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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 Supervising Professor: Clint Peinhardt 

 

 

 

 

The United States (U.S.) relation towards multilateralism is often characterized by ambivalence; 

while it sometimes decides to gain United Nations Security Council (UNSC) approval for its mil-

itary intervention, other times it intervenes without its approval. The rationalist information argu-

ment, which was mainly shaped by Thompson (2009), presents one explanation to this pattern. 

Nonetheless, Thompson’s theory neglects to explain, inter alia, why states can differ in their reac-

tions towards the same institutional decision. The paper at hand extends his argument theoretically 

by setting up a game-theoretic model. The model supports some of the general dynamics he de-

scribes, but also provides new insights into the strategic interaction between a coercing state and 

third-party states. It shows that coercing states only turn to the UNSC when the associated benefits 

exceed the costs and that their actions are only occasionally effective in distinguishing the motives 

of states. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Since the end of the Cold War, powerful states1 like the United States (U.S.) have increasingly 

turned to International Organizations (IOs), particularly to the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC), to gain approval for their military interventions (Thompson, 2006, p. 2).  However, there 

is still a “long-standing US ambivalence towards multilateral institutions” (Foot, MacFarlane & 

Mastanduno, 2003, p. 2). While the U.S. gained UNSC approval for its interventions in Somalia, 

Haiti, Libya, and Iraq 1991, it decided to intervene without UNSC approval in Serbia, Sudan, and 

Iraq 2003 (Recchia, 2016, p. 79; Stokes, 2013). This raises the question of what drives the U.S. to 

follow different paths in its military interventions. The rationalist information argument, which 

was significantly shaped by Thompson (2009), presents one explanation to this question. None-

theless, his theory neglects to explain, inter alia, why states sometimes react differently towards 

the same institutional decision. However, this was the case for example in the U.S. military inter-

vention in Libya 2011, in which the reactions within the international community were split alt-

hough the intervention had UNSC approval.  

The objective of the paper at hand is to analyze both the motivation that drives powerful states 

to gain UNSC approval for their coercive policies and the factors that determine whether third-

party states support or oppose an intervention, particularly, the conditions under which UNSC 

approval even affects the action of third-party states. Therefore, the strategic interaction between 

                                                

1  In contrast to weak states, powerful states are assumed to have enough military and financial resources and expertise to pursue 

their objectives on their own (Thompson, 2009, pp. 1-2). 
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a coercing state and third party-states is evaluated in detail. While the arguments of this paper are 

tailored towards the U.S., their logic also applies to other powerful states.  

The paper is structured as follows. Chapter 2 presents three alternative approaches to the ra-

tionalist information argument, namely legitimacy, domestic politics and burden sharing. While 

they do not depict the cost-benefit analysis that powerful states conduct on the international level, 

the rationalist information argument presented in chapter 3 includes this analysis. Against this 

backdrop, chapter 3.1 introduces the rationalist information argument by concentrating on the the-

oretical framework that Thompson (2009) has developed for it. The focus of the paper is the game-

theoretic model that is set up based on Thompson’s theory in chapter 3.2. While chapter 3.3 solves 

for its equilibria, its results are discussed and evaluated in chapter 3.4. Chapter 4 briefly illustrates 

that the dynamics of the model are helpful to understand both the U.S. decision to gain UNSC 

approval for its military intervention in Libya 2011 and the different reactions within the interna-

tional community towards it. The paper ends with a conclusion in chapter 5 that sums up the main 

results and points to their implications for the validity of having UNSC approval. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW - ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS 

 

 

Several authors have devoted themselves to the question of what motivates states to turn to IOs 

like the UNSC to get approval for their coercive policies. Analyzing their works illustrates that 

they share three main arguments: 

• Legitimacy 

• Domestic politics 

• Burden sharing. 

Although the arguments differ from one another in the way that they identify different motivations 

that drive states to turn to IOs, their explanations can partially overlap. Furthermore, it should not 

be surprising to find more than one argument present when analyzing a policy outcome. One ar-

gument can never depict the entirety of causes that lead to a certain policy outcome but can only 

provide a suitable analytical framework depicting its main causes (Thompson, 2009, p. 154). 

2.1 Legitimacy 

One explanation why states are motivated to channel their coercive policies through IOs is legiti-

macy, which is mainly made by social constructivist scholars. They argue that states are driven by 

norms and turn to IOs as they possess symbolic properties such as procedural fairness, policy 

neutrality or inclusiveness (Chapman, 2009, p. 739). Hence, coercing states do not turn to IOs to 

get legal judgments for their policies, but political ones (Claude, 1966, p. 370). According to 

Claude (1966), the United Nations (UN) is an IO that has assumed collective legitimization as one 

of its major functions. However, the development of this function was not undertaken by the UN 
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itself but evolved because UN member states attached importance to UN decisions and judged the 

legitimacy of policies on their basis (pp. 373-374).  

The constructivist argument is in strong contrast with the explanations provided by traditional 

realists who suggest that states comply with IOs because of their enforcement power and thus, the 

fear of punishment for reneging. According to traditional realists, by lacking robust enforcement 

power, IOs and their statements are neither relevant for states’ beliefs nor their behavior. By con-

trast, social constructivists argue that IOs do not gain their relevance and importance from their 

enforcement mechanisms, but from their symbolic and normative legitimacy (Chapman, 2009, p. 

737; Hurd, 1999, pp. 379, 383-384; Voeten, 2005, p. 540).  In this way, IOs can influence the 

beliefs and actions of states without having enforcement power (Chapman, 2009, p. 740). There 

are two versions of the constructivist argument that differ from one another in the motivations 

driving states to turn to IOs. 

The first version of the argument suggests that states are motivated intrinsically and by a feeling 

of moral obligation. Hence, when states turn to IOs they are driven by the internalized belief that 

acting through an IO is the appropriate means and normative legitimate; channeling coercive action 

through IOs promotes their self-interest (Hurd, 1999, p. 387; Thompson, 2009, p. 40). 

The second version of the constructivist argument assumes that states are motivated instrumen-

tally. While it might be the case that coercing states do not internalize that turning to an IO is the 

appropriate means for channeling their policies, they gain IO approval for their self-representation 

in the international community. It is likely that other states of the international community place a 

normative value on IOs and their approval for military interventions, which is why coercing states 

can make their actions appear more acceptable and legitimate for the international community 
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when turning to an IO. By convincing other states that their intervention is appropriate and legiti-

mate, coercing states can increase international acceptance for their policies (Hurd, 1999, p. 385; 

Thompson, 2009, p. 40). 

A weakness that the first version of the argument suffers from is that it cannot explain the 

empirical pattern that states sometimes turn to IOs and other times bypass them (Chapman, 2009, 

p. 735; Thompson, 2009, pp. 40-41; Voeten, 2005, p. 540). Since norms and their importance 

change in the long run, the argument can still explain variation in states’ behavior between time 

periods that were characterized by different norms. Nonetheless, the argument requires that states 

act consistently within the years of a period that was characterized by the same norm (Finnemore 

& Sikkink, 1998, p. 888). The fact that states differ in their reactions towards the same institutional 

decision suggests that this does not hold (Chapman, 2009, p. 736).    

Like the first version of the constructivist argument, its second version also neglects the finding 

that states only sometimes turn to IOs and other times bypass them and intervene unilaterally. The 

reason for this is that it does not consider the trade-off between the benefits and costs that are 

associated with turning to IOs. Nevertheless, the second version provides a valuable explanation 

why states might have a general incentive to channel their coercive policies through IOs (Thomp-

son, 2009, pp. 40-41).  It is plausible that not even powerful states like the U.S. can forego moral 

support of the international community when they want to achieve their objectives effectively in 

the long run (Kagan, 2004, p. 84). Whether states ultimately turn to an IO, though depend on a 

cost-benefit analysis that is not incorporated in the constructivist argument (Thompson, 2009, pp. 

40-41). 
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2.2 Domestic politics  

An alternative view is that coercing states are driven by domestic politics and aim at appeasing 

their domestic public or legislature when they channel coercive policies through IOs (Thompson, 

2009, p. 41).  

To begin with, the role of the domestic public is analyzed. Both Putnam (1988) and Fang (2008) 

provide an explanation how domestic public support and a leader’s foreign policy are entangled 

and why domestic public support is important for leaders. According to Putnam’s (1988) two-level 

game, leaders operate both at the national and international level. Therefore, a leader’s foreign 

policy options regarding, for example, its participation in a military intervention are restricted to 

the options that will get supported domestically; its foreign policy options depend on their domes-

tic support. Having domestic support for its policies, thus, increases the leader’s win set, i.e. the 

volume of foreign policy options that is domestically ratifiable (pp. 434, 436-437). Fang (2008) 

provides another explanation why domestic public support is important for leaders. According to 

her, democratic leaders do not only benefit from implementing their preferred policies, but also 

from staying in office, i.e. from being reelected. Since voters use prior policy outcomes as an 

indicator whether their leader serves their interests and should be reelected, leaders will try to 

avoid implementing policies that suffer from low public support as this causes a high risk of not 

being reelected (pp. 304-305).  However, this explanation is only reasonable for democratic states, 

whose leaders are elected, but does not seem to hold for autocratic states.  

In contrast, Thompson (2009) states that leaders do not place a significant value on the domestic 
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public, but rather on the foreign public. Since domestic public ‘rallies round the flag2, it is more 

likely to support the president’s policies either way. However, this effect cannot be found for the 

foreign public that is thus more likely limit its leader’s win set by opposing the intervention, which, 

in turn, can jeopardize its cooperation with the coercing state. Hence, the support of foreign public 

can be more important for a coercing state than the support of domestic public (pp. 5-6). 

