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Abstract  

Recent scholarship suggests that international organizations (IOs) like the UNSC or NATO can affect 

state decisions to go to war via the indirect channel of domestic public opinion. In this paper, I further 

extend this theoretical causal chain by answering the understudied question of how IOs influence 

citizens’ views on wars. Using a survey-based experiment and bivariate hypothesis tests, I find that an 

IO’s capacity to shape public opinion depends on how citizens interpret its respective endorsements of 

military engagements – as legality, legitimacy, or material support. All else equal, Americans value 

practical burden-sharing from alliances like NATO more than they do normative institutional backing 

from organizations like the UNSC. However, when only the latter type of support is available, 

Americans are more responsive to potential legitimacy gains than to legality ones. This information 

has valuable implications for the scholarship on IOs and public opinion, as well as for global 

peacekeeping policies and efforts.   
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Introduction 

How do international organizations (IOs)1 affect world politics? An emerging line of research on 

this topic contends that IOs affect state actions indirectly, since these institutions shape public 

opinion(s), which in turn determine the foreign policy objectives adopted by democratic state 

leaders (Drezner 2003; Martin and Simmons 1997; Putnam 1998; Vreeland 2003). When it comes 

to going to war, therefore, ceteris paribus, there will be a higher level of public support for the 

use of force in a particular situation if a relevant IO – such as the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) or the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) – has endorsed it (Chapman 2007; 

2009; 2011; Chapman and Reiter 2004; D. Brooks and S. Brooks n.d.; Fang 2008; Grieco 2004; 

Grieco et al. 2011; Thompson 2006; 2009; Tingley and Tomz 2012; Voeten 2005). 

 However, scholars in this vein of literature have disagreed when it comes to how IO 

endorsements2 influence public attitudes towards wars, presenting several competing 

interpretations of what citizens take these to signify: a formal confirmation regarding the legality 

of a mission (Daadler 1999; Franck 2002; Simma 1999), a “second opinion”3 corroborating the 

prudence or legitimacy of a mission (Chapman 2011; Grieco et al. 2011; Tingley and Tomz 2012), 

or a promise of material support from other states, who will share the burden of a mission (Bennet, 

Lepgold and Unger 1994; D. Brooks and S. Brooks n.d.; Diehl and Oneal 1994; Hartley and Sandler 

1999).  

 In a certain sense, this theoretical discord is unsurprising, since, in practice too, states 

have often locked horns over what IO endorsements (in particular, what UNSC Resolutions) mean 

for a proposed war (Bos 1981; Castaneda 1970; Papstravidis 2007; Security Council Reports 2008; 

Wood 1998; 2013). Yet the above disagreement raises an important question, namely: is an IO’s 

                                                
1 The present study deals exclusively with inter-governmental organizations, specifically with the United Nations 
Security Council (UNSC) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). However, since this term has not yet 
been employed or defined in any major multilateral treaties, such as the 1969 and 1986 Vienna Conventions, I shall 
instead refer to these types of organizations as “international organizations” or “IOs,” since this is the terminology 
employed in the treaties just mentioned, as well as in other international legal instruments.  
 
2 By “IO endorsements,” I am referring to the instruments through which international security organizations like the 
UNSC or NATO express their formal position of support (whether theoretical or material) towards a particular military 
intervention of states. In terms of the UNSC, this would be in the form of a Resolution authorizing the use of force in 
the particular situation, while NATO endorsements are typically more of a material kind (in the form of troops, 
weapons, financial resources, and so on). Throughout this paper, the term “IO endorsements” should be understood as 
meaning strictly this, and is used interchangeably with “IO authorization” and “institutional cues.” 
 
3 This terminology is borrowed from Grieco et al. (2011).  
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capacity to influence public opinion (and by extension, state behavior) partially determined by 

how citizens interpret its respective endorsement(s) for war(s)?  For example, is the influential 

power of the UNSC stronger when individuals take its Resolutions to mean legality rather than 

legitimacy (or vice versa)? More broadly, are these normative UNSC endorsements more 

influential than practical promises of NATO material support (or vice versa)? These are the 

questions that my paper will answer. 

 The rationale for this research puzzle has a scholarly component and a policy one. On the 

theoretical front, it addresses the important (yet largely unexamined) issue of how IOs 

endorsements for wars influence public opinion from a perspective that has not been considered 

thus far. Moreover, by recognizing the possibility of multiple different interpretations of these 

instruments, this question helps reconcile the divergent perspectives put forward by previous 

works.  

 More importantly, the proposed question also captures a situation that occurs in practice: 

different states and their leaders often interpret the same IO endorsement (or lack thereof) as 

meaning two different things, in turn affecting the level of public support for wars.4 Furthermore, 

the better we understand the influential channels of  NATO and the UNSC, the more successfully 

policymakers will be able to strengthen these pathways to improve global peacekeeping efforts. 

At a time where the Syrian civil war continues to besiege the entire Middle East and global 

terrorism death tolls are at an all-time high, this last task is more urgent than ever before. 

 In this paper, I first review the existing literature on the subject, highlighting how I 

integrate the advances made by previous works while also improving on their biggest limitations. 

