Breaking Bad? How Survey Experiments
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What affects Americans’ sensitivity to international laws and norms on the use of force? A wealth of recent IR literature tackles this
question through experimental surveys using fictional scenarios and treatments to explore precisely when Americans would approve
of government policies that would violate the laws of war. We test whether such survey experiments may themselves be affecting
public sensitivity to these norms—or even Americans’ understanding of the content of the norms themselves. We show that being
invited to express a preference regarding war crimes in survey settings has a negative impact on Americans’ understanding of US legal
and ethical obligations in war and that reporting previous findings can inflate support for war crimes. We conclude with suggestions
for future experimental survey design in international relations and international law.

cottage industry has emerged in IR aiming to
measure citizen attitudes toward the laws of war
(Chilton 2015; Chilton and Tingley 2013; Rath-

bun and Stein 2019). Many recent studies tackle this
question through experimental surveys that use fictional
scenarios and treatments to explore precisely when citizens
would support bombing civilians, engaging in preventive

war, outsourcing kill decisions to machines, torturing
detainees, or conducting extrajudicial executions with
drones (Haworth, Sagan, and Valentino 2019; Horowitz
2016; Kreps and Wallace 2016; Press, Sagan, and Valen-
tino 2013; Walsh 2015). The vignettes in question gen-
erally present respondents with a scenario in which it
might be tempting to commit a violation of international
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humanitarian law and then ask them to express a prefer-
ence whether or not to do so. From these sorts of studies,
some scholars have begun to infer that international laws
and norms are weaker than thought, with wider media
taking notice.’

As an example, in 2017, prominent scholars at Stanford
University and Dartmouth College published a now-
famous survey experiment to test Americans’ sensitivity
to the laws of war (Sagan and Valentino 2017). They asked
Americans whether, under a fictional scenario involving a
war with Iran, they would prefer to conduct an air strike
that would kill 100,000 or more Iranian civilians to end
the war or to continue the ground war with 20,000 more
American military deaths. A slight majority of Americans
preferred the strike under most conditions, a result that
was highly disseminated and publicized. It was the most
frequently downloaded article from Inzernational Security
that year, but it was not only read by scholars. Stanford
University put out a press release, and the researchers were
interviewed on numerous media spots about their finding.
The result was publicized in Bloomberg, Slate, and Foreign
Policy, among many other venues.” Most of the reporting
focused narrowly on the belief that Americans are sup-
portive of the first use of nuclear weapons, rather than on
the conditions that drove public willingness to kil
100,000 civilians. Although a subsequent study by Car-
penter and Montgomery (2020) showed that this finding
depended not on Americans’ insensitivity to international
norms and laws but on framing effects embedded in the
experiment, many citizens and stakeholders who had read
this reporting would likely believe that their fellow Ameri-
cans favored terrible war crimes and that the nuclear taboo
and civilian immunity norm were weak.

What effect do such beliefs have on the actual strength
of codified international legal norms, as understood by the
public or by political elites? Indeed, what is the relation-
ship between efforts to measure the effects of international
legal norms through survey experiments and the resilience
of those norms themselves? New research suggests that
survey questions, depending on how they are worded and
framed, may not simply measure the impact of inter-
national law and norms on public opinion but themselves
may also affect public sensitivity to these laws—or even
citizens’ understanding of the content of the laws them-
selves (Nylen and Carpenter 2019). If so, this has import-
ant implications for well-intentioned scholars using survey
methods, whether experimental or not, to analyze public
opinion on the laws of war.

Using augmented replications of Sagan and Valentino’s
(2017) survey experiment, we examine whether merely
being invited to express a preference for war crimes in survey
settings has a negative impact on Americans’ understand-
ing of US legal and ethical obligations in war.” We also
examine citizen preferences on the same Iran scenario
question to see whether they shift in meaningful ways
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when they are given the results of the previous survey
experiment first.

Our findings are troubling: Americans who answered
the Iran Scenario question, were more likely than others to
subsequently express a belief that directly and intention-
ally attacking the civilian population is sometimes permis-
sible under the laws of war, even if they opposed the strike.
This finding is important because it is belief in the
constraints of international law that offset Americans’
willingness to target civilians (Wallace 2019). Respond-
ents are also more likely to prefer to engage in war crimes if
told that most other Americans would do so, suggesting
that the circulation of such survey results by the media
could amplify the erosion of prohibition norms. In short,
we find survey experiments such as these, at least in the US
context, undermine respondents’ understanding of legal
norms in the moment they are being measured, and the
reported findings can affect the constraining power of
those same legal norms on the wider public conscience.

