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Diplomatic Signaling among Multiple States

Robert F. Trager, University of California, Los Angeles

Despite the difficulty of communicating with adversaries, scholars have described a variety of signaling mechanisms that

relate to bilateral negotiations between states. This article demonstrates that when more than two states are involved,

states have additional, costless means of communicating their intentions. In particular, statements of a third party to a

dispute on behalf of a “protégé” are credible because of the effect these statements have on the protégé’s conduct. Protégés

that are emboldened by support will sometimes be more likely to take actions that risk conflict, causing the third party to

be more likely to have to intervene. Thus, commitments to fight on behalf of other states can convey information to

potential adversaries. This form of signaling requires that the interests of the third party and protégé be sufficiently

aligned and that the third party be powerful enough, but also not too powerful.

A
dversaries have difficulty communicating because

they have incentives to mislead (Fearon 1995; Schel-

ling 1966). Nevertheless, scholars have described a

variety of costly and costless signaling mechanisms in the

case of negotiations between two states (e.g., Fearon 1994a;

Guisinger and Smith 2002; Jervis 1970; Kurizaki 2007; Kydd

1997; Sartori 2005; Schelling 1966; Schultz 2001; Trager 2010,

2011). These same mechanisms generally apply when nego-

tiations involve additional states whose interests are closely

aligned with one or the other of the adversaries. When more

than two states are involved, however, the analysis below

demonstrates that states have other means of communicat-

ing their intentions. In particular, a costless communication

mechanism exists among three or more states that is a com-

mon feature of international negotiations: statements of a

third party to a dispute on behalf of a “protégé” are credible

because of the effect these statements can have on the pro-

tégé’s conduct. Unlike other signaling mechanisms, this one

does not rely on the sunk costs of alliance commitment or

arms production, the need to preserve domestic or interna-

tional reputations, or other factors previously examined in

the literature.

The signaling mechanism analyzed below relates to a

central concern of the literature on alliance commitments,

namely, the problem of “entrapment” (Jervis, Lebow, and

Stein 1985; Goldstein 2000; Snyder 1997; Zartman and Faure

2005). When a third party makes a commitment to a pro-

tégé, these commitments may embolden the protégé. When

one state is emboldened by support from another state, the

emboldened state may be more likely to take actions that

risk conflict with its adversary, causing the third party to be

more likely to be forced to intervene to support the protégé

if the third party is indeed willing to do so. As a result, com-

mitments to fight on behalf of other states can convey in-

formation to potential adversaries even when those com-

mitments are made behind closed doors. In fact, states can

sometimes infer from the bargaining behavior of an adver-

sary whether a third party has committed to the defense of the

adversary. These sorts of commitments only constitute en-

trapment when the third party would prefer to hold the pro-

tégé back from aggressive actions against the adversary, but

the third party then finds it is unable to do so. When the

third party knowingly undertakes a risk of conflict through

emboldenment, however, this is a form of diplomatic signal-

ing, and one that appears to be common in international pol-

itics.

Signals of this sort are likely to influence the calculations

of adversaries when all sides understand that the protégé is in

a bargaining relationship with an adversary and two other

conditions hold. First, the emboldening effect of the third
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party’s commitment on its protégé must increase the likeli-

hood of conflict more than the deterrent effect of the com-

mitment on the adversary state decreases the likelihood of

conflict. This implies that the third party must be powerful

enough, but also not too powerful. In fact, because it makes

credible signaling impossible, an increase in the power of the

third party can increase the likelihood of war. Second, the

interests of the third party and protégé must be sufficiently

aligned.1

One example of these dynamics that is of direct, current

relevance is the three-way relationship between China,

Taiwan, and the United States (Benson and Niou 2005;

O’Hanlon 2000). Policy makers in Taiwan are very sensitive

to the level of US commitment, and US policy makers are

usually careful to affirm some commitment to defend Tai-

wan in the event of attack, and at the same time express

support for the “one China” policy. If the United States were

to openly support full Taiwanese independence, it would

increase the likelihood that Taiwan will take more concrete

steps in that direction. These steps might well increase the

likelihood that China would attack. Thus, as a result of

making a firm commitment to independence, the United

States could well find itself forced to choose between the de-

struction of Taiwan and a military engagement with China.

For this reason, if the United States were to make such a

commitment, even behind closed doors, Chinese officials

would be right to revise upward their appraisal of the level

of US commitment to defend the island.

Another example from the diplomacy of the moment

concerns the attempts by the United States and Israel to pre-

vent Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapon. Support from

the United States has an emboldening effect on Israel, per-

haps making near-term conflict more likely. As a result, US

statements of support carry increased credibility. As in the

Taiwan case, all parties understand that in offering support,

the United States is taking the risk of being forced to fight

with its ally or decline to do so, and this risk is entirely sepa-

rate from any “audience costs” associated with backing down

that public US commitments may incur (e.g., Fearon 1994a;

Tomz 2007; Trager and Vavreck 2011). Such risks that arise

in multistate contexts are equally felt when diplomacy is car-

ried on behind closed doors.

DIPLOMATIC SIGNALING IN MULTISTATE CONTEXTS

The dynamics of signaling among states have been the sub-

ject of sustained analysis by international relations scholars,

with theorizing most often focusing on bilateral contexts.

All of the formal models cited above fall in this category.

Qualitative work, too, has most often examined episodes

where one state threatens one other state or coalition of states

(but see Crawford 2003). Even when scholars have analyzed

signaling in multistate contexts, they have often done so

by applying lessons drawn from bilateral analysis (Fearon

1994b).

A substantial body of work examines “extended deter-

rence,” when states commit to defend territories outside

their own borders. Studies have analyzed the influence of

many factors on deterrence success, including the local

military balance (e.g., Huth 1988a; Huth and Russett 1984),

states’ actions in earlier crises (Huth 1988a, 1988b), the

scope of coercive demands (Werner 2000), and the geopo-

litical stakes in the region (Danilovic 2002), and some studies

examine several of these factors in combination with others

(Russett 1963). The current study draws on this literature,

and the findings from the model analyzed below are often

consistent with conclusions from this literature, but the

analysis also suggests alternative ways of understanding the

influence of some factors on deterrence outcomes. For in-

stance, Huth and Russett (1984) and Danilovic (2002) argue

that deterrence is successful when the “defender” has a

strong interest in the survival and advancement of the pro-

tégé. The analysis below also finds that substantial alignment

of the interests of the two is necessary for informative sig-

naling. But this does not imply that signaling is unimportant.