Moving onto the “Theory” section, I then draw out three distinctions between different 

interpretations of IO support that both exist in the literature and have presented themselves in 

past historical reality, using these to set up three testable hypotheses. Through a survey-based 

experiment and nine different statistical tests, I test my theories with a rigor that ensures the 

reliability of my results. I then conclude by presenting and interpreting my findings, which show 

                                                
4 For example, the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 consistently had more support among American citizens than among 
French ones, and was consequently opposed by French leaders but supported by US ones. This can partially be 
attributed to the fact that the mission lacked UNSC endorsement, which the French public understood to mean that 
the mission was illegal and the American public took to merely signify that the use of force was illegitimate (but 
nonetheless necessary).  
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that interpretations do in fact matter – a discovery that is relevant for researchers and 

policymakers seeking to improve the international security regime.  

Literature Review 

As mentioned previously, the primary objective of this study is to begin reconciling our theoretical 

understanding of IOs with what happens in practice. In terms of subject matter, this paper belongs 

to a new but growing category of scholarship that holds that IOs affect public opinion when it 

comes to military engagements (Holsti 2004; Kull 1995; Kull and Ramsay 2000; Page and Shapiro 

1992; Witkopf 1990). However, from a methodology standpoint, this paper is one of only five 

existing works that use an experimental study design sufficiently rigorous to permit inferences of 

causal connections between the two variables just mentioned. In the interest of space economy, it 

is therefore more useful to focus on this particular subset of the literature when reviewing the 

scholarly framework that is most relevant to this article.5  

 The first two works of this experimental kind, Grieco et al. (2011) and Chapman (2011), 

both focus on the question of whether IOs affect public opinion regarding wars, a theory posited 

by earlier literature (Finnemore 2003; Kreps 2008; Page and Bouton 2006). In the former, Grieco 

et al. (2011) fielded a survey-based experiment to investigate support for a hypothetical American 

intervention in East Timor. Among the group of individuals sampled, half the respondents were 

told that “the UNSC and our NATO allies” favored the intervention, while the other half were 

told that these two organizations opposed it (563). The authors found that support for the mission 

was “substantially higher” when the UNSC and NATO sided with the President than when they 

did not, leading them to conclude that “international institutions can affect domestic support for 

military action by providing a valuable ‘second opinion’ on the proposed use of force” (Grieco et 

al. 2011, 563).  

 Using this same type of methodology, Chapman (2011) presented a sample of college 

students with a series of hypothetical situations regarding the American use of force (121). In each 

scenario, he told half of the individuals that the UNSC had voted to allow the US government to 

                                                
5 This broader literary framework was outlined in greater detail in the original version of this paper, but has been 
omitted here for the sake of adhering to the writing sample page limit. The brief list of works described in this adaptation 
should therefore not be interpreted as exhaustive by any means. For the full scholarly context of my investigation, see 
Hayes-Meizoso 2016. For an even broader survey of the previous works in this line of research, see Grieco et al. 2011.  
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use military force, and the other half that the UNSC had voted against the proposed military 

measures (122). Chapman (2011) then recounts how support for military action was “significantly 

higher” (122) when the UNSC had voted for the war than when it had voted against it, leading 

him to conclude that citizens interpret Resolutions as “a strong signal of the appropriateness of 

military action” (8). 

 Building on these first conclusions, more recent works have employed survey experiments 

to shed light on the deeper question of how IO endorsements influence public attitudes towards a 

war. D. Brooks and S. Brooks (n.d.), for instance, contend that “the existing empirical literature 

has failed to carefully distinguish the influences of burden sharing and endorsements by IOs on 

public support” (5). To test this theory, they fielded a survey experiment to a large-N, 

geographically representative sample of 3000 US adults, in which they simultaneously varied the 

degree of institutional endorsement and the presence or absence from material support from other 

states. Their results reveal that it is the “material contribution of other states” that Americans 

value about IO support for wars, not the “institutional backing” in itself (16). Moreover, D. Brooks 

and S. Brooks (n.d.) also find that “a UN endorsement actually reduces support for military 

involvement by the US,” while a NATO endorsement “does not increase support for military 

intervention” either (16).  

 Tingley and Tomz (2012), meanwhile, take a more targeted approach to the question of 

how IOs shape public opinion, focusing specifically on “the variety of mechanisms by which UNSC 

could affect public opinion” (11). After designing a new public opinion survey for this very 

purpose, they identify these possible mechanisms as being threefold: people might view the 

resolution as a “signal that military force is warranted”; as an indication that “nations will foot 

part of the military bill”; or as a “public promise that they feel an obligation to uphold” (1).6 In 

their results, however, the authors found little support for the first two mechanisms and significant 

support for the third, thereby concluding that “UNSC authorizations signal collective 

commitments, which citizens want to fulfill independent of any beliefs about the cost of the mission 

and the likelihood of success” (25).  

                                                
6 For shorthand, I will henceforth refer to these three theories using the same abbreviations that Tingley and Tomz do, 
calling them the “merit mechanism,” the “burden-sharing mechanism,” and the “public commitment mechanism,” 
respectively (2012).  
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 Taken together, these four pioneering works make important first strides in completing 

the theoretical causal mechanism that links IOs to state behavior through the indirect channel of 

domestic politics. Grieco et al. (2011) and Chapman (2011), on one hand, successfully confirm 

that IO endorsements for wars actually cause a higher level of public support for the specific 

war(s) in question (as opposed to merely correlating with the latter in the way that previous 

conclusions had been limited to). Brooks and Brooks (n.d.) and Tingley and Tomz (2012), on the 

other hand, make substantial headway in tackling the question of how IOs affect public opinion 

of wars in this way. While the former paper begins parsing the different overall types of IO support 

that Americans can obtain, (namely, normative institutional backing or material resources from 

allies), the latter one focuses on the important question of how the public interprets UNSC 

Resolutions in particular.  

