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Abstract
Do democratic institutions enhance a country’s compliance with international commitments? We develop a game theoretic model that highlights the conditional nature of
democratic institutions’e¤ect on compliance. Rather than assuming that the electorate
in a democracy bene…ts from compliance uniformly, we consider domestic distributional
consequences of compliance. The model thus incorporates the preferences of competing
domestic constituents as well as their politically relevant attributes such as electoral
leverage and informational advantage. The model shows that, although electoral institutions intensify politicians’ accountability to domestic constituents, the direction of
this electoral e¤ect on compliance is determined by the political attributes of competing interests. We illustrate our theory with examples of international economic and
environmental policies.
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Introduction

Do democratic institutions enhance a country’s compliance with international commitments?
The literature suggests contrasting …ndings.1 On one hand, there are important a¢ rmative answers in broad areas such as security alliances (Gaubatz 1996, Smith 1996), trade
(Mans…eld, Milner & Rosendor¤ 2002), investment (Schultz & Weingast 2003, Jensen 2003),
monetary policies (Broz 2002), the environment (Raustiala & Victor 1998, Neumayer 2002),
and the credibility of commitments in general (Leeds 1999, Martin 2000). A key logic guiding
many studies is that elections in democracies enable domestic constituents to punish leaders
who deviate from their public announcements (Fearon 1994). The fear of such punishment,
in turn, may deter democratic leaders from violating international agreements (McGillivray
& Smith 2000). For instance, it is expected (Helfer & Slaughter 1997), and indeed found
(Hathaway 2002), that liberal democracies comply better than nondemocracies with international human rights treaties.
However, this positive e¤ect of democratic institutions on compliance does not hold universally. For instance, despite better human rights practice in general, liberal democracies
seem to have much di¢ culty protecting rights of minorities (Alvarez 2001). Indeed, scholars
have found negative e¤ects of democratic institutions on compliance with various kinds of
international commitments. Gartzke & Gleditsch (2004) argue that democracies are less
likely to ful…ll security commitments to allies. Busch & Reinhardt (2002) …nd democracies
less likely to comply with GATT rulings. Simmons (2000) demonstrates that, due to popular
pressure, democracies are less likely to comply with Article VIII of the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Weiss & Jacobson (1998) suggest the generalization that democracies are
better able to comply with international environmental agreements does not always hold.
If, as the literature seems to suggest, the e¤ect of democratic institutions on compliance
is not uniform, a natural question to ask is under what conditions are democracies better
1

For the e¤ects of democratic institutions on con‡ict behavior, see Russett (1993), Lynn-Jones (1995),
Bueno de Mesquita, Morrow, Siverson & Smith (1999), Gowa (1999), and Lipson (2003).
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able to comply with international commitments? Surprisingly, this issue has not received
much analytical attention. To our knowledge, two studies explore these conditions empirically. Tomz (2002) contrasts Argentina’s decision to honor debt contracts and its decision to
suspend them a few years later. Walldorf (2002) contrasts US abandonment of security commitments to Chile but not to Argentina. We address this question from a general theoretical
perspective.
We develop a game theoretic model to identify the conditions under which democratic
institutions enhance a country’s compliance with international commitments. There are two
essential features to our model. First, we follow previous work to focus on a key aspect of democratic institutions, i.e., regular competitive elections. Political scientists typically de…ne
democracy as a system where citizens select political representatives through regular competitive elections (Powell 2000, McGillivray & Smith 2000, Mans…eld, Milner & Rosendor¤ 2002).
Earlier studies have derived from electoral institutions the superior ability of democracies to
comply with international commitments. We maintain the same focus on electoral institutions but show that the claim of better compliance by democracies does not necessarily hold.
Second, we depart from previous work by disaggregating domestic interests. Rather than assuming that citizens in a democracy uniformly bene…t from compliance, our model explicitly
incorporates domestic distributional consequences of compliance. While all domestic groups
may have something to gain from complying with a country’s international commitments,
some have to pay for it more than others do (Scheve & Slaughter 2001, Gabel 2001, Haggard
& Kaufman 1992, Vreeland 2003). Accordingly, competing domestic interests may seek to
in‡uence the decision of how much to comply with international commitments.
We argue that, although democratic institutions intensify the degree of electoral accountability, whether or not this e¤ect leads to a higher level of compliance depends on the political
attributes of competing interests. The more regularly competitive elections are held or the
more election results bind the policymaker’s fate of staying in power, the more the compliance policy is biased towards the group with more political leverage and informational
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advantage. Thus, compliance varies not only across but also within regime types, as a result
of both political institutions and competing interests.
This paper seeks to contribute to the literature in three ways. First, our model alters
previous expectations regarding the e¤ect of democratic institutions. It …nds that electoral accountability does not necessarily enable democracies to better comply with international commitments. We highlight domestic competing interests in understanding the
e¤ect of democracy. Second, our model accounts for compliance variations both across and
within regime types. Some empirical works …nd better compliance by democracies than nondemocracies. Some others …nd the opposite. Yet others …nd variations among democratic
compliance. Our uni…ed framework o¤ers a way to reconcile competing empirical …ndings.
Third, although empirical work has documented variations in democratic compliance as a
result of public support, our model throws additional light. It provides a theoretical rationale for incorporating domestic publics and interest groups in understanding democracy.
It speci…es their causal e¤ect through electoral mechanisms and, speci…cally, two distinct
channels of political leverage and informational advantage.
We proceed as follows. In Section 2, we discuss how this paper builds on recent work on
compliance and that on political regimes. We suggest that, to understand the conditional
nature of democratic compliance, we need to consider not only democratic institutions but
also the preferences channeled by these institutions. In Section 3, we build on a model of
compliance, where a government makes a compliance decision in front of competing domestic interests. To make the model more realistic, we incorporate the international e¤ect of
compliance in addition to domestic distributional consequences. To consider the impact of
regime type on compliance, we recognize that political regimes vary not only in the frequency
of competitive elections but also in how binding election results are for the policymaker’s
fate of staying in power. We study how such di¤erences between democracy and autocracy
a¤ect compliance. We derive comparative statics on the conditional e¤ect of democratic
institutions. In Section 4, we discuss the empirical implications of our central arguments.
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We suggest that our model not only generates …ner hypotheses about the e¤ect of democratic institutions but also provides a more complete and logically consistent explanation for
existing empirical …ndings. We conclude by discussing how our analysis contributes to the
ongoing debate regarding the impact of democratic institutions on compliance and beyond.
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Compliance and democratic institutions

A central question in international relations is why countries comply with international
commitments (e.g. Young 1979, Keohane 1984, Oye 1986, Mitchell 1994, Chayes & Chayes
1995, Downs, Rocke & Barsoom 1996, Simmons 2000, Checkel 2001). Increasingly, scholars
argue that foreign policies such as compliance decisions depend on domestic factors, including
political institutions (Simmons 1994, Milner 1997, Martin 2000). This paper builds on these
strands of literature to capture the conditional e¤ect of democratic institutions on a country’s
compliance decision.
International agreements provide bene…ts to some domestic constituents, who in turn
have incentives to ensure compliance. Thus, one useful strand of literature focuses on subnational players who provide domestic sources of enforcement. These sources can be governmental bureaucracies or special interest groups who pursue international rules for normative
or strategic reasons (Du¢ eld 1992, Cortell & Davis 1996). They can be lawyers and judges
in national courts who appreciate additional international legal instruments to advance their
agendas (Burley & Mattli 1993, Alter 2000, Keohane, Moravcsik & Slaughter 2000). Alternatively, they can be epistemic communities or norm based networks and social movements,
which use international institutions as simply another channel of in‡uence (Haas 1989, Haas
1990, Sikkink 1993, Keck & Sikkink 1998).
Our analysis builds on these important studies by conceptualizing a government’s compliance decision as responding to competing domestic interests. Rather than automatically
honoring any international agreement with its signature on it, a government consciously
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decides how much resource to allocate towards implementing an agreement. This decision
can be in‡uenced by domestic interests for at least three reasons. First, unlike the crisis
bargaining situation where the decision to stand …rm or back down takes place soon after a political leader’s public announcement (Fearon 1994), compliance decisions often take
place long after the commitment was made by the current government or even its predecessor. This delay allows for considerable amount of input from subnational actors. Second,
the cost of compliance with international agreements tends to become more concrete at the
compliance stage. This may induce actions and reactions from previously involved and newly
mobilized actors, resulting in increased e¤ort from interest groups to in‡uence governmental
decision making. Third, governments often anticipate input from domestic interests at the
compliance stage. Accordingly, they tend to build ‡exibility into international agreements
to accomodate subsequent input of this sort (Downs & Rocke 1995).
Yet the preferences of domestic actors a¤ect policy outcomes only through political institutions. Thus, another useful strand of literature emphasizes the e¤ects of domestic
institutions on a country’s ability to uphold international commitments. To some, the
checks and balances between executives and legislatures play a signi…cant role (Cowhey
1993, Martin 2000). To others, liberal states enjoy distinctively di¤erent relations among
themselves (Slaughter 1995). Still others believe regular competitive elections provide the
crucial mechanism to hold democratic leaders in compliance with international commitments
(Gaubatz 1996, McGillivray & Smith 2000, Mans…eld, Milner & Rosendor¤ 2002)
Our analysis builds on these important works by specifying the precise e¤ects of regular
competitive elections. As a quintessential feature of democratic institutions, regular competitive elections are vital for understanding the compliance behavior of democratic states.
While we focus on the same fundamental feature of democratic institutions, we pay more
attention to what preferences are assumed into these institutions. In our model, democratic
institutions channel competing rather than uniform preferences. Furthermore, democratic
institutions do not simply aggregate public preferences such that the majority necessarily
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prevails. Rather, preference aggregation is biased towards those disproportionately more
in‡uential over a government’s continued stay in power. Therefore, the e¤ect of electoral
accountability on a country’s compliance with international commitments varies, depending
on the political attributes of competing interests.
To understand the conditional nature of democratic compliance, it is important to consider democratic institutions as well as the preferences channeled by these institutions. In
the following section, we incorporate these ideas in a model of democratic institutions and
compliance.

