and diplomatic statements, the latter of 

which are commonly described as cheap talk. I find that the effect of military signals is not 

always greater than that of non-military signals. Non-costly signals—such as foreign aid 

policy—often have a sizable and significant impact on the public’s assessment of intentions, 

threat perception, and support for the use of force. This finding suggest that states’ moral 

actions may affect other states’ behaviors, as much as their costly military actions would. 

This section illustrates the military and nonmilitary signals China has used. It 

illustrates various types of signals that embody either benign or aggressive intentions. I do 

not intend to prove that some types of signals are always more effective than one or another, 

but I use cases to demonstrate how states convey their intentions and how their counterparts 

perceive the various types of signals in different contexts. 

 

Offensive-Defensive Type Action  According to offense–defense theory, a state’s use of 

defensive weapons or strategies, when using offensive ones would be more advantageous, 

signals a state’s benign intentions. Benign actions should thus ameliorate tension among 

countries caught in a security dilemma. Experiment 3 has mixed results about the effect of 

offensive-defensive variables on observers’ threat assessments and their foreign policy 

choices. My two surveys yielded different results. In one sample, respondents assessed 

high threats toward an adversary which used offensive weapons when defense would have 

been easier.351 In another sample, there was no such difference between the perceptions of 

a state using defensive weapons and those of a state using offensive weapons.352 The lack 
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of difference was driven by the fact that survey participants were not reassured by a state’s 

adoption of defensive weapons when offense would have been easier.  

International relations scholars such as Glaser have explained why China is less of 

a threat to US security than many realists think, largely given the defensive advantage of 

geography (i.e., the Pacific Ocean between the countries) and technology (i.e., the 

deterrence of nuclear power).353 However often these offense-defense variables are not 

easily distinguishable. 354  Mearsheimer claimed that “it is very difficult to distinguish 

between offensive and defensive weapons.”355 Moreover, even when the offense-defense 

variables are distinguishable, people still seem not to be easily reassured by another state’s 

use of defensive weapons and strategies. In fact, though China’s A2/AD strategy, which 

aims to frustrate US access to the West Pacific and to keep the country as far away from 

the Chinese coast as possible, is viewed by China as a defensive strategy, this does not 

reassure the United States.356  

Instead of being reassured by China’s ostensibly defensive strategy, the United 

States recognized that China’s A2/AD capabilities could undermine the US commitment 

to its allies in East Asia. The Pentagon thus developed a more aggressive military posture 

(Air–Sea Battle) to cripple China’s strategy.357 Put plainly, Air–Sea Battle is aggressive. 

According to the design, the United States would first attack China’s reconnaissance and 

command-and-control networks in order to disrupt the Chinese ability to target the United 
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States and its allies. Second, it would launch long-range, anti-ship missiles into mainland 

China to eliminate China’s air defense systems, command control centers, and other anti-

access weapons.358 According to Jervis’s offense–defense theory, however, Americans 

should perceive China’s defensive strategy as reassurance, not as a threat, because it does 

not indicate that it would directly attack the United States or its allies. Nevertheless, 

China’s defensive strategy did not moderate, and instead aggravated, the intensity of the 

security dilemma.  

Similarly, China views a defensive strategy on the part of the United States and 

South Korea with suspicion. The announcement of U.S.-South Korean negotiations about 

the deployment of a terminal high-altitude area defense (THAAD) system in South Korea, 

though also essentially defensive, provoked strong reactions from China.359 THAAD is “a 

relatively recent addition to the United States’ anti-ballistic missile/interceptor toolkit” 

which is “primarily tasked with taking out threatening ballistic missiles in what’s known 

as their ‘terminal’ phase.” 360  Both South Korea and the United States described the 

deployment of the THAAD system in South Korea as “self-defense against North Korea’s 

growing nuclear and missile threats.”361 It is “a purely defensive weapon, it is purely 

capable of shooting down a ballistic missile it intercepts and it is there for the protection 

of the United States according to Secretary of State John Kerry.362 
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Again, according to Jervis’s offense–defense theory, such a defensive system 

should not be perceived as threatening; nevertheless, China has repeatedly opposed the 

system’s deployment in South Korea. Indeed, Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesperson 

Hong Lei stated, “We [China] are firmly opposed to the deployment of the THAAD system 

on the Korean Peninsula, and urge relevant parties to act cautiously. No harm shall be done 

to China’s strategic security interests.” Though the system is intended to defend South 

Korea from North Korean nuclear threats, China has perceived that the system would 

enable U.S. military radar to penetrate deeper into China and thereby compromise Chinese 

security. 363  Wang Yi, China’s foreign minister expressed Chinese concern about the 

system. “The Thaad system has far exceeded the need for defense in the Korean Peninsula 

and will undermine the security interests of China and Russia, shatter the regional strategic 

balance and trigger an arms race.”364 Similarly, Qiu Guohong, China’s Ambassador to 

South Korea, in a meeting with the leader of South Korea’s main opposition party, warned 

that the two countries’ relationship could be “destroyed in an instant because of this one 

problem, and it would be difficult to restore the relations.”365  

Overall, even when offense and defensive weapons and strategies are relatively 

easily distinguished, as both the A2/AD strategy and THAAD system are, the adoption of 

a defensive system does not seem to have significantly moderated the intensity of East 

Asia’s security dilemma. To understand whether a state (China)’s defensive strategy is 

perceived as reassurance, the strategy should be assessed in context, considering another 
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state (the United States)’s strategy in the same region. For example, China’s A2/AD 

strategy does not reassure the United States partly because the United States wants free 

access to the area to protect its regional allies. If China’s defensive strategy becomes 

successful, it will prevent such access. Similarly, American’s deployment of defense 

system, THAAD, does not reassure China because the United States can get information 

that will undermine China’s defense. These kinds of complications may have contributed 

to survey participants’ inability to distinguish a state adopting defensive weapons from a 

state using offensive weapons in the YouGov sample. 

 

Unilateral Military Action  

 In Experiment Three, a state’s unilateral military action clearly and consistently 

affected survey participants’ inferences about another state’s intentions, threat assessments, 

and their foreign policy choices. In the scenario, when a country reduces its military forces, 

decreases its budget, and moves its deployed army from disputed territory, observers 

believe that this country is benign and less threatening. Observers of those conciliatory 

gestures tend to oppose the use of force against the original state. In contrast, according to 

my experiment results, when a country increases its military forces and budget, and moves 

its army near disputed territory, observers of the state perceive this country to be aggressive 

and threatening. Those who observe this type of state tend to support the use of force 

against it. 

 In reality, China rarely sends signals other than rhetorical statements to reassure its 

neighboring countries and the United States. Even though the country claims its intentions 

are benign and its military actions defensive, China’s military actions and its refusal to 
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comply with international law rarely supports its claim. There are two alternative 

explanations for why it is hard to find benign military gestures other than rhetoric in China. 