We first discuss the trend toward experimental survey
methods in studies of international law and outline the
basis for our hypotheses. In the following section, we
outline our research design and findings, using both
qualitative and quantitative data from a survey experiment
on saturation bombing of Iranian civilians. We conclude
with suggestions for future experimental survey design in
international relations—suggestions that we ourselves
intend to take up in any future experiments of this type.

The Martens Trap: Measuring versus
Constructing the “Public Conscience”

Research has shown that political elites are at least some-
what sensitive to public attitudes on the use of force and
that public attitudes are at least somewhat shaped by
international legal norms (Eichenberg 2005; Holsti
2009). It is thus believed that international law works its
effects in part through public opinion (Simmons 2009).
Indeed, the importance of public opinion makes an
appearance in international humanitarian law itself:
Russian diplomat Frederich Martens inserted a particular
clause into the 1899 Hague Convention that refers states
to the “dictates of the public conscience” as a guide where
codified law is incomplete (Meron 2000). Norm advocates
have invoked this “Martens Clause” as a rationale for
measuring public opinion on war law in the service of
arguments against certain state behaviors in international
affairs (Human Rights Watch 2012).

Accordingly, scholarship on the laws of war has taken a
turn toward the experimental, aiming to capture the
“public conscience” and exploring how to explain vari-
ation in Americans’ sensitivity to international laws and
norms regarding the use of force (Chilton 2015; Press,
Sagan, and Valentino 2013; Wallace 2013). Understand-
ing these dynamics is important, and experimental surveys
provide, as Adam Chilton and Dustin Tingley (2013)


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592720002376

argue, ways to correct for important drawbacks in other
methods of studying law’s effects. The literature is expand-
ing and has led to scholarly debates. Some scholars argue
that Americans are fickle and easily persuaded to disregard
international legal norms (Conrad et al. 2015; Horowitz
2016). Others find that these norms are robust and
effective or that Americans are likelier to heed human
rights organizations than their own government when it
comes to violating the law (Chilton 2015; Kreps and
Wallace 2016; Walsh 2015). Regardless of the causal
argument, these studies assume that one can measure the
strength of war law using survey experiments without
affecting people’s understandings of that law.

Yet scholarship on public opinion polls emphasizes how
the use of surveys can influence the results and, when
disseminated, influence public opinion as well (Druckman
2001). For example, Sarah Kreps (2014) suggests that
framing effects in polls on drones result in erroneous data
because of the assumptions embedded in the questions
and that the media top-lines from those polls become part
of the legitimating narrative for targeted killings. Her
research shows that pollsters can inadvertently manufac-
ture and inflate support for drone strikes through question
framings that discount international law (see also Ron,
Lavine, and Golden 2019). Following Kreps, we suspect
that the characterization of international law in a wide
variety of polls constitutes an important site for citizen
socialization into understandings of its content and applic-
ability, particularly in cases where the law is unfamiliar or
contested in the public debate.

Indeed, the act of expressing an opinion in a survey may
be a more powerful socializing device than reading a
newspaper, viewing a public service ad, hearing a political
speech, or reading an NGO report (Barabas and Jerit
2010, 238). Gaines, Kuklinski, and Quirk (2007, 6) argue
that although survey respondents’ stated preferences often
do not last long beyond the experiment itself, the process
of participating in a survey that leaves them with erroneous
impressions about facts can cause “permanent changes in
their levels of knowledge” (see also Luskin, Fishkin, and
Jowell 2002).

When it comes to public knowledge about international
legal norms, these changes could potentially be detrimen-
tal: Nylen and Carpenter’s (2019, 143) analysis of
200 public opinion polls on torture and targeted killings
finds that they are often “structured discursively in ways
likely to discount or weaken, rather than strengthen,
respondents’ understanding of the essential character of
important international laws and legal debates.”