3

E¤ects of democratic institutions on compliance

How and under what conditions do democratic institutions induce a higher level of compliance? In this section, we address this question with a game theoretic model. In order to study
the e¤ects of democratic institutions on compliance, we …rst need a theory of compliance.
We thus build on a model of compliance as presented in Dai (2005), where a government
makes a compliance decision in front of competing domestic interests. In addition to the
domestic distributional e¤ects, we also incorporate the international e¤ects of compliance
in the model. Furthermore, we explicitly model political institutions, of which a democracy
and an autocracy are special cases. By contrasting a government’s compliance decision in a
democracy to that in a pure autocracy, we derive comparative statics about the conditional
e¤ect of democratic institutions on compliance.
The policy decision of interest is a country’s compliance with an international agreement.
We de…ne compliance as the degree to which the explicit treaty provision is achieved by a
participating country. We thus let X = R1 denote the level of compliance in a unidimensional
policy space. This de…nition of compliance –along with our view on what drives compliance
– di¤ers from some earlier studies. In the early literature on international cooperation,
compliance is driven by international forces as embodied in the international agreement.
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Accordingly, compliance is de…ned as a binary choice, i.e., a country can either meet the
requirement set in an agreement or not. Recent work has shown that compliance with the
same agreement may vary among countries and is often driven by more than international
factors. A key question is why and how much, rather than whether, a country complies
with the agreement. Taking the form of a continuous variable, our de…nition of compliance
re‡ects the fact that compliance varies across countries and is driven by diverse factors.2

Domestic interests
A country’s compliance with international commitments has both international and domestic
consequences. Internationally, domestic citizens and voters can gain from complying with
international commitments through the mechanism of reciprocity or reputation (Axelrod
1984, Keohane 1984, Oye 1986). A country’s veri…able compliance with its international
commitment may induce favorable action or avert unfavorable action on the part of other
countries on the same issue or on related issues. For example, a country that complies with
trade agreements may enjoy lower trade barriers in trading partner countries; a country that
repays its foreign debt may obtain future foreign investment more easily; and a country that
observes human rights accords may avoid economic or diplomatic sanctions. Yet, whether
one’s compliance can be fully reciprocated or whether one’s reputation in one issue area
is fully portable to a di¤erent issue area depends on, among many factors, institutional
arrangements that enable monitoring and enforcement to varying extent (Kreps 1990, Dai
2002). Thus, the extent to which one gains from complying with international commitments
varies. Let

2 [0; 1] denote the degree to which one’s compliance can be reciprocated or

one’s reputation in one issue area can be portable to another issue area. Then, domestic
citizens and voters gain x from one country’s compliance x. As

approaches 1, compliance

2
One can judge compliance by comparing the chosen value of X with what is required in the international
agreement. Formally, the variable of interest then becomes “behavioral change X minus treaty requirement.”
However, since treaty requirement is often a constant, to explain “X - requirement” is to explain X. Thus,
without explicating treaty requirement, our model sheds light on compliance behavior.
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is reciprocated and domestic citizens can fully enjoy the international bene…t of compliance.
As

approaches 0, compliance fails to induce favorable action on the part of other countries

and domestic citizens enjoy no international bene…t of compliance.
Although all domestic actors can gain from complying with international commitments
through the mechanism of reciprocity or reputation,3 di¤erent domestic groups may gain
di¤erent amounts from or pay di¤erent amounts for a country’s compliance. As recent
studies demonstrate, international agreements have domestic distributional consequences
(e.g. Vreeland 2003). Those who are a¤ected by national compliance with a particular
international agreement may seek to in‡uence the government’s compliance decision in their
own favor. Let us assume that there are two opposing groups of people with a preference
over the compliance decision. Each group i has an ideal point xi , for i 2 f1; 2g. Without loss
of generality, let group 1 prefer a low compliance level and group 2 prefer a high compliance
level. That is, x1 < x2 . Each group i desires the policymaker to take a compliance level x as
close to its ideal point xi as possible. That is, each group’s utility declines monotonically as
the distance between the compliance level taken by the policymaker and that group’s ideal
point increases. In the formal modeling literature, such preferences are typically captured
with the negative quadratic,

(x

xi )2 .

Of course, interest groups vary more than in their preference. They also vary in how intensely they care about the issue and how much resource they have, which in turn in‡uences
how much time and resource they spend to gather information and keep track of the governmental policy. Typically, domestic constituents do not perfectly observe a government’s
compliance e¤orts. Rather, they experience only their welfare, which depends partly on the
3

To be precise, domestic groups do not bene…t from foreign reciprocation equally. However, we have
refrained from disaggregating domestic e¤ects of foreign reciprocation. Generally speaking, one’s compliance
with an international agreement can invoke two types of reciprocation. One type is speci…c reciprocity,
e.g., one’s agricultural subsidy reduction induces the other’s agricultural subsidy reduction. Another type is
di¤used reciprocity, e.g., one’s agricultural subsidy reduction encourages the other’s opening of automobile
market or better respect for intellectual property rights. Thus, who bene…ts from foreign reciprocation
varies. Furthermore, to the extent that a state’s compliance with international agreements is driven in part
by the desire to acquire a good reputation, the international bene…t of compliance may go to the entire
country. Therefore, it is not clear whether and how domestic bene…ts from foreign reciprocation should be
disaggregated.
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government’s compliance e¤orts and partly on exogenous and essentially probabilistic factors. In forming an opinion about the government’s performance, both groups need to infer
how much the outcome they experience is due to the government’s compliance policy versus
some exogenous factors. Although both groups can form indirect and imperfect inferences
about the government’s policy from the welfare that they experience, the relative accuracy
of their inference depends on how well each group monitors the policy process. One way
to capture this informational dynamics is to incorporate a group-speci…c exogenous shock
in each group’s utility function (e.g. Ferejohn 1986, Lohmann 1998, Fearon 1999). This
group-speci…c exogenous shock interferes with the group’s inference of the unobserved governmental policy from the observed welfare. Let

i

represent the group-speci…c exogenous

shock. It is a random variable drawn from a strictly unimodal and symmetric probability
density function fi with mean zero. Let
exogenous shock

i

at mean 0. Then

i

density function of the exogenous shock
of the density function, the smaller
is. The larger

i

i

= fi (0), which is the density function of the

i

inversely re‡ects the variance of the probability
i.

As Figure 1 illustrates, the larger the variance

is. Intuitively,

is, the tighter the distribution of

inferring the governmental policy. Thus,

i

i
i

captures how tight the distribution
is, the better interest group i is at

re‡ects the ability of each interest group to infer

the government’s compliance e¤orts from the policy outcome.
0. 4
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Figure 1: Comparing density functions
Accordingly, each interest group experiences a group-speci…c outcome of the government’s
9

compliance policy. Formally, each group’s utility function is

Ui (x) = x

(x

xi )2 + i ;

8i 2 f1; 2g:

The function consists of three components. The …rst component,

x, is the group’s gain

from compliance through international reciprocity and reputation mechanisms. The second
component,

(x

third component,

xi )2 , is the group’s domestic distributional bene…t from compliance. The
i,

is the group-speci…c exogenous shock, which in‡uences each group’s

ability to infer the government’s compliance e¤ort.