Rather, uncertainty about whether a third party would join a

potential conflict often remains even when interests appear

aligned (Gartner and Siverson 1996; Smith 1996), and it is

this uncertainty that costless, diplomatic signals can remove

when the defender has a sufficient interest in the protégé.

Similarly, the analysis provides a new perspective on the

debate over the role of military power in successful coercion

(Fearon 1994b; Huth and Russett 1984; Karsten, Howell, and

Allen 1984; Lebow and Stein 1989; Maoz 1983; Signorino

and Tarar 2006). In the costless signaling model, while suf-

ficient power is a necessary factor in coercion, too high a level

of power makes signaling impossible and can thereby de-

crease the probability of coercive success.2

Scholars in this literature have recognized that extended

deterrence is importantly different from bilateral coercion

(Morgan 1983). It is commonly accepted, for instance, that

extended deterrent threats are more difficult to make cred-

ible than threats to defend the homeland (Schelling 1966,

chap. 2). Nevertheless, researchers have not focused on

whether the underlying signaling mechanisms involved mir-
1. As discussed below, a number of factors determine whether the

third party and protégé’s interests are aligned, including the probability

the protégé would win in a conflict without aid from the third party and

the quality of the bargain the protégé could strike without support.

2. For related discussion, see Sechser (2010) and Snyder and Diesing

(1977).
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ror those of bilateral contests. For instance, one model that

does examine three actors is Quackenbush (2006), which

argues that when two states are in alliance and each would

want to defend the other only if the other would defend it,

then the more reliable of the alliance partners is the one that

the third state is more likely to attack. This study and a few

others examine dynamics among three players, but they do

not analyze the effects of statements of commitment (Fang,

Johnson, and Leeds 2014; Wagner 2004; Yuen 2009; Zagare

and Kilgour 2003).3 Benson (2012) examines a three-player

model with the possibility of emboldenment of a protégé,

but focuses on when a third party would make probabilistic,

conditional, or firm commitments and therefore assumes

rather than demonstrates that the third party has such com-

mitment options available to it. Perhaps the most similar

model to the one analyzed below is the three-player costless

signaling model investigated in Smith 1998b. This model

shows how costless signals can influence beliefs, but, con-

sistent with bilateral signaling models, does so through

analysis of the reaction of a domestic constituency to public

statements of commitment. The literature on intervention in

the internal affairs of other states also considers dynamics

among three actors, including when state signals can en-

courage and embolden a substate group, which is related to

the analysis below. These works do not connect the em-

boldenment of the group to the credibility of the state’s sig-

nals, however (Cetinyan 2002; Grigoryan 2010; Kuperman

2008). No studies in the international politics literature of

three or more actors examine the effect of costless statements

of commitment that do not derive their credibility from the

reactions of domestic constituencies to public actions.4

The literature on the credibility of alliance commitments

is also closely related to the topic addressed here. Much of the

literature on alliances has focused on factors that make allies

more or less likely to fight together (e.g., Benson 2011; Sny-

der 1997), or examines empirically whether alliances influ-

ence adversary calculations (e.g., Huth and Russett 1984;

Leeds 2003). Studies that explicitly investigate the mecha-

nism through which alliance commitments influence ad-

versary calculations have generally focused on the public

aspect of alliance formation. When alliance commitments

are modeled in a way that allows them to convey informa-

tion, this is primarily a result of the domestic or interna-

tional reputational costs that backing down from the pub-

lic commitment would entail (Leeds 1999; Morrow 2000).

Scholars have also considered the signaling effects of sunk

costs involved in alliance formation (Morrow 1994; Smith

1995, 1998a) and increased fighting ability through the

harmonization of military planning (Morrow 1994; Smith

1998a), as well as the effects of regime type (Gaubatz 1996;

Leeds 1999). Thus, these studies also view signaling in mul-

tistate contexts as essentially similar to bilateral signaling;

the same mechanisms are thought to apply in the same ways.

This article examines a signaling mechanism that is avail-

able only in the multistate context, and one that does not

depend on reputation or the sunk costs of alliance commit-

ment. Information is communicated in the cheap talk equilib-

rium through costless signals. As such, the model helps to

explain inferences drawn from private diplomatic encoun-

ters and informal agreements (Trager 2013). The model de-

scribed below is intentionally very similar to other models

of two players described in the literature. This makes it clear

that the changed effects of costless communication are the

specific consequence of the signaling possibilities that are

created when more than two parties are involved.

The analysis here is consistent with a substantial theo-

retical literature that notes that increasing the number of

players can increase the possibilities for communication and

thereby increase the set of equilibrium outcomes. Forges

(1990), for instance, shows that with four or more players,

any correlated equilibrium outcome of a game can also be an

equilibrium outcome of the game with (unmediated) com-

munication between the players. Since the set of correlated

equilibria is often larger than the set of Nash equilibria, this

shows that communication often increases the set of equi-

librium outcomes. With fewer players, however, communi-

cation increases the set of equilibrium outcomes only in a

more restricted set of games. This literature establishes the

possible effects of communication without describing mech-

anisms that it is reasonable to expect would actually be used

by diplomats and leaders, however.

This article, by contrast, develops a mechanism that is very

simple and appears to track common considerations of deci-

sion makers in international politics. The analysis also shows

that even in the highly adversarial context of international

crisis bargaining, increasing the number of actors enables in-

formation to be communicated that otherwise could not be,

which is surprising (Crawford and Sobel 1982). The avail-

ability of mechanisms for costlessly communicating resolve

in turn affects expectations about the outcomes of crises.

A MODEL OF MULTIPARTY NEGOTIATION

Consider a game in which a “Third Party” (d) sends a

costless signal m∈M to a “Protégé” (g) and a “Target” (t)

where 0, 1∈M and M is large but finite.5 The set of players
3. Kilgour and Zagare (1994) examine extended deterrence through a

two-player model.