First, it may be hard for revisionist China to send any credible conciliatory gestures because 

of its greedy nature. Conciliatory gestures would be too costly for China. Chinese officials 

and its public seem to believe that most of the South China Sea belongs to China regardless 

of international law or norms. They bases their claim of the South China Sea on its 

history. 366  It may not have any intention to resolve the dispute with its neighboring 

countries peacefully because it has power to overwhelm its neighbors. Second, China’s 

reassurance policies may not be perceived as benign by the United States and its allies 

because of a negativity bias shown by participants’ responses during the second experiment. 

The experiment showed how hard it is to reassure a state’s counterpart once the state is 

identified as an enemy. I use a psychological explanation to explain this behavior. 

Cognitively, humans are biased to be more attentive to negative events than to positive 

events because negative events can threaten one’s security and survival. So too with states. 

China’s benign intentions may not be perceived as such because Americans identify China 

as the only rival of the United States that can threaten their security.  

 It is not clear what motivates China to demonstrate assertive actions in the South 

China Sea. Regardless of the motivation, China’s unilateral military actions in disputed 

areas such as the South China Sea, East China Sea, and Taiwan Strait are often perceived 

as aggressive by China’s neighbors and the United States. China’s bullying approach to its 
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territorial claims in those areas shows that “China’s ‘peaceful rise’ is a mirage.”367 For 

example, the 2012 standoff between China and the Philippines over Scarborough Shoal 

shows how China reveals its aggressive intentions. During the crisis, China revealed its 

changing intentions. China moved from relative ignorance of the Philippines’ claim of the 

Scarborough Shoal to its attempt to dominate in the area. Before the 2012 crisis, China did 

not actively claim jurisdiction over the Scarborough Shoal.368 In fact, the Philippine navy 

arrested Chinese fishermen when they came near the area. Until 1992, the area was used 

even for target practice by the Philippine air force and the US Air Force and Navy.369  

However, a drastic change in China’s stance in the Scarborough Shoal was revealed 

on April 8, 2012 when a Philippine air force reconnaissance plane found eight Chinese 

fishing boats in the area. After the observation, the Philippine navy increased its monitoring 

activities and dispatched BPR Gregorio del Pilar, a patrol cutter from the United States.370 

On April 10, the ship dispatched a boarding team to inspect the Chinese vessels, and found 

illegally collected corals, clams and sharks. However, before the Philippine navy was able 

to apprehend the Chinese fisherman, two Chinese marine surveillance vessels 

intervened.371 

 The two countries’ following actions were different. Manila withdrew BRP 

Gregorio del Pilar, and dispatched a smaller coast guard vessel to alleviate the tension. The 

Chinese government, however, dispatched an even more advanced fishery patrol ship, the 

Yuzheng-310, to join the existing Chinese surveillance vessels. On April 15, 2012, the 
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Chinese Foreign Ministry warned the Philippines to withdraw its coast guard ship from the 

shoal.372 As it was later turned out, the contrasting military actions of the two countries 

were signals that convey their intentions. China did not have intention to withdraw from 

the dispute, while the Philippines did not have such a strong resolve to fight. 

The next day, the Philippines and the United States conducted their annual 

Balikatan (Shoulder-to-Shoulder) military exercise along the coast of Palawan facing the 

South China Sea.373 4,500 US marines and 2,500 Philippine troops participated in the 

amphibious landing drill.374 Even though this military exercise was not planned as a result 

of the unfolding Scarborough Shoal crisis, this exercise reflected U.S. intentions to back-

up the Philippines’ defense and ensure the freedom of navigation in the South China Sea. 

Regarding the exercise, U.S. Ambassador Harry K. Thomas, Jr. said: “The longevity of 

this bilateral exercise speaks to the health of our alliance as we stand shoulder-to-shoulder 

next to our Philippine allies. This exercise will build meaningful relationships not only 

between our militaries, but also among communities and first responders.”375  

This joint military exercise raised concerns from the Chinese military. The People’s 

Liberation Army Daily, the official newspaper of the PLA, criticized the exercise: “Anyone 

with clear eyes saw long ago that behind these drills is reflected a mentality that will lead 

the South China Sea issue down a fork in the road towards military confrontation and 

resolution through armed force… Through this kind of meddling and intervention, the 
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United States will only stir up the entire South China Sea situation towards increasing 

chaos, and this will inevitably have a massive impact on regional peace and stability.”376 

China then further escalated the situation by deploying another civilian patrol boat 

and additional fishing boats to the Scarborough Shoal. 377  By May 9, four Chinese 

surveillance ships and ten fishing boats were confronting one Philippine coast guard ship 

and a fisheries bureau vessel.378 

The Philippines appealed for diplomatic and military support from the United States. 

In response, the United States sent USS North Carolina, a Virginia-class fast attack 

submarine with a crew of 133 to Subic bay in May.379  The deployment of this submarine 

signaled U.S. intention to support the Philippines in the South China Sea and to ensure the 

freedom of navigation. Ultimately, the tension became defused when the United States 

mediated between the two countries. The Philippines withdrew all vessels on June 16 under 

the pretext of the beginning of typhoon season.380  China also recalled all its civilian vessels 

the following day. Chinese vessels returned soon thereafter and are now practically in 

control of the area.381   

This case shows how states’ military actions are often used as credible signals to 

convey one’s resolve for war. Even though states’ unilateral actions are perceived as 

credible, those actions seem to escalate tensions into crisis, short of war. 
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Institutional Engagement 

 Experiment Three shows that signaling through institutions has a relatively weak 

effect on observers’ perceptions and attitudes. A state that complies with international law 

and transfers its sovereignty about a disputed issue to international organizations is not 

necessarily less threatening than a state which refuses to comply with international law, 

this experiment found. Institutional signals have the capability to reveal state intentions to 

an observing audience according to previous literature. However, in my experiment, 

observers were neither more or less threatened by a state’s institutional engagement.  

    However, in reality, institutional signaling seems to work often in conveying a 

state’s benign or aggressive intentions. The 2012 standoff between China and the 

Philippines over Scarborough Shoal shows how a state’s engagement in international 

institutions can reveal the state’s intentions. The Philippines wanted to solve the dispute 

peacefully by appealing to international organizations and international law, while China 

refused international arbitration. The balance of power made each country approach the 

dispute over Scarborough Shoal differently. 382  China was more powerful than the 

Philippines both economically and militarily. Thus, China did not want any arbitration 

from a third party, while the weaker Philippines preferred a more liberal and legalistic 

approach.  