After determining why domestic public support can be important for leaders and the implemen-

tation of their preferred policies, the following section considers the effects of IO approval on 

domestic public support. One argument is that the public generally prefers multilateral over uni-

lateral interventions either for normative or burden sharing reasons. Since IO approval ensures a 

multilateral intervention that is supported from at least a certain share of states in the international 

community, it increases public support for its leader’s policies (Eichenberg, 2005, p. 175; Tago, 

2005, p. 588). Accordingly, Chapman & Reiter (2004) claim that UNSC approval enhances the 

rally ‘round the flag effect (p. 906).  

Nevertheless, this argument is criticized by authors like Jentleson & Britton (1998), Eichenberg 

(2005) and Chapman (2009), who doubt that the public generally prefers multilateralism. Instead, 

they define three factors that influence whether and how strong the public favors multilateralism. 

First, Jentleson & Britton (1998) argue that the public preference for multilateralism or unilateral-

ism depends on the coercing state’s policy objectives and thus, differs depending on the type of 

military intervention. By analyzing U.S. public support for six military interventions between 1992 

and 1998, they find that U.S. public does not clearly prefer multilateralism for humanitarian 

                                                

2  The rally ‘round the flag effect is the tendency that U.S. presidents will experience a short time boost in popularity and public 

support during international crises (Mueller, 1970, p. 20). 
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interventions. If an intervention targets an enemy who is engaged in aggressive actions against the 

U.S. and its interests, the public will even prefer unilateralism (pp. 397, 406). A second factor that 

determines whether the public favors multilateralism or unilateralism, is the probability that an 

intervention will fail or succeed. Although Eichenberg (2005) states that the public has a general 

preference for multilateralism, he admits that a coercing state’s policy objectives and the proba-

bility that an intervention will fail or succeed are more decisive for the level of public support (p. 

175). Having IO approval can signal the public not only that the coercing state’s policy objectives 

are limited and in the public interest, but also that the intervention is likely to be successful. This, 

in turn, leads to increased domestic support for the intervention. Third, there are also differences 

in the public reaction towards a multilateral intervention depending on the institution that the co-

ercing state is working through. Public support is significantly higher for interventions with UNSC 

approval than for interventions with approval from regional organizations like the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO) (Chapman, 2009, p. 745). 

Both Chapman (2007) and Fang (2008) use the rationalist information argument to explain how 

IO approval affects public support and why domestic public considers IO approval as important. 

While Thompson (2009) also considers the effects of IO approval on public support, he focuses 

only on the effects that IO approval has on public support within foreign third-party states (p. 41). 

Both Chapman (2007) and Fang (2008) formalize their argument that IO approval affects public 

support within a coercing state by setting up a game-theoretic model. Their models assume that 

IOs provide credible information. In line with Thompson (2009), they assume that the public suf-

fers from uncertainty by lacking information about the reasons and the likely consequences of a 

policy (p. 31). This uncertainty is particularly strong during international crises as the direct 
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individual consequences are less clear and transparent for a policy dealing with the intervention in 

a foreign state than for a policy considering for example trade and environmental issues. Conse-

quently, the public is uncertain whether it favors a certain policy as it serves its own interests or 

whether it is against it (Fang, 2008, pp. 304-305). To mitigate this uncertainty, leaders of coercing 

states use IOs to send costly signals to their public, which informs it about the likely consequences 

of their policies (Chapman, 2007, p. 134).  

Another set of scholars focus on the role of domestic legislatures. In the short term, leaders do 

not place a significant value on congressional support. The reason for this is that the U.S. president 

can make use of the 1973 War Powers Resolution. While this resolution requires the president to 

inform Congress about the deployment of armed forces, it permits an intervention without legisla-

tive authorization for up to 60 days (Sirakov, 2012, pp. 67-68). Contrastingly, congressional sup-

port is important for leaders in the long term as Congress holds budgetary power over military 

interventions. Consequently, if Congress opposes the intervention, it will probably adopt legisla-

tion cutting off funding or requiring the withdrawal of armed forces (Recchia, 2016, pp. 81-82). If 

the president seeks IO approval to appease Congress and prevent legislative backlash, he will turn 

to IOs more often when the government is divided. In a divided government, Congress is more 

likely to oppose the president’s policies and is thus less likely to grant legislative authorization 

than in a unified government (Tago, 2005, p. 589). Besides, legislative support can also be im-

portant for leaders by influencing public support. While the direct effect of IO approval on public 

support is debatable, it can indirectly increase public support via increased legislative support. 

Congressional opposition, by contrast, can significantly undermine public support (Recchia, 2016, 

pp. 81-82).  
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Both Tago (2005) and Schultz (2003) specify the effects of IO approval on legislative support 

within the coercing state. Schultz (2003) argues that by working through an IO a leader credibly 

commits himself to a policy as it increases the costs of pulling back. ”[T]ying his own hands” 

signals Congress his seriousness about intervening and thus reduces the risk that Congress opposes 

an intervention by defunding or deauthorizing it (p. 109). According to Tago (2005), like the pub-

lic, Congress prefers multilateralism either for normative or burden sharing reasons (p. 588).  

2.3 Burden sharing 

Another explanation why states are motivated to channel their coercive policies through IOs is 

burden sharing. For weak states, burden sharing is a decisive factor that even enables them to 

intervene in another state. Since they lack expertise and resources to achieve their objectives on 

their own, turning to IOs might increase their bargaining power and ensure them the material and 

technical support they need to pursue their objectives. Hence, they turn to IOs out of necessity. 

However, this argument does not seem plausible for powerful states like the U.S., which mostly 

have enough military and financial capabilities to pursue their objectives on their own. Therefore, 

they rarely need the support of other states to achieve their policy aims and intervene in another 

state (Kagan, 2004, pp. 84-85; Thompson, 2009, pp. 1-2).  

The argument of burden sharing is closely linked to the argument of domestic politics, and the 

arguments should not be considered as alternative and separated. Since Congress holds budgetary 

power, it is likely to place a significant value on multilateral interventions that share the costs of 

intervention with other states. Hence, to gain legislative support, U.S. Presidents might consider 

burden sharing as important, especially for interventions that are expected to be time- and cost-

intensive (Recchia, 2016, p. 84). Besides, they might also place a significant value on burden 
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sharing when they assume that it is considered as important by their public. However, if the public 

was driven by concern about burden sharing, its level of support should not differ between different 

kinds of multilateralism. Nevertheless, there is evidence that the public mostly prefers interven-

tions with UNSC approval over interventions with multilateral coalitions (Chapman, 2007, p. 154; 

Chapman & Reiter, 2004, p. 901). To sum up, burden sharing is primarily important for weak 

states and states that aim to gain legislative support. 

2.4 Summary 

The analysis has shown that in some cases the arguments cannot depict the main causes leading to 

a policy outcome. The legitimacy argument assumes that states are driven by normative concerns. 

Accordingly, they turn to IOs either intrinsically by the feeling that this is appropriate or strategi-

cally to make their actions appear more legitimate to third-party states. Nevertheless, the greatest 

weakness of this argument is that it cannot explain the empirical pattern that states sometimes turn 

to IOs and other times bypass them. This stems from the fact that it neglects the cost-benefit anal-

ysis that coercing states conduct; they should only turn to IOs when their expected associated 

benefits are higher than their costs. The domestic politics argument assumes that coercing states 

aim at appeasing their domestic public or legislature when they channel coercive policies through 

IOs. Nonetheless, there are doubts that the public even generally prefers multilateral interventions. 

Besides, presidents do not consider legislative support as important in the short term. The burden 

sharing argument, which identifies material needs and logistical support as the primary motivation 

of coercing states to act through IOs, can provide a reasonable explanation for the behavior of 

weak states. However, it is not suitable to explain why powerful states turn to IOs. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

THE MODEL 

 

 

As the literature review in chapter 2 has shown, the arguments of legitimacy, domestic politics and 

burden sharing suffer from several shortcomings, which is why they cannot depict the main causes 

leading to a policy outcome in some cases. In the following, the rationalist information argument 

will be analyzed, which solves some of these shortcomings, inter alia, by explicitly incorporating 

a cost-benefit analysis that powerful states conduct on the international level. By analyzing the 

effects of IO approval on foreign states, the rationalist information argument provides valuable 

insights into the understanding of International Relations (IR), namely the strategic action between 

states and the role of institutions in international politics. The analysis is based on Thompson’s 

(2009) theoretical framework that he has developed for the rationalist information argument.  

3.1 Motivation - The rationalist information argument 

The starting point of the rationalist information argument is the notion of strategic information 

transmission. Both foreign leaders and public of third-party states lack information whether they 

consider the policies of a coercing state desirable or undesirable. Institutions possess information 

properties and can be thus used by coercing states to signal foreign states both that their intentions 

are benign, and that their actions are desirable. This can, in turn, determine whether third-party 

states support the coercing state, either directly by providing material assistance or indirectly by 

supporting it politically (Thompson, 2009, p. 5).  

There are two different types of coercing states and thus, two types of information they can 

send to foreign leaders and public: 
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• Unthreatening types seeking defensive and limited objectives that do not endanger third-

party states 

• Threatening types seeking aggressive objectives that reach beyond their stated goals and 

thus, pose a risk to third-party states.  

Which intentions are unthreatening or threatening for third-party states must be evaluated individ-

ually for each military intervention (Thompson, 2009, pp. 5, 28).  