If this is true of public opinion polls, could this critique
also apply to survey experiments in political science?
Consider a typical survey experiment aiming to explore
the effects of international law. In that experiment, a
control group reads a fictional scenario on an international
issue, and a treatment group reads the same fictional
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scenario—only with a sentence added that specifies which
course of action would or would not be consistent with
international law. This type of scenario already constitutes
a form of pedagogical hypothetical similar to a war game.
The respondent is asked to imagine how reality works
given a scenario and, from there, to signal a policy
preference. Daniel and Musgrave (2017) demonstrate that
imagined experiences, produced by exposure to immersive
fiction, stimulate the same cognitive processes that experi-
ences in the real world provoke—and can replace accurate
information in the minds of those exposed.”

Indeed, the structure of the experiment may socialize
the various respondents into an understanding of the very
international law whose effects are being measured. This
could occur in a part of a survey frame that Lipari (2000,
201) refers to as the “preface” to a survey question: a
statement that often contains facts or relevant parameters
and precedes the question. The preface “may not only
focus and set the stage for questions, but also contain
misinformation that perpetuates ideologically charged
distortions or misconceptions.” Through using a preface,
the researcher is thus not simply priming the respondent
to test an effect but is also explicitly educating the
respondent as to what the law is and what it says. Nylen
and Carpenter (2019) suggest three significant ways in
which exposure to the treatment may either dispel or
create substantive perceptions, or misperceptions, about
the nature of the law.

First, the nature of the treatment question signals which
international laws may matter. In cases where multiple
international instruments could be relevant or where there
are multiple avenues of legal debate, framing the debate in
one way versus another can be politically significant. Sarah
Kreps (2014), for example, critiques pollsters for incorpor-
ating contested government claims, such as the combatant
status of terrorists; yet her own survey experiment also
incorporates the contested claim that war law (where
combatant status matters) is the appropriate legal frame
for drone strikes that often happen outside hot battlefields.
Similarly, James Walsh’s (2015) study of US civilian cas-
ualty aversion used scenarios set in Pakistan and Yemen,
whereas no state of armed conflict exists between the
United States and either country. Although his experiment
is sufficient to test his theories about American casualty
aversion, it also incorporates contested assumptions about
which setofinternational laws or policy tools is appropriate.

Second, legal treatments are an opportunity to explain
to the respondent what international law says: that is, what
is prescribed or proscribed by the law.” Sometimes, for the
treatment group at least, this communicates accurate and
relevant information. For example, in the preface to his
survey questions on torture, Wallace (2013) defines tor-
ture as “severe pain or suffering,” which is consistent with
the treaty definition. To a public poorly versed in inter-
national law, participating in this survey may provide a
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significant moment of knowledge dissemination, one that
may resonate with the participant long after it is com-
pleted. In other cases, however, survey experiments pro-
vide a partial or even erronecous understanding of
international legal norms. In Valentino and Weinberg’s
(2017) study of whether genocide language affects
respondents’ willingness to intervene to stop mass killing,
participants are exposed to “experts” characterizing such
killings as either “genocide” or “intentional killing of
civilians” and then asked not only their policy preferences
but also whether they think the killings deserve the label
genocide. However, they are not provided any informa-
tion on the legal definition of genocide. Although one
could argue that Valentino and Weinberg meant to cap-
ture colloquial understandings rather than legal under-
standings, we wonder about the side effects on respondent
understandings of important legal concepts and how they
may shape normative debate.

Third, survey experiments often prime respondents to
describe under what conditions they would support vio-
lating an international norm/law. This can affect under-
standings of the substance of the norm, because as
Shannon (2000) explains, the content of international
legal norms includes not simply prescriptions/proscrip-
tions but also parameters: conditions under which they are
meant to apply or not. International laws vary by how
many “exceptions to the rule” they may have: for example,
the resort to force is legal under some conditions, but
torture and rape are legal under none. By prompting
respondents, with respect to an absolute prohibition
norm, to state the conditions under which they would
support breaking that norm, researchers deliberately invite
them to misunderstand the norm itself. The essential
intersubjective character of norms (Jurkovich 2019)
means that manipulating international law as a variable
may give uninformed populations the impression that
prohibitions are more flexible than they are.