 When the tension between the two countries escalated, the Philippines brought the 

dispute before the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS).383 On January 

23, 2013, the Philippines announced that it initiated an arbitration case against China by 

issuing a Notification and Statement of Claim in accordance with the dispute settlement 
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provisions of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). 384 

UNCLOS is “a treaty regime to govern activities on, over, and under the world’s 

oceans.” 385  UNCLOS suggests “numerous means of peaceful settlement of maritime 

disputes, which include non-binding means between the disputing parties and binding 

means involving third parties such as arbitration and adjudication.”386 On February, 19, 

China rejected the Notification and Statement of Claim and returned it to the Philippines.387 

However, China’s objection did not bar the proceedings under Article 9 of UNCLOS 

Annex VII.  

 Similarly, at Asia’s largest security conference, the Shangri-La Dialogue in June 

2016, attended by defense ministers and experts from 25 countries, China reconfirmed that 

it would ignore the decision of an international arbitration panel in the Philippines’ lawsuit 

against Beijing’s territorial claim over virtually all of the South China Sea.388 Rear Adm. 

Guan Youfei, director of the foreign affairs office of China’s National Defense Ministry 

said, “the arbitration case actually has gone beyond the jurisdiction” of a U.N. arbitration 

panel.389 He said, “Because the territorial and sovereignty disputes have not been subjected 

to the arbitration, we think the arbitration is illegal… Therefore, we do not participate in it 

nor accept it.”390 U.S. Defense Secretary Ash Carter said at the conference that China 

risked erecting a “Great Wall of self-isolation” while urging Beijing to abide by 

international law and respect the outcome of the arbitration case at The Hague, whose 
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ruling was expected within weeks.391 However, Adm. Sun Jinaguo, deputy chief of the 

Chinese military’s Joint Staff Department rebuffed the accusation that Beijing risked 

isolating itself through its assertive behavior and maritime claims in the South China Sea. 

“We were not isolate(d) in the past, we are not isolated now, and we will not be isolated in 

the future… ” China’s stance however only raises concerns about the stability of the region 

and the aggressiveness of China’s intentions. Chung Min Lee, an international relations 

professor at Yonsei University of South Korea told the admiral “many Asian countries 

don’t trust China” due to its “aggressive” posture. 392  China’s refusal to comply with 

international law clearly reveals it willingness to use its power to resolve conflicts through 

bilateral negotiations. Noncompliance with international law may not threaten other 

countries, but China’s actions convey its intentions.  

 

Domestic Policy toward Minorities   

  A defensive military policy can be too risky for both security seekers and aggressive 

states. Any state can take advantage of the weakness of a disarmed state. Thus, defensive 

military signaling is not always a realistic option.393 States can use other politics to signal 

their benign intentions. Kydd argued that political leaders’ ideology, foreign policy toward 

weaker neighbors, and domestic policy toward minorities can be used to these ends. 

Experiment Three particularly tested whether a state’s policy toward ethnic and religious 

minorities can signal the state’s intentions. The result of Experiment Three show the mixed 

effects of policies of ethnic/religious minorities on people’s threat assessments and their 

                                                           
391 Chun Han Wong 2016. “U.S., China Trade Barbs Over South China Sea at Shangri-La Dialogue.” The 

Wall Street Journal.  
392 Ibid. 
393 Montgomery 2006; Kydd 1997. 



292 
 

foreign policy choices. Observers often fear a state which has a repressive policy toward 

its own ethnic and religious minorities. China’s repressive policy toward its own ethnic 

and religious minorities such as Tibetans and Uyghurs hints at the country’s way of treating 

“others.”  

 China’s repressive policy toward its ethnic and religious minorities is often 

criticized by the West, particularly human rights activists. Common problems for minority 

groups in general are broad, including discrimination, cultural oppression, economic 

deprivation, killings and torture, arbitrary arrest, and forced cultural assimilation.394 The 

Chinese government often uses force to repress minorities’ protests. For example, in the 

clash between Chinese polices and Tibetan monks and civilians in the Tibetan capital, 

Lhasa in 2008, China suppressed a rebellion with lethal force.395 The Chinese leadership 

worried about this conflict particularly because they were concerned that the protest might 

disrupt the Beijing Olympics. The Chinese government wanted to take advantage of 

hosting the Olympics to improve its image abroad. However, this protest raised concerns 

about the human rights situation in China.396 

The United States ambassador to China, Clark Randt, asked Chinese officials “not 

to resort to use of force in dealing with the protesters.”397 However, the clash between the 

government and Tibetans ended up with scores, and possibly hundreds of ethnic Tibetans 

dead.398 Tibetans and human rights activists criticized the Chinese government crackdown 
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and the Dali Lama appealed to a global audience, saying that Tibetans were facing “cultural 

genocide.”399 International response to the Chinese policy was not dramatic even though 

the prime minister of Poland boycotted the Olympics’ opening ceremonies because of the 

violence in Tibet.400 

 Even though there is no evidence that China’s repressive policy toward its ethnic 

and religious minorities is clearly perceived to embody China’s aggressive intentions 

toward other states, a state’s domestic policy and the way it treats its own people often 

signals the state’s intentions and nature. The Tiananmen Square protests of 1989 

profoundly influenced Americans’ perception and attitudes toward China. Since the United 

States formally normalized relations with China during the Nixon administration, China 

and the United States had “tacit alliance.” However, the relatively cooperative relations 

with the two countries ended by the Tiananmen Square protests in June 4, 1989. According 

to a Gallup survey, Americans’ favorable opinion toward China decreased 51% to 13% 

after the protest, while American’s unfavorable opinion jumped from 38% to 72%.401 

 

Soft Foreign Policy 

 Experiment Three also illustrates that survey participants are likely to perceive a 

state providing unconditional foreign assistance to poor countries or actively involving in 

UN peacekeeping operations as more benign and less threatening. Similarly, people are 
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likely to oppose the use of force against an ethical and moral state such as this even when 

the state is an enemy.  

Shambaugh points out how a state’s foreign policy and contribution of international 

public goods can influence observers’ beliefs about the peacefulness or aggressiveness of 

its intentions. He said that “China’s contributions to global governance are also seen by 

Westerners as a litmus test of whether Beijing is emerging as a ‘status quo’ or ‘revisionist’ 

power.”402 If China contributes to the well-being of global citizens and not just its own 

citizens, the world views China as moral and ethical. The logic is that a moral and ethical 

entity would not prefer to solve conflicts with war. The sense of moral responsibility for 

the wellbeing of poor countries is generally held as an important dimension of the Western 

European “standard of civilization.” 403  Western Europeans believe that war is not a 

“civilized” way of solving problems, and a civilized country would not be revisionist.  

In fact, China’s peacekeeping operations and its naval activity to deter pirates in 

the Gulf of Aden improved its image as a responsible major power.404 Now China is the 

largest contributor to UN peacekeeping operations out of the five major powers of the UN 

Security Council. 405  It contributes 2,181 police, military experts and troops to UN 

peacekeeping missions.406 China’s contributions to UN peacekeeping missions signals its 

increasing role in world affairs.407 China’s soft foreign policy has the potential to improve 

the provocative image it has garnered in the eyes of its neighbors as a result of disputes in 
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the South and East China Seas. Bates Gill, director of the Stockholm International Peace 

Research Institute assessed that China’s attempt over the past two decades to contribute to 

global goods will make a “positive and tangible contribution to global peace and security.” 