Thompson assumes that there are two channels by which IOs transmit information, whereby 

each of them addresses another audience. The first audience is foreign leaders. While they are 

informed about policy consequences and alternatives, they lack information about the coercing 

state’s real intentions of the intervention and are concerned that those might endanger third-party 

states. Hence, they interpret IO approval as a relatively objective indicator that the coercing state 

has unthreatening intentions that do not endanger third-party states (Thompson, 2006, pp. 9-10; 

Thompson, 2009, pp. 27-28). The second audience is foreign public. In contrast to their leaders, 

the public lacks information about the policy itself. Accordingly, the public is not only unsure 

whether a certain policy serves collective interests instead of only serving the coercing state’s self-

interest, but also whether a proposed policy is a reasonable means to achieve certain goals. Alt-

hough the public is less concerned about policies dealing with foreign politics than about policies 

dealing with domestic politics, it though tries to gather information; IOs provide a source of easily 

accessible information to them (Thompson, 2009, pp. 31-32). According to Putnam’s (1988) two-

level game, this information can increase public support and hereby, the size of its leader’s win-

set (pp. 434, 436-437). Thereby, foreign public support can lead to increased support of foreign 

leaders.  
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Thompson’s argument of strategic information transmission is based on costly signaling. The 

precondition that must be fulfilled to make gaining IO approval serve as a signal is that turning to 

an IO imposes costs of constraint on the coercing state that it would not have had to bear if it had 

channeled its policy unilaterally. Thompson (2009) specifies these costs more precisely by classi-

fying them into four overlapping categories (p. 28): 

• Freedom-of-action costs 

• Organization costs 

• Costs of delay 

• Scrutiny costs. 

The first category refers to freedom-of-action costs. Anticipating that aggressive objectives will 

not gain IO approval, coercing states must rule them out before turning to IOs. Hence, IOs impose 

constraints on coercing states by restricting their policy options and limiting their flexibility in 

channeling their actions. Turning to an IO thereby shows a state’s willingness to bear the costs of 

limited freedom of action (Thompson, 2009, pp. 28-29). 

The second category comprises organization costs, which are transaction costs that coercing 

states bear when they try to reach sufficient consensus among IO members to gain approval for 

their action. These costs result from communication, diplomacy, lobbying, bargaining and logisti-

cal complications. Besides, gaining IO approval often also requires logrolling and making use of 

side payments in exchange for votes.3 Overall, the costs of decision making and implementing a 

state’s policy will be higher if it is channeling it through an IO than if it had channeled it unilater- 

                                                

3 For a discussion of vote buying, see for example Kuziemko & Werker (2006).  
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ally (Recchia, 2016, p. 79; Thompson, 2009, p. 29).  

Third, a coercing state must consider the delay that is going to be accompanied by turning to an 

IO because of bargaining and waiting for its approval for military intervention. Costs resulting 

from a delayed intervention include, for instance, increased military spending as the situation in 

the state already worsened or losing the lives of citizens. Intervening unilaterally, by contrast, is 

mostly possible at an earlier stage of the crisis and hence, avoids costs of delay (Thompson, 2009, 

pp. 29-30). 

The fourth type of costs is scrutiny costs. Since IOs enhance transparency, having channeled a 

policy through an IO enables the international community to monitor and track the coercing state 

and its actions more precisely post hoc. To avoid negative reactions of the international community 

post hoc, the coercing state must adapt its behavior in certain ways during its intervention; having 

channeled its policy through an IO thus limits its scope of action (Thompson, 2006, pp. 10-11; 

Thompson, 2009, p. 30)  

The list of costs has demonstrated that turning to an IO is costly for a coercing state. This raises 

the question of why a coercing state might still have an incentive to turn to an IO and what benefits 

it receives from it. As stated before, turning to an IO sends a signal of unthreatening intentions to 

third-party states, which, in turn, can influence their support for the intervention. Third-party sup-

port is important and desirable for a coercing state as it lowers the international political costs of 

coercion (Thompson, 2009, p. 6). These are the costs that third-party states that are themselves not 

the target of coercion, even weak ones, will impose on a coercing state if they oppose the inter-

vention. Since coercion, particularly when carried out by powerful states, is accompanied by dom-

ination and expanded influence, it always has some impact on third-party states that can feel 
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threatened. The international political costs of coercion can be divided into short and long-term 

costs (Thompson, 2009, pp. 18-19). 

In the short term, opposing third-party states can react to a coercing state with “active sanc-

tions”. According to Thomas (2001), these sanctions comprise embargoes, recalling ambassadors, 

denying favorable trading terms or intentionally reneging on the terms of other regimes (p. 35). 

Realist scholars argue that coercing states can also suffer from negative issue linkage and soft 

balancing. Accordingly, to balance the perceived threat that is posed by the coercing state, third-

party states can reciprocate the intervention with costly retaliation, countercoalitions and a poor 

relationship in other issue areas (Recchia, 2016, p. 80; Thompson, 2009, p. 19).  

In the long term, opposing third-party states can impose “passive sanctions” on the coercing 

state. These sanctions include damaging the state’s “moral status” and reputation, which, in turn, 

can lead to protests and boycotts by nonstate actors and diminished influence in intergovernmental 

organizations. Besides, it can complicate its future cooperation with other states (Thomas, 2001, 

p. 36; Thompson, 2009, p. 19).  

3.2 Structure of the game 

While Thompson (2009) provides a framework for the rationalist argument, there are some short-

coming in his theory; it neglects to explain, inter alia, why states sometimes react differently to-

wards the same institutional decision. In the following, his argument will be extended theoretically 

by setting up a game-theoretic model. Thereby, it is possible to evaluate more detailed on the 

strategic interaction between the coercing state and third-party states of the international commu-

nity. By analyzing the conditions under which the coercing state cannot affect the beliefs and 
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actions of the third-party state, the model will provide an answer to the question of why states 

sometimes react differently towards the same institutional decision. 

To rule out the argument of burden sharing in the model, it is assumed that the coercing state, 

as a powerful state, has enough military capabilities to be successful in its military intervention, 

irrespective of whether it gets supported by third-party states. More precisely, it is supposed that 

the coercing state’s probability of succeeding is the same both for interventions with and without 

support; the intervention is not more likely to be successful when the coercing state gets supported. 

The coercing state will always intervene, even if it does not get supported.  

The model at hand focuses on the decision between the two strategies that differ strongest in 

terms of costs of constraint and political costs. Thereby, it analyzes the decision between interven-

tions with UNSC approval and unilateral interventions and does not consider that C might also 

rely on regional organizations like the NATO or ad-hoc coalitions. Thompson (2009) states that 

while the costs of constraint increase with increasing independence of an institution, the political 

costs of coercion decrease. Choosing to intervene unilaterally is the most independent choice a 

coercing state can make. Hence, when the coercing state decides to intervene unilaterally, it has 

full flexibility in terms of its policies, but does not experience any reduction in political costs. By 

contrast, the UNSC, as the most independent IO in security affairs, limits the coercing state’s flex-

ibility the most, but also provides high-quality information and thus, helps to reduce political costs 

of coercion best4 (pp. 35-39). 

The rationalist information argument can be modeled by a one-shot, incomplete information 

                                                

4  For a detailed discussion about institutional variation, see Thompson, 2009, pp. 33-39. 
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game between a powerful coercer C like the U.S. and the leaders of a third-party state S5 that is 

itself not the target of coercion, as illustrated in figure 1.  

 

 

Figure 1. Extensive game form. Source: own representation. 

                                                

5  While Thompson (2009) incorporates both foreign leaders and public into his argument (p. 5), the model at hand focuses on the 

general strategic interaction between coercer and third-party state; thus, the dynamics between leaders and their public are not 

considered. For analyses that evaluate on the dynamics between leaders and their public, see for example Chapman (2007) and 

Fang (2008). 
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Nature starts the game by choosing C’s type; it is unthreatening with probability q and threatening 

with probability 1-q. In line with Thompson’s (2009) definition, unthreatening types seek defen-

sive objectives that do not endanger third-party states, whereas threatening types seek aggressive 

objectives that reach beyond their stated goals and thus, pose a risk to third-party states (p. 28). 

Knowing its own type, C decides between turning to the UNSC to get approval for its military 

intervention or to bypass the UNSC and intervene unilaterally. It is assumed that whenever C turns 

to the UNSC, it gets approval for its intervention. Since a rational C can anticipate whether its 

intervention will get UNSC approval or not, it only bears the associated costs when it expects to 

gain approval. Otherwise, C refrains from turning to the UNSC as its opposition would reveal its 

threatening type (Chapman, 2009, p. 741). After observing C’s decision between intervening with 

or without UNSC approval, S decides between supporting and not supporting the intervention. As 

indicated by S’s information set, it does not know what type of C it is dealing with. However, it is 

informed that the probability that C is an unthreatening type is q, whereby it might get this infor-

mation for example from C’s behavior in previous periods. 

Suppose that S must bear costs s > 0 for supporting C. Contrastingly, if S does not support C, 

it will not bear any costs, implying s = 0. On the one hand, support can refer to military assistance 

such as sending troops or enforcing a no-fly zone as well as to providing financial assistance and 

funding for the intervention. On the other hand, support also includes S not opposing the interven-

tion, i.e. not posing international political costs of coercion on C. This means that the state, alt-

hough it might not practically support the intervention, tolerates it in so far that it does not apply 

sanctions, negative issue linkage or social punishment (Thompson, 2009, p. 56).  

If S supports an intervention with an unthreatening type, it will get a positive payoff x > 0. 
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Supporting and being part of a limited, successful intervention that neither constitutes a risk to S 

itself nor to other third-party states, enhances the reputed efficacy of leaders of S, which can lead 

to political payoffs from their domestic public. Besides, it enhances S’s reputation in the interna-

tional community. This facilitates S’s future cooperation with other states and increases its influ-

ence with nonstate actors and within intergovernmental organizations.  