The government’s preferences
The government or the chief policymaker, as a representative of domestic citizens, has incentives to care about both the public and private interest.
Regarding the public interest, we assume that the policymaker maximizes social welfare.
Because our focus is on the e¤ect of electoral institutions rather than the policymaker’s
preference over social welfare aggregation, we keep the latter simple, where the policymaker
aggregates unweighted utilities of competing interests.4
Regarding the policymaker’s private interest, we assume that the policymaker cares about
staying in power. To capture this component of the policymaker’s preference, we denote the
bene…t of staying in o¢ ce with V > 0. Whether the policymaker gets to enjoy V , however,
4

Our model can be easily generalized where the policymaker gives unequal weight to competing interests.
This modi…cation does not a¤ect our central …nding regarding the e¤ect of electoral institutions. Clearly, if
the policymaker gives more weight to a larger group in aggregating social welfare, the resulting policy will
bias toward the larger group in both a democracy and an autocracy. However, the source of such policy
bias – as well as its magnitude – di¤ers in two regimes. The policy bias in a pure autocracy is entirely
driven by weighted social welfare aggregation. In contrast, the policy bias in a democracy results from two
di¤erent sources. In addition to the same amount of policy bias as a result of weighted aggregation as in
an autocracy, an additional amount of policy bias results from an analytically distinct e¤ect, i.e., electoral
accountability. Because the larger group controls more votes and thus a¤ects the incumbent’s chance of
staying in o¢ ce more than the smaller group, it gets favored by additional policy bias. Our central argument
concerns the e¤ect of electoral institutions. It is distinct from the e¤ect of the policymaker’s preference over
social welfare aggregation. Thus, our central …nding holds, even if the policymaker conducts weighted rather
than unweighted social welfare aggregation.
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depends on whether the policymaker gets to stay in o¢ ce. That probability depends in
crucial ways on political institutions.

Political institutions
Domestic interests and the government as described above are linked through political institutions. Whether a policymaker gets to enjoy the bene…t of staying in o¢ ce depends on
the electoral institutions that channel domestic interests.5 Elections thus serve as a central
device that holds politicians accountable to their constituents (Barro 1973).
Electoral institutions vary along many dimensions. Two important dimensions are the
following. First, electoral institutions vary in how regularly competitive elections are held.
In a democracy where competitive elections are held regularly, a policymaker is constantly
kept on his toes to work for reelection in the next round. In a pure autocracy where elections
are nonexistent or genuinely competitive elections are rare, however, a policymaker has less
reason to worry about the next round. We capture the regularity of competitive elections
as follows. Let

2 [0; 1] represent the policymaker’s discount factor. The closer the next

election, the less the policymaker discounts the value of holding o¢ ce in the next round, thus
the higher the value of . The discount factor , therefore, re‡ects how regularly competitive
elections are held. A higher value of

occurs in a political system with regular competitive

elections.
Second, electoral institutions also vary in how much they a¤ect the policymaker’s chance
of holding o¢ ce in the next round. In a pure democracy, the policymaker’s chance of getting
5

We interpret our model mainly in terms of electoral accountability. This focus is driven by our task to
rethink the claim that democracies are better able to comply with international commitments –a claim based
largely on electoral institutions. We acknowledge, however, electoral accountability is only one mechanism
in the broader domestic accountability. The analytical logic of our model is in fact broader. Votes can
be replaced, for instance, by dollars or acquiescence as a form of political support (Bueno de Mesquita &
Siverson 1995). Thus, interest groups can in‡uence autocratic policymaking through mechanisms distinct
from electoral accountability. Focusing on electoral accountability, our results echo those studies that examine
alternative mechanisms of domestic accountability (Geddes 1994, Geddes 1999, Bueno de Mesquita, Smith,
Siverson & Morrow 2003, Hicken, Satyanath & Sergenti 2005): Political institutions alone are insu¢ cient to
explain foreign policy; Rather, domestic interests must be taken into consideration.
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reelected entirely depends on the policy he adopts and consequently the citizens’ voting
decisions. The chance that a democratic policymaker wins reelection is thus a variable, Pr(!).
In a pure autocracy, even if elections exist, voters’decisions are largely irrelevant. This is
because the policymaker’s fate of staying in o¢ ce does not depend on winning genuinely
competitive elections. That is, an autocratic leader stays in o¢ ce with probability 1.6 To
capture the variation of political institutions along this dimension and to incorporate both
pure democracy and pure autocracy as special cases, let

2 [0; 1] represent the extent to

which the policymaker’s chance of staying in o¢ ce is determined by election outcomes. Thus,
the probability a policymaker stays in o¢ ce for another term is

Pr(!) + (1

). When

= 0, that is, election results are not binding and thus the policymaker’s fate does not
depend on voters’decisions, this probability is 1. When

= 1, that is, election results are

completely binding and accordingly the policymaker’s fate is entirely determined by voters’
decisions, this probability is Pr(!). As

increases from 0 to 1, the chance of staying in o¢ ce

is less and less a sure thing and more and more dependent on voters’ decisions; electoral
institutions accordingly re‡ect less autocratic and more democratic characteristics.
It should be noted that the characterization of political institutions here is extremely
general. It is a continuum of political institutions that vary along two important dimensions,
with pure democracy and pure autocracy as special cases.

The government’s utility function
As mentioned before, the policymaker seeks to maximize both social welfare and his chance
of getting reelected. His utility function re‡ects his preferences and the political institutions
that channel domestic interests.

UG (x) =

2
X

Ui (x) + ( Pr(!) + (1

i=1

6

))V;

8i 2 f1; 2g:

Of course, this does not mean that there is no turn over in autocratic leadership. It is just that leadership
change is not determined by electoral institutions.
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The …rst part

P2

i=1

Ui (x) is the term of social welfare. The second part ( Pr(!) + (1

))V

is the discounted expected value of staying in o¢ ce in the next round. It depends on how
much the policymaker values staying in o¢ ce and how much his chance of reelection is shaped
by political institutions.

The sequence
The game consists of the following events. First, the policymaker decides on a compliance
level x. Then, observing the group-speci…c policy outcome Ui (x), each group i subsequently
votes for the incumbent policymaker (vi = 1) or not (vi = 0). The payo¤s are realized. The
policymaker may or may not remain in power for the next round. A new game starts with
either the current policymaker or a new policymaker.

Equilibrium analysis
As previously discussed, the policymaker sets the compliance level to maximize not only
social welfare but also the expected value of retaining o¢ ce. Thus, depending on electoral
institutions, the expected value that the incumbent policymaker derives from staying in o¢ ce
partially drives his compliance decision.
Proposition 1.
In equilibrium, the incumbent policymaker chooses a compliance level x =
where

i

=

@Pr(!)
,
@Pr(vi =1)

for i 2 f1; 2g.

P2
(1+ i i V )( +2xi )
i=1
P2
,
i=1 2(1+ i i V )

Proof: See Appendix.
In choosing the compliance level, the policymaker must consider how his decision might
a¤ect the probability that he gets reelected, more so when the next election is close and
election results are binding. As we show formally in the appendix, the e¤ect of the compliance level on the incumbent’s chance of getting reelected consists of two elements: how
the compliance level a¤ects the probability that each interest group votes for the incumbent
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policymaker, and how the probability that each group votes for the incumbent policymaker
a¤ects the probability that the incumbent wins reelection.
Regarding the …rst element, whether a chosen compliance level can induce a particular
interest group to vote for the policymaker depends on the voting strategy of that group.
The voting strategy for each interest group is a rule that says whether, after the policymaker
chooses a compliance policy, to reelect the incumbent policymaker. Since the groups do
not directly observe the actual compliance level chosen by the policymaker, they assess how
much the policymaker attends their interests according to the welfare they experience. If the
welfare that group i experiences is at least as great as the level ki , that is Ui (x)

ki , then

group i votes for the incumbent. Otherwise group i votes against the incumbent and for
the competing candidate. As we show in the appendix, interest group i chooses the optimal
threshold ki to maximize the sensitivity of the incumbent’s chance of reelection to how much
the incumbent attends the group’s interests. The actual choice of ki is shaped by the groupspeci…c exogenous shock

i,

which captures the extent to which group i is able to infer the

government’s action from its observed welfare. The better informed a group is about the
governmental action, the more likely that its voting rule re‡ects the policymaker’s e¤ort
rather than the noisy outcome. Accordingly, to win the support of such a better informed
group, the policymaker must attend its interests in return.
Regarding the other element, besides the voting strategy of each group, the policymaker
must also consider the extent to which the support of a particular group enhances his chance
of getting reelected. In other words, he must consider the electoral signi…cance of each
group. Empirically, the electoral signi…cance or leverage of a group can be a number of
things, depending on speci…c feature of electoral institutions. It can be the number of voters
in each group, or the amount of campaign contributions the group can generate, or the ability
of the group to mobilize those with weaker preferences over a given issue, just to name a
few.
Anticipating the e¤ect of his compliance decision on his chance of reelection, the incum-

14

bent policymaker decides on a compliance policy x =
Again,

i

P2
(1+ i i V )( +2xi )
i=1
P2
,
i=1 2(1+ i i V )

is the density function of the exogenous shock

i

at mean 0. As

variance in the probability density function of the exogenous shock
that, as

i

i

i

for i 2 f1; 2g.
increases, the

decreases. This means

increases, group i is better able to infer the compliance policy x. Capturing

the informational status of group i,
Furthermore,

i

=

@Pr(!)
@Pr(vi =1)

i

in‡uences the choice of this group’s voting strategy.

expresses the incremental change in the probability that the

incumbent policymaker wins reelection due to the change in the probability that interest
group i votes for the incumbent policymaker. It thus captures the electoral leverage of group
i over the policymaker. To examine how electoral institutions, along with political attributes
of competing interests, in‡uence the compliance level, we now turn to comparative statics.

