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Alliances are related to the occurrence of conflict. A theoretical model predicts how alliance
reliability affects the occurrence of conflict in the international system. Suppose that two nations
are at war. The intervention of a third nation into this war affects the likely outcome. Nations
prefer to fight wars that they expect to win. Nations are more likely to involve themselves in
wars in which they anticipate allied support. Estimates of alliance reliability are obtained and
used to demonstrate that nations consider alliance reliability when deciding whether to become
involved in conflict. For example, nations with unreliable allies are more likely to sufrender if
attacked than are nations with reliable allies. Alliance reliability affects the occurrence of war.
Unfortunately, whether an alliance is honored is only observable when a war actually occurs.
The author discusses the sampling bias that this creates.

When attacked, a nation wants to know whether its allies will come to its
aid. A nation is more likely to resist if it anticipates allied support. Alliance
reliability affects whether nations decide to resist attacks. In fact, alliance
reliability also affects whether attacks occur in the first place. Through this
process, alliances affect the occurrence of conflict. Unfortunately, whether
an ally honors its commitment can be measured only when a war actually
occurs. This article examines the claim that alliance reliability affects the
occurrence of conflict. Because alliance reliability is observable only when
wars actually occur, estimating reliability prior to the onset of war is prob-
lematic. I discuss the consequences of these estimation procedures.

A theoretical model explains the role of alliances in international conflict.
The model predicts the relationship between alliance reliability and the
occurrence of conflict. To test the model’s hypotheses, I estimate alliance
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reliability using alliance characteristics. The theory suggests that other na-
tions care about the reliability of alliances. Nations that anticipate allied
support should a war occur are likely to undertake actions that lead to war.
An empirical test shows that nations consider alliance reliability when
deciding whether to initiate conflict. The endogeneity between alliance
reliability and the occurrence of conflict leads to sampling problems in the
estimation of alliance reliability. I discuss the nature and consequences of
these sampling biases.

I estimate whether nations honor alliance commitments and support allies
who become involved in wars. I refer to this as alliance reliability." Nations
form alliances in the expectation that if they become involved in a war, their
alliance partners will come to their aid. Empirically, one observes that this
rarely happens. Only about one nation in four honors its alliance commit-
ments. This result varies with the data set used and the definition of alliances
and war (Siverson and King 1980; Sabrosky 1980; Altfeld and Bueno de
Mesquita 1979; King 1989; Oren 1990; Kim 1991; Siverson and Tennefoss
1984). However, on the whole, it appears that alliances are unreliable. This
is at odds with alliance formation theories. These theories typically assume
that alliances are reliable.

If a nation becomes involved in a war, then about one quarter of the time
its allies come to its aid.? This figure of approximately 25% appears much
greater when compared with the probability of a nonallied nation intervening
in a conflict. Although nonallied states sometimes intervene to support a
nation involved in a war—for example, England and France intervened to
support Turkey against Russia in the Crimean War—the probability of this
occurring is only a few percent. One can say, then, that an alliance does not
guarantee that a nation will intervene to help its ally in the event of a war.
However, an alliance makes assistance much more likely than if no alliance
exists between the two nations.

Siverson and King (1980), Sabrosky (1980), Altfeld and Bueno de Mes-
quita (1979), and Kim (1991) estimated the reliability of alliances by observ-
ing whether allies intervene on behalf of alliance partners who become
involved in a war. Each study is interested in a slightly different question and
so uses different data sets and coding decisions. For example, Siverson and

1. Alliance can take numerous forms. In many alliances, a nation does not actually have to
intervene to fulfill its commitments. For example, nonaggression pacts require only that a nation
not attack its ally. Although it is inaccurate in a strict sense, I use the term alliance reliability for
convenience.

2. Kim (1991) showed that if one alliance partner intervenes in a conflict, then other alliance
partners are also likely to intervene. Typically, either all or none of the alliance partners honor
their commitments. Although empirically, allies are likely to make the same decision about
whether to intervene, Kim’s study cannot identify whether nations prefer to fight together or
whether this result is driven by a sample selection bias.
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King used the nation as the unit of analysis and asked whether it intervenes
in a conflict. Alternatively, Sabrosky considered the alliance as a whole when
deciding whether the alliance was honored. There are arguments for and
against each classification. I, as do Siverson and King, choose the nation as
the unit of analysis.

A THEORETICAL MODEL OF CONFLICT INITIATION

Before going on to estimate the likelihood that a nation intervenes in a
conflict, I want to consider a simple model of conflict initiation. To simplify
the discussion, consider a three-nation system. Each nation has arole. Nation
A is a potential aggressor; it decides whether or not to attack nation B. If
attacked, nation B, the target, decides whether to retaliate or acquiesce. If B
retaliates, then a state of war exists. Once a war occurs, nation C, the third
party, decides whether to intervene. This decision by C, to intervene or not,
is the dependent variable under consideration.