China’s engagement with the outside world “helps China project a more benign and 

‘harmonious’ image beyond its borders, reassure neighbours about its peaceful intentions, 

and softly balance US and Western influence while gradually but more firmly establishing 

China’s acceptance as a great power.”408 

In contrast, China is often criticized for its passive stance on global governance. 

For example, China is often accused that its foreign aid is used to further its economic 

interests or acquire natural resources, rather than for the development of recipient 

countries.409 China, the second largest economy in the world, was criticized for pledging 

less than $2 million in cash and materials, compared to $20 million by the United States 

and $28 million by Australia, in aid to the Philippines after that nation was hit by a typhoon 

in 2013. China’s pledge was even less than Ikea, which offered $2.7 million through its 

charitable foundation. After China was pressured by international society, China pledged 

to add to its initial modest contribution.410  

This section shows that how China’s military and nonmilitary actions affect other 

states’ perceptions and behaviors. It is early to conclude which actions are more effective 

than others in conveying a state’s intentions. But military actions seem to clearly reveal a 
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state’s peaceful or aggressive intentions, while some types of actions such as a domestic 

policy toward religious/ethnic minorities and foreign aid policy contribute to improving a 

state’s moral image. Further works are necessary whether having a state’s moral image is 

associated with knowing the state’s security intentions.   

 

7-5. Regime Type and Costly Signals: The Application of Experiment Four 

Experiment Four examines whether regime type of a signal-sender influences receivers’ 

perception of signals. I find that democracies receive the benefit of the doubt, at least with 

democratic observers. When disputes are limited to rhetoric, people perceive democracies 

to be less threatening—even if those democracies espouse the same rhetoric as a non-

democracy. However, once disputes escalate to the level of tangible and costly signals, 

individuals begin to evaluate only the actions on display, without regard for regime type. 

This section focuses on how costly signals are credibly perceived in a crisis regardless of 

the regime type of a signal sender. 

The 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis illustrates how China and the United States 

both sought to coerce the actions of the other and how both countries responded depending 

on the signals from other states and their perceptions of those signals. While China 

demonstrated a willingness to resort to military means in order to prevent Taiwan from 

moving toward independence, the United States and Taiwan wanted to deter China from 

attempting to incorporate Taiwan by military force. China sought to dissuade Taiwan from 

moving closer to declaring independence. China’s demonstration of military force in the 

Taiwan Strait was successful to that end. At the same time, the United States also 
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successfully used aircraft carrier deployment in the Taiwan Strait to convey that it would 

not sit idly if China attempted to attack Taiwan. 

The costly signals of China and United States—that is, their shows of military 

force—conveyed each signal-sender’s intentions clearly regardless of regime type. As 

consistent with the results of Experiment Four, and unlike the literature addressing 

audience costs, there seems to be no advantage for a democracy over a non-democracy in 

conveying state intentions by using costly signals such as military demonstrations. 

Scholarship prioritizing audience costs expects that democracies are better able to convey 

their resolve for war during crises because voters in democracies punish leaders who 

threaten enemies only to later retreat. That was not the case when states took tangible action, 

both in my experiments and during the Taiwan Strait Crisis. During the 1995-1996 crisis, 

by deploying military force, the United States demonstrated its willingness to protect 

Taiwan from China. China also clearly showed its intentions to prevent Taiwan from 

moving toward independence. Even though the United States is a democracy and China is 

not, there was no difference in the credibility of the signals communicated, as long as state 

actions were sufficiently costly. 

In addition, this case shows that costly signals such as a show of military force are 

more effective in conveying the intensions of a signal-sending state than statements of 

politicians are. This is consistent with the logic of costly signals. The U.S. government did 

not take Chinese verbal warnings as seriously as China’s military actions. Clearly, U.S. 

government officials had to be more cautious in facing China’s military demonstrations 

near Taiwan in 1995 and 1996. Similarly, when the US government warned China that any 

show of force would seriously threaten regional stability and the United States would not 
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remain idle, Chinese officials underestimated U.S. resolve for war by thinking that 

Washington’s signal was ambiguous.411 By one account, Chinese officials likely believed 

that the United States was “not going to threaten us [China] again because, in the end, you 

[the United States] care a lot more about Los Angeles than Taipei.”412 However, Chinese 

officials were considerably surprised when the United States deployed two carrier battle 

groups into the Taiwan Strait.  

The 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis began when Taiwanese President Lee Teng-

hui’s attempted to visit his alma mater, Cornell University. During a speech at Cornell in 

1995, President Lee emphasized that his trip was a private one, but nevertheless mentioned 

Taiwan’s isolated status.413 “We [Taiwan] sincerely hope that all nations can treat us fairly 

and reasonably, and not overlook the significance, value and functions we represent,” he 

stated, adding, “Some say that it is impossible for us to break out of the diplomatic isolation 

we face, but we will do our utmost to demand the impossible.”414 China’s official Xinhua 

News Agency strongly criticized Lee’s visit to the United States: “The issue of Taiwan is 

as explosive as a barrel of gunpowder. It is extremely dangerous to warm it up, no matter 

whether the warming is done by the United States or by Lee Teng-hui. This wanton wound 

inflicted upon China will help the Chinese people more clearly realize what kind of a 

country the United States is.” Many scholars have viewed the Clinton administration’s 

approval of a visa for Lee’s visit as a major initial factor in the later crisis.415 Former U.S. 

Ambassador to China James Lilley, for example, testified during a Congressional hearing 
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that the U.S. government’s visa issuance contributed to tensions in the Taiwan Strait.416 

John H. Chang, Taiwan’s Foreign Minister at the time, also acknowledged that “the way 

the State Department handled the issue [Lee’s visit] was another cause of the reaction from 

mainland China.”417  

Before Lee pursued his visit to the United States in June 1995, relations between 

China and Taiwan had actually been improving. In January 1995, President Jiang Zemin 

offered an eight-point proposal on peaceful reunification that called for negotiations “on 

an equal footing, rather than center and province.”418 His proposal for reunification was 

more concrete and stepwise than former President Deng Xiaoping’s had been, yet 

maintained Deng’s “one country, two systems” approach. 419  The proposal showed a 

somewhat conciliatory approach toward Taiwan by Jiang, and suggested that China was 

ready to address Taiwan’s concerns, including China’s use of force as a means for 

reunification, as long as Taiwan came to the negotiating table in observance of the One 

China principle.420  

Following Jiang’s conciliatory move toward Taiwan, the approval of Lee’s visit to 

the United States was a major surprise,421 given that US officials had repeatedly assured 

Chinese leaders that the United States would not grant Lee a US visa. For instance, in 

February 1995, Secretary of State Warren Christopher affirmed both in Congressional 

testimony and in a meeting with Chinese Foreign Minister Qia that approving Lee’s visa 
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would be “inconsistent with our [the US] unofficial relationship” with Taiwan.422 Yet, the 

visa was granted. President Clinton’s decision to grant a visa to Lee was not a strategic 

action, but the result of political pressure from a Republican-dominated Congress. In May, 

the U.S. Senate voted 97 to 1 and the House 396 to 0 to urge Clinton’s administration to 

allow Lee to attend Cornell University’s alumni reunion.423 Thus, Clinton’s administration 

decision to issue a U.S. visa to Lee was the result of the pressure of Congress, not the shift 

of U.S. China policy.  