4. Walter (2002) and Clare and Danilovic (2010) discuss incentives to

build reputation due to multiple strategic adversaries. 5. In some literatures, the Third Party is called the “Defender.”
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is I ≡ fd, g, tg with generic element i. After the signal, a

standard crisis bargaining game occurs that can be thought of

as a much simplified version of the game in Powell (1996a,

1996b). Following any message m, the Protégé makes a de-

mand x∈ ½0, 1� on the Target. If the Target accepts, the risk-

neutral payoffs are x for the Protégé and 12 x for the Target.

If the Target rejects the offer, the Protégé decides whether

to fight or not. If the Protégé does not fight, the status quo

is maintained, and payoffs for the Protégé and Target are

q∈ ½0, 1� and 12 q, respectively.

If the Protégé fights, the Third Party decides whether or

not to join the conflict on the side of the Protégé. In a con-

flict, the Protégé wins with probability p∈ (0, 1) if the Third

Party does not join in and probability pa > p if the Third

Party does (where pa< 1). The side that wins the conflict

chooses its most preferred outcome in X, 1 for the Protégé

and 0 for the Target. The Third Party and Protégé have the

same preference orderings over outcomes in X, but possibly

different costs of conflict. Thus, if the Third Party declines

to join the conflict, expected utilities for the Protégé, Target,

and Third Party are p2 cg , 12 p2 ct , and p, respectively. If

the Third Party fights, expected utilities for the players are

pa2 cg , 12 pa2 ct , and pa2 cd .

Assume that the Protégé prefers the status quo to fighting

alone and prefers fighting with the Third Party to the status

quo. Formally, this means p2 cg < q< pa2 cg . Assume that

the Third Party and Target’s costs of war are the private in-

formation of the player and can be either high or low. For-

mally, for ip d, t, cip c i with probability hi and cip ci
with probability 12 hi, where c i< ci and hd and ht are inde-

pendent. The Third Party prefers to fight with the Protégé

if and only if the Third Party has low costs of conflict, so

pa2 cd < p< pa2 cd. Let mi(m) be player i’s updated belief

that cdp cd following message m.

In two-player contexts of this sort, no information can be

conveyed by the Third Party’s statements. In the three-player

context, however, that is not so. I will show that a fully in-

formative equilibrium can exist in which the two types of

Third Party send different messages, so that, upon receiving

the message, both the Protégé and Target know for certain

whether the Third Party is willing to fight on behalf of the

Protégé. In this equilibrium, the Third Party’s statements

change the Protégé’s actions, and this influence on the Pro-

tégé’s conduct changes the incentives of the Third Party and

implies that the Third Party may have no reason to mislead

the Target. In game theoretic terms, the equilibrium is fully

separating: the Third Party sends a statement of support for

the Protégé if and only if the Third Party is willing to fight on

the side of the Protégé if necessary; the Protégé makes a high

demand that risks conflict if and only if it is supported; the

Target rejects an unsupported Protégé’s demand if it is too

high (which does not occur in equilibrium) or a supported

Protégé’s demand if the Target is a low cost type; and, on the

equilibrium path, the Protégé fights if and only if it is sup-

ported and its high demand is rejected by the Target. For this

sort of signaling to be possible at all, several formal condi-

tions must hold. I will develop each of these conditions and

the intuition behind them before stating sufficient conditions

for the existence of such an equilibrium in a proposition.

First, note that in a signaling equilibrium of this sort, the

Protégé and Target must be in a bargaining relationship,

the Protégé’s optimal behavior must be affected by its ex-

pectations about whether the Third Party will offer support

in a conflict, and the optimal behavior of a Protégé that

expects support must imply a greater probability of war

than the optimal behavior of a Protégé that does not expect

support. This implies that the Third Party cannot be so

powerful that even a more resolute Target would prefer to

give up the whole of the issues in dispute rather than wage a

war against both the Protégé and Third Party. If the Third

Party were so powerful, the Target would be completely

deterred from contesting the issues, and the probability of

conflict when the support of the Third Party is expected

would be zero. This would give the Third Party too large an

incentive to offer its support, even if it were not willing to

really give it, and signaling would be impossible. Formally,

since the expected value of war for the more resolute Target

when the Third Party fights is 12 pa2 c t , signaling is only

possible when 12 pa2 c t > 0 or pa1 c t < 1. Thus, while the

Third Party must be strong enough that the Protégé would

want to fight rather accept the status quo when the Protégé

is assured of Third Party support (pa2 cg > q as assumed),

this analysis shows that when the Third Party is too pow-

erful (pa too high), nothing the Third Party says will affect

the beliefs of the other players about what the Third Party is

actually willing to do.

For the expectation of support from the Third Party to

generate a greater risk of conflict, the Protégé’s demandmust

be large enough that there is a possibility the Target may

reject the demand. If this is not so, for any demand that can

bemade in equilibrium, the probability of conflict is zero and

so cannot be larger than in cases where the Protégé does not

have an expectation of support. In equilibrium, when it ex-

pects support, the Protégé must make either a high demand

(pa1 ct) or a low demand (pa1 c t). If the Protégé makes the

low demand, the risk of conflict is zero if the players expect

Third Party support in a conflict. Thus, in a signaling equi-

librium, the Protégé must be willing to make the high de-

mand, which it is when its expected utility of making that

demand (ht(p
a
2 cg)1 (12 ht)(min f1, pa1 c tg)) is greater
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than its expected utility for the lesser demand (pa1 c t).When

the Target is willing to fight unless it receives at least some

of the good in question so that 12 pa2 ct > 0⇔pa1 ct < 1,

the Protégé is willing to make the high demand when:

ht ≤
ct2 ct
ct1 cg

. (1)

In other words, for signaling to occur, it cannot be too

certain that the Target is a high-resolve type because if it

were, the Protégé would not be willing to make a high de-

mand, and an expectation of Third Party support would

merely allow the Protégé to get more without incurring any

increased risk of conflict. This, in turn, would make ex-

pressing support too tempting for the Third Party to resist,

even when it would not be willing to follow through, and this

makes signaling impossible.