 However, there are also certain lacunae in this scholarly framework that are worth 

highlighting. Most notable is the fact that none of the existing works acknowledge the various 

interpretations of IO endorsements for wars as being compatible with one another – these 

mechanisms are invariably taken to be mutually exclusive. Furthermore, the different mechanisms 

through which IOs are understood to influence the public are far too specific to be applicable in 

practice. For example, although Tingley and Tomz (2012) distinguish their own “public 

commitment mechanism” from the “merit mechanism” of Grieco et al. (2011) and Chapman 

(2011), in reality these two interpretations of UNSC Resolutions are birds of the same feather, 

both falling within the broad category of “legitimacy,” as opposed to the stricter notion of 

“legality”.7 

 It is not my intention to suggest that these distinctions are unhelpful or otherwise negative 

– they are both valid and insightful. The point, however, is that in order to reconcile our scholarly 

fathom with the practical challenges facing IO endorsements as peacekeeping instruments, we 

need to apply these nuances at a more basic level, and we must compare how different existing 

interpretations of IO cues affect public opinion. It is this very task that I now undertake in the 

“Theory” section that follows. 

 

                                                
7 This distinction is clarified and justified with supporting evidence in the next section (“Theory”).  
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Theory 

A preliminary first implication of the literature just mentioned is that the US has a preference for 

multilateralism when it comes to the use of force (D. Brooks and S. Brooks n.d.; Chapman 2011; 

Grieco et al. 2011; Tingley and Tomz 2012). In other words, we would expect that IOs do indeed 

influence public opinion on war(s), independently of how exactly this occurs (Berinsky 2009; Kreps 

2007; Schultz 2003). This theory is strongly supported by a 2012 study carried out by the Council 

on Foreign Relations, which found that “large majorities [of Americans] favor the United States 

working through the UN more than it does, even if this means that the United States has too 

accept compromises” (2). What is more, when this same study probed the sources of this US 

support for working through the UN, the researchers found that “US public support for the United 

Nations appears to be derived from a perceived need for collective action to deal with global 

problems, and from a belief in the effectiveness of collective action” (Council on Foreign Relations 

2012, 4). It thus seems reasonable to hypothesize that, at the very least, the findings of prior 

scholarly works on this topic are indeed accurate. 
 
Hypothesis 1 (H1): Ceteris paribus, US citizens will be more favorable 
towards a proposed war if there is some form of institutional 
endorsement for said war than if there is not.  

A second implication of the literature involves the type of institutional support that Americans 

prefer. According to D. Brooks and S. Brooks (n.d.), Americans “are more likely to approve of 

military action when other countries are providing troops and financing the operation,” regardless 

of whether or not there is a formal institutional endorsement backing this military action (16). 

The underlying reasoning here is that citizens expect to pay less for a war if their coalition partners 

have pledged to share the human and military burden of defeating an adversary, which in turn 

makes the intervention more appealing (Gelpi, Feaver and Riefler 2005; Jentleson and Britton 

1998). Again, there is significant practical evidence to support this theory too. For example, in 

the recent Presidential race of 2016, even two candidates as ideologically opposed as Senator 

Bernie Sanders and President-elect Donald Trump both emphasized the importance of state 

contributions to NATO in the organization’s success.8 If democratic state leaders reflect the views 

                                                
8 Specifically, Sen. Sanders made a public call for a new version of NATO that would include Arab nations as members 
so that they can contribute to its financing. President-elect Trump, meanwhile, recently threatened to revoke the NATO 
membership of those states that aren’t footing their fair share of the military bill. While the two candidates approached 
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of the public in the way that the literature claims, then this emphasis implies that the public 

particularly values the material support that NATO can offer American wars, rather than (or 

more than) the institution’s normative backing. Building on this key distinction between the two 

major types or components of institutional support -- normative backing and material 

contribution(s) -- a second question that arises is whether interpreting IO support in one way or 

the other affects the influence of these institutions on public opinion. In this case, we would expect 

the US public to prefer IO endorsements that it interprets as material aid, rather than those it 

merely sees as normative resolutions with little to no tangible effects on the burdens of war. 
 

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Ceteris paribus, if there is an institutional 
endorsement for a proposed war, US citizens will be more favorable 
towards said war if they interpret this endorsement as meaning material 
support from other countries (in the form of weapons, troops, and 
similar resources) than when it is understood to only entail normative 
support (in the form of symbolic statements or resolutions). 

A third theoretical distinction of relevance is the one raised by Tingley and Tomz (2012), which 

distinguishes different interpretations that the public might have of UNSC Resolutions and their 

significance. This divide has long since existed in practice (albeit on a more general level) between 

the “two competing perspectives” (Daadler 1999, 1) on what UNSC Resolutions mean: legality (in 

the sense outlined by UN Charter Article 2.4), or legitimacy (in the sense of something that is 

helpful to have, but that is not strictly necessary to obtain before going to war). According to 

data from public opinion polls, “American opinion differs considerably from that of Western 

Europeans” on this matter (Pew Research Center 2011, 3). For example, when asked “whether 

their country should have UN approval before using military force to deal with international 

threats,” only 45% of US respondents saw this as legally necessary (the lowest percentage among 

all countries polled), whereas a full 76% of respondents in Germany and a 74% of respondents in 

Spain espoused this same view (Pew Research Center 2011, 3). Based on this discussion, then, it 

would appear that the legality interpretation is more effective in Europe, but that Americans 

prefer the legitimacy perspective on UNSC Resolutions.  
 