Meanwhile, in most control groups, international legal
considerations are absent. In two separate studies on
whether international law influences attitudes toward
torture, Geoffrey Wallace asks respondents to imagine a
hypothetical scenario in which captured combatants
might be tortured in order to extract potentially helpful
information. Wallace improves on public opinion polls by
explaining to his treatment group that such methods
would violate international law and explains that the
methods would constitute torture under the relevant
treaties (2013, 2014). In neither of these studies, however,
is the control group exposed to information on the status
of these acts under international law, even after the
experiment ended. A study by Adam Chilton and Mila
Versteeg (2016) exhibits a similar difficulty: whereas the
treatment group is exposed to some information on the
status of torture in international law, the control group is
not. Depending on their fluency in international law at the

https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592720002376 Published online by Cambridge University Press

outset of the experiment, such participants leave the
experiment uninformed and perhaps more poorly
informed than before.

Rather than being a “null,” Carpenter and Montgomery
(2020) have argued this is a kind of priming in itself that
cues the participant to believe the law is irrelevant or
nonexistent: what they call priming by omission. Indeed,
entire experiments using scenarios in which international
law is highly relevant have been undertaken without
reference to international legal obligations in either the
control or treatment groups (Gartner 2008; Horowitz
2016; Tomz and Weeks 2013; Valentino and Weinberg
2017). For example, in a study on torture, Conrad and
coauthors (2015) offered respondents “ticking time
bomb” scenarios with varying tactical primes but did not
include references to the categorical illegality of torture.
Similarly, Horowitz (2016) conducted a study on attitudes
toward autonomous weapons while varying the effective-
ness of the weapons, their operational necessity, and the
number of US troops saved, but did not ask respondents to
weigh these factors against the legality or wisdom of
outsourcing targeting decisions to machines or against
the possibility of civilian deaths. We are aware of two
other survey experiments on nuclear strikes that do not
mention the illegality of indiscriminate weapons, each
focusing instead on practical, strategic, and ethical con-
cerns (Press, Sagan, and Valentino 2013; Rathbun and
Stein 2019). Through omission, participants in these
studies are “primed” to discount international law, which
may not only affect the research findings but also influence
their understanding of the relevant factors guiding analo-
gous policy decisions in the real world.

Although it may be argued that survey experiments have
lictle overall effect on wider public understandings because
they reach so few respondents, we also hypothesize these
effects may be amplified when they are publicized through
the media and among beltway stakeholders. As Kreps
(2014, 3) pointed out in her analysis of drone polling,
“the public’s enthusiasm has become part of the political
narrative and shaped the boundaries of the conversation.”
Nylen and Carpenter (2019, 160) hypothesize that the
circulation of survey top-lines in mass media “greatly
expands their audiences and penetrates the US public
discourse, possibly constituting a key linking mechanism
between individual polls and wider political understand-
ings.” We suspect the same may be true of widely publi-
cized survey experimental research by political scientists.

For example, we analyzed media reactions to Sagan and
Valentino’s (2017) article and identified 30 discrete media
responses. Several were reprinted in multiple news sources,
with a slightly disproportionate amount of coverage com-
ing from what MediaBiasChart codes as the “hyper-
partisan right-wing” media. For example, Daily Caller, a
source that falls into MediaBiasChart’s “Red Rectangle,”®
published a piece with the title “Americans Wouldn’t
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Really Mind if We Just Nuked Somebody,” describing the
findings as if they were a good thing’:

Americans are much more comfortable with the idea of solving
global problems with nuclear weapons, according to a new study.
The U.S. faces threats from Russia, China, North Korea, and
Iran, as three of these countries have developed weapons systems
capable of delivering nuclear payloads to U.S. cities, and one is a
sponsor of global terrorist activities and a rising nuclear catastro-
phe waiting to happen. With all options on the table, the Trump
administration is reportedly considering the possibility of a
military optionin North Korea, with some considering similar
options in Iran.

According to Nylen and Carpenter’s research on media-
based public opinion polls, both the survey effects and the
media effects may have a cumulative impact on wider
understandings of international norms. Political commu-
nication research demonstrates that individuals may not
seek out conversations with their peers on controversial
political issues for fear of confrontation or uncomfortable
social situations (Mutz 2002). This creates a situation in
which individual poll respondents are insulated from
outside competing elite and non-elite opinions, making
it easier to respond to subtle framing effects with counter-
humanitarian preferences. The distribution of counter-
humanitarian top-lines could create an impression among
stakeholders or the public that norms are weak, further
socializing individuals into considering extreme measures
through social cues and the lens of dramatic threat mis-
perception (Kertzer and Zeitzoff 2017).