In response, when National Security Advisor Anthony Lake and Undersecretary of 

State Peter Tarnoff met China’s ambassador to the United States, Li Daoyu, to inform him 

of the administration’s decision, Li replied that his government would be “very 

unhappy.”424 For many Chinese politicians, the granting of a U.S. visa to the Taiwanese 

president was seen as a sign of a U.S. policy shift regarding China-Taiwan relations and a 

reflection of official US support for Taiwanese independence.425 Indeed, no president of 

Taiwan had been allowed to visit the United States since the United States had recognized 

China as the sole legitimate representative of that country in 1979. For its part, Jiang’s 

regime was pressured to take a strong stance by hardliners in raising its voice regarding the 

issue of Taiwan.426  

China’s negative perception of the United States came in part from prior tensions 

between the two countries over U.S. arms sales to Taiwan. 427  Chinese officials with 

                                                           
422 Thies and Bratton (2004) p. 562. 
423 Steven Greenhouse. “Aides to Clinton Say He Will Defy Beijing and Issue Visa to Taiwan's President.” 

New York Times. May 22, 1995.  
424 Ibid. 
425 Rosalie Chen (2003), “China Perceives America: Perspectives of International Relations Experts” Journal 

of Contemporary China (2003), 12(35), pp. 285-97. 
426 Roy (2000), p. 92. 
427 Ibid. 



301 
 

military backgrounds argued that the United States had attempted to challenge U.S.-China 

agreements with a series of actions, including the sale of F-16 fighters to Taiwan and the 

upgrading of the Taiwan representative office’s status in Washington, DC, in 1994.428 

Consequently, the U.S. government’s approval of Lee’s visa discredited China’s softer line 

toward Taiwan and instead strengthened hardliners, who viewed the issue of Taiwan as a 

problem of national sovereignty.429 In response, Beijing reacted strongly. China recalled 

its ambassador to the United States, delayed its approval of the new U.S. ambassador to 

Beijing, and suspended all bilateral military exchanges, including the visit of Defense 

Minister Chi Haotian to the United States, and all meetings with U.S. officials planning to 

visit China to discuss missile technology and the spread of nuclear materials.430 However, 

these diplomatic sanctions were not particularly effective at changing U.S. policy or 

making the Clinton administration take the issue of Lee’s visa more seriously. Government 

officials in both the United States and China must have known by then that Chinese 

diplomatic actions had not been costly enough to change the U.S. stance on the issue. 

Then, China took the next step: military demonstrations. 431  Chinese leaders 

believed that they needed to show the United States that the issue of Taiwan was a 

“question of war and peace” and that the United States “could be dragged into military 

conflict” over it.432 On July 18, the Chinese government announced that it would conduct 

missile tests from July 21-28 at a site 80 miles northeast of Taiwan.433  When China 
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launched four M-9 missiles and two DF-211 missiles during those tests,434 its show of force 

illustrated Chinese leaders’ belief that their government’s conciliatory gesture to Taiwan, 

including Jiang’s 1995 eight-point proposal, had only undermined China’s efforts to deter 

Taiwan’s movement toward independence. In return, China shifted to stronger actions, to 

show both Taiwan and the United States the gravity of the situation.435  

In response, the U.S. government had to reassure China of its intent not to support 

Taiwan’s move toward independence. In August 1995, Clinton sent a secret letter to Jiang 

stating that “the United States: (1) would ‘oppose’ Taiwan independence; (2) would not 

support ‘two Chinas’ or one China and one Taiwan; and (3) would not support Taiwan’s 

admission to the U.N.”436 However, the Clinton administration did not want to issue any 

formal reassurance such as the fourth communique that the Chinese government sought. In 

response to the United States’ overtures, China launched another six missiles in a set of 

live-fire exercises near Taiwan between August 15 and 25, 1995. Despite a series of 

Chinese diplomatic and military signals, Chinese leaders received no official U.S. 

assurances that there would be no more visits from Taiwan’s leaders to the United States.437 

Although China could not gain more concessions from the United States in regard to 

Taiwan, the two sides agreed to resume the U.S.-China military dialogue and to continue 

discussions of bilateral issues at Jiang and Clinton’s unofficial summit meeting on October 

24 in New York.438 

                                                           
434 Thies and Bratton, p. 564; Ross, pp. 94-5. 
435 Ross (2000), p.95. 
436 Kan (2014), p. 11; Ross (2000), p. 97.  

 
438 Ross, p.99. 



303 
 

Nevertheless, on November 15, China executed a third round of military 

demonstrations that were explicitly offensive and larger in scale than the two previous 

exercises. Indeed, the demonstrations included a landing on Dongshan Island involving 

two air divisions, 300 naval vessels, and about 17,000 troops.439 China thus made its 

intentions clear regarding its “military’s resolve and capability to defend national 

sovereignty and … safeguard the motherland’s unity” and its “determination to firmly 

oppose and contain Taiwan independence.”440 Although China’s military gestures should 

have alarmed US officials, the United States remained outwardly calm, and no top US 

government officials discussed China’s military actions with any media or in public 

speeches.441  

Following China’s demonstrations, the United States initially maintained a low-key 

approach toward China’s aggressive movements. Its relatively silent response aimed to 

allow China to dissipate its anger, as U.S. officials acknowledged that the U.S. government 

was also partly responsible for the crisis.442 However, the absence of signals from the U.S. 

government made American intentions unclear to China. Since Chinese leaders wanted the 

United States to actively obstruct Taiwan’s moves toward independence, they regarded 

U.S. silence as blatant neglect of China’s demands. Chinese leaders might have also felt 

that more provocative actions would be required to demonstrate China’s resolve in regard 

to Taiwan’s sovereignty, 443  or that the silence of the US government signaled its 

unwillingness to commit to defending Taiwan.444 
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Figure 7.6. People’s Republic of China Military Exercise Areas and Missile Splashdown 

Zones in the Taiwan Strait, 1995–1996. Source: Greg Austin (1997)  

 

Either way, the ambiguity of U.S. intentions allowed Chinese leaders to escalate 

further. On December 1, China announced that it would conduct even larger military 

exercises the following March,445 this time even closer to Taiwan: within 32 miles of 