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Ceteris paribus, if the UNSC approves a Resolution 
in support of a proposed war, US citizens will be more favorable towards 
said war if they interpret the Resolution as a sign of legitimacy than if 
they interpret its importance to be strictly legal.  

                                                
the issue in different ways, both of these statements emphasize the crucial value that Americans place on material 
contributions from other states when it comes to the burdens of waging wars.  
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In short, I contend in these two sections that the existing literature makes significant advances 

on the questions of whether and how IOs influence international wars via public opinion, but 

nonetheless falls short when it comes to the practical relevance of their findings. To ameliorate 

this problem and build upon the aforementioned pioneering efforts, I generalize the theoretical 

distinctions put forth in the scholarship to more accurately represent the disagreements that exist 

in practice, and then consider how these different existing interpretations might affect the power 

of IOs to shape domestic public opinion. Overall, I predict that discrepancies in interpretations 

will indeed affect the capacity of IOs to constrain state uses of force, and break this down into 

three testable hypotheses (H1, H2 and H3). First, we would expect the US public to prefer 

multilateralism in wars over the “go it alone” approach. Second, Americans will be more will be 

more favorable towards said war if they interpret this endorsement as meaning material support 

from other countries (in the form of weapons, troops, and similar resources) than if they 

understand it to only entail normative support (in the form of symbolic statements or resolutions). 

Finally, if the UNSC approves a Resolution in support of a proposed war, US citizens will be more 

favorable towards said war if they interpret the Resolution as a sign of legitimacy than if they 

interpret its meaning to be strictly legal.  

 From these hypotheses, there emerge three distinct interpretations that Americans might 

hold of IO support for wars: the material burden-sharing interpretation of NATO support, the 

legality interpretation of UNSC Resolutions, and the legitimacy interpretation of these second 

instruments. The next goal of this paper is therefore to present a research design that incorporates 

the three perspectives just mentioned and permits their examination from a causal perspective.  

Data and Sources 

The subsequent two sections seek to provide a thorough depiction of the rigorous research design 

employed in this project. Following the precedent set by recent scholarly efforts on IOs and public 

opinion (D. Brooks and S. Brooks n.d.; Chapman 2011; Grieco et al. 2011; Tingley and Tomz 

2012), the overall research approach used to test my hypotheses was an original survey-based 

experiment, fielded to a nationally representative sample of 1000 US adults (aged 18 or older) by 



	  	  
Hayes Meizoso Writing Sample 10 

GfK (formerly Knowledge Networks).9 Using address-based recruitment methods, subjects were 

randomly selected by household and invited to participate in the online survey via telephone or 

mail. Non-internet households were also provided with a web-enabled computer and free internet 

access in order to partake as panelists.10 

 All 1000 subjects were randomly assigned to one of four groups – one control (A) and three 

treatments (B, C, and D) – based on what variation of the survey they each received. These four 

versions of the survey opened with the same hypothetical scenario, whereby the President of the 

United States (who is no longer Barack Obama) has announced an imminent US invasion of a 

foreign country X. Respondents were then told to assume that country X is particularly small and 

little-known, so they know nothing about its geopolitical situation. Once this scene was set, the 

surveys then prompted respondents with an institutional cue (or lack thereof, in the case of the 

control group) indicating either UNSC or NATO support for the mission, and instructed them to 

interpret this endorsement in a particular way (for the purpose of this survey). The variations 

across these two dimensions are summarized in Table 1 below. 

Table 1: Survey Experiment Design 
 Control (A) Treatment 1 (B) Treatment 2 (C) Treatment 3 (D) 

IO Cue None UNSC UNSC NATO 

Interpretation None Legality Legitimacy Material Support 

N 250 250 250 250 

 More specifically, subjects read either that: (A) they did not have any further information 

(official or otherwise) about the President’s motives, (B) the UNSC issued a Resolution in support 

of the intervention, to be understood as a sign of its legality, (C) the UNSC issued a Resolution 

in support of the intervention, to be understood as a sign of its legitimacy, or (D) NATO allies 

                                                
9 More specifically, the survey was conducted using GfK’s KnowledgePanel® tool, a probability-based panel that is 
guaranteed to be representative of the population at large. For a more detailed description of KnowledgePanel® and 
the advantages it entails for survey experiments, see Dennis (2012).  
 
10 As Dennis (2012) explains, the address-based sampling (ABS) utilized by KnowledgePanel® involves randomly 
selecting US households from a comprehensive database of residential addresses that includes over 97% of the US 
population. This is preferable to traditional phone-based recruiting methods because it does not exclude households 
with no landline or no listed phone numbers from the sample. Similarly, the provision of internet access to households 
that lack this ensures that the sampled population does not exclude those without internet at home either, despite the 
fact that it was an online survey.   
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committed to support the mission, to be interpreted as material aid (such as soldiers, weapons, or 

similar contributions that might help “share the burdens” of war). Respondents then had to 

answer a single question about whether or not they would support the use of military force in that 

situation, and each answer choice was recorded within the individual’s treatment group. 