If borne out, these hypotheses would pose a serious
challenge to the burgeoning literature that uses survey
experiments to test international law effects. If nothing
else, researchers such as ourselves have a methodological
interest in minimizing or controlling effects of the research
on our objects of study. In our view, we also have an ethical
obligation to ensure that any adverse effects on public
understandings, particularly those known to enable mass
violence, be noted and minimized. In the next section, we
discuss how we tested the impact of survey experiments on
international law understandings using a survey experi-
ment to explore these potential side effects empirically. We
find support for these hypotheses generated in the critical
political communication literature and argue this is a
cautionary tale for IR scholars.

Research Design and Findings

To test the impact of survey experiment participation on
respondent understandings of international law, we reana-
lyzed a dataset created as part of an augmented replication
of Sagan and Valentino’s famous (2017) survey experi-
ment. Sagan and Valentino had surveyed 780 Americans
about whether they would agree to an airstrike on a city in
Iran that would kill 100,000 or more civilians, if it meant
they could end a war and save the lives 0£20,000 US troops.
Sagan and Valentino’s respondents read a fictional news
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story about a war in Iran that began with a surprise Iranian
attack on a US aircraft carrier, leading to a costly ground
war. Respondents were told the president was considering a
proposal from the Joint Chiefs to conduct a “shock” strike
onan Iranian civilian city with the idea of forcing an Iranian
surrender. There was no mention in the vignette that this
would violate the Geneva Conventions (as might be indi-
cated by a line in the fictional news story reporting oppos-
ition to the idea from human rights NGOs). Instead,
respondents were cued to believe that the US military
thought intentionally killing 100,000 civilians was a per-
missible option: the vignette stated, “The Chairman of the
Joint Chief of Staff delivered a report to the President
including an option called the ‘shock strategy.”” Respond-
ents were then asked to choose how strongly they would
lean toward one of two options. The question read:

“Given the facts described in the article, if you had to choose
between launching the strike against the Iranian city or continu-
ing the ground war against Iran, which option would you prefer?”

STRONGLY PREFER TO STRONGLY PREFER TO
CONTINUE GROUND WAR LAUNCH STRIKE
1 2 3 4 5 6

In a paper published earlier this year Carpenter and
Montgomery (2020) replicated this experiment on an
additional 2,500 Americans—with 10 different additional
treatment groups to better explore both the effects of
international law and the potential framing effects in the
original experiment (also see Carpenter and Montgomery
2019). In that paper, we found that respondents were
actually quite sensitive to international law knowledge,
information, and priming in ways that increased their
willingness to risk US soldiers to save civilians. We con-
cluded that the earlier support for a strike had been
inflated, because respondents had been primed to discount
ethical reasoning by a fictional scenario that expressed a
dilemma in purely tactical terms.

In Carpenter and Montgomery (2020), we were able to
examine the effect of international law on respondent
answers because, unlike Sagan and Valentino’s original
experiment, respondents were not only asked about their
strike preference in the survey. Respondents also received a
bank of questions independently about whether they
believed it was legal to target civilians directly in a war.
For example, respondents were asked this question:

As far as you know, which statement is more correct?

> Under international law, it is sometimes permissible to
directly and intentionally attack the civilian population
in war.

> Under international law, it is never permissible to intention-
ally and directly attack the civilian population in war.

Some of the respondents received this question before
being asked whether to bomb Iran, and some received it
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after: this study design not only enabled us to isolate how
much understandings of the content of international law
affected expressed preferences but also made it possible to
analyze the reverse: how much expressing a preference for
or againsta war crime affects citizen understanding of whar
is legal. Although we did not explore this latter question in
that earlier paper, a reanalysis of the same data allows us to
do so here. Thus we test the first of Nylen and Carpenter’s
(2019) hypotheses:

(H1): Being invited to express an opinion abour whether to commit a
war crime may affect respondents’ understanding of the relevant
international law itself:

Does Being Invited to Endorse War Crimes Affect
Understandings of What Is Criminal?