Comparative statics
When and how do electoral institutions in‡uence compliance? We …rst compare the equilibrium policy under electoral in‡uence to that without any electoral in‡uence as a benchmark.
This comparison will show that electoral institutions indeed a¤ect the compliance policy. We
then focus on whether and under what conditions democratic institutions induce a higher
level of compliance.
Consider …rst the case of pure autocracy, where either elections do not occur or election
results are not binding. Arguably, empirical cases of this sort are increasingly rare. We
use this case simply as a benchmark for comparison. We will later focus on the case where
electoral institutions are indeed at work. For now, consider the case where either
or

= 0, then the equilibrium compliance level becomes xAuto =

+

P2

i=1

2

xi

= 0

, for i 2 f1; 2g.

Thus, when elections will not take place in the foreseeable future or when election results
do not bind the policymaker’s fate of staying in power, the policymaker considers only the
international bene…t of compliance as well as social welfare. In other words, when he has no
electoral incentives, the policymaker does not respond to the political attributes of competing
interests.
15

However, the forces of in‡uence are di¤erent when competitive elections are regularly
held and when election results are binding, that is, when

> 0 and

> 0. In fact, the

compliance level in a democracy di¤ers systematically from that in a pure autocracy.
Proposition 2.
Compliance in a democracy di¤ers from that in an autocracy, that is x 6= xAuto , if

1 1

6=

2 2.

Proof: See Appendix.
When electoral institutions are at work as in a democracy, the compliance level di¤ers
from that in a pure autocracy (so long as

1 1

6=

2 2 ).

By holding all other variables

constant across regimes, we can ascertain that the di¤erence between the compliance level
in a democracy from that in a pure autocracy as we derive from this model is entirely due
to electoral institutions.
Analytically, electoral institutions induce a di¤erent compliance level in a democracy
than in a pure autocracy. This holds except in one case, where domestic interests are
perfectly balanced in terms of their political attributes. In that case, although the compliance
level in a democracy appears the same as that in a pure autocracy, the underlying logic
is nevertheless di¤erent in these two regimes. In a pure autocracy, because elections are
practically irrelevant, the policymaker does not take competing interests into account. In a
democracy, because his chance of staying in o¢ ce is determined by elections, the policymaker
must consider competing interests. It is just that, in this rare case, competing interests are
in perfect balance and they cancel out each other’s e¤ect on the policymaker’s compliance
decision. However, in all other cases when domestic competing interests are not perfectly
balanced in their political attributes, the e¤ect of electoral institutions is manifested in the
di¤erent compliance level in a democracy than that in a pure autocracy.
This di¤erence of the compliance level in a democracy from that in a pure autocracy,
however, can go either way. That is, the e¤ect of electoral institutions on compliance can be
either positive or negative, depending on the political attributes of competing interests.
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Proposition 3.
The e¤ect of democratic institutions on compliance is conditional on the electoral leverage
and informational advantage of competing interests. That is,
1 1

<

@
2 2; @

x < 0 and

@
@

x < 0, if

1 1

>

@
@

x > 0 and

@
@

x > 0, if

2 2.

Proof: See Appendix.
Although electoral institutions a¤ect the magnitude of compliance, the direction of their
e¤ect is determined by the political attributes of competing interests. If those who favor
compliance are electorally more signi…cant and better informed, then the more regularly
competitive elections are held or the more binding election results are, the higher the compliance level. On the other hand, if those who oppose compliance are electorally more
signi…cant and better informed, then the more regularly competitive elections are held or
the more binding election results are, the lower the compliance level. In other words, the
more the voters’ decisions a¤ect the policymaker’s fate of staying in power, the more the
compliance decision favors the electorally more signi…cant and the better informed. The
closer the next election is or the more regularly competitive elections are held, the more the
compliance decision favors the group with more electoral leverage and better information.
Thus, electoral institutions determine the extent to which the compliance policy is biased
toward the stronger group.
The following …gures illustrate such e¤ects of electoral institutions visually. To focus
on the e¤ect of

and , we hold x1 , x2 ,

, and V constant in all simulations.7 Figures

2A-B illustrate the e¤ect of , or how regularly competitive elections are held, while holding
= 0:9. These …gures show that the e¤ect of

on the compliance level depends on the

relative strength of competing interest groups in their electoral leverage and informational
endowment. In Figure 2A, we assume that group 2 is substantially stronger.8 As
7

increases,

In the following …gures, x1 = 10, x2 = 60, = 1, and V = 3. The particular values for these variables
are not important, because they do not alter the qualitative e¤ects of and .
p
1
1p
8
p 2 and 2
Speci…cally, we let 1 = 0:3, 1 = 0:2p
,
=
0:7,
=
,
then
=
0:75
2
1
2 =
2
1
2
0:15 2
p

2:333 3 p 2 and, accordingly,

1 1

<<

2 2.
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the compliance level rises in favor of the stronger group 2. In Figure 2B, in contrast, we
assume that group 1 is substantially stronger.9 As increases, the compliance level decreases
in favor of the stronger group 1.
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Figures 3A-B illustrate the e¤ect of , or how binding election results are for the policymaker’s fate of staying in power, while holding

= 0:8. These …gures show that the e¤ect of

on the compliance level depends on the relative strength of competing interest groups in
their electoral leverage and informational endowment. In Figure 3A, we suppose that group
2 is substantially stronger, with the same numerical values for
2A. As

1 1

and

2 2

as in Figure

increases, the compliance level rises in favor of the stronger group 2. In Figure 3B,

we assume that group 1 is substantially stronger, again with the same numerical values for
9

Speci…cally, we let

p
333 3 p 2

1

and, accordingly,

= 0:6,
1 1

1

>>

=

1
p
0:1 2

,

2

= 0:4,

2 2.
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2

=

1p
0:15 2

, then

1 1

p

= 3 p 2 and

2 2

= 1:

1 1

and

2 2

as in Figure 2B. As

increases, the compliance level decreases in favor of the

stronger group 1.
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Figures 2A-B and 3A-B illustrate the e¤ect of

1 1

and

>>
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on compliance, conditional on

competing domestic interests. As elections are held more regularly or as the next election
gets closer, the compliance level is more biased toward the stronger group in terms of electoral
leverage and informational advantage. Similarly, as election results are more binding, the
compliance level is again more biased toward the stronger group.
Therefore, although electoral institutions intensify the e¤ect of voters’control of politicians, they do not necessarily induce a higher level of compliance in democracies. Whether
or not democratic institutions induce a higher level of compliance depends on the political
attributes of competing interests such as their electoral leverage and informational advantage.
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Compared to a pure autocracy, compliance in a democracy thus requires an additional
condition: the support of not only the numerous but also the well informed. Unlike electoral
institutions, whose e¤ect on compliance is conditional, the e¤ect of domestic constituents on
democratic compliance is direct.
Proposition 4.
The compliance level in a democracy corresponds to the political attributes of competing
interests. That is,

@
@

2

x > 0,

@
@

2

x > 0,

@
@

1

x < 0, and

@
@

1

x < 0.

Proof: See Appendix.
All else equal, the more electorally signi…cant the group that favors compliance, the higher
the compliance level. Furthermore, the better informed the group that favors compliance,
i.e. the better able it is to monitor the governmental action, the higher the compliance
level. Concerned with winning elections, the incumbent policymaker considers not only
which group controls more votes but also what it takes for each group to vote him back into
o¢ ce. Compared to the less informed group, the better informed group is more likely to
base its voting decision on the policy, since their inference of the policymaker’s compliance
decision from their welfare is less disturbed by noise.
For example, suppose that the group that prefers a high level of compliance is electorally
more signi…cant than the group that prefers a low level of compliance but that both groups
have the same quality of information. If the latter group’s information improves, Proposition 4 states that compliance should decrease. To be more concrete, imagine compliance
with trade liberalization policies. Compared to the more electorally signi…cant group (consumers), the electorally less signi…cant group (import competing industries) tends to have
more incentive to be informed about policy details. Thus, independent of lobbying, campaign contributions, etc., such informational dynamics leads to a policy bias toward the
electorally less sign…cant and yet better informed group. The resulting level of compliance
would be lower than what is predicted in a model where the policymaker cares only about
social welfare aggregation or a model where the policymaker pays attention in addition to
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the size of competing interest groups but not their informational endowment.
The analytical logic captured in Proposition 4 sheds light on many empirical cases such
as the di¢ culty France had in complying with the gold standard during the inter-war period.
As I discuss in detail later, the worsening recession arguably made the pain of economic adjustment extremely concrete to an increasingly broader public. As a result, the opposition to
compliance with the gold standard became not only more numerous but also better informed
over time.
Of course, some factors work similarly in di¤erent political regimes, although their practical implications vary.
Corollary.
The higher the international bene…t of compliance, the higher the compliance level. That
is,

@
@

x > 0.