Correcting for non-response bias,11 the survey data obtained is summarized in Table 2 below. 

Proportions of support and opposition for each group are expressed in the form of a percentage 

XX.X% for visual purposes, and the sample size N indicates the final number of individuals that 

responded to the survey in each group.12  

Table 2: Survey Experiment Data 
 Control (A) Treatment 1 (B) Treatment 2 (C) Treatment 3 (D) 

Support 38.4 % 46.5 % 55.3 % 62.6 % 

Oppose 61.6 % 53.5% 44.7% 37.4 % 

N 173 172 179 187 

 Taken together, the data just outlined are advantageous for several reasons. First, on a 

more general level, the experimental survey design allows for causal inferences from my results. 

In this way, it expands beyond the majority of the existing literature on the subject, which is 

limited to conclusions of mere correlation. Further, even within the realm of experimental studies, 

the study design devised for this research paper effectively incorporates the three principles of 

experimental design: randomization (random assignment of subjects to treatment groups), 

replication (collecting a sample sufficiently large to accurately estimate the effect of the 

explanatory variable on the study variable) and controlling (controlling of differences between 

groups that could affect the results).13 

                                                
11 This adjustment was made by eliminating the respondents that declined to answer from the survey data, and is the 
reason why the sample sizes (N) across the various groups are lower in Table 2 than in Table 1. 
 
12 The original answer choices were actually more specific in the original surveys, consisting of five different options for 
subjects to choose from: strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, strongly oppose, and unsure/refuse to 
answer. However, for simplicity purposes, both categories of support were pooled into a single one, as were the categories 
of opposition. 
 
13 Specifically, the replication principle was fulfilled by the sample size of 1000 respondents, since this reduces the margin 
of error to 3.1% (for a 95% confidence level). The control principle, meanwhile, was fulfilled by using an imaginary 
country (country X), by specifying that Barack Obama is no longer the President, and by not mentioning what the 
President’s motives are for intervening. These last three aspects of the survey help control for pre-conceived opinions 
that the subject might have about President Obama, for any bias that the respondent might have towards certain real 



	  	  
Hayes Meizoso Writing Sample 12 

 A further strong suit of this experiment is the representative nature of its sampled 

population. As the largest national probability-based panel, GfK’s KnowledgePanel® provides 

“the highest level of accuracy and sample representativeness available in online research” (Dennis 

2012, 2). This is particularly beneficial in an experiment such as the one I am undertaking, because 

it is easy for convenience samples to be biased when it comes to IOs and the use of force. For 

example, according to poll data, individuals who are more liberal than the average population are 

more likely to demand UN approval of military interventions (Pew Research Center 2011, 6). The 

representative nature of the respondents in this study ensures that the conclusions it reveals are 

indeed accurate and can actually help us improve our understanding of how IOs influence world 

politics.  

 That being said, however, there is no such thing as the perfect study design in political 

science research (Keohane, King and Verba 1996), and this experiment is no exception. One 

important limitation it exhibits, for example, is that many respondents selected the “unsure/refuse 

to answer” option, thereby limiting the response rate (RR1) of the study to 72% and decreasing 

the sample size of the experiment. While this is not ideal, the effects of non-response bias are 

nullified by KnoweldgePanel®’s imposing of post-stratification weights and base statistical weights 

on the data (Dennis 2012, 4). This ensures that the attributes of the data are still perfectly reliable 

and representative of the general population, therefore warranting its testing with statistical 

methods.  

Methods 

In order to examine the effects of different interpretations of IO endorsements on public support 

for wars, I used a series of bivariate hypothesis tests for the difference between two proportions. 

The section at hand is thus centered around breaking down my three theories into a testable null 

and hypothesis about proportions, and explaining what these proportions are for each test. 

 To recapitulate, the first hypothesis put forward in this paper was that, all else being 

equal, US citizens will be more favorable towards a war if there is institutional support for it than 

if there is not. Since there were three treatment groups in the experiment that received 

                                                
countries, and for any ethical considerations that the individual might weigh regarding the ends of military 
interventions, respectively.  
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institutional support cues (B, C, and D), and one control group that did not (A), we can test this 

hypothesis by finding the average amount of support for the war in the three treatment groups 

(𝑝") and comparing it to the level of support expressed by respondents in the control group (𝑝#). 

If Americans do indeed “prefer multilateralism when it comes to questions of military force” 

(Grieco et al. 2011, 579), we would expect 𝑝" to be larger than 𝑝# by a statistically significant 

amount.14 

 Null Hypothesis 1 (H01):   𝒑𝟏 −	  𝒑𝟐 = 𝟎 

 Alternate Hypothesis 1 (HA1): 𝒑𝟏 −	  𝒑𝟐 > 𝟎 

My second hypothesis was that, all else being equal, US citizens will be more favorable towards a 

war if there is practical institutional (or allied) support than if there is only normative support. 

Correspondingly, the survey experiment prompted one group (D) with an institutional cue of 

practical support from NATO, and two groups (B and C) with cues of theoretical support from 

the UNSC, so we can test this hypothesis by comparing the percentage of group D respondents 

that supported the war (𝑝,) with the average percentage of support among individuals in groups 

B and C (𝑝-). If Americans do indeed have a preference for practical burden-sharing over 

normative authorization in the way that D. Brooks and S. Brooks (n.d.) argue, we would expect 

𝑝, to be larger than 𝑝- by a statistically significant amount. 