Our findings on H1 and its implications are striking and
confirm Nylen and Carpenter’s (2019) Hypothesis 1: the
percentage of people giving the correct answer to the
“Law Knowledge” question dropped dramatically—from
81% to 68%—when the Iran Scenario question was asked
first (see Figure 1).

Our initial intuition was that this drop was caused by
motivated or consistency bias. Perhaps those who were
first asked the survey question and were supportive of
saturation bombing would believe (or be motivated to tell
themselves) that international law allows for certain excep-
tions (Kunda 1990). Indeed, this is precisely how norms
work: when actors believe in a norm but are motivated to
violate it, they often look for ways to argue that the act in
question is actually in some way consistent with the norm
or that the norm does not apply in this particular situ-
ation.” This kind of reasoning may indeed have had some
influence, because the difference between the “before” and
“after” groups was largest for those respondents who
signaled they preferred the strike. Those expressing a
preference for saturation bombing the city answered the
Law Knowledge question correctly 75% of the time when
it was asked before the “Iran Scenario” question, but
correct responses dropped from 75% to 57% if they were
asked about the legality of targeted civilians after already
expressing a preference for bombing the city.

More disturbingly, however—and contrary to the
motivated reasoning thesis—we observed a similar, if
smaller, detrimental effect on correct answers to the
“Law Knowledge” question among those who did #nor
prefer the strike. Of these, 86% answered the “Law
Knowledge” question correctly if it was asked first, com-
pared to only 80% if they were asked about the legality of
targeting civilians after being asked to consider whether to
strike the city, although this effect was only significant at
the p < 0.1 level. Thus, even among those inclined to
oppose saturation bombing of civilians for ethical or
political reasons (in which case motivated reasoning would
suggest the opposite finding), simply being asked to

consider expressing a preference regarding a war crime
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Figure 1
Percentage of Respondents with Correct Law
Knowledge
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Note: Significance testing indicates a difference of means test.
Regression with interaction terms shows the same result. We also
tested a variety of demographic variables; in each case, we found
that the interaction terms were insignificant, indicating that the
treatment is not limited to a certain subset of the population.

seems to reduce some respondents’ understanding of
whether the act in question is actually prohibited under
international law. And this effect is strong enough to
counter any reverse-motivated reasoning, where those
opposing the strike might be inclined to insist the law
was on their side.

Simply put, when respondents are invited to consider
an act that runs counter to the laws of war, with no
information about whether this is legal or ethical but rather
only a set of tactical primes suggesting it would be
beneficial, they are likelier not only to choose the war
crime, as demonstrated in Carpenter and Montgomery’s
original (2020) paper, but also to leave the experiment
believing that such an act is legally permissible. The very
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Reflection | Breaking Bad?

act of responding to a thought experiment of this type
appears to have a socializing effect on respondents, poten-
tially inoculating them against the stopping power of
international norms.

Does Media Coverage of Norm “Weakness”
Further Weaken Norms?

Building on Nylen and Carpenter’s research, we also
wanted to know whether knowledge of earlier survey
results implying that norms were weak (whether accurately
or not) could pose an additional weakening effect on
norms. One of the 10 experimental treatment groups
embedded in Carpenter and Montgomery’s (2020) aug-
mented replication of Sagan and Valentino’s (2017) data
enabled us to test a second hypothesis:

(H2): Knowledge of Sagan and Valentino’s earlier survey result,
implying that many Americans would choose to target civilians,
would weaken the constraining effect of international law on
expressed preferences.

In the treatment group in the Carpenter and Montgom-
ery survey from which we derive our finding, respondents
received the same information as every other treatment
group with one exception: Sagan and Valentino’s original
question was rephrased as follows, to incorporate informa-
tion about Sagan and Valentino’s original finding.

“Given the facts described in the article, [previous surveys have
shown that a majority of Americans would prefer to launch the
strike instead of continuing the ground war. If] you had to choose
between launching the strike against the Iranian civilians or
continuing the ground war against Iran, which option would
you prefer?”’