By contrast, supporting an intervention with a threatening type that acts beyond its stated goals 

and endangers S and other third-party states, causes costs y > 0 for S and results in a negative 

payoff -y. These costs do not only include increased military and financial costs that go beyond 

the costs s that S has planned beforehand, but also include international political costs of coercion 

that other states impose on S such as damage to its reputation. Hence, S must share the blame for 

C’s aggressive intervention. S’s payoff for not supporting the intervention is normalized to zero. 

Overall, S’s preferences can explicitly be ranked as x ≻ 0 ≻ -y, meaning that its best outcome is 

supporting an intervention with an unthreatening type and its worst outcome is supporting an in-

tervention with a threatening type; not supporting the intervention represents the status quo. 

The military intervention yields C a payoff z > 0. As stated before, C’s success does not depend 

on S’s support, which is why C gains a payoff z irrespective of whether it has support or not. 

Turning to the UNSC imposes costs of constraint c > 0 on C, namely freedom-of-action, organi-

zation, delay and scrutiny costs.  These costs differ between the two types of C. A threatening type 

that has ambitious and aggressive objectives faces higher costs of constraint than an unthreatening 

type with defensive and limited goals, implying cT > cU. Threatening types value flexibility more 

than unthreatening types and thus, the limitations that they suffer from turning to the UNSC are 

higher. Besides, they have more difficulties gaining approval from the UNSC that generally 
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supports limited and defensive interventions. This leads to both higher organization costs to con-

vince the members of the UNSC and higher delay costs as getting approval takes longer for threat-

ening than for unthreatening types. When C decides to bypass the UNSC and channel its interven-

tion unilaterally, C does not bear any costs of constraint, which means that c = 0. Not getting S’s 

support for the military intervention, imposes political costs of coercion p > 0 on C. These costs 

refer to both the short and long-term costs that an opposing S imposes on C. It is assumed that the 

benefits that C gets from S’s support fully cover these political costs of coercion. Therefore, if S 

supports the intervention, C will not face any political costs of coercion; the political costs of 

coercion are normalized to zero.  

3.3 Equilibria of the game 

In the game, C holds private information about its type that influences S’s decision. Accordingly, 

S has a preference to support unthreatening types but prefers to refrain from supporting threatening 

types. However, S is not sure which type of C it is facing but only holds a belief about it. By the 

choice of its action, C has the opportunity to signal its private information to S and update S’s prior 

beliefs (Morrow, 1994, pp. 219-220). Hence, since the game incorporates uncertainty, the concept 

of perfect Bayesian equilibria is employed to solve it. Table 1 presents an overview of the different 

types of equilibria of this game. Proofs are in appendix A.  

First, the case in which the political costs of coercion are less than the costs of constraint for 

the threatening type but exceed the costs of constraint for the unthreatening type, i.e. the case in 

which cT ≥ p ≥ cU holds, is analyzed.   
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Table 1. Equilibria of the signaling game. Source: own representation. 

 Probability q that C is unthreatening 

C’s benefit of S’s potential 

support 
q ≤ 

𝒚+𝒔

𝒙+𝒚
  q ≥ 

𝒚+𝒔

𝒙+𝒚
  

p ≤ cU 

Political costs of coercion 

less than costs of constraint 

for both types 

 

Pooling equilibrium: All types 

bypass the UNSC. S supports 

only interventions with UNSC 

approval (Proposition 3). 

➢ Intervention without 

UNSC approval and sup-

port 

Pooling equilibrium: All types 

bypass the UNSC. S supports 

all interventions (Proposition 

2). 

➢ Intervention without 

UNSC approval but sup-

port 

cT ≥ p ≥ cU 

Political costs of coercion 

greater than costs of con-

straint for unthreatening but 

less than for threatening type 

Separating equilibrium: Un-

threatening types choose 

UNSC approval, threatening 

types bypass the UNSC. S 

supports only interventions 

with UNSC approval when x 

≥ s (Proposition 1). 

 

➢ Intervention with UNSC 

approval and support or 

unilateral intervention 

without support  

Separating equilibrium: Un-

threatening types choose 

UNSC approval, threatening 

types bypass the UNSC. S 

supports only interventions 

with UNSC approval when x 

≥ s (Proposition 1). 

➢ Intervention with UNSC 

approval and support or 

unilateral intervention 

without support 

p ≥ cT 

Political costs of coercion 

greater than costs of constraint 

for both types 

 

 

Semi-separating equilibrium: 

Unthreatening types always 

choose UNSC approval, 

threatening types choose 

UNSC approval with proba-

bility q(s-x)/((1-q) (-y-s)). S 

only supports interventions 

with UNSC approval, then 

with probability cT/p (Propo-

sition 5). 

➢ Mix of interventions with 

UNSC approval with and 

without support, and uni-

lateral interventions with-

out support 

Pooling equilibrium: All types 

choose UNSC approval. S 

supports only interventions 

with UNSC approval (Propo-

sition 4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

➢ Intervention with UNSC 

approval and support 
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Under these circumstances, threatening and unthreatening types choose different strategies, which 

is why unthreatening types are able to fully differentiate themselves from threatening types. Ac-

cordingly, while threatening types never turn to the UNSC as their associated costs are higher than 

their associated benefits, for unthreatening types it is always worth gaining UNSC approval. By 

observing C’s action, S learns C’s type in equilibrium, which implies that it knows for sure which 

type of C it is facing after observing a move. While S never supports a threatening type, it will 

support an unthreatening type if the benefits that it can obtain from it are higher than the costs of 

support, i.e. if x ≥ s. The game has exactly one separating equilibrium; there is no equilibrium in 

which the signal is reversed, i.e. in which threatening types gain UNSC approval and unthreatening 

types bypass the UNSC. 

 

Proposition 1. If x ≥ s and cT ≥ p ≥ cU, the following strategies and beliefs constitute a perfect 

Bayesian equilibrium: (UNSC approval, ~UNSC approval; support, ~support: 1, 0)6. This equilib-

rium constitutes the only separating equilibrium of the game. 

 

Second, the case in which the political costs of coercion fall below he costs of constraint for 

both types, i.e. the case in which p ≤ cU holds, is considered. In this case, the costs for turning to 

the UNSC exceed the benefits of obtaining S’s support for both types of C and thus, neither type 

seeks UNSC approval. Since both types play the same strategy, namely ~UNSC approval, the 

                                                

6  The notation follows the notation used by Morrow (1994). Read the equilibrium as (C‘s move if unthreatening, C’s move if 

threatening; S’s response to intervention with UNSC approval, S’s response to intervention without UNSC approval: S’s belief 

that C is unthreatening after observing UNSC approval, S’s belief that C is unthreatening after observing ~UNSC approval). 
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associated equilibria are pooling equilibria.  C’s action does not transfer any information about its 

type to S, so that S cannot update its prior beliefs; its posterior beliefs are equal to its prior beliefs. 

Depending on the probability q that C is unthreatening, S either supports or does not support C’s 

intervention on the equilibrium path. This threshold value q* can be found by comparing the ex-

pected utilities that S gets from supporting and not supporting C. S will be indifferent between 

supporting and not supporting the intervention if EUS (support) = EUS (~support): 

q ∙ (x-s) + (1-q) ∙ (-y-s) = 0 ↔ q* = 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. 

Consequently, if q ≥ q*, i.e. when it is more likely that C is unthreatening, S will support the 

intervention even though it does not have UNSC approval. To fully characterize an equilibrium, it 

is also necessary to define S’s strategy off the equilibrium path, i.e. for the case that S observes 

UNSC approval. If S had supported an intervention with UNSC approval depends on its belief 

whether C is unthreatening or threatening. There are two pooling equilibria, which are identical on 

the equilibrium path, but only differ in their off-the-equilibrium-path belief and strategy.  To elim-

inate unreasonable equilibria that are based on counterintuitive beliefs off the equilibrium path, 

Kreps and Cho (1987) developed the intuitive criterion (as cited in McCarty & Meirowitz, 2007, 

pp. 240-242). Applying this criterion eliminates one of the equilibria, namely the one that requires 

S to believe that C is threatening following UNSC approval, which is not intuitive.7  

 

Proposition 2. Suppose that q ≥ 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. If r ≥ 

𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
, the following strategies and beliefs constitute a  

                                                

7  The equilibria with unreasonable beliefs off the equilibrium path are presented in appendix B. 
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perfect Bayesian equilibrium: (~UNSC approval, ~UNSC approval; support, support: r, q). 

 

Besides, there are two more pooling equilibria for the case that q ≤ q*. In this case, it is more 

likely that C is threatening and thus, S does not provide support on the equilibrium path. As before, 

only the reasonable equilibrium that is based on intuitive beliefs off the equilibrium path is con-

sidered. 

 

Proposition 3. Suppose that q ≤ 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. If cU ≥ p and r ≥ 

𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
, the following strategies and beliefs 

constitute a perfect Bayesian equilibrium: (~UNSC approval, ~UNSC approval; support, ~support: 

r, q). 

 

Third, it is supposed that the political costs of coercion exceed the costs of constraint for both 

types, i.e. it is supposed that p ≥ cT. Since the associated benefits of gaining UNSC approval are 

higher than the associated costs for both types, both types seek UNSC approval for their interven-

tion in equilibrium. As before, q* denotes the threshold value that determines whether S supports 

the intervention or refrains from supporting it. In equilibrium, S will support the intervention if q 

≥ q*, i.e. when it is more likely that it faces an unthreatening type. However, S would not have 

supported the intervention if it had observed C playing ~UNSC approval. This leads to the last 

pooling equilibrium of the game, in which both types choose to gain UNSC approval for their 

intervention. 

 

Proposition 4. Suppose that q ≥  
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. If p ≥ cT and r ≤ 

𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
, the following strategies and beliefs 
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 constitute a perfect Bayesian equilibrium: (UNSC approval, UNSC approval; support, ~sup-

port: q, r). 

