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Strategic-choice explanations of international crisis escalation imply that, because actors
anticipate the likely responses of others and choose actions that avoid undesirable re-
sponses, our observations of nations’ decisions to use force are interdependent and cen-
sored. For example, suppose a weak nation (B) is threatened by a powerful neighbor (A).
If B believes A’s threat, then it should back down. Unfortunately, this censors our ability
to observe whether A would actually use violence. Many traditional methods ignore this
censoring and mis-specify the extent to which variables influence crisis behavior. To
ameliorate the problems of interdependence and censoring, I develop the Strategically
Censored Discrete Choice model. Estimating this model using Bayesian Markov chain
Monte Carlo simulation methods, I analyze Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman’s (1992)
dyadically-coded version of the Militarized Interstate Dispute data (Gochmann and Maoz
1984). Based on Bayesian-model comparison statistics, I conclude that strategic explana-
tions outperform nonstrategic ones in explaining crisis behavior.

1. INTRODUCTION

Theories involving strategic choice assume that political actors antici-
pate the decisions of other actors when making their own choices. Thus, ac-
tors’ decisions are interdependent. Strategic-choice models also suggest se-
lection effects (Achen 1986; Fearon 1993, Gartner and Siverson 1996;
Morrow 1989; Signorino 1999; Smith 1996). When actors anticipate an un-
favorable response by another actor, they attempt to avoid the contingent cir-
cumstances under which the response will occur. Thus, their choice depends
as much upon unrealized eventualities as it does upon observed events. Stan-
dard econometric techniques do not adequately deal with this censoring; as
such, these methods fail. Consequently, if we believe that political actors
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make choices strategically, then these methods give incorrect inferences
about the factors that influence political decisions.

Here I explain the relationship between strategic explanations and em-
pirical estimation. I start by outlining the basic principles of strategic choice
within the context of international disputes, focusing on the interdependent
nature of decision making and the role of counterfactual analysis. Then I de-
velop my main theme, the relationship between theoretical explanations and
empirical tests.

To illustrate this relationship, I consider a substantive problem: why do
nations escalate international crises? I develop a simple strategic explanation
of crisis behavior, and within this context, I appraise the appropriateness of
standard econometric procedures for estimating crisis behavior. To achieve
this aim, I suppose that nations behave according to my simple strategic-
choice explanation. If this is the process of data generation (how nations re-
ally behave), then would conventional estimation techniques correctly esti-
mate the model? The answer is no. If we start with a known model involving
strategic behavior and use it to generate data, the estimates obtained from
conventional statistical techniques do not match the known model.

Interdependence and censoring account for the deficiencies. of conven-
tional approaches. Using my theoretical explanation as a guide, I develop the
Strategically Censored Discrete Choice model. This model explicitly incor-
porates the interdependent and censored nature of escalatory decisions dur-
ing crises. I estimate this model using a Bayesian Markov chain Monte Carlo
(MCMC) simulation technique. This simulation method provides a powerful
alternative to using maximum likelihood estimation. Using these estimates to
calculate model testing statistics, I conclude that strategic choice explana-
tions out-perform nonstrategic ones. However, I also find that few of the ex-
planatory variables often cited in international relations strongly influence
crisis behavior (see Gibbs and Singer 1993). Having substantively examined
what factors affect crisis escalation, I conclude with a general discussion re-
lating strategic choice explanations and empirical testing.

2. STRATEGIC CHOICE

Models of strategic choice assume that political actors anticipate the
likely subsequent behavior of others when making choices. Two implica-
tions flow from this assumption: interdependence and censoring. When
evaluating which actions to take, each actor considers the likely response of
other political actors. For the purposes of statistical testing, we cannot con-
sider one actor’s choices in isolation. Each time an actor makes one choice
rather than another, she prevents us from observing what would have hap-
pened had she chosen the unrealized alternative.
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Strategic choice is the explicit study of counterfactuals. It asks why po-
litical actors choose one particular path of play over another. In game theo-
retic terms, all we empirically observe is the equilibrium path: the choices
actors actually make. Yet, the key to understanding why actors stay on a par-
ticular path is the anticipated consequences of deviating to a different path.
That these consequences remain unobserved, precisely because actors seek
to avoid them, makes them no less pertinent. A theory describes the relation-
ship between the behavior we want to explain—the dependent variable Y—
and the factors that influence this behavior—the independent variables X. To
test the empirical validity of a theoretical explanation, statistical procedures
estimate the extent to which X influences Y and measure the overall ability of
the relationship to predict behavior variation. To assess the explanatory
power of a theory, an appropriate method must assume the distributional re-
lationship between X and Y that the theory predicts. Standard statistical tech-
niques typically assume a linear relationship between X and Y. Yet, strategic
explanations often hypothesize a different relationship. In such circum-
stances, standard techniques fail to estimate the true impact of X on Y and,
hence, misrepresent the explanatory power of the theory.