STRONGLY PREFER TO STRONGLY PREFER TO
CONTINUE GROUND WAR LAUNCH STRIKE
1 2 3 4 5 6

As predicted, we found that providing information
from the previous survey result that favored bombing
the city itself further eroded restraint against targeting
civilians (see Figure 2).

We arrived at this conclusion by comparing the ratio of
“strike” to “don’t strike” answers for respondents who felt
strongly one way or another—demonstrated by choosing
eithera “1” ora “6” on the scale—and dropping out those
respondents who registered weak preferences. We chose
this approach because respondents who chose more
ambivalent answers were not registering preferences so
much as protesting against the absence of a “Don’t Know”
button.'” Of all the individuals who got no survey infor-
mation and who felt strongly about striking (6) or not
striking (1), 58% chose the strike. This number—the ratio
of those who choose to strike the city out of all respondents
who feel strongly one way or another—jumps to 70% in
the group that had information about the previous survey
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Figure 2

Effect of Providing Information that “a Majority
of Americans Preferred a Strike in a Previous
Survey” on Strong Strike Preferences (n = 259)

100% -

P=0.081"

70%

75% -

58%

50% -

25% -

Strike Support (strong preferences only)

0% -

finding. This increase is statistically significant (p = 0.081).
Overall, strong support for the strike (6) increased from
21% to 26%; strong support against the strike (for the
ground war) fell from 15% to 11%.

We found further evidence for the impact of this effect by
examining respondents’ explanations for their answers,
comparing the open-ended comments in the treatment
group who heard about the eatlier survey to the comments
of those who did 7ot hear about the earlier survey before
giving their answer. For those respondents who leaned
toward the strike, we coded both sets of comments quali-
tatively to understand how participants justified their
answers.'' We found a range of explanations for striking
the city, including thatanything was justifiable to win a war;
or that the situation seemed like the Hiroshima scenario
and therefore must be justified; or that American lives must
come first; or that the strike would actually protect both
civilians and combatants by ending the war sooner.

Comparing those respondents who received the infor-
mation about the earlier survey to those who did not, we
found insignificant differences on most of the codes,
but we did find a significant difference in two codes:
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“Americans First” and “Protect Civilians.” “Americans
First” is a code that aims to capture nationalist sentiment
prioritizing US lives or interests above the protection of
foreign civilians. For example, one respondent explained
his answer this way: “I would rather see other people killed
than more of my fellow Americans that are protecting us.”
Even though some participants acknowledged that civilian
lives should be protected as well, when forced to choose
between two terrible options as Sagan and Valentino
constructed the original survey, many wrote comments
like this: “Airstrikes are horrific... the collateral damage is
irresponsible. But, all things considered, airstrikes lessen
US casualties.”

Another interesting, less frequent pattern was a positive
attitude toward protecting civilians, even among those
who leaned toward the strike. Some respondents whose
remarks were coded as “Protect Civilians” believed that, if
the strike ended the war, then it would ultimately save
civilian lives: “They might surrender faster, resulting in
fewer military deaths and fewer civilian deaths.” Others
indicated a faith in the US military to evacuate the city
before the bombing: “I know most citizens of that country
are told before air strikes. So those people can move away
from the area,” one typed. Some respondents simply wrote
that they felt torn between competing ethical values: “I
would rather keep our soldiers safe, but hate the idea of
killing innocent women and children.”

We found the number of respondents who exhibited an
“Americans First” mentality in their answers jumped from
38% to 45% among the treatment group who heard about
the earlier survey finding. In other words, hearing that a
majority of ones’ fellow Americans would prefer the strike,
even without knowing what their rationales for that strike
would be, seemed to exacerbate a desire to prioritize
American lives over Iranian lives, even among those who
knew it meant violating the laws of war. Moreover, among
this treatment group, the moderating effect of concern for
protecting civilians dropped in half, from nearly 8% of
lean pro-strike comments in the control group to 4% of
lean pro-strike comments in the treatment group.