 

Solving for the equilibria shows that if q ≤ q*, i.e. when it is more likely that C is threatening, 

threatening types will only partially pool with unthreatening types; the associated equilibrium is 

semi-separating. Unthreatening types always gain UNSC approval, while threatening types play a 

mixed strategy by only sometimes turning to the UNSC and other times bypassing it. Accordingly, 

threatening types gain UNSC approval with a probability q(s-x)/((1-q) (-y-s)). Therefore, the 

higher the probability q that C is unthreatening, the more likely it is that C seeks UNSC approval. 

Knowing that C is always threatening when S observes ~UNSC approval, S never supports inter-

ventions without UNSC approval in equilibrium. By contrast, S does not know for sure whether it 

is dealing with a threatening or unthreatening type when observing UNSC approval. Since the 

political costs of coercion are high, threatening types sometimes bluff, and thus, unthreatening 

types cannot fully distinguish themselves from threatening types. Consequently, S plays a mixed 

strategy when observing UNSC approval and supports the intervention only with probability cT/p. 

Using comparative statics shows that this share is very intuitive. For low values of cT and high 

values of p, it is either not very costly for the threatening type to turn to the UNSC or the political 

costs of coercion are so high that it is worth for nearly every type to gain UNSC approval. Hence, 

S is more likely to face a threatening type and thus, its likelihood of support decreases. For high 

values of cT and low values of p, S is more likely to deal with an unthreatening type. Therefore, 

S’s likelihood of support increases.  



 

27 

Proposition 5. Suppose that q ≤ 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. If p ≥ cT, the following strategies and beliefs constitute a 

perfect Bayesian equilibrium: [UNSC approval, (
𝑞 (𝑠−𝑥)

(1−𝑞)(−𝑦−𝑠)
UNSC approval, 

𝑞 (𝑥−𝑠)

(1−𝑞)(−𝑦−𝑠)
 ~UNSC 

approval); (
𝑐𝑇

𝑝
support, 

𝑝−𝑐𝑇

𝑝
 ~support), ~support: 

q

q + (1−q)  h
, 0]. 

3.4 Discussion of results 

Since the game-theoretic model at hand is based on Thompson’s (2009) theory, a detailed evalua-

tion and discussion of its results also require a comparison with his theory. While the model sup-

ports some of the general dynamics that Thompson’s theory is describing, it also provides new 

insights and demonstrates how his theory can be extended and further specified. The following 

section is divided into two parts. While its first part analyzes the factors that affect the coercer’s 

decision between turning to the UNSC and bypassing it, the second part focuses on the factors that 

affect the decision of the third-party state. Therefore, it first presents Thompson’s hypotheses that 

are relevant for the respective part. Second, they are used as the basis for discussing the results of 

the model.  While Thompson (2009) develops in total six hypotheses, the following analysis only 

focuses on his second, fourth, fifth and sixth hypothesis8. A general difference between Thomp-

son’s theory and the game-theoretic model at hand is that Thompson does not focus on analyzing 

the decision between turning to the UNSC and intervening unilaterally, but also includes the op-

tions to rely on ad-hoc coalitions or to turn to regional IOs.  

Thompson (2009) has three hypotheses, namely hypothesis four, five and six, which evaluate 

                                                

8   Thompson’s (2009) first and third hypothesis are not considered here. His first hypothesis that coercers are motivated strategi-

cally to lower political costs of coercion is the basic assumption that was made to set up the game-theoretic model. His third 

hypothesis refers to the effects of IO approval on the public, which is not analyzed in this paper (p. 40). 
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the factors influencing a coercer’s decision to either turn to an IO or to bypass it. His fourth and 

fifth hypotheses deal with a coercer’s general decision whether to turn to IOs, either regional or 

the UNSC, or to bypass them. Accordingly, his fourth hypothesis states that “[w]hen coercers place 

a low value on flexibility (i.e., are less sensitive to the costs of constraint), they are more likely to 

turn to IOs”, ceteris paribus (p. 36). His fifth hypothesis concentrates on the costs that are associ-

ated with turning to IOs. It suggests that “[w]hen coercers anticipate high international political 

costs for taking action, they are more likely to turn to IOs”, ceteris paribus (p. 36). By contrast, 

Thompson’s sixth hypothesis is more specific by considering a coercer’s decision between turning 

to the UNSC and a regional IO. Accordingly, a coercer that faces low costs of constraint and high 

international political costs of coercion, is more likely to turn to the UNSC. However, when only 

one of these conditions holds, the coercer rather turns to a regional organization (p. 39). Since 

Thompson’s fourth and fifth hypothesis do not consider the decision between different institutions, 

but only between turning to an IO and bypassing it, their statements can be analyzed with the 

game-theoretic model at hand; the general dynamics of turning to the UNSC instead of bypassing 

it is the same as turning to any IO or bypassing it.  

While the model supports the general dynamics of Thompson’s fourth hypothesis that coercers 

placing a low value on flexibility are more likely to turn to an IO, it though suggests how to specify 

this relation more precisely. It points out that the coercer’s decision depends on a cost-benefit 

analysis that it conducts, in which it balances between the costs of gaining IO approval and the 

benefits of getting the support of the third-party state. More precisely, it demonstrates that the 

decisive factor determining whether a coercer turns to an IO is not the level of political costs of 

coercion or costs of constraint as Thompson phrases it, but their relation to each other. The graph 
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in figure 2 makes these dynamics more illustrative. Its horizontal axis describes the costs of con-

straint and its vertical axis the probability that the coercer turns to an IO. The results of the game-

theoretic model suggest describing the probability that the coercer turns to an IO as a discrete 

function of the costs of constraint, exhibiting a jump at ci = p, with i↋{u,t}. Accordingly, p is the 

threshold value that determines whether a coercer turns to an IO or bypasses it. For ci ≤ p, the 

coercer always turns to an IO, so that the function takes the value one. Contrastingly, for ci ≥ p, the 

probability that the coercer turns to an IO is zero.  

 

Figure 2. Probability that coercer turns to IO depending on its costs of constraint.  

Source: own representation. 

 

This means that whether a change or difference in the costs of constraint influences the probability 

that the coercer turns to an IO depends on the area in which the coercer finds itself in the graph. 

Comparing the strategies of threatening and unthreatening types shows that differences in their 

strategies can only be found in the separating equilibrium described in Proposition 1, but not for 

the pooling equilibria described in Proposition 2,3 and 4. In the separating equilibrium, 
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unthreatening types that place a low value on flexibility find themselves in the left part of the 

function and hence, turn to an IO, while threatening types that place a high value on flexibility find 

themselves in the right part of the function and thus, bypass any IO. Even though threatening types 

reveal their type to third-party states with this strategy, which will induce it to refrain from sup-

porting the intervention, if the costs of constraint exceed the political costs of coercion, bypassing 

the UNSC will still constitute the coercer’s best response in equilibrium. However, in the pooling 

equilibria described in Proposition 2 and 3, both types find themselves in the right part of the 

function. Therefore, since the costs of coercion are too high for both types, neither the unthreaten-

ing nor the threatening type turns to an IO. Similarly, in the pooling equilibrium described in Prop-

osition 4, both types are in the left part of the function, so that they both turn to IOs. Consequently, 

even though the unthreatening type places a lower value on flexibility than the threatening type, 

its strategy differs from the one employed by the threatening type only in the separating equilib-

rium, but not in the pooling equilibria. 

The same logic applies to Thompson’s fifth hypothesis that states that coercers are more likely 

to turn to an IO when the international political costs of coercion are high. The dynamics suggested 

by the game-theoretic model are illustrated in the graph in figure 3. Its horizontal axis describes 

the political costs of coercion and its vertical axis the probability that the coercer turns to an IO. 

When the political costs of coercion fall below the costs of constraint, i.e. when p ≤ ci, the proba-

bility that the coercer turns to an IO is zero. Contrastingly, for p ≥ ci, the function takes the value 

one. As before, it is the threshold value, here ci, that is decisive for the coercer’s decision between 

turning to an IO or bypassing it. While the graph supports Thompson’s general statement that 

coercers are more likely to turn to IOs for high political costs of coercion, it though makes clear 
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Figure 3. Probability that coercer turns to IO depending on political costs of coercion.  

Source: own representation. 

 

that this relation is not continuous, but only takes the discrete values zero and one. Furthermore, 

there is a significant difference between both types. Since it holds that cT > cU, unthreatening types 

have a lower threshold value for which they start turning to an IO than threatening types.  

Thompson’s (2009) sixth hypothesis considers the coercer’s balancing between its costs and 

benefits of turning to an IO indirectly by incorporating its institutional decision. While turning to 

the UNSC imposes the highest costs of constraint but in return also provides the highest political 

benefits, turning to a regional IO is associated with lower costs of constraint but also lower political 

benefits (pp. 33-34). When the coercer places a low value on flexibility, and the international po-

litical costs of coercion are high, the coercer turns to the UNSC. However, with moderate political 

costs of coercion, it is not worthwhile for the coercer to turn to the UNSC as the associated costs 

exceed the international political costs of coercion it is facing. Hence, its best strategy is to turn to 
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a regional IO, which imposes lower costs of constraint but still provides a sufficiently high political 

benefit to cover the international political costs of coercion. What Thompson misses to define is 

the case when the coercer places a low value on flexibility and the costs of constraint take such 

low values that they fall below them. The model illustrates that then even turning to a regional IO 

becomes too costly for the coercer so that its best strategy is to bypass all kinds of IOs and intervene 

unilaterally.  