For costless signaling to occur, the Third Party must of

course be willing to reveal its type. If the Third Party reveals

that it is not willing to support the Protégé, then no de-

mand for an improvement in the status quo is credible. The

Target will understand that the Protégé prefers the status

quo to conflict, and the Target will therefore reject any de-

mand greater than q and the status quo will be the outcome

of the game. The first condition for incentive compatibility

in a separating equilibrium is therefore that the unresolved

Third Party prefer to reveal its type, yielding a payoff of q,

to pretending to be resolved, which yields an expected payoff

of htp1 (12 ht)(p
a
1 ct) since, given that the Protégé makes

a high demand, there is an ht chance that the Target rejects the

offer and a war is fought in which the Third Party does not

join in and a (12 ht) chance that the Protégé’s high demand

is accepted. Thus, the first incentive compatibility condition

is satisfied when:

ht ≥
pa 1 ct2 q

pa 1 ct2 p
. (2)

Analysis of equation (2) immediately tells us that for signaling

to occur, it must be the case that p< q. If this is not the case,

then there is no drawback for the Third Party to pretend to be

willing to offer support if it is not willing to do so. In effect,

even if the Third Party isn’t willing to join in the conflict, it

still prefers that the Protégé and Target fight a war to main-

taining the status quo. This is so because the Protégé’s pros-

pects in the war are sufficiently favorable relative to the cur-

rent state of affairs. Thus, signaling requires that the Protégé

be sufficiently weak. Equation (2) also indicates that there

must be a sufficiently high likelihood that the Target is the

more resolved type. If this probability is not sufficiently high,

then unresolved Third Parties will again be too tempted to

misrepresent their willingness to support their Protégé.

The final incentive compatibility condition for infor-

mative signaling is that a resolved Third Party prefer to

reveal its type. If it does not do so, as we have seen, a high

offer from the Protégé will not be accepted, the Protégé will

not elect to fight, and the payoff to the Third Party will be q.

When a resolved Third Party signals its willingness to fight

on behalf of the Protégé, the Third Party’s expected utility

is ht(p
a
2 cd)1 (12 ht)(p

a
1 c t). Thus, resolved Third Par-

ties are willing to reveal their type when:

ht ≤
pa1 c t2 q

c t1 cd
. (3)

For these conditions to be satisfied simultaneously, the

parameters must be such that the right-hand side of equa-

tions (1) and (3) is greater than the right-hand side of

equation (2). Proposition 1 gives sufficient conditions for

this to be the case so that a range of values of ht produce a

separating equilibrium in which the costless signals of the

Third Party convey its type. In the proposition, the con-

dition that p is sufficiently low helps to ensure that less

resolved Third Parties will not pretend to be resolved and

thereby risk that their relatively weak Protégé finds itself in

an unsupported conflict. Low cd implies that a more re-

solved Third Party is willing to incur the risk of war that

supporting the Protégé entails. The condition on the re-

solved Target’s costs of war, ct , results from the influence

these costs have on the quality of the bargain the Protégé

can strike without risking war. The less the Target wants to

go to war, the better the bargain for the Protégé. Thus, low ct
implies that the bargain the Protégé can negotiate without

risking war may be poor enough that the Protégé decides

instead to make an offer that risks conflict when the Pro-

tégé’s costs of conflict, cg, are also sufficiently low.6

Proposition 1. For p, cd , c t , cg sufficiently low, p
a
1 c t

< 1 and ht in a middle range, a separating perfect

Bayesian equilibrium exists in which mi(0)p 0 and

mi(1)p 1 8 i.

When the conditions given in proposition 1 are satisfied,

the likelihood that the Target is highly resolved is neither

6. Note that since the Third Party’s statements are costless, as in all

such models, a babbling equilibrium exists in which none of the parties try

to communicate and thus none listen either. These equilibria do not ap-

pear to correspond to the understandings and intentions of diplomats and

state leaders, and I shall not focus on such equilibria.
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too great nor too small (see the appendix for a proof of

proposition 1). It is not so large that the Third Party would

not be willing to risk war in offering to support the Protégé

and the Protégé would not be willing to risk conflict in

negotiations when it receives such an offer of support. Yet,

the likelihood that the Target is highly resolved is not so

small that the Third Party would always be willing to incur

the risks of conflict that supporting the Protégé entails.

When the actors’ incentives are in balance in this way, sig-

naling is possible.

To summarize, in the signaling equilibrium, the Protégé

makes a high demand if and only if it receives support from

the Third Party. The Target accedes to the Protégé’s high de-

mand if and only if the Target is not highly resolved. If the

Protégé makes a low demand, the Target is certain to agree to

that as well. If the Target does not accept the Protégé’s de-

mand and the Protégé has support from the Third Party, the

Protégé will go to war. Thus, support from the Third Party

improves the Protégé’s bargaining position, but also in-

creases the probability of war. Nevertheless, since only re-

solved Third Parties are willing to embroil their Protégés in a

potential conflict, the Third Party’s signal conveys infor-

mation.

Several important extensions to the model are considered

in the online supplementary appendix to the article. These

show that signaling of the form described above is still

possible when separate private signals are sent to the Protégé

and Target and when the Target may choose to attack the

Protégé. It is also shown that even if the Target ignores the

private signal from the Third Party, essentially similar

equilibria exist in which (1) the Third Party’s private signal

to the Protégé allows the Protégé to infer the Third Party’s

type, and (2) the Target learns the Third Party’s type from

observing the Protégé’s behavior. This last result is useful in

interpreting cases. The supplementary appendix also ana-

lyzes the effects of signaling on the probability of conflict.

DISCUSSION

The basic signaling mechanism formalized above is simple,

and the logic can be easily applied to cases. When a Third

Party threatens to defend a Protégé against a Target state, the

Third Party will affect the Protégé’s behavior toward the

Target. Often, the Protégé will adopt a more aggressive or

defiant policy vis-à-vis the Target state as a result. These

actions may, in turn, increase the likelihood that the Target

and Protégé engage in military conflict. As a result, the Third

Party’s support makes it more likely that the Third Party will

actually be faced with the choice of having to follow through

on its commitments or risk the destruction of the Protégé.