Proof: See Appendix.
Consistent with conventional wisdom, the international bene…t of compliance –securing
carrots or avoiding sticks – can induce a higher level of compliance. However, the relative
e¤ectiveness of such instruments may vary among countries. For example, the international
instruments may be more e¤ective in countries where domestic interests play a lesser role in
in‡uencing the government’s fate. First, policy instruments to in‡uence autocratic leaders
may be more limited to international carrots or sticks than policy instruments to in‡uence
democratic leaders, who are subject to the in‡uence of domestic interests to a greater extent.
Second, when both international instruments and domestic instruments are available to
in‡uence democratic leaders, the in‡uence through domestic interests may in many cases
prove less costly for international actors aiming to secure compliance. Furthermore, to the
extent that domestic interests determine the policymaker’s fate of staying in power, such
domestic instruments may also be more e¤ective.
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4

Empirical implications

The literature on democracy and compliance focuses primarily on the relative propensity of
democracies, in comparison to autocracies, to comply with international commitments. In
particular, theoretical works stressing electoral accountability tend to predict that democracies are better able to comply with international commitments. To a large extent, this has
to do with the assumption that domestic interests uniformly bene…t from complying with
international commitments.
When we assume more realistically that international agreements have domestic distributional consequences, we obtain a more nuanced set of predictions. The arguments in this
paper highlight the conditional nature of democratic compliance with international commitments. First, although compliance in a democracy di¤ers systematically from that in a pure
autocracy, whether electoral institutions induce a higher level of compliance in a democracy
depends on the political attributes of competing interests. The more regularly competitive
elections are held or the more election results bind the policymaker’s fate of staying in power,
the more compliance is biased toward the stronger group in terms of electoral leverage and
informational advantage. Thus, democratic institutions tend to intensify the electoral bias
toward the numerous and the better informed. In other words, the support of those domestic
groups is a more important condition for democracies than for autocracies. Second, compliance also varies among democracies, responding to the political attributes of competing
interests. To the extent that domestic interests exercise in‡uence over their government,
compliance in a democracy tends to re‡ect the balance of competing interests. In particular, a democratic government’s compliance decision responds to the electoral leverage and
informational advantage of competing interests.
These analyses have important empirical implications. First, they suggest an alternative
interpretation of the contrasting empirical …ndings on democracy and compliance. As we
recall from the introduction of this paper, while many studies …nd democracies better able
to comply with international commitments, other studies …nd the opposite. The analytical
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logic in this paper suggests a way to reconcile the seemingly contradictory empirical results.
As the model predicts, whether electoral institutions induce a higher level of compliance
in democracies depends on the political attributes of competing domestic interests. Thus,
the dynamics of competing interests may explain the empirical variation in compliance by
democracies.
Second, this alternative view further suggests a new research agenda. The current literature focuses primarily on the direct e¤ects of democratic institutions on compliance. Yet, if
the analytical logic in this paper is correct, democratic compliance should be highly contingent on domestic interest competition. Future studies should thus consider both the e¤ect
of political regimes and that of competing interests. Incorporating variations of competing
domestic interests in addition to variations of political institutions helps resolve a number of
important questions. Among others, how is the e¤ect of democratic institutions on compliance conditioned by competing domestic interests, which electoral institutions are designed
to channel into policymaking?
In the remainder of this section, we draw on existing empirical work to illustrate the validity of our general arguments. Of course, these empirical studies were not designed to evaluate
our model’s predictions. Speci…cally, to the extent that they examine the domestic balance
of competing interests, these studies typically do not distinguish between electoral leverage
and informational advantage. As such, a detailed examination of these e¤ects separately is
often not possible. In those cases, we use public opinion as a proxy of the electoral leverage
and informational advantage of competing interests. Public opinion is a useful proxy for
three reasons. First, public opinion often indicates the fraction of the population in favor of
compliance and the fraction opposing compliance. Second, public opinion also indicates the
level of issue awareness among competing interests. Thus, although often undi¤erentiated,
public opinion involves both elements of electoral leverage and informational endowment to
some extent. Third, many cases we examine are cases where the compliance issue is highly
salient. In such cases, all competing interests tend to perceive a substantial stake in the
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issue and thus have su¢ cient incentive to get informed. With no particular informational
advantage for either side, electoral institutions tend to induce the compliance decision in a
democracy to favor those groups that can deliver more votes to the policymaker.10 A limitation of using public opinion as a proxy of the political attributes of competing interests is
that it tends to lead us to cases where one side is unambiguously stronger in both electoral
leverage and informational advantage. Nevertheless, as a …rst cut to illustrate the empirical
validity of our theoretical predictions, the following cases are useful.
One expectation of the model is that electoral institutions bias the compliance decision in
a democracy systematically toward the group with more electoral leverage and informational
advantage. Such policy bias may or may not lead to a higher level of compliance. When
this group favors compliance, we can expect a higher level of compliance from a democracy
than from an autocracy, all else equal. However, if this group opposes compliance, the public
pressure from which democratic policymakers are less insulated will then lead to a lower level
of compliance in a democracy than in an autocracy, all else equal. More generally, compared
to a pure autocracy, the compliance decision in a democracy is more in‡uenced by competing
domestic interests.
One di¢ culty with comparing democratic versus autocratic responses to domestic interests is that empirical work seems to have focused much more on domestic interests in
democratic countries than that in autocratic countries. For instance, compared to the substantial amount of research on public opinion in industrial democracies (e.g. Scheve 2004),
we know nothing comparable about nondemocratic countries. This makes it challenging
to demonstrate systematically how di¤erent political regimes respond to domestic demands
10

This of course does not need to be the case. In fact, the model predictions are more nuanced: The
policymaker can favor a smaller group disproportionately, if that group is su¢ ciently better informed. For
instance, although mainstream economic theory maintains that countries bene…t from free trade, auto makers
in the US or farmers in France exercise substantial in‡uence in swaying governments’decisions in the opposite
direction. This is not because US auto makers or French farmers are disproportionately large groups, but
rather because the high stake they have in trade policy leads them to invest a disproportional amount of
time to the issue. Thus, they are much better informed than the consumers hurt by higher prices. In general,
when a particular issue is not salient, public policy in democracies often accords with the better informed
rather than the merely populous.
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di¤erently.
Despite such di¢ culties, comparative case studies on economic adjustment speak rather
e¤ectively to this question.11 Stallings (1990) explains why, facing similar societal pressure,
Chile and Peru adopted and implemented drastically di¤erent economic policies after the
international debt crisis of the 1980s. Chile’s was an orthodox policy that stressed a tight
…scal program and timely debt payment, a policy strongly endorsed by the IMF. In Peru, by
contrast, the government’s initial attempt at an orthodox policy was e¤ectively defeated by
the voters. As a result, Peru clashed more with the IMF with a policy that featured a limit on
debt service. While economic crisis was similarly bad and domestic opposition to orthodox
policies was similarly strong in both countries, key di¤erences between these two countries
include the characteristics of the state and the mobilization of the opposition. What Peru
had that Chile did not was elections (Stallings 1990). In the authoritarian Chile, General
Pinochet survived the political crisis despite public opposition to the orthodox policy. In
contrast, the multiparty democratic system in Peru forced the government to heed public
opinion. This is consistent with the expectation from the model presented in Section 3. In
crisis, which makes the issue at hand highly salient and thus levels the informational status
of competing interests, democratic institutions intensify the policy bias toward the prevailing
societal force.
The point here is not that democracies are less inclined to comply with international
…nancial arrangements. Rather, democratic decision-making is more constrained by domestic
interests. In particular, electoral institutions intensify the policy bias toward prevailing
domestic interests. When such interests favor complying with international commitments,
the policy bias toward them may lead democracies to better comply with international
commitments. Thus, we should pay particularly close attention to the necessary condition
11