 Null Hypothesis 2 (H02):   𝒑𝟑 −	  𝒑𝟒 = 𝟎 

 Alternate Hypothesis 2 (HA2): 𝒑𝟑 −	  𝒑𝟒 > 𝟎 

Finally, my third hypothesis stipulated that, all else equal, if there is a UNSC Resolution in 

support of a particular US-led military effort, the American public will be more favorable towards 

it if they interpret this Resolution as meaning legitimacy than if they interpret it as meaning 

legality. Since there were specific treatment groups (B and C) that probed the levels of support 

under these two interpretations of UNSC Resolutions (respectively), there is no need to calculate 

any arithmetic means for this test. Rather, the levels of support for the war in group C (𝑝0) can 

directly be compared to those in group B (𝑝1). If the US public values the legitimacy interpretation 

                                                
14 To further clarify, the proportions expressed using the notation 𝑝2	  refer to the general population at large, while the 
proportions expressed using the notation 	  𝑝2 (p-hat) refer to the sampled population. This is not due to error or 
oversight, but rather is standard practice in statistics: the sample distribution can be used to make inferences about 
the overall population distribution.  
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of UNSC Resolutions more than it does the legality one, we would expect 𝑝0 to be larger than 𝑝1 

by a statistically significant amount. 

 Null Hypothesis 3 (H03):   𝐩𝟓 −	  𝐩𝟔 = 𝟎 

 Alternate Hypothesis 3 (HA3): 𝐩𝟓 −	  𝐩𝟔 > 𝟎 

Much like the data and sources previously analyzed, the statistical strategy employed to test my 

hypotheses is also exceptionally advantageous. The present research question involves a rather 

unusual pairing of variables to be studied, where the dependent variable (namely, the proportion 

of respondents who said that they would support the President) is continuous and numerical, but 

the independent or study variable (namely, the particular interpretation that each individual was 

told to assume in the survey – legality, legitimacy or material burden sharing) is of a categorical 

kind. Given this rare combination of DV and IV, bivariate hypothesis tests are the most suitable 

statistical method to test my data (Kellstedt and Whitten 2009, 156-157).  

 Similarly, even though the predicted hypotheses distinguished a clear direction of effect on 

the dependent variable, I nonetheless carried out one-tailed tests in either direction and an 

additional two-tailed test for each of the three hypotheses. This second attribute increases the 

methodological rigor of my study. By carrying out nine total tests for only three predictions, I 

can ensure that the results obtained are not limited to a particular directional effect but rather 

are robust across the two tails of the distribution(s).   

 One potential limitation of the methods used is that they do not take full advantage of 

the extensive demographic data collected as part of the survey, which might have revealed 

additional links and patterns in IOs and public support for wars. Unfortunately, the time and 

resource constraints imposed on this study prevented deeper or broader analyses of the data 

beyond my specific research questions. However, the replication data are publicly available 

through Duke University’s Political Science bank, so it will not be difficult for future researchers 

(myself included) to investigate these topics. This is not so much a problem with the current 

research design as it is a possible venue for extension of the study that I simply chose not to 

pursue. It is therefore accurate to say that these methods are a particularly reliable and effective 

way of analyzing my data. 
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 Taken as a whole, then, although this study design is certainly not perfect, it is arguably 

the most rigorous option available for the specific research question(s) of interest. Indeed, both 

its data (obtained from a survey-based experiment that fulfills all three principles for experimental 

study design and has an unusually representative sample population) and methods (a tripartite 

hypothesis test that is recommended for studies like this one and ensures robustness of results) 

pose a number of great strengths and only minimal limitations. The case to be made for this 

research design strengthened further by my results and their implications. 

Results 

As their titles suggest, the primary purpose of these final two sections (“Results” and 

“Discussion”) is to present the results of the bivariate hypothesis tests just described,15 and then 

to interpret them in terms of the scholarly and practical frameworks previously put forth, 

respectively.  

 In terms of the sample proportions and resulting point estimate that were tested in each 

analysis, these are summarized in Table 3 below. Every percentage is recorded as a decimal 

number between zero (0) and one (1), and robust standard errors were calculated but not reported, 

since these last ones fell within 0.036 and 0.038 for every numerical value included.  

Table 3: Values Used in Bivariate Hypothesis Tests 
 Hypothesis Test 1 Hypothesis Test 2 Hypothesis Test 3 

Sample Proportion A 𝑝"= 0.543 𝑝,= 0.626 𝑝0= 0.553 

Sample Proportion B 𝑝#= 0.384 𝑝-= 0.549 𝑝1= 0.465 

Point Estimate 𝑝" −	  𝑝#= 0.159 𝑝, −	  𝑝-= 0.077 𝑝0 −	  𝑝1= 0.088 

For the first hypothesis test, the data reveal a difference of nearly 16 percentage points (0.159) 

between the average proportion of support across the three treatment groups (𝑝") and the 

proportion of support recorded for the control group (𝑝#). To check the statistical significance of 

this point estimate (0.159), I standardized it into a z-score of 3.09, which is significant at the 0.01 

level. There is consequently more than enough evidence to reject the null hypothesis in favor of 

                                                
15 Given the plurality of hypothesis tests that I carried out (9 in total), I will refrain from discussing the ones that were 
merely included as a robustness check for each theory, and instead will focus on the main one-tailed tests that 
incorporate the predicted direction of effect on the dependent variable, for the sake of simplicity and analytical depth. 
However, it should be noted that these additional tests all corroborated the findings of the primary ones, and therefore 
confirm the accuracy and significance of the results here described. 