Thus, in Schelling’s terms, the Third Party’s threat leaves

to chance the possibility that an emboldened Protégé will

precipitate a conflict. The Third Party’s support shows a

willingness to take this chance, causing its statement to

convey information to the other states.7

If, however, the Protégé has no opportunity to take ac-

tions that make conflict more likely or if the Third Party’s

statements—were they to be believed—would make conflict

less likely, then the Third Party’s messages would convey

nothing to the other players. It is only the increased risk of

conflict that sending a statement of commitment entails in

equilibrium that causes the statement to convey information

about the Third Party’s intentions. By incurring a greater

risk of war, the Third Party is able to signal to the Target and

thereby possibly gain a better negotiated outcome for the

Protégé. Thus, entrapment is not just a cost associated with

making a strong commitment to an ally. Emboldenment

and even the possibility of later entrapment are rather what

makes some commitments to allies credible at all.8

These considerations imply that this form of signaling is

available in some international contexts, but not in all. Two

general conditions must hold. First, through emboldenment

of the Protégé, support from the Third Party must be ex-

pected to increase the likelihood of a disastrous conflict for

an unsupported Protégé. Second, the Third Party and Pro-

tégé’s interests must be sufficiently aligned. This second

condition implies that the Third Party would not want to

mislead the Protégé into fighting alone; the Third Party must

prefer the status quo to a war that the Protégé fights alone.9

In the models described above, for the first of these

conditions to hold, several subsidiary conditions must hold.

The likelihood that the Target is highly resolved must be in a

middle range. If the Target is too certain to be resolved, the

Protégé would not make a high demand that risks conflict.

If the Target is too certain to be of low resolve, the Third

Party will be too tempted to support the Protégé even when

the Third Party is not resolved to offer aid, and the Protégé

7. Note that in closely related models with a continuum of Third

Party cost types, semi-separating equilibria exist in which signals convey

information, but bluffing by Third Parties occurs in some cases.

8. Note that in the cheap talk model, messages do not change pref-

erences. Unlike much of the literature relating to entrapment cited above,

therefore, the model examines when preferences can be communicated,

rather than how preferences can be affected such that a commitment is

created. For further analysis of the relationship between emboldenment

and entrapment, see the discussion of the related model in supplementary

appendix E and, for a partially contrasting perspective, Kim (2011).

9. This is so in the model when p< q because it is assumed that the

Third Party and Protégé have the same preferences over the bargaining

space. The condition that p< q ensures that the Third Party would not

want the Protégé to fight when the Third Party would not be willing to

come to the Protégé’s aid.
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will be too tempted to make a high demand whether or not

the Third Party offers support. Thus, signaling is impossible

when Third Parties have an incentive to overstate their levels

of resolve to come to the aid of their Protégés, as in many

other models in the literature (Fearon 1995), and also when

Third Parties have an incentive to understate their levels of

resolve. The Third Party also cannot be too powerful; if it

is, the Target will be deterred from risking conflict. When

the Third Party sends separate signals to the Protégé and

Target, the Protégé must incur an audience cost for backing

down from a high demand; otherwise, Third Party support

does not embolden the Protégé. Finally, the Protégé must

prefer the status quo to fighting alone against the Target;

otherwise, the Protégé’s actions would not be contingent

upon Third Party support.10

These considerations can be applied to cases of extended

coercion. When Belgium is faced with invasion, for instance,

Britain may well prefer that Belgium resist the invasion

even without immediate British support because of the po-

tential that an invasion of Britain could be launched from

Belgian territory. In this context, therefore, the second gen-

eral condition for signaling is violated: British and Belgian

interests are not so aligned that Britain would be unwilling to

risk the destruction of its Protégé when Britain is unwilling

or unable to offer immediate support.11 If British statements

of commitment change adversary calculations, therefore, it

is not as a result of the signaling logic described here. A key

reason for this divergence in interests is the presumption

that an invasion would result in the end of Belgium as a

political entity. If, on the other hand, a neighboring country

were only to threaten to invade a portion of Belgian territory,

then Britain might reason that it would be in British interests

that Belgium not resist the invasion in order to preserve the

rest of Belgian territory—if Britain were in fact not willing

to intervene. This dynamic more resembles the negotiations

over Czechoslovakia in 1938. If Britain and France had com-

mitted to the defense of Czechoslovakia, the Czechs would

have fought rather than give up any part of the Sudetenland.

Since it was unclear whether the Czech negotiating stance

would then have resulted in a conflict with Germany, British

and French statements might have sent a strong signal to

Germany about British and French resolve. Thus, in this

context, both general signaling conditions are satisfied: the

British and French believed support would increase the odds

of conflict, and British, French, and Czech interests were

sufficiently aligned such that the two Third Parties would

not have wanted to commit to support they were not willing

to provide.

When a Third Party, along with a Protégé, attempts to

compel a Target to take a particular action that the Target

may not be willing to take, known as “compellence” (Schel-

ling 1966, 70–71), the Third Party’s statements may be quite

likely to convey information to the Target. Making such a

threat will change the Protégé’s behavior toward the Target

and, as Schelling (1966) argues, all sides will expect that the

potentially humiliating demand that the Target’s behavior

also change may be resisted. Threats of coordinated action

by allies to force behavioral modifications in a third state,

therefore, where neither ally would wish to see the other

left to face the third state alone and at least one ally is known

to be keen to act, will often be credible (Benson 2012). Not all

compellent threats will convey information, however. The

Target’s calculus will not be affected, for instance, when the

threat cannot engender a sufficient risk of conflict because

the Target is expected to concede, and the Protégé need not

take action as a result.

Similarly, some but not all deterrent threats will convey

information through the mechanism described here. Sup-

pose, as was the case with negotiations over Czechoslovakia

in 1938 for instance, that the Target—Germany—is mo-

bilizing to march to occupy a portion of the territory of

the Protégé. We can think of the portion of territory that

the Target intends to occupy as represented by 12 q in the

model. The Protégé may only be willing to resist the inva-

sion if the Protégé expects support from the Third Party. In

such cases, a statement of support from the Third Party may

be able to convey information to the other two states about

the Third Party’s willingness to fight. In the absence of sup-

port from the Third Party, the Target will reject any offer

from the Protégé in which the Target does not possess the

disputed territory because the Target will understand that

any threat of the Protégé’s to fight is not credible. On the

other hand, a Protégé that expects Third Party support will

demand that the invasion cease. If the optimal demand of a

Protégé that expects support implies a sizable risk of conflict,

then the Third Party will only embolden the Protégé to risk

conflict if the Third Party is willing to come to the Protégé’s

aid if conflict should result. This enables the Third Party to

signal its resolve to fight or not to the other states. Since the

Third Party’s support provides the Protégé with a credible

threat to resist an invasion, this support may deter the Target

from invading. Note, however, that the Third Party’s state-

ments deter only because they do not reduce the likelihood

of conflict. On the contrary, in order to deter an invasion, the

10. The other specific conditions given in the propositions guarantee

that the players are willing to take actions that risk conflict.