In the following, the factors that affect the third-party state’s decision to either support or not 

support an intervention are evaluated. As a basis serves Thompson’s (2009) second hypothesis 

which claims that “channeling coercive action through an IO sends a signal of benign intentions 

to leaders of third-party states, thereby increasing the likelihood of international support” (p. 31). 

Accordingly, Thompson traces high international support for the U.S. military intervention in Iraq 

1991 back to its UNSC approval. By contrast, international support for the U.S. intervention in 

Iraq 2003 was low. The reason for this is that the U.S. did not have UNSC approval and could thus 

not signal benign intentions to leaders of third-party states.  

The model at hand demonstrates that Thompson’s finding can only be observed in the separat-

ing equilibrium. Contrastingly, it neither holds for the pooling equilibrium described in Proposition 

4 nor for the semi-separating equilibrium described in Proposition 5. The model shows that the 

decision whether a third-party state supports or not supports an intervention depends on the third-

party state’s belief about the coercer’s type. In the separating equilibrium, the coercer is able to 

update this belief with its action. Contrastingly, in the pooling and semi-separating equilibrium, 

the third-party state cannot update its belief but bases its decision on the equilibrium path on the 

probability q that the coercer is unthreatening. There is a threshold value q* that determines 
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whether the third-party state supports or does not support the intervention. While the third-party 

state refrains from supporting the intervention for values smaller than q*, it supports it for values 

greater than q*. Off the equilibrium path, the strategy of the third-party state depends on its belief 

whether the coercer is unthreatening or threatening.  

In the pooling equilibrium, all types gain UNSC approval. Although in equilibrium all inter-

ventions with UNSC approval get supported, the reason for this is not that the coercer has signaled 

its unthreatening intentions to the third-party state. Since all types play the same strategy, unthreat-

ening types cannot distinguish themselves from threatening types. Hence, the coercer’s action does 

not influence whether the third-party state supports the intervention; support only depends on the 

probability q that the coercer is unthreatening. In the semi-separating equilibrium, the third-party 

state knows for sure that it is facing a threatening type when it observes ~UNSC approval. How-

ever, it does not know which type it is facing when observing UNSC approval. Therefore, it is not 

sufficient to channel coercive action through the UNSC to signal unthreatening intentions to the 

third-party state. The third-party state knows that only some of the coercers that gain UNSC ap-

proval are unthreatening, while others bluff; the equilibrium can be considered as inefficient. The 

third-party state only probabilistically supports a certain share of interventions with UNSC ap-

proval. Hence, coercing states that have UNSC approval for their intervention, even unthreatening 

types, sometimes do not get supported. Overall, this equilibrium describes the only outcome in 

which it is possible to observe interventions with UNSC approval that do not get supported. 

Thereby, it extends Thompson’s theory, which does not consider this equilibrium, by another pos-

sible outcome. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

THE MILITARY INTERVENTION IN LIBYA 2011 

 

 

The following chapter explains not only why the U.S. decided to gain UNSC approval for its mil-

itary intervention in Libya 2011, but also why there were different reactions within the interna-

tional community towards it. Therefore, it uses the results of the game-theoretic model.  

During the Arab Spring, Libyan rebels started to protest against its regime ruled by Muammar 

al-Gaddafi in mid-February 2011. The al-Gaddafi regime was characterized by human rights vio-

lations such as restrictions on the freedom of expression, association, and assembly, the repression 

of opponents of the regime and arbitrary encroachments of the regime. Therefore, the rebels called 

for the overthrow of the regime. The protests quickly evolved into a civil war with massive human 

rights violations; to fight the rebels and stop the protests, the regime fired at rebels and made use 

of warplanes that dropped small bombs. From the beginning, there was an intense debate within 

the international community on how to react in Libya, in which the U.S. was also involved. How-

ever, the U.S. emphasized that it would not intervene without UNSC approval and thus, worked 

towards gaining approval for the intervention. Although on March 17, 2011, the UNSC adopted 

Resolution 1973 which authorized “all necessary measures” to protect Libyan civilians, interna-

tional reactions towards the intervention were split between support and opposition (Hans, 2011; 

Gerhold, 2014, p. 18; Panglosse, 2011, pp. 8, 26-28).  

To begin with, it must be analyzed whether the U.S. was primarily driven by the strategic ob-

jective to lower international political costs of coercion when it turned to the UNSC. Although a 

state has mostly several reasons to turn to the UNSC, its main motivation should not stem from 



 

35 

concerns about domestic politics, burden sharing or legitimacy for the rationalist information ar-

gument to hold (Thompson, 2009, p. 154). 

The argument that the U.S. was driven by concerns about domestic politics when it decided to 

gain UNSC approval for its intervention in Libya, can be ruled out. The fact that U.S. President 

Barack Obama did not seek congressional approval for the intervention, illustrates that he did not 

aim to use UNSC approval to appease Congress and prevent its opposition (Friedersdorf, 2012). 

Contrastingly, by making use of the War Powers Resolution, he clearly bypassed Congress and 

intervened without legislative authorization. Although the War Powers Resolution requires the 

president to either terminate its intervention after 60 days or to seek congressional approval to 

continue the intervention, Obama ignored both requirements. This behavior points out that Obama 

did not consider legislative authorization as important (Savage & Shanker, 2011; Tapper & Dwyer, 

2011; Wilson, 2011).  

Besides, there is no evidence that the U.S. was significantly motivated by burden sharing. On 

the one hand, the operational and military capabilities that the intervention required were not so 

high that the U.S. could not have bearded them on its own (Hallams & Schreer, 2012, p. 323). On 

the other hand, although U.S. allies were also taking a large share of the burden in the intervention, 

especially in comparison to previous NATO operations, the U.S. was still carrying the greatest 

share of the military and financial burden of the intervention (Haesebrouck, 2017, pp. 2237-2238). 

According to a U.S. senior official at the NATO, “the US enabled the operation to take place using 

the instruments of NATO […]” (Hallams & Schreer, 2012, p. 324). It did not only provide approx-

imately 66 percent of the personnel and 50 percent of the aircrafts but also 93 percent of the cruise 

missiles (NATO Operations in Libya. Data Journalism Breaks Down Which Country Does What, 
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2016). 

Evaluating statements from U.S. officials illustrates that the U.S. was neither motivated intrin-

sically by the feeling that turning to the UNSC was a moral obligation nor by the objective to 

reduce third-party states’ moral concerns by making its action appear more legitimate. According 

to a U.S. administration official who was participating in the decision process, “there was a certain 

wariness to get involved militarily in a third Muslim country” (Hastings, 2011). The greatest fear 

of the U.S. was that third-party states, and particularly states from the Arab world, would interpret 

its intervention as another war against a Muslim country in which it pursues ambitious and self-

interested objectives that go beyond its stated objectives when bypassing the UNSC (Clinton, 

2014, pp. 370-371). Obama began his administration against the disputed background of former 

U.S. President George W. Bush’s administration, whose wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have dam-

aged the credibility and reputation of the U.S. significantly. Therefore, Obama aimed at improving 

the image of the U.S. worldwide and especially in Muslim countries, inter alia, by appearing as a 

responsible and rational actor who balances his decisions objectively (Gellner & Kleiber, 2012, p. 

104). An intervention without international support would not only have jeopardized the credibility 

of the U.S. but would have also led to criticism from European allies and the Arab League ('This 

Week' Transcript. Hillary Clinton, Robert Gates and Donald Rumsfeld, 2011). This would have 

further damaged the reputation of the U.S. and its soft power. Furthermore, U.S. Secretary of De-

fense Robert M. Gates was concerned that unilateral intervention in Libya would cause protests in 

the Arab World, which might lead to increased anti-American terrorism (Barry, 2011). Besides, 

there were concerns that it might jeopardize cooperation with third-party states in the battle against 

the terror organization Al-Qaeda (Hastings, 2011).  
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After determining that the U.S. mainly aimed at minimizing high international political costs of 

coercion when deciding to turn to the UNSC, it must be evaluated whether strategic information 

transmission was taking place. Therefore, turning to the UNSC must have imposed costs of con-

straint on the U.S. The model has illustrated that while these costs can help to alleviate the concerns 

that third-party states have about U.S. intentions, there are also cases in which the coercing state 

cannot affect the decision of third-party states with its action. 

Channeling its action through the UNSC imposed organization and delay costs on the U.S. To 

enable international support for the intervention, U.S. Secretary of State Hilary R. Clinton did not 

only make sure who the Libyan rebels were but also ensured to have support from the Arab League, 

the NATO and its European allies France and the United Kingdom. Therefore, she took trips to 

Paris, Cairo, and Tunis and met with officials, Arab leaders and representatives of the Libyan 

opposition (Blohmdahl, 2016, pp. 149-151). Susan E. Rice used her resources and contacts as U.S. 

ambassador to the UN to actively advocate for an intervention in Libya and to ensure support from 

the members of the UNSC. Since the beginning of March, she worked on preparing a draft for a 

resolution (Clinton, 2014, p. 372; Hastings, 2011). According to former U.S. official Michael 

Singh, “[e]arlier intervention might have prevented the conflict from ever reaching that dangerous 

precipice. There is a difference between building an international consensus and following one” 

(Warrick, 2011).  This statement does not only emphasize that the U.S. had to bear significant 

organization costs to gain approval for the resolution, but also that it faced costs of delay as a result 

of turning to the UNSC. 