Using the escalation of international crises as a substantive example, I
show how and why standard econometric techniques based on the linear
model fail. Even if independent variables affect incentives in a simple linear
manner, the interdependence and censoring inherent within strategic choice
mean that the observed relationship between X and Y is nonlinear (Bueno de
Mesquita, Morrow, and Zorick, 1997). Although here I focus on interna-
tional relations, the pervasiveness of strategic choice within politics gener-
ally make these concerns relevant in all fields of political science. Of course
my model is not an isolated attempt to address these issues. Pertinent ex-
amples include Brehm.and Gates (1997), Brehm and Hamilton (1996),
Feinstein (1989, 1990), and Grier, Munger, and Roberts (1994). Yet, of
greatest relevance within the substantive domain of international crises,
Signorino (1999) uses the logit quantal response equilibrium to examine
specific game-theoretic models of crises. He incorporates these equilibrium
predictions into an empirical estimation procedure, which takes a form simi-
lar to nested logit. The estimator, by its reference to a specific game struc-
ture, explicitly controls for censoring that results from off the path counter-
factuals. Thus, his model offers an alternative solution to control for the
impact of censoring introduced by strategic behavior.

3. ESCALATION OF INTERNATIONAL CRISES
Why do nations escalate international disputes? I start using a simple
model of crisis escalation in which nation A, nominally the aggressor, de-
cides whether or not to threaten nation B. If A makes a threat, then nation B
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must decide whether to acquiesce to A’s demands or resist. If B resists, then
A decides whether or not to implement its threat and use force to attain its
goal.! To study A’s escalatory decisions, we might code A’s use of force on a
three-point scale, where O represents no threat, 1 represents threats, and 2
represents the actual use of force.

To simplify, suppose we know the real model. In particular, assume that
because powerful nations expect to do well should any conflict occur, these
powerful nations are more likely to use force than weak nations. Thus, the
relative power of A and B strongly influences their propensity to use force.

To illustrate the predictions of a strategic-choice theory of international
behavior, I offer three stylized examples. Initially, suppose that nation A is
extremely strong. Given its strength, nation A fears little from the use of
force and so threatens nation B to achieve its goals. Given A’s strength, B
knows that A is not bluffing and will use force if B does not acquiesce. Since
it is much weaker, nation B anticipates losing any conflict. Thus, when
threatened, B surrenders. Consequently, when A is strong, the likely out-
come is a threat by A and acquiescence by B.

Next, consider the other extreme, where A is very weak compared to B.
Since B is strong, A is unlikely to use force and even if it does, B anticipates
winning. Hence, if A threatens, nation B will resist rather than back down.
Knowing that B will resist, A makes no initial threats. Threats simply raise
A’s costs without offering any chance of success. Therefore, when A is
weak, the outcome is the status quo.

The situation is more ambiguous when A and B are of similar strength.
A might make threats and maybe B will resist. Given the even match, A may
or may not risk actual conflict. In this scenario, we might expect to see the
whole range of potential outcomes.

3.1 Failure of Traditional Methods
Interdependence

The greater A’s propensity to use violence, the more likely B is to acqui-
esce. A and B’s decisions are not independent. The theory suggests that both
A and B’s decision depends upon relative strength. Thus, we should include
relative power as an independent variable affecting both A and B’s deci-
sions. Unfortunately since we can never find perfect measures for every pos-
sible variable, simply including independent variables is insufficient to ac-
count for all the interdependence between A and B. Any measurement errors
in the independent variables, or any omitted variables, influence A and B’s

!Numerous models of crisis escalation consider similar structures (Bueno de Mesquita and
Lalman 1986, 1992; Fearon 1994a, 1994b; Morrow 1989; O Neil 1994; Powell 1990; and Smith
1995 to mention but a few).