Taiwan’s southwest coast, near Kaohsiung, and only 22 miles from its northwest coast 

(Figure 7.6).446 Another difference concerning these exercises was the U.S. response, as 

Secretary of State Christopher accused China of “reckless” military provocations against 

Taiwan and announced that the United States was in the midst of moving aircraft carrier 

battle groups closer to the island. 447  In December, though U.S. officials denied any 
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intention to deter China from provoking Taiwan by military means and claimed the 

decision was motivated by weather concerns, a U.S. aircraft carrier, the Nimitz, sailed 

through the Taiwan Strait for the first time since 1979.448 Furthermore, despite the official 

U.S. denial of any intention to deter China’s provocative actions, some observers believed 

that the Nimitz’s passing through the strait was a “deliberate action—not weather related 

exclusively—designed to send a signal to China.”449 

On March 8 1996, U.S. Secretary of Defense William Perry announced that the 

carrier Independence and its battle group would be deployed near Taiwan in order to 

monitor China’s military exercises.450 This strong signal to China showed U.S. resolve to 

deter China’s invasion of Taiwan, much as U.S. naval deployments to the Taiwan Strait in 

1958 under the Eisenhower administration were believed to have deterred Mao Zedong 

from invading the Taiwan-held islands of Quemoy and Matsu.451 U.S. Assistant Secretary 

of State Winston Lord explained that the United States had deployed two carrier groups 

near the Strait to show clearly its resolve to deter any Chinese attempt to invade Taiwan. 

U.S. leaders “had to have a demonstration beyond the rhetoric that we had been applying”; 

since deploying only one carrier “was not particularly dramatic . . . we [the United States] 

decided to deploy another aircraft carrier . . . which would really make our point.”452  

In response, Chinese officials clearly warned the United States to keep away from 

the Taiwan Strait. At the annual session of the National People’s Congress, Prime Minister 

Li Peng announced, “If someone makes a show of force in the Taiwan Strait, that will not 
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only be a futile act, but it also will make the situation all the more complicated.”453 Despite 

China’s complaints, the United States showed strong resolve by deploying not only the 

Independence and Nimitz, but also the cruisers Bunker Hill and Port Royal, two frigates, 

four destroyers, three submarines, and several other ships, all near the Taiwan Strait.454 For 

most onlookers, the deployment was overwhelming. Kurt Campbell, US Deputy Assistant 

Secretary of Defense for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, explained to Congress, “This is a 

significant armada. It has air capabilities, it has anti-air, anti-ship capabilities. It also has 

the capability to monitor the situation in terms of intelligence and developments. It gives a 

significant punch.”455 

Why did the United States deploy two carrier battle groups near the Taiwan Strait? 

U.S. officials worried that the credibility of its commitments to East Asia and Taiwan 

would be undermined if it did not deploy military forces. Secretary of State Christopher 

said that “because Asian and Pacific nations looked to the United States to preserve 

stability in the region, we [the United States] had to take action to calm the situation.”456 

The escalation of Chinese military demonstrations must have affected U.S. officials’ 

decision to send more credible signals to China, for words from high government officials 

alone could not deter Beijing from escalating tensions with Taiwan. Though U.S. officials 

might not have believed that Chinese aggression was imminent, they were concerned that 

American credibility would be undermined.  
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China did not use only threats toward Taiwan and the United States in order to 

coerce them to comply with its demands. To avoid direct confrontation with the United 

States, China sent Vice Foreign Minister Liu Huaqui to Washington in March 2016 in order 

to reassure the US by explaining that China’s recent military exercises and missile tests did 

not indicate any direct attack on Taiwan.457 As Scobell (2000) has pointed out, China’s 

dispatch of Liu aimed to clarify its intentions to the United States and express concerns 

about U.S. military movements around Taiwan.458  In return, the United States clearly 

conveyed to China its resolve to protect Taiwan. Indeed, U.S. State Department Spokesman 

Nicolas Burns told Washington Post reporters, “We have informed the Chinese 

government that there will be consequences should these tests go wrong.”459 

Despite Washington’s repeated warnings to China about potential military action, 

China commenced a week-long series of ballistic missile tests and declared that it would 

conduct an additional set of military maneuvers as well.460 On March 5, 1996, Xinhua 

News Agency announced that China would conduct missile tests from March 8–15, 1996, 

within 25–35 miles of Kaohsiung and Keelung, Taiwan’s two major port cities.461 China’s 

missile tests off the shores of Taiwan were the third series of tests since Lee visited the 

United States in 1995. This time around, the target zones were twice as close as those of 

the missiles fired in July and August 1995,462 as well as very close to major airline and 
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shipping routes. 463  Despite its aggressive military gestures, China made repeated 

assurances to the United States through various channels that China meant no harm to 

Taiwan.464 Wang Jisi, Senior Policy Advisor on Chinese Relations with the United States 

at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, defended China’s position: “The Chinese 

Government is being very cautious in applying military means and I don't think our 

Government is going to launch a war and try to conquer Taiwan—that is unthinkable.”465 

On March 15, China ended its missile tests and ceased naval exercises five days later.466 

This case shows that both China and the United States used diplomatic statements 

and military actions to reveal their intentions. Contrary to audience cost literature, this case 

does not clearly show that a democracy has an advantage over nondemocracy in making 

their signals credible. Regardless of regime type, both countries conveyed their resolve 

clearly to each other by their military actions in crisis, while their diplomatic actions were 

less effective in revealing their intentions. 

 

7-6. Conclusion 

This dissertation focuses on signaling of states, and their perceptions of and reactions to 

signals between states in the international system. It is motivated as an initial step to 

contribute to developing a unified theory of signaling and perception drawing on insights 

both from rationalist theories of international politics and cognitive psychology and 
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constructivism. This research attempts to incorporate a subjective dimension of interpreting 

states’ behaviors, which has been relatively ignored by the standard rationalist notion of 

the logic of costly signals. I employ a theoretical framework that takes into account 

perspectives of actors who perceive others’ actions as well as those who send signals in 

order to project their desired images.  

My experiments and case illustrations do not provide an optimistic prospect that 

Sino-U.S. relations will be improved drastically in the near future. As realists argue, the 

international system of anarchy makes it difficult to create trust between the United States, 

a hegemonic power and China, a rising power. Uncertainty about other states’ intentions 

and incentives to misrepresent their intentions also make the creation of trust difficult. 

However, states sometimes overcome this uncertainty by conveying their intentions to each 

other. One of the factors that contributed to the end of the Cold War was because the Soviet 

Union successfully revealed its benign intentions and America perceived the intentions 

correctly. 