Since the beginning of the discussion about a military intervention in Libya, third-party states 

were clearly concerned about U.S. intentions. Humanitarian goals that included protecting the 
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human rights of Libyan civilians and establishing a no-fly zone were viewed as unthreatening, 

whereas goals such as changing its regime, overthrowing Libya’s ruler al-Gaddafi, or gaining con-

trol over Libyan oil supplies, were interpreted as threatening the interests of third-party states 

(Madsen & Wittstroem Selsbaek, 2012, p. 36; Nikou, 2011; Zenko, 2016). Although the U.S. could 

successfully mitigate the concerns of some third-party states by turning to the UNSC, other states 

remained skeptical about the intentions of the U.S. and opposed the intervention. Russia was ini-

tially strongly opposing the establishment of a no-fly zone as it was concerned that the intervention 

in Libya would be like the interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan. However, Russia’s concerns that 

U.S. objectives go beyond protecting Libyan civilians and that the U.S. would ultimately also em-

ploy ground troops could be mitigated when it was certain that the intervention was going to be 

channeled through the UNSC and that several non-permanent members of the UNSC agree with 

the resolution. Therefore, instead of vetoing the resolution, which would have blocked it, Russia 

abstained (Clinton, 2014, pp. 371-371). Turkey initially also opposed the intervention as it was 

worried that the real interest of the U.S. in Libya were its natural resources and oil (Libya Conflict. 

Reactions Around the World, 2011).  However, UNSC approval for the intervention made Turkey 

change its position, so that it finally supported the intervention by helping to enforce both the no-

fly zone and the arms embargo at sea (Daalder & Stavridis, 2011; Head, 2011). By contrast, Iran 

opposed the intervention despite its UNSC approval. On March 21, the Iranian supreme leader 

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei accused the U.S. of intervening in Libya not for protecting civilians, but 

for its oil resources (Libya Conflict. Reactions Around the World, 2011; Nikou, 2011). Bolivia 

sided with Iran and strongly opposed the intervention as it was concerned that U.S. intentions were 

rather focused on Libyan resources. Its concerns could neither be mitigated when the intervention 
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gained UNSC approval. Instead, Bolivia’s leader Evo Morales accused the UNSC as being an 

“organization of invading nations” (South American Countries Divided Over Allied Bombings of 

Libya, 2011). 

To sum up, the U.S. was primarily driven by the objective to minimize its political costs of 

coercion and decided to turn to the UNSC to gain approval for its intervention in Libya as the 

political costs of coercion exceeded the costs of constraint. While the U.S. could successfully con-

vince some of the states about its unthreatening intentions when turning to the UNSC, its action 

failed to affect the reaction of other states. The game-theoretic model has shown that this is the 

case in the semi-separating equilibrium, i.e. when the political costs of coercion exceed the costs 

of constraint for all types and the probability that the U.S. is threatening is high. Besides, some 

opposing states might not even have considered the UNSC as a formal, neutral IO that is able to 

transmit information. Therefore, since they had the opinion that UNSC decisions do not have any 

informative value, the U.S. could not change their concerns by turning to the UNSC.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

The objective of the paper was to gain a more detailed understanding of the strategic interaction 

between a coercing state and third-party states. Therefore, it has analyzed both the motivation that 

drives powerful states to gain UNSC approval for their military intervention and the factors that 

determine whether third-party states support or oppose an intervention, particularly, the conditions 

under which UNSC approval even affects the action of third-party states.  

Chapter 2 has presented three alternative arguments to the rationalist information argument, 

namely legitimacy, domestic politics, and burden sharing. Nevertheless, in some cases, they do 

not depict the main causes leading to a policy outcome. Accordingly, they neglect to explain the 

empirical pattern that states sometimes turn to IOs and other times bypass them, the behavior of 

powerful states and the foreign-oriented rationale of a coercing state.  

Against this backdrop, chapter 3.1 has introduced the rationalist information argument. The 

argument assumes that powerful states turn to IOs strategically to minimize political costs of co-

ercion. It is based on the notion of strategic information transmission suggesting that by turning to 

the UNSC, coercing states signal unthreatening intentions to third-party states of the international 

community, which thereby become more likely to support the intervention. Chapter 3.2 has ex-

tended Thompson’s argument theoretically by setting up a game-theoretic model. Solving for its 

equilibria in chapter 3.3 and discussing its results in 3.4 has shown that the model contributes to 

Thompson’s theory not only by providing support for some of the general dynamics he describes 

but also by providing new insights into the strategic interaction between a coercing state and third-

party states of the international community. Accordingly, the decisive factor determining whether 
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a coercing state turns to the UNSC is not the level of political costs of coercion or costs of con-

straint as Thompson phrases it, but their relation to each other. There is a threshold value deter-

mining whether coercing states turn to the UNSC or bypass it. When the political costs of coercion 

exceed the costs of constraint, it is always best for coercing states to turn to the UNSC, while it is 

best for them to bypass it when the political costs of coercion fall below the costs of constraint. 

However, the action of the coercing state influences the decision of third-party states between 

supporting and opposing an intervention only in the separating equilibrium. In the other equilibria, 

unthreatening types cannot fully distinguish themselves from threatening types and thus, their ac-

tions cannot signal benign intentions to third-party states; their actions are cheap talk. In this case, 

the decision whether a third-party state supports the intervention only depends on the probability 

that the coercing state is unthreatening. This finding emphasizes that the reaction of third-party 

states is in many cases not due to signals that the coercing state sends with its actions. Furthermore, 

it extends Thompson’s theory by the possible outcome that interventions with UNSC approval 

might not get supported.  

Chapter 4 has shown that the game-theoretic model does not only depict the main causes of the 

U.S. decision to gain UNSC approval for its military intervention in Libya in 2011 but also ex-

plains the different reactions within the international community towards it. It has made clear that 

the U.S. was able to signal unthreatening intentions to only some third-party states, while its action 

could not affect the action of other states, which thus remained skeptical and opposed the inter-

vention. The case study has also pointed to difficulties that states can have with even considering 

the UNSC as an IO that transmits rational information.  

Since powerful states like the U.S. use the UNSC strategically and can bluff, the analysis raises 



 

42 

the question to what extent UNSC approval can even be considered as evidence for a benign in-

tervention that does not endanger third-party states. Several scholars share the concern that Bo-

livia’s leader Evo Morales was expressing, namely that the UNSC is rather a tool serving the in-

terests of powerful states like the U.S. and that its decisions are thus biased towards their prefer-

ences (Kuziemko & Werker, 2006, p. 923; Voeten, 2001, p. 845). This is why there is even an 

intense debate about how to reform the UNSC (Hosli, Moody, O’Donovan, Kaniovski & Little, 

2011, pp. 181-182). Further research that analyzes the neutrality of the UNSC and the degree to 

which UNSC decisions are biased is necessary. Since there are some aspects that can limit the 

independence of the UNSC, its approval should be evaluated carefully when judging about the 

benignancy of an intervention. Therefore, both the kinds of actions an UNSC resolution allows 

and the bargaining process that led to the approval of the resolution, i.e. whether powerful states 

significantly controlled the outcome, should be studied.  

However, the UNSC definitely imposes costs of constraint on the coercing state that limit its 

flexibility in pursuing is policies, and it seems that until today the UNSC is still the most suitable 

source to get at least some information about the nature of an intervention. As second Secretary-

General of the UN Dag Hammarskjold stated in 1954, “[i]t has been said that the United Nations 

was not created in order to bring us to heaven, but in order to save us from hell” (Urquhart, 2011).  

 

 

 

 

 



 

43 

APPENDIX A 

 

PROOF OF PROPOSITIONS 

 

 

Proposition 1. If x ≥ s and cT ≥ p ≥ cU, the following strategies and beliefs constitute a perfect 

Bayesian equilibrium: (UNSC approval, ~UNSC approval; support, ~support: 1, 0). This equilib-

rium constitutes the only separating equilibrium of the game. 

 

Proposition 1 describes the separating equilibrium in which unthreatening types gain UNSC 

approval while threatening types bypass the UNSC. S knows for sure which type it is facing after 

observing C’s action. Therefore, its beliefs are b (unthreatening│UNSC approval) = 1 and b 

(threatening│~UNSC approval) = 1. When observing UNSC approval, S knows that it is in the 

lower branch of the game and thus, decides between getting a payoff of x-s for playing support or 

0 for playing ~support. Hence, for x ≥ s it plays support, and for x ≤ s ~support. In the upper 

branch, S plays ~support as its payoff 0 is always greater than the payoff y-s for supporting. Check-

ing that C’s strategy is a best response yields that it only will not have an incentive to deviate if cT 

≥ p ≥ cU. The beliefs that support his equilibrium are b (unthreatening│UNSC approval) = 1 and b 

(unthreatening│~UNSC approval) = 0.  

Second, it must be proven that there is exactly one separating equilibrium, i.e. that unthreatening 

types bypassing the UNSC and threatening types seeking UNSC approval does not constitute a 

perfect Bayesian equilibrium. In this case, S’s beliefs are b (unthreatening│~UNSC approval) = 1 

and b (threatening│UNSC approval) = 1. When observing ~UNSC approval, S knows that it is in 

the lower branch of the game and will thus support the intervention if x ≥ s, otherwise it will play 

~support. When overserving UNSC approval, S plays ~support as it knows it is in the upper branch, 
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i.e. that it faces a threatening type. Checking that C’s strategy is a best response yields that the 

threatening type always has an incentive to deviate and play ~UNSC approval. Hence, the strategy 

that unthreatening types bypass the UNSC and threatening types gain UNSC approval cannot con-

stitute a perfect Bayesian equilibrium. 

 

Proposition 2. Suppose that q ≥ 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. If r ≥ 

𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
, the following strategies and beliefs constitute a 

perfect Bayesian equilibrium: (~UNSC approval, ~UNSC approval; support, support: r, q). 