11. In the terms of the model, we can think of q< p, where q is the

portion of territory with which Belgium is left following the invasion. Thus,

Britain prefers that Belgium fight without support, but Belgium has the

opposite preference.
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Third Party must embolden the Protégé in such a way that

war may result.

To see how these dynamics operate in the conflict model

described above, consider a case where signaling is possible.

This occurs in the middle of figure 1, where the probability

that the Target is highly resolved, ht, is neither too small

nor too large, and the probability the Protégé wins a con-

flict with the Target without support from the Third Party,

p, is not too high. Now, suppose that ht increases.
12 If it

increases enough, such that the Target is very likely to re-

fuse the Protégé’s demand, then the Third Party becomes

unwilling to offer support to the Protégé even when the

Third Party would be willing to support the Protégé if a war

were to result. Equation (3) does not hold; the interests of

Third Party and Protégé are not sufficiently aligned. If the

Protégé is sufficiently strong (so that p is sufficiently high)

and is therefore willing to precipitate a conflict with the

Target, this is a case of entrapment. Third Parties that are

willing to fight would prefer not to have to, but the Protégé

also understands this and will not pay the Third Party’s

signals any mind. The Protégé will press ahead without the

Third Party’s commitment of support because the Protégé

understands that the lack of support does not mean that

the Third Party will not come through when it is faced with

the choice of whether or not to allow its Protégé to face the

Target alone. The Third Party cannot restrain its own

Protégé at the final moment.13

Signaling can also fail when ht is too low. In fact, signal-

ing must fail when ht is sufficiently low because equation

(2) cannot hold. The reason is that if it is too likely that the

Target will accept a high demand by a Protégé that is offered

support, then the Third Party would always choose to offer

support, even if it were not willing to really provide it. The

Third Party has incentive to overstate its level of resolve

because the Target is too likely to back down as a result.

Although the interests of Third Party and Protégé are

aligned, the Third Party’s support does not sufficiently in-

crease the likelihood of conflict. Thus, signaling requires

sufficient uncertainty about what the Target will do.Without

uncertainty on both sides of a dispute, signals cannot be

meaningful. These dynamics are illustrated by the curved

line between the Separating and Pooling regions in figure 1.

Figure 1 further illustrates that increases in the strength

of the Protégé relative to the Target, p, can also make sig-

naling impossible. The reason is that, when the Protégé is

strong, there is less risk to the Third Party in supporting

the Protégé when the Third Party is unwilling to come to the

Protégé’s aid. If the Third Party’s support emboldens the

Protégé, and the Protégé and Target end up at war as a result,

the Third Party reasons, the Protégé still has a good chance of

emerging victorious without assistance. This gives the Third

Party a powerful incentive to claim to be willing to support

the Protégé even when the Third Party isn’t. When the

Protégé is sufficiently weak, the Third Party has no such in-

centive. Then, emboldening and not supporting the Protégé

incur a real risk of disaster—the destruction of an unsup-

ported Protégé.14

As a final observation about the model, note that even

though there are many messages that the Third Party could

send, there is no equilibrium in which the Third Party can

credibly convince the other players that the Third Party will

defend the Protégé if and only if the Protégé maintains the

status quo and is attacked by the Target. The reason is that

Figure 1. Equilibrium signaling properties

12. The following parameters produce the equilibrium shown in the

figure: pap .75, c tp cgp .01, c tp .25, cdp .2, cdp .9, hdp .9, qp .7.

Note that while the figure does not show the whole (0, 1) interval for the

parameters ht and p, the illustrated signaling and nonsignaling ranges

naturally extend to this interval.

13. Note that for entrapment to be possible, the Protégé must have a

sufficiently high expectation, hd, that the Third Party will join in the

conflict if a conflict were to begin.

14. Note also that if there is a danger that the Target will attack a

pacific Protégé in order to demand more than the status quo, signaling

may also be impossible when p is too low. In the main model described

above, for clarity of exposition of the dynamics of the model, a conflict is

started if and only if the Protégé elects to begin one. If instead the Target

chooses whether or not to begin a conflict, the dynamics are similar as

long as the emboldenment of the Protégé outweighs the deterrent effect

of the Third Party’s statement on the Target so that the overall likelihood

of conflict is increased. A model that formalizes this is available in the

supplementary appendix.
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when a war is win or lose without the possibility of an

intermediate outcome, Third Parties either prefer to sup-

port the Target in war or prefer to remain out of a conflict.

Indeed, in such cases, how could a Third Party acquire a

preference to support a Protégé only if the Protégé were

attacked? If the Third Party’s preferences derive from the

objective, material outcome, then no Third Party could ac-

quire such a contingent preference and therefore no such

mixture of threats could be credible. Therefore, when a war

will result in decisive victory or defeat, if contingent threats

are ever to be credible in a rationalist model of politics, the

Third Party must have a preference for being listened to,

possibly because observers will take note of whether the

Third Party was listened to, and this will have implications

for the future. Contingent signaling is generally impossible

in models of a single crisis, considered in isolation, at least

when wars, should they occur, will be decisive.15

THE EMPIRICAL RECORD

As the discussion above makes clear, in general terms,

taking for granted that the Protégé and Target are in a

bargaining relationship, signaling will be possible when two

conditions hold. First, the expectation of the states must be

that the increased stridency of the Protégé will increase the

likelihood of conflict. Second, the interests of the Third

Party and Protégé must be sufficiently aligned. While other

conditions are discussed above, such as the requirement

that the Third Party’s capabilities be in a middle range,

these other conditions have the effect of ensuring that these

two general conditions hold in the specific model of conflict

analyzed.