Suppose nations B and C have shared interests but that these interests are
opposed by nation A. Nation C prefers nation B to be victorious over nation
A should a war occur. If nation C intervenes in the war, forming a coalition
with B against A, then nation B is more likely to win. As the likelihood of
nation C intervening increases, the likelihood of B winning also increases.
Nation C faces a tradeoff. By intervening, it improves the probability of its
favored side winning, but it also has to pay the cost of fighting.

Because nation B prefers to win, it prefers to fight when nation C will
support it. As C becomes more likely to support B, B becomes more likely
to retaliate if attacked. Nation A wants to gain concessions from nation B. It
prefers to get these concessions without having to fight. Nation A is more
likely to attack if it suspects that nation B will surrender. If nation A expects
that B will retaliate, then a war is likely to occur if A attacks. Because nation
A is more likely to win the war if it fights only nation B, rather than a coalition
of B and C, A is more likely to attack when C is unlikely to intervene.

Let the probability that C intervenes be v, the probability that B retaliates
be I, and the probability that A attacks be o. As the backwards induction
arguments above show, both o and I'T are dependent on 7. As vy, the probability
that C intervenes, increases, I1, the probability that B retaliates, increases. In
addition, as 7y increases, o, the probability that A attacks, decreases. For
brevity, the scope of this article is restricted to this defensive situation.
However, for the offensive situation, similar arguments show that the more
likely C is to intervene on A’s behalf, the more likely A is to attack and the
more likely B is to surrender. This offensive scenario has been tested
elsewhere (Smith 1995b).
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The formation of an alliance increases y. This makes B more likely to
retaliate if attacked. In turn, this makes A less likely to attack. The formation
of an alliance affects the behavior of A and B in a predictable manner (Smith
1994, 1995a, 1995b). However, the effect of alliance formation on the
occurrence of war is ambiguous. The probability of war occurring is & I'l, the
product of the probabilities that A attacks and B retaliates. Alliance formation
increases I1 but reduces o. The aggregate ffect of alliance formation is
unclear. Indeed, empirical studies have failed to establish the correlation
between alliance formation and the onset of war (Singer and Small 1966b;
Bueno de Mesquita and Singer 1973; Ostrom and Hoole 1978; Levy 1981;
Siverson and Sullivan 1984; King 1989, 222-30; Wayman 1990). Vasquez
(1987) summarized these studies in a review of the Correlates of War project:
“[Allliances do not prevent war or promote peace; instead they are associated
with war, although they are probably not a cause of war” (p. 119). The simple
model above is consistent with these findings; alliances do not cause or
prevent war, but they are related to the occurrence of war because they affect
the probability of third-party intervention.

A STATISTICAL MODEL OF CONFLICT INITIATION

From the simple theoretical model above, I want to construct an empirical
test to estimate the probability that a nation intervenes. Using the logic above,
I start by considering nation C’s decision to intervene in an ongoing war.

C'’s decision to intervene:
Y, =1 if C intervenes, 0 otherwise,

where
Y, =1if Y* = X.B, +e,=Z, +e,20,and Y, = 0if Y.* < 0.

X. is a vector of independent variables that affect C’s behavior, B, is a vector
of parameters, and e is a stochastic error term. For simplicity, assume that
the error terms are distributed normally.

B’s decision to retaliate:

Y, = 1 if B retaliates, O otherwise,

3. ej is normalized to N(0,1) because Yi* = 3;X; + e;, where e; ~N(0,6%) is equivalent to Yi*/o =
BiXi/c + ei/c.
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where
Yh 1if Yb XbBb,l + ZcBb,Z +€,= Zb + ¢, > 0, and Yh =0if Yb* <0.

X, is a vector of independent variables that affect B’s behavior, Z, represents
C’s decision, and e, is a stochastic error term. B’s decision depends on C’s
likely decision.

A’s decision to attack:
Y, = 1if A attacks, O otherwise,

where
Y, =1if Y *=XB,1 +ZBa +ZB.s+e,=2Z,+¢,20,and Y, =0if Y,* <0.

X, is a vector of independent variables that affect A’s decision, Z, represents
B’s decision to retaliate, Z, represents C’s decision to intervene, and e, is a
stochastic error term.

This system of three equations is recursive. B’s decision whether to
retaliate depends on C’s decision to intervene, and A’s decision whether to
attack depends on both B’s and C’s decisions. Given estimates of C’s
decision, B’s decision could be estimated. In turn, A’s decision can be
estimated using estimates of B’s and C’s decisions. Unfortunately, consis-
tently estimating C’s decision to intervene is difficult. Whether one observes
C’s decision depends on whether A attacks and B retaliates. However, the
theory above suggests that A’s and B’s decisions are conditional on C’s
decision.

ESTIMATING ALLIANCE RELIABILITY

In this section, I discuss the estimation of C’s decision to intervene. Given
the independent variables X,, X,, and X, the probability of a multilateral war,
a war in which nation C intervenes, is the probability that Y, * 20, Y,* 20,
and Y * 2 0. Prob.(multilateral war) = Prob.(e, < Z,, €, < Z;, e, < Z.). This
probability is given by the cumulative trivariate normal distribution,
F(e,.e..,2), Where X is the covariance matrix of e,, e,, and e,.
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