	  	  
Hayes Meizoso Writing Sample 16 

the alternate at the 95% confidence level, confirming my first theory. In other words, we can state 

with a 99% level of certainty that, all else equal, the American public is more willing to engage in 

a military conflict when a relevant IO endorses it than when said institution does not. 

 The data in Hypothesis Test 2 reveal a second discrepancy of about 8 percentage points 

(0.077) between the proportion of support in the treatment group that received a cue containing 

NATO material support (𝑝,) and the average amount of support among the two groups that 

received a cue containing UNSC normative support (𝑝-). In this case, the corresponding z-score 

obtained was 1.77, which is significant at the 0.05 level. This indicates that there is sufficient 

evidence to reject the null hypothesis in favor of the alternate at the 95% confidence level, 

confirming my second theory. In layman’s terms, there is a 95% likelihood that Americans place 

the highest value on the material burden sharing that IOs offer their military engagements, rather 

than on the normative institutional backing that these institutions also provide their proposed 

wars. 

 Finally, in terms of Hypothesis Test 3, the raw data indicate a third divergence of nearly 

nine percentage points (0.088) between the two sample proportions 𝑝0 and 𝑝1 . These last two 

percentages reflect the reported support levels in the treatment group that received a UNSC cue 

under the legitimacy interpretation (𝑝0), and the group that received a UNSC cue under the 

legality interpretation (𝑝1), respectively. This point estimate yielded a z-score of 1.65 standard 

deviations, which again is significant at the 0.05 level, corroborating my third hypothesis. Simply 

put, we can stipulate with 95% certainty that the US values institutional legitimacy more than 

legality when it comes to military engagements (at least, insofar as the UNSC is concerned).  

 In summation, therefore, the results of this investigation support all three of my hypotheses 

(H1, H2 and H3) about the effect of IOs on public opinion. On a broader level, these findings 

suggest that interpretations of IO endorsements certainly do affect the power of these institutions 

to constrain state actions, and therefore beg the question of their implications in a wider context.   

Discussion 

With my results in mind, this last chapter extrapolates their significance in terms of the scholarly 

literature and the practical problems regarding IOs and their mission to maintain world peace. 

The first hypothesis test results clearly confirm the findings of prior experiment-based literature: 
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Americans are indeed more likely to support wars that they can fight multilaterally (with the 

support of IOs) than those where the President wants to go it alone (Chapman 2011; Grieco et 

al. 2011). This is particularly important in light of the various methodological shortcomings 

exhibited in these earlier works, since, as Tingley and Tomz (2012) correctly point out, “each [of 

these first two experiments] has certain limitations” that could potentially invalidate their findings 

(11).16 By confirming that Chapman (2011) and Grieco et al. (2011)’s respective primary 

conclusions are indeed correct, the results of my first hypothesis test help strengthen the quality 

and accuracy of this ever-growing scholarly framework.  

 The fact that Americans value IO endorsements for wars has important consequences for 

international policy as well. This finding paints a more hopeful picture for the future of 

international security institutions, which have long since been struggling to contain the United 

States as the world’s leading military power. Indeed, a US shift in preferences towards collective 

military action implies that the international security regime might be salvageable after all, if IOs 

like the UNSC and NATO are able to successfully understand and strengthen their mechanisms 

of influence on public opinion. This last requirement makes the second two findings of this 

investigation and their implications all the more important.  

 The second finding outlined above indicated that Americans prefer NATO material 

support over UNSC normative authorization for the same military intervention, ceteris paribus. 

From a literature perspective, said conclusion corroborates the argument put forth by D. Brooks 

and S. Brooks (n.d.) that it is primarily the material sharing of burdens and not the institutional 

backing in itself which leads the American people to follow IOs when making decisions about 

international wars. Further, this finding “punctures the conventional wisdom among scholars” (D. 

Brooks and S. Brooks n.d., 5) and consequently qualifies the existing empirical literature, helping 

to ensure a greater accuracy of its conclusions.  

 The policy salience of this second finding is even greater, since it reveals a new possible 

path for improvement of the international security regime. When it comes to constraining 

                                                
16 Specifically, “the experiment by Chapman (2011) was administered to a small sample of college students,” and 
therefore might not be generalizable to the public at large, whereas the experiment by Grieco et al. (2011) does not tell 
us “whether public support was higher because citizens were swayed by the UNSC, NATO allies, or both,” because it 
does not differentiate between the two types of institutional support (Tingley and Tomz 2012, 11).  
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American military actions in the global theater, the most efficient way for IOs to do this is by 

making their endorsements of military operations entail material support from member states, in 

the way that NATO does. This is particularly significant considering that the US currently foots 

over three quarters of NATO’s annual military bill: it is likely that NATO endorsements would 

be even more powerful in swaying the American public (and therefore shaping the American use 

of force) if this “burden” was “shared” more equally, so to speak. 