The central predictions of the model have yet to be tested

directly through statistical analysis. While the extensive lit-

eratures on extended coercion and the effects of alliances

bear most directly on the issues raised here, these studies

have not separately examined alliances where the two sig-

naling conditions do and do not hold.16 Nevertheless, find-

ings in these literatures are broadly consistent with the

analysis. Despite a long-running debate about which alli-

ances lead war to be more likely, the literature generally

supports the view that some alliances make war more likely,

including specifically by encouraging states to resist chal-

lenges (Smith 1996). Several studies find an association be-

tween some alliances and the onset of war. Alliances between

major powers (Gibler 2000), those that make the balance of

power more unequal (Siverson and Tennefoss 1984), those

formed for compellence (Benson 2011), in the nineteenth

century (Maoz 2000), by dissatisfied states (Gibler 2000;

Leeds 2003), by states that were successful in recent wars

(Gibler and Vasquez 1998), or in the context of an enduring

rivalry between one of the states and a third state (Colaresi

and Thompson 2005), have all been found to increase the

likelihood of conflict. Also consistent with the findings here,

studies have pointed to the importance of a harmony of in-

terests between the Protégé and the Third Party (Danilovic

2002; Huth and Russett 1984).

A qualitative analysis of cases where the conditions for

signaling appear to hold can directly investigate whether the

implications of the model hold in particular instances, if not

the generality of the findings. Therefore, I now turn to the

documentary evidence found in a case in which the inter-

ests of the Third Party and Protégé were closely aligned,

and the states involved therefore understood that the Third

Party would not have wished to mislead its Protégé into

fighting without support. Thus, the second general signaling

condition held. Analysis of additional cases is available in

the supplementary appendix.

To evaluate the model, I shall examine whether (1) the

Protégé was understood to be emboldened by support (or

restrained by its absence), (2) the Third Party’s support

and the changed behavior of the Protégé were thought to

increase the odds of conflict (the first general signaling con-

dition), (3) support or its absence affected the calculations

of observers about the Third Party’s intentions, and (4) these

observers grounded their inferences—at least in part—in

whether support would increase the risk of conflict. The

method of evaluation will be to analyze the documentary

record of the considerations of diplomats and leaders to see

if these four predictions are borne out. No argument is

made that the mechanism described here exerted exclusive

influence. Indeed, it is clear that decision makers also con-

sidered other factors (Press 2005). Rather, the historical data

will be considered to constitute evidence for the signaling

mechanism if the documentary record shows diplomats and

leaders considering the situations in a manner consistent with

these four aspects of the model.

British support for Czechoslovakia

and Poland in 1938–39

In the record of British diplomacy prior to the Second

World War, we find direct evidence for the considerations

and inferences predicted by the model. Negotiations be-

tween Czechoslovakia and Germany initially focused on the

15. Contingent and probabilistic alliance commitments are examined,

both theoretically and empirically, in Benson (2011, 2012).

16. Literature on extended deterrence analyzes when deterrent threats

are likely to be coercive. Fearon (1994b) and Huth (1988a), for instance,

find mixed evidence that threats make Targets more likely to back down,

but coercive success can be quite different from convincing an adversary.
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treatment of Sudeten Germans. Negotiations between Po-

land and Germany centered on the treatment of Germans

within Poland and whether Germany would be allowed to

annex Danzig and the “Corridor” between that city and the

German state. Germany had no intention of allowing the

negotiations with either Czechoslovakia or Poland to reach

a conclusion that did not involve annexation and was there-

fore intensely interested in understanding what the British

would do in the event of German action.

Britain supported Czechoslovakia and Poland, but British

support was not as unequivocal as it might have been. In the

case of Czechoslovakia, Britain eventually signaled that it

would permit Germany to annex the Sudetenland, and the

Czechs acquiesced, believing Britain’s signal that it would

not join in a conflict to be credible. In the case of Poland,

Britain expressed a clear commitment to defend Polish in-

dependence, but not necessarily Polish integrity, a distinc-

tion that was noted by the Germans. German leaders drew

conclusions both from British support and from Britain’s

lack of full commitment.

All sides understood that British support would em-

bolden its Protégés. According to one German memoran-

dum, “The Czechs will only become reasonable if the British

and, by their agency, the French, express their intention of

not sacrificing soldiers’ lives for the stupidities of Czech

policy. The Czech press, including the Beneš press, was

persuading the Czechs that Britain would help in any con-

tingency. It must plainly be stated that she would not help.”17

The German understanding of the situation in negotiations

over Poland was similar. Hitler argued that Poland would

not have resisted the transfer of Danzig without British

support (Watt 1989, 317).

For their part, the British saw things in much the same

way. They understood that supporting their protégés would

embolden them and thereby increase the likelihood of full-

scale conflict. Support for Poland, for example, would be a

signal of British resolve to defend Poland in part because

British support was expected by all sides to embolden Po-

land in negotiations over Danzig and the Corridor and,

therefore, to make military conflict more likely. The evi-

dence from British documents is explicit: “We are not in a

position to assess the deterrent effect of such a Pact upon

Germany, but an important military implication is that if

such a Pact were to encourage an intransigent attitude on

the part of Poland and Romania, it would thereby tend to

precipitate a European war before our forces are in any way

fully prepared for it, and such a war might be started by

aggression against Danzig alone” (Alexandroff and Rose-

crance 1977, 411). A stronger documentary confirmation of

the expectation of support leading to the increased like-

lihood of conflict could hardly be expected.

In fact, precisely because he worried that emboldening

Poland might lead to conflict, Halifax tried to restrain the

Polish government. He wrote to them in the heat of the cri-

sis: “I should not expect the Polish Government to abandon

all hope of negotiation unless they were convinced that it

afforded no possibility of averting a threat to Polish inde-

pendence . . . if [they] wished to establish that there ‘clearly’

was such a threat, they would naturally desire to consult

with His Majesty’s Government and would therefore do so

before taking any irrevocable action.” (Thorne 1968, 159–

60). There is even substantial evidence that Britain was in

fact willing to give up Danzig and the Corridor and perhaps

even all of Poland under some circumstances (Shore 2002,

87–100). Thus, the British did not offer unequivocal private

support to Poland. According to the analysis above, this

lack of support for the integrity of Poland should have in-

fluenced Polish behavior and German inferences.

Indeed, as expected, Germany saw the degree of intran-

sigence of the Poles in negotiations as a direct indicator of

the strength of the British commitment to Poland. On the

one hand, Hitler believed Poland would not have protested

the transfer of Danzig without a measure of British support.