 

Proposition 2 describes one pooling equilibrium of the game in which both types bypass the 

UNSC. Consequently, S does not get any information by observing C’s actions and thus, its beliefs 

are b (unthreatening│~UNSC approval) = q and b (threatening│~UNSC approval) = 1-q. First, 

S’s strategy when observing ~UNSC approval must be determined. S will support the intervention 

if EUS (support) ≥ EUS (~support): 

 q ∙ (x-s) + (1-q) ∙ (-y-s) ≥ q ∙ 0 + (1-q) ∙ 0 ↔ q (x+y) ≥ y+s ↔ q ≥ 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. 

Second, S’s strategy when it observes UNSC approval, i.e. its strategy off the equilibrium path, is 

determined. Since this information set is not reached, any belief that is consistent with C’s action 

can be chosen. S’s off-the-equilibrium-path beliefs are denoted as b (unthreatening│UNSC ap-

proval) = r and b (threatening │UNSC approval) = 1-r. Again, S will support the intervention if 

EUS (support) ≥ EUS (~support): 

r ∙ (x-s) + (1-r) ∙ (-y-s) ≥ r ∙ 0 + (1-r) ∙ 0 ↔ r ≥ 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. 
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Since neither type will have an incentive to deviate from playing ~UNSC approval if q ≥ 

(y+s)/(x+y) and r ≥ (y+s)/(x+y), the strategies in Proposition 2 describe a perfect Bayesian equi-

librium. The beliefs that support this equilibrium are b (unthreatening│UNSC approval) = r, with 

r ≥ (y+s)/(x+y), and b (unthreatening│~UNSC approval) = q. 

 

Proposition 3. Suppose that q ≤ 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. If cU ≥ p and r ≥ 

𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
, the following strategies and beliefs 

constitute a perfect Bayesian equilibrium: (~UNSC approval, ~UNSC approval; support, ~support: 

r, q). 

 

The derivation of the equilibrium in Proposition 2 also yields, inter alia, the pooling equilibrium 

described in Proposition 3. In contrast to Proposition 2, S plays ~support on the equilibrium path, 

which can be explained by the different probability q that C is unthreatening. Checking that C’s 

strategy is a best response yields that unthreatening types only will not have an incentive to deviate 

if cU ≥ p, while threatening types only will not deviate if cT ≥ p. The beliefs that support this 

equilibrium are b (unthreatening│UNSC approval) = r, with r ≥ (y+s)/(x+y), and b (unthreaten-

ing│~UNSC approval) = q. 

 

Proposition 4. Suppose that q ≥  
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. If p ≥ cT and r ≤ 

𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
 , the following strategies and beliefs 

constitute a perfect Bayesian equilibrium: (UNSC approval, UNSC approval; support, ~support: 

q, r). 
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This proposition describes the only pooling equilibrium in which both types decide to gain 

UNSC approval. The procedure to find the strategies and beliefs is as before. S’s beliefs are b 

(unthreatening│UNSC approval) = q and b (threatening│UNSC approval) = 1-q. On the equilib-

rium path, i.e. when S observes UNSC approval, S will support the intervention if q ≥ (y+s)/(x+y). 

To evaluate its strategy off the equilibrium path, any belief that is consistent with C’s action can 

be chosen. S’s beliefs are denoted as b (unthreatening│~UNSC approval) = r and b (threaten-

ing│~UNSC approval) = 1-r. S will support the intervention if EUS (support) ≥ EUS (~support): 

r ∙ (x-s) + (1-r) ∙ (-y-s) ≥ r ∙ 0 + (1-r) ∙ 0 ↔ r ≥ 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. 

Checking that C’s strategy is a best response shows that unthreatening types only will not have an 

incentive to deviate if p ≥ cU, while unthreatening types only will not deviate if p ≥ cT. The beliefs 

that support this equilibrium are b (unthreatening│UNSC approval) = q, and b (unthreaten-

ing│~UNSC approval) = r, with r ≥ (y+s)/(x+y). 

 

Proposition 5. Suppose that q ≤ 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. If p ≥ cT, the following strategies and beliefs constitute a 

perfect Bayesian equilibrium: [UNSC approval, (
𝑞 (𝑠−𝑥)

(1−𝑞)(−𝑦−𝑠)
UNSC approval, 

𝑞 (𝑥−𝑠)

(1−𝑞)(−𝑦−𝑠)
 ~UNSC 

approval); (
𝑐𝑇

𝑝
support, 

𝑝−𝑐𝑇

𝑝
 ~support), ~support: 

q

q + (1−q) ∙ h
, 0]. 

 

Proposition 5 describes a semi-separating equilibrium of the game. While unthreatening types 

play a pure strategy by always gaining UNSC approval, threatening types mix their strategy and 

seek UNSC approval only with probability h. When S observes ~UNSC approval, it knows that it 

never faces an unthreatening, but always a threatening type; S is thus in the upper branch of the 
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game. Therefore, its belief is b (unthreatening│~UNSC approval) = 0. In this case, S always plays 

~support. When S observes UNSC approval, it does not know for sure which types of C it is facing. 

However, observing C’s action, S updates its beliefs according to Bayes’ rule: 

b (unthreatening |UNSC approval) =

 
Pr(unthreatening) ∙ Pr (UNSC approval│unthreatening) 

Pr (unthreatening) ∙ Pr (UNSC approval│unthreatening) + Pr (threatening) ∙ Pr (UNSC approval│threatening)
=  

q

q + (1−q) ∙ h
, and 

b (unthreatening |UNSC approval) =

 
Pr (threatening)∙ Pr (UNSC approval│threatening) 

Pr (threatening)∙ Pr( UNSC approval│threatening) + Pr (unthreatening) ∙ Pr (UNSC approval│unthreatening)
=  

(1−q) ∙ h

(1−q) ∙ h + q
 . 

First, it is solved for C’s mixed strategy that makes S indifferent between playing support and 

~support. Let h be the probability that the threatening type plays UNSC approval, while 1-h de-

notes the probability that it plays ~UNSC approval. S’s expected values are:  

EUS (support) = p (unthreatening │UNSC approval) ∙ (x-s)  

                   + p (threatening │UNSC approval) ∙ (-y-s) 

                      =  
x ∙ q

q + (1−q)∙ h
 +  

−yh ∙ (1−q)

(1−q) ∙ h + q
− s, and 

EUS (~support) = 0. 

S will be indifferent between its two strategies if EUS (support) = EUS (~support):  

x ∙ q

q + (1 − q) ∙ h
+

−yh ∙  (1 − q)

(1 − q)  ∙  h +  q
= s ↔  xq –  yh ∙  (1 − q) =  s [q +  (1 − q) ∙  h]

↔   −yh ∙  (1 − q)–  s [(1 − q) ∙  h] =  sq –  xq ↔  −yh –  sh =  
q ∙  (s − x)

(1 − q)
 ↔  h ∙  (−y − s)

=  
q ∙  (s − x)

(1 − q)
↔   h ∗ =  

q (s − x)

(1 − q)(−y − s)
 . 

Since h* ≤ 1 is required, it is a necessary condition that q ≤ (y+s)/(x+y). Plugging q = 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
  and 1-

q = 
𝑥−𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
 into h * = 

𝑞 (𝑠−𝑥)

(1−𝑞)(−𝑦−𝑠)
  ≤ 1 yields: 

𝑠 −𝑥

− 𝑦−𝑠
 ∙ 

𝑦+𝑠

𝑥−𝑠
 ≤ 1 ↔ 

𝑠−𝑥

− (𝑦+𝑠)
 ∙ 

𝑦+𝑠

− (𝑠−𝑥)
  ≤ 1 ↔ 1 ≤ 1.  
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Second, it is solved for S’s mixed strategy that makes the threatening type indifferent between 

playing UNSC approval and ~UNSC approval. Let g be the probability that S supports the inter-

vention, while 1-g denotes the probability that it plays ~support. C will be indifferent if EUC 

(~UNSC approval) = EUC (UNSC approval):  

z – p = g ∙ z + (1-g) ∙ (z-p) – cT ↔ zg + z – p – zg + pg = z – p + cT ↔ pg = cT ↔ g* = 
cT

p
.  

Since g*↋[0,1], it is a necessary condition that p ≥ cT. 

In a last step, it must be checked that playing UNSC approval is also a best response for the un-

threatening type. This will be the case if EUC (UNSC approval) ≥ EUC (~UNSC approval), i.e. if 

EUC (UNSC approval) - EUC (~UNSC approval) ≥ 0: 

gz + (1-g) ∙ (z-p) – cU - z + p ≥ 0 ↔ pg - cU ≥ 0 ↔ p ∙ 
cT

p
 - cU ≥ 0  

↔ cT - cU ≥ 0       √ as by assumption it holds that cT > cU. 

The beliefs that support this equilibrium are b (unthreatening│~UNSC approval) = q/(q+(1-q) ∙ h)  

and b (unthreatening│~UNSC approval) = 0. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

UNREASONABLE POOLING EQUILIBRIA  

 

 
Besides the pooling equilibria stated in Proposition 2 and 3, their derivation yields two further 

equilibria: 

 

Proposition 6. Suppose that q ≥ 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. If r ≤ 

𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
, the following strategies and beliefs constitute a 

perfect Bayesian equilibrium: (~UNSC approval, ~UNSC approval; ~support, support: r, q). 

 

Proposition 7. Suppose that q ≤ 
𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
. If r ≤ 

𝑦+𝑠

𝑥+𝑦
, the following strategies and beliefs constitute a 

perfect Bayesian equilibrium: (~UNSC approval, ~UNSC approval; ~support, ~support: r, q). 

 

While the equilibria in Proposition 6 and Proposition 2 are identical on the equilibrium path, they 

differ in their off-the-equilibrium-path beliefs and strategies. Alike, the equilibria in Proposition 7 

and 3 do not differ on the equilibrium path, but off the path. Both equilibria require that S believes 

that C is threatening when it observes UNSC approval, which is not reasonable.
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