Studies that examine variations among democracies along speci…c dimensions of electoral institutions
can also throw partial light on this question. For instance, approching elections often generate uncertainty
or short sighted policies (Ames 1987, Bernhard & Leblang 2002, Schamis & Way 2003, Huth & Allee 2002).
Furthermore, how much elections a¤ect politicians’ fate also impacts policy choices (Bernhard & Leblang
1999).
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for democratic compliance.
Another expectation of the model is that compliance varies among democracies according
to the balance of competing domestic interests. Although the literature on democracy and
compliance pays little attention explicitly to domestic interests, this hypothesis seems to
correspond well with the extensive literature on domestic explanations of compliance.
A number of authors note that compliance by democracies with international environmental agreements varies according to the level of domestic support displayed at least partially
through public opinion. Weiss & Jacobson (1998) examine compliance by eight countries
with …ve international environmental agreements. Although they do not quantify either
compliance nor domestic support, Weiss & Jacobson (1998) document considerable variation among democratic states in complying with each of the …ve agreements and further
argue that public opinion is an important determinant of how much these states comply with
each agreement. Victor, Raustiala & Skolniko¤ (1998) highlight domestic determinants of a
country’s implementation of and compliance with international environmental agreements.
Although Raustiala & Victor (1998) conclude with an emphasis on the better compliance of
democracies than non-democracies, the case studies in their project demonstrate that compliance varies among democracies and correlates with domestic support for the international
agreement in question. Thus, the seemingly higher –but more importantly, varying –level
of compliance by democracies is better explained by the varying level of domestic support
than by regime type.
While the above studies demonstrate that compliance varies across countries as a result of
varying public support, Tomz (2002) shows that compliance can also vary across time within
a single country as a result of shifting public support. As foreign debt grows and economic
conditions deteriorate, should governments honor international commitments to repay debt?
Democratic Argentina answered “yes”in 1999 but “no”in 2001. By analyzing public opinion
polls conducted between 1999 and 2002, Tomz (2002) demonstrates that Argentine decision
on debt payment responded to public opinion on compliance. Although public opinion tilted
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against default in 1999, domestic support for debt payment weakened with a worsening
recession in 2001. Along with pro-default strikes, public opinion shifted against repayment.
Consequently, a newly elected president declared a moratorium on debt payment as soon
as he entered o¢ ce. Tomz (2002) thus convincingly demonstrates the conditional nature of
democratic compliance as the theoretical model in this paper predicts.
By comparing both across countries as well as within a single country, Simmons (1994)
…nds that domestic political variables –particularly in the form of public support –have a
signi…cant impact on the willingness of pluralist democracies to comply with international
…nancial arrangements. To maintain the gold standard, governments must make their balance of payment a higher priority than their domestic economic condition. In the inter-war
era, however, countries displayed varied willingness and ability to comply with this basic
requirement across space and over time.
In mid-1920s, France experienced an imbalance of payments and depreciation of the
franc. When a center-right coalition came to power in 1926, the government took serious
measures including budget cuts and tax increases. While these measures induced the franc
to appreciate, as Simmons (1994) documents, wide spread complaints from industrial and
labor groups led to protests against the new …scal program. As the number of unemployed
seeking assistance increased and the number of un…lled jobs decreased, public opposition
to the tight …scal policy intensi…ed, which far outweighed public support for revaluation.
The changing balance of competing interests eventually forced the government to abandon
revaluation.
Just as French ability to abide by the gold standard changed in response to the changing
balance of competing interests, di¤erent countries complied with the gold standard requirement to di¤erent extents in the 1930s as the result of di¤erent levels of public support. As
Simmons (1994) documents, in contrast to Britain, which had a budget surplus throughout
the crisis and Belgium whose deterioration of payments was not as steep, France experienced
the most serious domestic opposition to complying with the gold standard requirement. In
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particular, France experienced the most severe labor and social unrest. It was thus least able
to internalize the cost of economic adjustment. As a result, France depreciated dramatically
in the mid 1930s, in spite of an explicit international commitment to stabilize.
Although Simmons (1994) does not explicitly discuss the element of informational advantage of competing interests, it is likely that the worsening recession in the inter-war era
made the pain of economic adjustment extremely concrete to an increasingly broader public.
In other words, the rising salience of …scal policy probably improved the informational condition of the broad public vis-a-vis that of special interests. In the case of France, it could
be argued that the opposition to compliance with the gold standard requirement became not
only more numerous but also better informed over time.
Of course, a country’s compliance policy is a product of a complex process, of which
domestic constituents are only a part. However, as the above discussions show, competing
domestic interests are indispensable in that they signi…cantly condition the e¤ect of democratic institutions.

5

Conclusion

In spite of divergent empirical …ndings regarding the e¤ect of democratic institutions on
compliance, theoretical work has paid surprisingly little attention to the conditions under
which democracies comply with international commitments. Our model provides one important and logically consistent set of such conditions. Although democratic institutions
intensify electoral accountability, whether or not they induce a higher level of compliance
depends on the political attributes of competing interests. Compared to a pure autocracy,
compliance in a democracy corresponds more to the preferences of the numerous and the
better informed. By highlighting the conditional nature of democratic compliance with international commitments, the model o¤ers a way to reconcile seemingly contradictory empirical
…ndings.
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What implications does our analysis have for the study of democracy and foreign policy
in general? First of all, although political institutions are extremely important, they alone do
not seem su¢ cient to account for empirical variations in how well and how much democracies
comply with international commitments. We must, in addition, take seriously the preferences channeled by these institutions (Moravcsik 1997, Lake & Powell 1999, Milner 2002).12
Furthermore, it is important to disaggregate domestic interests because international agreements have domestic distributional consequences. By allowing competing interests of varying
strength to in‡uence their government’s policy, our model helps account for the variability
of democratic behavior in international relations. Speci…cally, as our model shows, the frequently claimed unconditional e¤ect of democracy on a country’s inclination to cooperate
internationally is neither uniform nor irreversible. In fact, compliance with international
commitments requires more stringent conditions in democracies than in non-democracies. A
crucial determinant of a country’s foreign policy is not only whether it is democratic but
also what its electorally more signi…cant and well informed constituents want.
By clarifying the conditional e¤ect of democratic institutions on foreign policy, our study
has important policy implications. If democratic institutions encourage international cooperation only when the electorally signi…cant and the better informed favor it, simply
encouraging representative democracy will be inadequate to promote either compliance with
international agreements or peaceful resolution of international con‡ict. This study invites
caution regarding policy initiatives based solely on political institutions.
Our analysis also suggests a number of avenues for future research. First, our general
model highlights the conditional nature of democratic compliance with international commitments. Future work must further re…ne the domestic conditions put forward in this
paper. In particular, what are other important attributes of domestic interests? How do
they help gain favorable policy bias? Which other elements also contribute to the direction
12

In the larger democratic peace literature, scholars have examined the impact of preferences and interests.
See, for example, Farber & Gowa (1997), Gartzke (1998), Gartzke (2000), Oneal & Russett (1999), Russett
& Oneal (2001). Most of these studies are more interested in a unitary state’s static interests than how the
dynamics of competing interests shape the varying preferences of the government.
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and magnitude of policy bias? Answering these questions may require bringing additional
contextual variables in speci…c cases. Our model provides a general foundation for this task.
Second, future research should also examine other dimensions of democracy. For example,
to maintain analytical focus and comparability with past models, our analysis addresses only
one aspect of democracy, namely electoral institutions. However, these institutions may work
di¤erently from legislative institutions (Martin 2000) and the liberal norms that are often
associated with democracies (Maoz & Russett 1993, Dixon 1994).13 Furthermore, di¤erent
dimensions of democracy may impact foreign policy di¤erently and some may mutually
condition each other.
Finally, our model extends naturally to other foreign policy decisions beyond compliance.
As recent studies suggest, existing theoretical arguments about the e¤ects of democratic
institutions on various aspects of foreign policy are often under-speci…ed.14 For instance, a
central question in the recent debate on democratic peace is how the uncertainty that the
more paci…c interest groups prevail over the more hawkish ones may condition liberal peace
(Rosato 2003, Kinsella 2005). Our model provides a way to incorporate domestic publics
and interest groups into the analysis of foreign policy.

13

Some interesting works address how democratic institutions enhance transparency in the context of
international crisis bargaining (Schultz 1998, Schultz 1999, Smith 1998, Ramsay 2004). The enhanced transparency in democracies is consequential in our context, if it strengthens competing interests unevenly. Even
in that case, however, its e¤ect on compliance still depends on the resulting dynamics of interest competition.
14
See, for example, Gartzke (1998).
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Appendix
Proof of Proposition 1.
As explained in the text, in equilibrium, the incumbent policymaker chooses a compliance
level to maximize the following utility function:

UG (x) =

2
X

Ui (x) + ( Pr(!) + (1

))V;

i=1

8i 2 f1; 2g:

Substituting the interest groups’utility function Ui (x) = x

(x

xi )2 + i , the policy-

maker’s utility function becomes

UG (x) =

2
X

( x

(x

xi )2 + i ) + ( Pr(!) + (1

))V;

i=1
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The …rst order condition is
2
X

(

2(x

xi )) +

i=1

To solve for x, we need to know

@Pr(!)
,
@x

V

@Pr(!)
= 0:
@x

i.e., how the incumbent’s choice of the compliance

level changes his chance of reelection, given voters’voting strategies.
Let vi be the voting strategy of group i. Since the interest groups do not directly observe
the actual compliance level, in deciding how to vote, they assess how much the incumbent
has attended their interests according to the …rst period welfare they observe. Thus, for
i 2 f1; 2g,
8
>
< 1 if Ui ki
vi =
>
: 0 otherwise:
How does interest group i decide on the optimal threshold ki ? If we let Fi (:) be the
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cumulative density function of

i,

the probability that group i votes for the incumbent

policymaker is

Pr(vi = 1) = Pr(Ui

ki )

= Pr( x

(x

= 1

Fi (ki

xi )2 +

ki )

i

xi )2 )

x + (x

(1)

How precisely do the voting strategies of interest groups a¤ect the government’s choice
of the compliance level? Applying the generalized chain rule,
@Pr(!) X @Pr(!) @Pr(vi = 1)
=
:
@x
@Pr(vi = 1)
@x
i=1
2