On the other hand, the Germans (along with the British)

realized that Poland would have been even less willing to

negotiate if British support had been stronger (Watt 1989,

185). In discussions in mid-August, Hitler argued that Brit-

ain would not defend Poland because if Britain were truly

supporting Poland, the latter would have been more “cocky.”18

Had Britain been less equivocal in its support of Poland,

it is likely that Germany would have been convinced of Brit-

ish resolve sooner. Thus, at each step, the considerations of

the senior German officials support the analysis above. All

sides believed that diplomatic support—when it was offered—

emboldened, and all sides believed emboldenment increased

the likelihood of conflict. Further, the documents show that

German elites specifically grounded their inference that Brit-

ain would not intervene in Poland in the argument that Po-

land would have been further emboldened, leading to an in-

creased risk of conflict, if Poland had received full British

support.

17. Documents on German Foreign Policy, Series D, vol. 2, p. 546,

memorandum, August 10, 1938.

18. Documents on German Foreign Policy, Series D, vol. VII, p. 555.

Hitler also specifically noted that Britain had declined to offer Poland fi-

nancial assistance and reasoned that, “This suggests that England does not

really want to support Poland.” Documents on German Foreign Policy,

Series D, vol. VII, pp. 203, 553.
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CONCLUSION

The benefits of signaling resolve to third parties come at a

cost, namely, increasing the probability of war by increasing

the assertiveness of allies. Just because signals are credible

doesn’t make them worth sending. In fact, as in other mod-

els in the literature, the higher the risk and more severe the

drawbacks, the more likely the signal will be found cred-

ible.19 The implication for policy making is not that particu-

lar courses of action be taken, but for policy makers to be

aware of the trade-offs. As in other areas, the policies that

appear the most successful with the benefit of hindsight will

often be the policies that entailed the greatest risks at the

time.

An interesting implication of the analysis is that, if the

Third Party’s signals are to convey information, neither the

Third Party nor the Protégé can be too strong. Too power-

ful Third Parties have too much incentive to make threats

on which they would not be willing to follow through be-

cause even relatively resolved Targets would make dramatic

concessions to avoid conflict. Similarly, if the Protégé’s pros-

pects in a war it fights alone are too favorable, Third Parties

have no disincentive to overstate their resolve—the Protégé

will be relatively well off on its own. However, if the Third

Party and Protégé are not sufficiently formidable when fight-

ing in combination, the Third Party’s statements will again

have no effect on the other players’ beliefs.

The mechanism of diplomatic inference described here

sheds light on signaling in a range of substantive areas that

are often examined independently. The model illuminates

new dynamics in extended deterrence when the interests

of Third Party and Protégé are aligned and the Protégé and

Target are negotiating over issues that could result in con-

flict. The same prediction applies to compellence cases,

where the Third Party and Protégé may seek to coerce the

Target together. This means of drawing inferences is never

the sole avenue by which diplomats and leaders draw con-

clusions about each other’s intentions, but the documentary

evidence across a range of cases for the dynamics described

in the model is substantial. It is in part through these pro-

cesses that states form the expectations about who will side

with whom that inform calculations of national interest. The

effects of such signals are thus likely to be felt past the res-

olution of a particular diplomatic episode or crisis and to

influence the construction of the international order of the

day.

APPENDIX

PROOF OF PROPOSITION 1

I will show that under the conditions given in the propo-

sition, the following strategies and beliefs constitute a

perfect Bayesian equilibrium. The Third Party’s strategy is:

if cdp cd , send mp 1 and fight; if cdp cd , send mp 0 and

don’t fight. The Target’s strategy is: following mp 1, ac-

cept the Protégé’s offer x iff x ≤ pa1ct ; following any other

message m, accept the Protégé’s offer x iff x ≤ q. The Pro-

tégé’s strategy is: following mp 1, demand xp pa1 c t ;

following any other message m, demand q; fight following

accepted offers iff x<mgp
a
1 (12 mg)p2 cg and following

rejected offers iff q<mgp
a
1 (12 mg)p2 cg . Let mt(m, x) rep-

resent the Target’s updated beliefs following m and x that

cdp cd ; mt will refer to this function in the proofs. The Pro-

tégé and Target’s updated beliefs are mg(1)p mt(1, p
a
1 ct)p

1, mg(m)p 0 8m ≠ 1, mt(m, x)p 0 8m ≠ 1, x ≠ pa1 ct . We

need not specify the players’ updated beliefs about the Tar-

get’s type following the Target’s decision because player

choices do not depend on these beliefs.

The optimality of the Target’s strategy follows directly

from its preferences and equilibrium beliefs, and the play-

ers’ beliefs follow directly from Bayes’s rule and the Third

Party’s strategy. To see that the Protégé’s strategy is opti-

mal, note that given its beliefs and the Target’s strategy,

following mp 1, the Protégé must demand either pa1 c t or

pa1 c t . Since pa1 c t is accepted with certainty, a lesser de-

mand yields a worse outcome for the Protégé. Any demand

x∈ (pa1 c t , p
a
1 ct) incurs the same risk of conflict as pa1 ct

but yields a worse outcome if accepted. Any demand above

pa1 c t is sure to be rejected, which leads to a worse out-

come than pa1 c t . Following the logic given in the text, for

pa1 c t < 1, the Protégé prefers the higher demand when

equation (1) holds. Call the RHS (right-hand side) of equa-

tion (1) ĥt . Announcing q following m≠ 1 is optimal because

any other strategy yields at most q given the players’ strat-

egies and beliefs. The optimality of the Protégé’s war choice

follows directly from its preferences and updated beliefs.

The optimality of the Third Party’s choice at its final choice

node follows directly from its preferences. Given the player’s

strategies and beliefs, which generate the expected utilities

given in the text, the Third Party of type cdp cd prefers

to send a message if equation (3) holds. Call the RHS of

equation (3) ~ht . Let htpmin fĥt , ~htg. Similarly, the Third

Party of type cdp cd prefers to send message mp 0 if

equation (2) holds. Call the RHS of equation (2) h t .

For sufficiently low p< q, h t < 1. Thus, for sufficiently low

c t and cg, ĥt > h t . Similarly, for cd sufficiently low, ~ht > h t .

Thus, for ht ∈ (h t , ht), the Protégé’s strategy is optimal, as

are the message choices of both Third Party types.

19. For instance, in Fearon (1994a), audience costs imply that the

weaker a state and the more likely its adversary is to stand firm, the more

information a threat that precipitates a crisis conveys about the state’s

resolve.
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