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This article examines how reelection incentives influence foreign policy
decision making in democratic states. A formal model characterizes how
future electoral prospects affect a government’s decision to undertake
adventurous foreign policies. When governments are assured of reelec-
tion, they make unbiased decisions considering only international factors.
Decision making is similarly unbiased when governments have no pros-
pects of reelection. When the voters’ evaluation of foreign policy out-
comes could have an effect on election results then governments are
biased towards violent, adventurous foreign policy projects. Institutional
constraints are shown to reduce the magnitude of these biases. The bias
in foreign policy decisions at the end of the electoral cycle influences
decision making in other countries. As a nation approaches the end of
its electoral cycle other nations are more conciliatory and less confron-
tational towards it. With endogenous crisis formation, the model provides
an explanation for the empirical phenomenon that democracies are
more likely to become involved in war early in their electoral term.

In democratic states voters have the power to remove unsatisfactory governments.
According to traditional democratic theory, a government should enact those
policies that are in the best interest of the nation (Dahl, 1989). Unfortunately,
under certain circumstances, the mechanism of elections causes the government
to behave against the national interest when forming policy. These circumstances
arise when the policies that maximize the government’s chance of reelection are
different from those that maximize the nation’s welfare. To gain reelection, a
democratically elected government may risk the lives of its citizens through its
foreign policy choices.

Generally, foreign policies designed to help a government retain power are
known as diversionary wars. This article discusses adventurous, active foreign poli-
cies and as such is not restricted to those events that end in war. There are
numerous diversionary war theories (Levy, 1989, provides a comprehensive review).
However, the central theme is that when a government, democratic or not, is under
domestic pressure it enacts an adventurous, diversionary foreign policy. This for-
eign policy event diverts attention away from the domestic situation to the inter-
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national arena. If the foreign policy event overshadows domestic problems then
the government avoids being removed from power.

Even if the crisis does not fully divert the public’s attention, governments may
still undertake risky foreign policies. If the government succeeds, by either winning
a war or extracting foreign concessions, then it may retain power. Success is a signal
of competence. Since the electorate prefers a competent government, successful
policies convince the public that they should keep their leaders. This generates
incentives for the government to undertake diversionary activities. These policies
are not necessarily in the interest of the nation.

Suppose that a government is unpopular and expects to be removed from power.
If it undertakes an adventurous foreign policy and loses then it is definitely
replaced. However, if the government is successful, winning a war, then it may
survive. Even when it expects to lose, the government is prepared to risk a war.
Losing a war does not matter; the government expects to be replaced anyway.
Therefore, diversionary policies have no down side in terms of remaining in office.
However, if it is fortunate enough to win, it may retain power. From the govern-
ment’s viewpoint gambling on a war might be worth it. The public does not have
the same incentives as the government. Voters only want to risk a war when it is in
their interest. If the nation expects to lose the war then the public does not want
to become involved. There exists the possibility that democratically elected leaders
act against the interests of the citizens precisely because the public can remove
them from office.

This article explores how electoral incentives in democratic systems cause gov-
ernments to enact suboptimal foreign policies. The model shows how the prospect
of future elections causes democratic governments to use foreign policy for politi-
cal gains rather than the good of the nation. Emphasis is placed on deriving the
conditions under which these diversionary policies are pursued. Next, institutional
arrangements are shown to limit the ability of the government to act against the
public interest. The final section uses the model of foreign policy formation to
show that domestic factors in one country influence the formation of foreign policy
in another. Empirically, Gaubatz (1991) observed that democratic nations are more
likely to become involved in wars early in their electoral term. This empirical
phenomenon initially appears to contradict diversionary war theories, where de-
mocracies have an incentive to engage in aggressive behavior prior to an election.
By considering crisis formation as endogenous, I show that, although democracies
become more likely to intervene in a crisis as the end of their electoral cycle
approaches, they are presented with fewer opportunities to intervene.