Thus, the impact of the compliance level on the probability that the incumbent policymaker wins reelection is expressed in terms of 1) the e¤ect of the compliance level on the
probability that each interest group votes for the incumbent policymaker and 2) the e¤ect
of the probability that each group votes for the incumbent policymaker on the probability
that the incumbent wins reelection.
Letting

@Pr(!)
@Pr(vi =1)

=

i,

which represents the electoral leverage of group i, and applying

Equation 1,
@Pr(!) X
=
(2(x
@x
i=1
2

xi )

) i fi (ki +

i (x
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Applying Equation 2, the …rst order condition becomes
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X
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(
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) i fi (ki +

i (x
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As each group i chooses the optimal strategy k such that ki +
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i (x(ki )

xi )2 = 0 in

order to induce the most desirable policy,15 the …rst order condition further becomes
2
X

(

2(x

xi )) +

V

i=1

2
X

(2(x

xi )

) i fi (0) = 0:

i=1

Since fi is strictly unimodal and symmetric with mean zero, the value of fi (0) decreases with
the variance of the density function fi . That is, the better informed group i is, the higher
the value of fi (0). This term expresses how well informed group i is. Letting fi (0) =

i,

we

solve directly for the incumbent policymaker’s best response,

x =

P2

i=1 (1

2

+
P2

V )( + 2xi )
; i 2 f1; 2g:
V)
i=1 (1 + i i
i i

It is straightforward to show that the second order condition is satis…ed.
Proof of Proposition 2.
When elections do not occur ( = 0) or election results are not binding ( = 0) as in a
pure autocracy, the compliance policy becomes xAuto =

x

xAuto

+

P2

i=1

2

xi

, for i 2 f1; 2g.

P
+ 2i=1 xi
V )( + 2xi )
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P
2
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=
2(2 + 1 1 V + 2 2 V )
1
x1 x2
=
V( 1 1
2 2)
2
2+ V 1 1+ V 2 2
P2

Thus, x 6= xAuto if

i=1 (1

1 1

+

6=

i i

2 2,

because

+ x1 + x2
2
(3)

> 0; > 0; V > 0, and x2 > x1 .

Proof of Proposition 3.
15

For a discussion of a voter’s optimal voting strategy in such a context, see for example Fearon (1999).

33

@
x
@

=
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@
@

@
x
@

=

@
@

V(

@ (1 +
@
V(

1 1

1 1

x > 0, if

=

Thus,

@ (1 +
@

2

2 2

x > 0, i¤

1 1,

>

1 1

1 1

V )( + 2x1 ) + (1 + 2 2 V )( + 2x2 )
2(2 + 1 1 V + 2 2 V )
x1 x2
2)
(2 + V 1 1 + V 2 2 )2

2

2 2

because

> 0, V > 0, and x2 > x1 .

V )( + 2x1 ) + (1 + 2 2 V )( + 2x2 )
2(2 + 1 1 V + 2 2 V )
x1 x2
2)
(2 + V 1 1 + V 2 2 )2

>

1 1,

because

> 0, V > 0, and x2 > x1 .

Proof of Proposition 4.
@
x
@ 2

@
x
@ 2

V )( + 2x1 ) + (1 + 2 2 V )( + 2x2 )
2(2 + 1 1 V + 2 2 V )
x1 x2
=
V 2 (1 + V 1 1 )
(2 + V 1 1 + V 2 2 )2
> 0, because x1 < x2 .

=

@ (1 +
@ 2

V )( + 2x1 ) + (1 + 2 2 V )( + 2x2 )
2(2 + 1 1 V + 2 2 V )
x1 x2
=
V 2 (1 + V 1 1 )
(2 + V 1 1 + V 2 2 )2
> 0, because x1 < x2 .
=

@ (1 +
@ 2

1 1

1 1
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V )( + 2x1 ) + (1 + 2 2 V )( + 2x2 )
2(2 + 1 1 V + 2 2 V )
x1 x2
=
V 1 (1 + V 2 2 )
(2 + V 1 1 + V 2 2 )2
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=

@ (1 +
@ 1

V )( + 2x1 ) + (1 + 2 2 V )( + 2x2 )
2(2 + 1 1 V + 2 2 V )
x1 x2
=
V 1 (1 + V 2 2 )
(2 + V 1 1 + V 2 2 )2
< 0, because x1 < x2 .
=

@ (1 +
@ 1

1 1

1 1

Proof of Corollary.

@
x
@

@ (1 +
@
1
=
2
=

1 1

V )( + 2x1 ) + (1 +
2(2 + 1 1 V + 2

35

2 2
2

V )( + 2x2 )
V)

References
Alter, Karen J. 2000. “The European Union’s Legal System and Domestic Policy: Spillover
or Backlash?” International Organization 54 (Summer):489–518.
Alvarez, Jose E. 2001. “Do liberal states behave better? A critique of Slaughter’s liberal
theory.”European Journal of International Law p. forthcoming.
Ames, Barry. 1987. Politics and Survival: Politicians and Public Policy in Latin America.
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
Axelrod, Robert. 1984. The Evolution of Cooperation. New York: Basic Books.
Barro, Robert. 1973. “The control of politicians: an economic model.” Public Choice 14
(Spring):19–42.
Bernhard, William & David Leblang. 1999. “Democratic institutions and exchange rate
commitments.”International Organization 53 (1):71–79.
Bernhard, William & David Leblang. 2002. “Democratic processes and exchange rate risk:
evidence from exchange rate markets.”American Journal of Political Science 46 (2):316–
333.
Broz, Lawrence. 2002. “The Political Economy of Commitment to Gold Standard.”Mimeo,
University of California, San Diego.
Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce, Alastair Smith, Randolph M. Siverson & James D. Morrow.
2003. The Logic of Political Survival. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.
Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce, James D. Morrow, Randolph M. Siverson & Alastair Smith.
1999. “An Institutional Explanation of the Democratic Peace.” American Political
Science Review 93:791–807.

36

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce & R. Siverson. 1995. “War and the survival of political leaders:
a comparative study of regime types and political accountability.” American Political
Science Review 89:841–55.
Burley, Anne-Marie & Walter Mattli. 1993. “Europe before the court: a political theory of
legal integration.”International Organization 47 (1):41–76.
Busch, Marc L. & Eric Reinhardt. 2002. Testing international trade law: empirical studies of
GATT/WTO dispute settlement. In The Political Economy of International Trade Law:
Essays in Honor of Robert E. Hudec, ed. Daniel L. M. Kennedy & James D. Southwick.
New York: Cambridge University Press pp. 457–481.
Chayes, Abram & Antonia Handler Chayes. 1995. The New Sovereignty: Compliance with
International Regulatory Agreements. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press.
Checkel, Je¤ery. 2001. “Why Comply? Social Learning and European Identity Change.”
International Organization 55 (3, Summer):553–588.
Cortell, Andrew P. & James W. Davis. 1996. “How do international institutions matter?
The domestic impact of international rules and norms.”International Studies Quarterly
40 (4):451–78.
Cowhey, Peter F. 1993. “Domestic institutions and the credibility of international commitments: Japan and the United States.”International Organization 47 (Spring):299–326.
Dai, Xinyuan. 2002. “Information Systems in Treaty Tegimes.”World Politics 54 (July):405–
436.
Dai, Xinyuan. 2005. “Why Comply? The Domestic Constituency Mechanism.”International
Organization 59 (Spring):363–398.

37

Dixon, William. 1994. “Democracy and the peaceful settlement of international con‡ict.”
American Political Science Review 88 (March):14–32.
Downs, George W. & David M. Rocke. 1995. Optimal Imperfection: Domestic Uncertainty
and Institutions in International Relations. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Downs, George W., David M. Rocke & Peter N. Barsoom. 1996. “Is the good news about
compliance good news about cooperation.”International Organization 50 (3):379–406.
Du¢ eld, John S. 1992. “International regimes and alliance behavior: explaining NATO
conventional force levels.”International Organization 46 (Autumn):819–55.
Farber, Henry S. & Joanne Gowa. 1997. “Common Interests or Common Polities?: Reinterpreting the Democratic Peace.”Journal of Politics 59 (2):393–417.
Fearon, James D. 1994. “Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation of International
Disputes.”American Political Science Review 88 (3):577–92.
Fearon, James D. 1999. Electoral Accountability and the Control of Politicians: Selecting
Good Types versus Sanctioning Poor Performance. In Democracy, Accountability, and
Representation, ed. Bernard Manin, Adam Przeworski & Susan Stokes. New York:
Cambridge University Press pp. 55–97.
Ferejohn, J. 1986. “Incumbent performance and electoral control.”Public Choice 50 (1-3):5–
25.
Gabel, Matthew J. 2001. Divided opinion, common currency: the political economy of public
support for the EMU. In the Political Economy of European Monetary Uni…cation, ed.
Barry Eichengree & Je¤rey Frieden. Boulder, CO: Westview pp. 42–57.
Gartzke, Erik. 1998. “Kant We All Just Get Along?: Opportunity, Willingness, and the
Origins of the Democratic Peace.”American Journal of Political Science 42 (1):1–27.