 But what of the findings concerning the UNSC? The third and final result of this study 

revealed that Americans are more swayed by legitimacy interpretations of UNSC Resolutions than 

by legality ones. Much like the importance of the first and second conclusions, the salience of this 

third finding is twofold. In terms of the policy component, it corroborates the assertions of earlier 

works that legitimacy concerns are the primary reason why Americans value UNSC endorsements 

for wars (Burnett and Finnemore 1999; Clark 2005; Hurd 1999; 2002; 2007a; 2007b). However, 

this investigation is the first scholarly effort that compares multiple different existing 

interpretations of the same UNSC Resolution and investigates how these affect public support for 

wars. It therefore seems that this third conclusion could equally be a warning sign that the findings 

of previous works might have unknowingly been influenced by how the sample population 

interpreted those cues. 

 In terms of the practical implications of this third conclusion, it first and foremost reveals 

that the historically prevalent doctrine of American exceptionalism continues to exist among US 

citizens, as recent polls have suggested (Pew Research Center 2011). While the public in Western 

European countries have traditionally espoused the legality interpretation of UNSC Resolutions, 

the US is not as concerned about this aspect of UNSC endorsements for wars, which could explain 

why the organization has been far more effective in constraining the former countries than the 

latter one thus far. Moving forward, then, policymakers seeking to strengthen the role of the 

UNSC in ensuring world peace might benefit from emphasizing the illegitimacy of wars that lack 

this institution’s authorization, rather than the illegality aspect that has been highlighted in the 

past.  

 In summation, the bivariate hypothesis tests successfully confirmed all three of my 

theories. First, there is robust evidence to suggest that Americans have a preference for 
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multilateralism when it comes to going to war. Although this first conclusion was already put 

forth in prior works, it is nonetheless significant in that it confirms these initial findings and 

reaffirms that it is worthwhile to investigate how IOs affect public opinion. Second, ceteris paribus, 

US citizens typically prefer practical support over normative backing. This corroborates the main 

assertions of D. Brooks and S. Brooks (n.d.), as well as revealing that NATO is the most effective 

existing institutional mechanism through which US uses of force can be (somewhat) constrained.  

Thirdly, the US public values UNSC endorsements more when it interprets Resolutions to signify 

a “second opinion” (Grieco et al. 2011) than when it interprets these as international legal 

authorization(s). This last finding also qualifies the findings of prior literary works, and reveals 

the persistence of American exceptionalism among the US public, raising a possible explanation 

for why the US has traditionally been less concerned with UNSC authorizations for wars than 

Western European countries have.  

Conclusions 

Recent scholarship suggests that international institutions can have an indirect effect on foreign 

policy by influencing public opinion (Tingley and Tomz 2012, 25), but disagrees as to how exactly 

this influential mechanism works. In this paper, I shed important and new light on these two 

topics by confirming the former assertion and re-thinking how to approach the latter. Using a 

rigorous experimental research design and numerous bivariate hypothesis tests, I first find that 

the US public exhibits a statistically significant preference for multilateralism when it comes to 

going to war, and is less likely to support military engagement if the President wants to go it 

alone, corroborating these prior assertions. Said conclusion is substantially salient in that it reveals 

how Americans do indeed care about what IOs have to say, regardless of what their motivations 

are for doing so. However, the most important findings of my investigation are the second and 

third ones, which demonstrate that how the American public interprets an IO endorsement -- as 

material support, legitimacy, or legality of a war -- has important consequences for the ability of 

IOs to shape world politics.  

 If there is an institutional endorsement for a proposed war, I find that US citizens will be 

more favorable towards it if they interpret the endorsement as meaning material support from 

other countries than if they take it to only entail normative support. Not only does this “puncture 
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the conventional wisdom” on institutional backing for wars and public opinion, but it also helps 

explain why the US has been resilient to institutional constraints in the past. If the only institution 

that can provide material aid of the sort Americans value (which is NATO) is almost exclusively 

funded by the US taxpayer, it is not difficult to understand why NATO does not really entail the 

burden-sharing that US citizens seek and that is capable of constraining the American use of force. 

In the future, therefore, the only way that IOs will be able to affect US actions in the international 

theatre of war is if other member states begin to pay their share to institutions like NATO that 

can promise (or deny) American wars actual material support from other countries.  

 An important qualification to be made here is that the findings just outlined do not 

necessarily mean that “the American people see no value to international institutions” (D. Brooks 

and S. Brooks n.d., 21). Indeed, my first preliminary finding suggests that the converse is true. 

Furthermore, the third finding of my investigation reveals that even if the only IO cues available 

are UNSC Resolutions, the US public can nonetheless be swayed to follow these institutional cues 

if they see them as conferring legitimacy or prudence to a military intervention, as opposed to the 

legality implications that Western Europeans value in these endorsements. Therefore, if future 

policy efforts focus on emphasizing these legitimacy considerations to the American public and 

leadership, the UNSC might prove to be more effective at maintaining world peace than it has 

been in the past.  

 Moving forward, there are plenty of opportunities for future research efforts to build on 

this investigation and continue improving our understanding of how IOs influence (and are 

influenced by) world affairs. One possible direction, for example, would entail a replication of this 

study using a sample from a European country. Most of the existing research on IOs and military 

engagements has exclusively focused on US public opinion channels, whereas the mechanisms of 

influence that these institutions exert on other countries remain largely opaque. Only when we 

have a complete and accurate picture of the international security regime (and how individuals 

perceive it and interact with it) will we be able to successfully address the biggest peacekeeping 

challenges of today.  
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