However, there are some reasons why tension between the United States and China 

will not be alleviated in the near future. First, the opaqueness of China’s political system 

and decision-making processes may make Americans more likely to assume the worst 

about China’s intentions. Even when China’s actions can signal its intentions, the human 

tendency to be more attentive to negative events may make Americans focus on China’s 

aggressive behaviors while ignoring its conciliatory gestures. My experimental findings 

suggest that as long as China continues to grow in economic and military terms, observers 

of China will be more attentive to its intentions. In the process, U.S. decision makers may 
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focus more on China’s assertive actions rather than its reassuring gestures, which will make 

relations between the two countries only more tense. 

Second, China’s authoritarian regime type will make it more difficult for 

Americans to trust China. My experiment shows that, in normal times, democracies trust 

democracies more than non-democracies. Without trust between the United States and 

China, China will not be likely to send costly benign signals to the United States in the first 

place because the signals can make China more vulnerable. Because the level of trust is 

low, even when China sends benign signals to reassure the United States, Americans may 

not perceive China’s signals of reassurance. Thus, Americans are more likely to be wary 

of China, unless China changes its regime type to a democracy, or unless China sends 

costly benign signals risking its security. 

Third, China’s repressive policy toward Tibetans and Uyghurs will undermine its 

image particularly to those who are attuned to human rights. In a joint press conference by 

President Obama and President Xi, President Obama urged China to preserve Tibetan’s 

religious and cultural identity: “Even as we recognize Tibet as part of the People’s 

Republic of China, we continue to encourage Chinese authorities to preserve the religious 

and cultural identity of the Tibetan people, and to engage the Dalai Lama or his 

representatives.”467 International observers are watching Chinese policy.  

Fourth, China should engage more in increasing international public goods to 

cultivate its image as a responsible power. China’s failures to take action on issues such as 

poverty reduction in developing countries does the exact opposite. Members of 
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international society trust states who are active in addressing global issues and moral. One 

of the reasons why the United States keeps the status of hegemon with relative stability is 

because the United States actively engages in global issues and demonstrates its 

commitment to solving issues within international law and norms.  

It is understandable that as long as the Chinese identify the South China Sea, East 

China Sea, and Taiwan as rightfully theirs, China will not in the near future change its 

territorial claims. The tension around the disputed areas thus will not be released in the 

foreseeable future. My experiment implies that China can improve its image with relatively 

less costly actions and possibly moderate other countries’ fears using these pathways. 

China can increase its provision of global public goods in areas such as climate change, 

poverty reduction, promotion of peace in countries vulnerable to conflicts, and nuclear 

security. All of these would be helpful to improve China’s image as a responsible power.       
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Chapter 8. Conclusion 

 

8-1. Introduction 

This dissertation attempts to expand the theory of costly signals by adding psychological 

and constructivist elements that can affect states’ perception of other states’ intentions. 

Defensive realists and motivational realists have attempted to characterize and explain the 

security dilemma. Offense–defense theory focuses on the role of two variables: the 

offense–defense balance and offense–defense distinguishability. 468  Following that 

approach, a state’s use of defensive weapons or strategies, when using offensive ones 

would be more advantageous, should ameliorate tension among countries caught in a 

security dilemma. Glaser added two more variables to the list of variables affecting security 

dilemma: state motives and state’s knowledge of other states’ motives.469  

My arguments build upon defensive and motivational realists’ theories and those 

claims which understand state intentions as more subjective and dependent upon the 

perspectives of state actors.470 Defensive realists and motivational realists have already 

considered this subjective dimension. Jervis suggested two dimensions of decision makers’ 

subjective security requirements, for example. First, decision-makers can desire different 

degrees of security; the more that states value their security, the more likely they are to be 

sensitive to threats.471 Second, perceptions of threats can be subjective; a state predisposed 

to viewing other states as aggressive will react differently from states that view them as 

                                                           
468 Jervis 1978. 
469 Glaser 1997, 2010. 
470 Yarhi–Milo 2013. 
471 Jervis 1978. P. 174. 



313 
 

benign.472 Glaser also understands the importance of mutual knowledge and understanding 

in states’ communications. His rational theory encompasses not only state intentions, but 

also another state’s knowledge of those intentions. Thus he also leaves room in which state 

beliefs or perception of state intentions can affect the intensity of security dilemma. A US 

Congressional Research Service report similarly point out for example that China’s 

intentions are “more responsive to the broader context of international relations (including 

US–China relations) and external pressures … . Indeed, the matter of intentions may be the 

matter of perception.”473  “[T]he gap between Beijing’s views of its rightful territorial 

possessions and outsiders’ views of these territorial claims leads to friction and distrust of 

Chinese aims.”474 

My dissertation focuses on what kind of factors influence observers’ perspectives 

and their subjective interpretation of state actions. I use four survey experiments to examine 

whether people perceive other states’ intentions as the logic of costly signals dictate. I 

attempt to explain why some experimental findings deviate from theoretical expectations 

with psychological and constructivist theories. A case chapter illustrates how state 

intentions are perceived by decision makers and what kind of reactions follow to the 

perception. For that purpose, the case chapter reviews China’s economic and military 

capability and the debate of China’s threat to the United States, and shows how China 

convey its intentions and how the United States and its allies perceive its actions through 

multiple brief cases.   

 

                                                           
472 Ibid. p. 175. 
473 Rinehart, Ian E., David Gitter 2015. “The Chinse Military: Overview and Issues for Congress.” p.9. 

Congressional Research Service Report. September 18, 2015. 
474 Ibid. p.10. 
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8-2. Summary of Findings  

Experiment One tests how people actually assess threats posed by an adversary and form 

attitudes toward the adversary, given the information about the state’s relative power and 

intentions. It finds that two variables are important in the threat assessment and foreign 

policy choices: the balance of power and uncertainty about an adversary’s intentions. First, 

information about an adversary’s intentions is important to observers’ assessment of the 

threat posed when the adversary is strong and uncertainty about the state’s intentions is 

low. Second, observers tend to assume the worst about an adversary’s intentions when the 

state is strong and uncertainty about the state’s intentions is high. Third, when the adversary 

is weak, whether an adversary is peaceful or aggressive is not important for observers’ 

threat perceptions and their foreign policy choices. These empirical findings give insight 

into when observers will be likely to fear an adversary and when they are likely to support 

competitive or cooperative policies. This finding suggests the conditions under which 

standard structural realism best predicts observers’ perceptions of states’ behaviors and the 

conditions under which defensive realism and motivational realism best predicts such 

perceptions. Importantly, it suggests that information about state intentions will matter in 

decision makings if such information is available.  