Levy, in his critique of diversionary war theory (1989), states that part of the
problem with explaining the interrelationship of domestic and international poli-
tics is the lack of attention to deriving precise testable hypotheses. A key problem
he cites is that it is unclear whether domestic factors drive international events or
if international factors affect domestic events.

The methodology I use highlights exactly how domestic factors influence foreign
events. Domestic politics, together with international factors, drive the formation
of foreign policy. The results produce empirically falsifiable hypotheses about
foreign policy decision making in democratic systems. The results are similar to
those derived in other diversionary war theories. However, the formal model
provides additional predictions about the role of institutional structures in the
formation of diversionary foreign policies.

Levy (1989) and Richards et al. (1993) review some of the competing explana-
tions about how international and domestic factors interact. In this article the
emphasis is placed not on the general correlation between international and
domestic factors, but on stating how specific domestic variables influence the
formation of foreign policy. Ostrom and Job (1986) have observed that presidential
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decision making over foreign policy issues is determined mainly by domestic fac-
tors. Although James and Oneal (1991) have found that international issues are
more important than Ostrom and Job initially concluded, they agree that domestic
issues are still the most important determinant of foreign policy. From the opposite
perspective, Nincic and Hinckley (1991) show that the evaluation of a government’s
international performance is important in voting behavior. Marra et al. (1990) find
evidence of hierarchical relations between public opinion and international and
domestic factors that give the president windows of opportunity to affect public
opinion.

There are several formal models of diversionary wars. Downs and Rocke (1993)
assume that governments have an informational advantage over the electorate. The
government can use their informational advantage to pursue the policies they
prefer rather than those desired by the electorate. In a general framework they
show that elections are insufficient to ensure that the government enacts the
electorate’s preferred policies. My model sacrifices generality in order to derive
predictions about when diversionary wars occur. The model I present also shows
how institutional features limit a government’s ability to engage in diversionary
foreign policy.

The model builds directly on the work of Richards et al. (1993) and Hess and
Orphanides (1991). Richards et al. consider, as I do, a simple lottery between
success and failure. In their model, leaders use expected utility calculations to
decide whether or not to pursue a foreign policy. They conclude that competent
governments, having a higher probability of success, are more likely to enact
adventurous foreign policies. The electorate wants to elect those governments that
are likely to produce good outcomes in the future, and they use the signal of past
performance to infer whether a government is competent. Their model reveals
that only competent governments intervene.! If this is the case then the voters do
not have to observe the outcome of a foreign policy since all the information they
care about, the government’s competence, is contained in the decision to enact
the policy. The voters should reelect all governments that intervene since they are
the competent ones.

I consider a similar model. The electorate evaluates the government in terms of
its ability to run the economy and its ability to organize foreign policy. The
government makes its foreign policy decisions based upon its abilities. Unlike the
Richards et al. model, the electorate uses foreign policy decisions as well as foreign
policy performance in determining whether to retain the government. Voters are
sophisticatedly rational and, as such, can use the information contained within the
choice of foreign policy in evaluating the government. The electorate learns about
the government from both its foreign policy decisions and the outcome of those
policies. Nincic (1992) examines the arguments for and against assuming that the
voters are rational. As I will show, even with sophisticated voters, governments still
undertake diversionary foreign policies. The results are robust since the predic-
tions of models using both sophisticated and naive voters coincide.?

The Model

In this model the government has two roles: controller of the economy and foreign
policy decision maker. The electorate cares about economic and foreign policy

! Richards et al. (1993) also consider the effect of risk on the decision to intervene. They find that the more risk
acceptant a government is, the more likely it is to intervene.

2 Many other fields of political science debate whether or not voters are rational. In the political business cycles
literature Rogoff (1990) shows that political business cycles still exist if voters are sophisticated. However, Austen-Smith
(1991) has shown that if voters are sophisticated then endogenous tariff theories arguments do not work.