38

Gartzke, Erik. 2000. “Preferences and the Democratic Peace.” International Studies Quarterly 44 (2):191–210.
Gartzke, Erik & Kristian Gleditsch. 2004. “Why democracies may actually be less reliable
allies.”American Journal of Political Science 48 (4):775–795.
Gaubatz, Kurt T. 1996. “Democratic states and commitment in international relations.”
International Organization 50 (Winter):109–39.
Geddes, Barbara. 1994. Politician’s Dilemma: Building State Capacity in Latin America.
Berkeley: University of California Press.
Geddes, Barbara. 1999. “Authoritarian Breakdown: Empirical Test of a Game Theoretic
Argument.” Paper presented at the 95th Annual Meeting of the American Political
Science Association, Atlanta, GA, September 2-5.
Gowa, Joanne. 1999. Ballots and Bullets: the Elusive Democratic Peace. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.
Haas, Peter. 1989. “Do regimes matter? Epistemic communities and Mediterranean pollution
control.”International Organization 43 (3):377–403.
Haas, Peter. 1990. Saving the mediterranean. New York: The Columbia University Press.
Haggard, Stephan & Robert Kaufman. 1992. The Politics of Economic Adjustment. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Hathaway, Oona. 2002. “Do human rights treaties make a di¤erence?” The Yale Law Journal
111:1935–2042.
Helfer, Laurence R. & Anne-Marie Slaughter. 1997. “Toward a Theory of E¤ective Supranational Adjudication.”Yale Law Journal 107:273–391.

39

Hicken, Allen, Shanker Satyanath & Ernest Sergenti. 2005. “Political Institutions and Economic Performance: The E¤ects of Accountability and Obstacles to Policy Change.”
American Journal of Political Science 49 (4):897–907.
Huth, Paul K. & Todd L. Allee. 2002. “Domestic political accountability and the escalation
and settlement of international disputes.”Journal of Con‡ict Resolution 46 (6):754–790.
Jensen, Nathan. 2003. “Democratic governance and multinational corporations: political
regimes and in‡ows of foreign direct investment.”International Organization 57 (3):587–
616.
Keck, Margaret & Kathryn Sikkink. 1998. Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in
International Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Keohane, Robert O. 1984. After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political
Economy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Keohane, Robert O., Andrew Moravcsik & Anne-Marie Slaughter. 2000. “Legalized Dispute
Resolution: Interstate and Transnational.”International Organization 54 (3):457–488.
Kinsella, David. 2005. “No rest for the democratic peace.”American Political Science Review
99 (3):453–457.
Kreps, David. 1990. Corporate culture and economic theory. In Perspectives on Positive Political Economy, ed. James Alt & Kenneth Shepsle. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press pp. 90–143.
Lake, David & Robert Powell. 1999. Strategic Choice And International Relations. Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press.
Leeds, B. Ashley. 1999. “Domestic political institutions, credible commitments, and international cooperation.”American Journal of Political Science 43 (4):979–1002.

40

Lipson, Charles. 2003. Reliable Partners: How Democracies Have Made a Separable Peace.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Lohmann, Susanne. 1998. “An information rationale for the power of special interests.”
American Political Science Review 92 (4):809–28.
Lynn-Jones, Sean, ed. 1995. Debating the Democratic Peace. Cambridge: MIT Press.
Mans…eld, Edward D., Helen V. Milner & B. Peter Rosendor¤. 2002. “Why Democracies
cooperate more: electoral control and international trade agreements.” International
Organization 56 (3):477–513.
Maoz, Zeev & Bruce Russett. 1993. “Normative and structural causes of Democratic peace,
1946-1986.”American Political Science Review 87:624–38.
Martin, Lisa L. 2000. Democratic Commitments: Legislatures and International Cooperation.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
McGillivray, Fiona & Alastair Smith. 2000. “Trust and cooperation through agent speci…c
punishments.”International Organization 54 (4):809–24.
Milner, Helen V. 1997. Interests, Institutions, and Information: Domestic Politics and
International Relations. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Milner, Helen V. 2002. International trade. In The Handbook of International Relations,
ed. Walter Carlsnaes, Thomas Risse & Beth A. Simmons. London: Sage Publications
pp. 448–61.
Mitchell, Ronald B. 1994. “Regime design matters: intentional oil pollution and treaty
compliance.”International Organization 48 (3):425–58.
Moravcsik, Andrew. 1997. “Taking preferences seriously: a liberal theory of international
politics.”International Organization 51 (4):513–53.
41

Neumayer, Erik. 2002. “Do democracies exhibit stronger international environmnetal commitment? A cross-country analysis.”Journal of Peace Research 39:139–164.
Oneal, John R. & Bruce Russett. 1999. “Is the Liberal Peace Just an Artifact of Cold War
Interests?: Assessing Recent Critiques.”International Interactions 25 (3):213–241.
Oye, Kenneth, ed. 1986. Cooperation under anarchy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press.
Powell, Bingham G. 2000. Elections as Instruments of Democracy: Majoritarian and Proportional Visions. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Ramsay, Robert F. 2004. “Politics at the Water’s Edge: Crisis Bargaining and Electoral
Competition.”Journal of Con‡ict Resolution 48 (4):459–486.
Raustiala, Kal & David Victor. 1998. Conclusions. In The Implementation and E¤ectiveness
of International Environmental Commitments: Theory and Practice, ed. David Victor,
Kal Raustiala & Eugene Skolniko¤. Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press pp. 659–707.
Rosato, Sebastian. 2003. “The Flawed Logic of Democratic Peace Theory.”American Political Science Review 97 (4):585–602.
Russett, Bruce. 1993. Grasping the Democratic Peace: Principles for a Post-Cold War
World. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Russett, Bruce & John R. Oneal. 2001. Triangulating Peace: Democracy, Interdependence,
and International Organizations. New York: Norton.
Schamis, Hector E. & Christopher R. Way. 2003. “Political cycles and exchange rate-based
stabilization.”World Politics 56 (1):43–78.
Scheve, Kenneth F. 2004. “Public in‡ation aversion and the political economy of macroeconomicds policymaking.”International Organization 58 (1):1–34.
42

Scheve, Kenneth F. & Matthew J. Slaughter. 2001. “What determines individual trade policy
preferences?” Journal of International Economics 54 (2):267–92.
Schultz, Kenneth A. 1998. “Domestic Opposition and Signaling in International Crises.”
American Political Science Review 92 (December):829–44.
Schultz, Kenneth A. 1999. “Do democratic institutions constrain or inform? Contrasting
two institutional perspectives on democracy and war.” International Organization 53
(2 Spring):233–66.
Schultz, Kenneth A. & Barry R. Weingast. 2003. “The democratic advantage: institutional
foundations of …nancial power in international competition.”International Organization
57 (1 Winter):3–42.
Sikkink, Kathryn. 1993. “Human rights, principled issue-networks, and sovereignty in Latin
America.”International Organization 47 (Summer):411–41.
Simmons, Beth A. 1994. Who Adjusts: Domestic Sources of Foreign Economic Policy During
the Interwar Years. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Simmons, Beth A. 2000. “International Law and State Behavior: Commitment and Compliance in International Monetary A¤airs.”American Political Science Review 94 (4):819–
35.
Slaughter, Anne-Marie. 1995. “International law and international relations theory: a dual
agenda.”European Journal of International Law 87 (2):205–39.
Smith, Alastair. 1996. “To intervene or not to intervene: a biased decision.” Journal of
Con‡ict Resolution 40 (1):16–40.
Smith, Alastair. 1998. “International Crises and Domestic Politics.” American Political
Science Review 92:623–38.

43

Stallings, Barbara. 1990. Politics and economic crisis: A comparative study of Chile, Peru,
and Colombia. In Economic Crisis and Policy Choice: The Politics of Adjustment in the
Third World, ed. Joan M. Nelson. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press pp. 113–
167.
Tomz, Michael. 2002. “Democract Default: Domestic Audience and Compliance with International Agreements.”Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Political
Science Association, Boston, August 29 - September 1, 2002.
Victor, David, Kal Raustiala & Eugene Skolniko¤, eds. 1998. The Implementation and Effectiveness of International Environmental Commitments: Theory and Practice. Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press.
Vreeland, James. 2003. The IMF and Economic Development. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Walldorf, C. William Jr. 2002. “A Betrayal of Friends: Liberal Humanitarianism and Commitment Abandonment in Post-War United States Foreign Policy.”Paper presented at
the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association, Boston, August 29
- September 1, 2002.
Weiss, Edith Brown & Harold K. Jacobson, eds. 1998. Engaging Countries: Strengthening Compliance with International Environmental Accords. Cambridge, Massachusetts:
MIT Press.
Young, Oran R. 1979. Compliance and public authority: a theory with international applications. Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press.

44