 Experiment Two tests the logic of costly signals. It demonstrates that observers of 

an adversary’s actions tend to perceive differently when they observe aggressive signals 

from when they observe peaceful ones. Respondents in the experiment are likely to 

perceive and make decisions as the logic of costly signals would dictate when they observe 

aggressive actions. In the experiment, they tend to fear the adversary when it is described 

to take an aggressive military actions more than an adversary that uses aggressive cheap 

talk. They tend to support a more competitive policy against a state that is described as 
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taking an aggressive military actions than against an adversary described as using an 

aggressive diplomatic statement. In contrast, survey participants are not likely to perceive 

and make decisions as the logic of costly signals dictates when faced with conciliatory 

actions from an adversary. No matter how costly the conciliatory signals may be, 

participants were rarely reassured.  

I explain the asymmetric response of survey participants toward benign and 

aggressive signals with people’s tendency to pay more attention to negative stimuli instead 

of positive stimuli. Risk-averse people may be more attentive to, and in turn respond more 

strongly to, aggressive signals than benign signals because they believe that a true 

aggressor threatens one’s security. Respondents may not pay attention to an adversary’s 

benign signals simply because they believe that those are not threats, regardless of whether 

the signals are costly or not. It suggests that the rationalist logic of costly signals can be 

usefully extended by considering human cognitive abilities to interpret, assess threats, and 

make decisions. 

 Experiment Three tests the logic of costly signals by examining the claimed effects 

of different signaling mechanisms in previous literature. It demonstrates that generally 

people are likely to infer an adversary’s intentions as the logic of costly signals would 

dictate. However, the effect of military signals is not always greater than that of non-

military signals. Non-costly signals such as foreign aid policy often have a significant 

impact on the assessment of intentions, on threat perception, and on support for the use of 

force. This finding suggests that the logic of costly signals has to be complemented by 

considerations of such as morality to understand states’ behaviors more completely. I 

suggest the possibility that how observers morally categorize a signal sender could affect 
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their response to the signal sender’s actions. A state’s moral actions may be considered an 

indicator of “civilization,” and this indicator of “civilization” in turn affects whether the 

adversary is seen as “Self” or “Other” by American observers. Once observers identify an 

adversary as “Self,” the adversary’s actions may be perceived more favorably by observers. 

This implies that the rationalist logic of costly signals can be usefully complemented by a 

consideration of social psychological or constructivist elements. 

 Experiment Four tests whether the regime type of a signal sender influences the 

signal receiver’s interpretation, threat assessment, and foreign policy choice. The 

experimental result shows that, under certain conditions, observers respond differently to 

a signal sender depending on the signal sender’s regime type. When signals embody a 

signal sender’s benign intentions, observers respond differently to democracies as opposed 

to non-democracies. When the adversary takes conciliatory actions using cheap talk, survey 

participants tend to perceive more favorably toward democracies than non-democracies. 

However, when rhetoric changes to costly signals, they begin to evaluate only the actions 

on display, without regard for regime type. I suggest that democracies receive the benefit 

of the doubt from other democracies, at least until they reveal their intentions with concrete 

actions. This finding suggests that a more complete theory pf signaling should be 

complemented by social psychological or constructivist elements.  

 

8-3. Implications of the Findings 

This research suggests that state intentions may matter in foreign policy decision makings 

when there is information available about states’ intentions. It empirically tests the 

rationalist logic of costly signals and provides explanations for why some findings deviate 

from theoretical expectations.  
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Experimental findings suggest that a theory of signaling should involve “a careful 

investigation of how signals are perceived,” as Jervis mentioned. 475 Experimental results 

show that observers of state actions often do not perceive other states’ actions as the 

rationalist logic of costly signals dictates. The defensive and motivational realists’ logic of 

costly signals contributes to our understanding of how states should communicate their 

intentions and avoid conflict based on miscommunication. However, this logic fails to 

explain when or why decision makers may take the type of pessimistic view which 

offensive realists claim predominates in the international system. Under certain conditions, 

states may not weigh the benefits and costs from cooperation as heavily as those from 

competition. My experiments show that the lack of information about the other state’s 

intentions may make decision makers take pessimistic view. Furthermore, people’s 

tendency to pay more attention to negative events than positive ones may also fail people 

in rationally calculating the benefits and costs from both cooperation and competition.  

Second, cognitive psychological elements such as humans’ limited cognitive 

capabilities can explain the deviation of state behaviors from what rationalists would 

expect. I pointed out that decision makers will be more attentive to the intentions of 

stronger states than weaker ones because strong states can be potential threats. People may 

not feel forced to think about the intentions of weak states because the weak states do not 

threaten their survival. For similar reasons, people may be more attentive to state signals 

that embody aggressive intentions than to those that imply benign intentions. This is 

because aggressive actions are potential threats, while benign actions are not. This insight 

implies that decision makers will be able to respond to benign signals differently than 

                                                           
475 Jervis 2002. 
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aggressive signals. They will be less attentive to an adversary’s conciliatory gestures, while 

they will be more attentive and in turn responsive to the adversary’s aggressive actions.  

Third, social psychological and constructivist elements such as morality (good 

versus bad) and identity (democracy versus non-democracy, friend versus enemy) can 

explain certain deviations of state behavior from what rationalists would expect. According 

to the logic of costly signals, a state’s costly signals are expected to be perceived as more 

credible than less costly signals. My experimental findings show that this is not always the 

case. A state’s identity of another state can affect the state’s inference about another state’s 

intentions. For example, once a democracy identifies another state as a democracy, the 

democracy may assess the other democracy’s actions more favorably and in consequence 

may act more cooperatively. Similarly, a state which identifies another state as a friend will 

respond differently to the state from when the state identifies another state as an enemy. 

Morality also may work as a criterion by which a state identifies the other state, which in 

turn may affect the state’s perceptions and attitudes toward another state.  

 

8-4. Directions for Future Research   

This dissertation suggests that further work is necessary to develop a theory of signaling. 

First, scholars need to investigate more complex situations in which decision makers of a 

target state perceive more than one kind of signal exchanged between states. Future work 

needs to address the following questions: how would the public and elites of a target 

country react when they receive two contradictory signals from another state? Would they 

react more strongly to one type of signal (e.g., unilateral arms reduction) than another (e.g., 

a state’s repressive policies towards its ethnic/religious/racial minorities) or not? By 
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investigating more complex and more realistic situations, this extended research can enrich 

the theory of signaling in IR.  

Second, future research should test whether the results from my dissertation are 

generalizable across different cultures and regimes. I am particularly interested in two 

countries, the United Kingdom and China as a signal receiver. These two cases are 

interesting in different ways. The United Kingdom belongs to the European Union, which 

is believed by some scholars to emphasize norms and legitimacy.476 Due to this emphasis, 

the British may assess an adversary that treats its domestic minorities well and provides 

unconditional aid to poor countries more positively than Americans would. China, with an 

authoritarian regime, is another interesting case. The case of China will provide insight on 

the perception of signals from a non-democratic target country. Overall, these extensions 

of the current research will provide a new lens through which we can better view and 

evaluate signals between states. 

  

                                                           
476 Manners, Ian. “Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms?” JCMS 2002, 40(2), pp.235-58. 
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