Discussion and Conclusion

Odur results show that being asked to express a preference
regarding a war crime such as targeting civilians, without
being given any information about the laws of war, not
only predisposes citizens toward behavior that would
violate international humanitarian law but also can under-
mine their understanding of what is permissible under the
laws of war. Our findings also suggest that circulating such
results through the media can compound the counter-
socializing effect of the original experiment. Citizens are
sensitive to hearing what their fellow citizens think of the
use of force and seem more likely to approve of commit-
ting a war crime if they have heard that a majority would
also approve of doing so.
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These findings are politically important given that new
research on norm contestation and decay suggests that
norms are at risk when public perceptions of their con-
cordance—that s, intersubjective agreement that they are
valid—unravel (Sandholtz 2019). Moreover, this can
happen over time when actors persistently chip away at
the content of a norm by conceptually expanding the
scope conditions beyond which it is understood not to
apply (Deitelhoff and Zimmermann 2019, 11). Opinion
polls on public (mis)understanding of norms may con-
struct and then carry those meanings to the wider public,
having a recursive effect on norm decay.

This leaves analysts of US public opinion and the laws
of war, such as ourselves, in an ethical and methodological
quandary. On the one hand, citizen morality on the use of
force matters politically, so it is important to understand
it. On the other hand, researchers invested in valid find-
ings must aim to avoid affecting our subject matter in
either direction as it is being measured. Further, we would
argue that researchers like ourselves also have a moral
obligation to avoid influencing public opinion in ways
that are likelier to remove constraints against war crimes—
because we know that it is partly citizens” belief in the
illegality of certain acts that reduces support for them
(Wallace 2019). This perhaps applies most of all to
researchers such as ourselves who study mass violence,
much as war correspondents are argued to have particular
ethical obligations to report from conflict zones in ways
that disseminate facts while avoiding the pitfalls by which
the media can be used to inflame conflict situations
(Galtung and Ruge 1965; Lynch 2015; Lynch and
McGoldrick 2005).

Accordingly, we outline three ways that we, as experi-
mental researchers interested in international law, might
leverage the insights of this study to create improved
research designs and facilitate the study of international
law effects through experimental methods. We invite other
researchers both to join us and to assist us in brainstorming
additional practical solutions.

First, we think an area worthy of deliberation among
researchers is how to offset any confusion by respondents
on the status of international law documented here. For
our part, in future studies that we conduct on attitudes
toward international law, we pledge to provide all respond-
ents, even those in the control group, the correct infor-
mation on the status of international law—affer they
answer the question of interest to the dependent variable.
Since eatlier research shows that accurate knowledge of
war law reduces support for war crimes, this approach
would potentially counteract any conditioning effect
of the experiment (Carpenter and Montgomery 2020;
Wallace 2019)."* In short, given the potential for such
experiments to misinform and mislead, we will aim to
follow standard IRB practice and disciplinary ethical

guidelines for experiments involving deception—even
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when deception is inadvertent rather than intentional
(Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2016). We hope other
researchers will join us in doing so.

Second, although we acknowledge the value of survey
experiments for understanding some dynamics in moral
decision making, we also encourage scholars of inter-
national law to think more broadly about how these
experiments can be designed both to offset ethical quan-
daries and garner more sophisticated methodological find-
ings. We have found that the use of open-ended survey
questions allows a more nuanced analysis than is possible
through highly delimited closed-ended answers to experi-
mental survey scenarios (Schaffer 2014). Qualitatively
analyzed open-ended questions can allow participants to
elaborate and even change their minds as they develop
their answers, which, as Hochschild (1981, 238), argues is
a more accurate way to capture moral thinking on complex
social issues: “People do not make simple statements, they
shade, modulate, deny, retract.... These manifestations of
uncertainty are just as meaningful and interesting as the
definitive statements of a belief system.” In Zaller and
Feldman’s (1992, 585) parlance, therefore, researchers
might look not for definitive attitudes but rather consider-
ations: “reasons for favoring one side of an issue rather than
another.” Such an open-ended strategy, in which a
respondent is informed of the debate and asked to com-
ment, risks neither priming respondents nor creating any
biased or erroneous perceptions.

Third, we think attention must be paid by political
scientists to survey vignettes as forms of political commu-
nication. Based on our findings here, in our work we will
aim to ensure that fictional vignettes accurately reflect the
array of political arguments that might be present in a real-
world debate, rather than favoring arguments likely to
prime participants, such as implying that the Joint Chiefs
believe the plan to be permissible.’” We argue that any
vignettes in which citizens are asked to contemplate war
crimes include language making clear that these acts would
be seen as war crimes by relevant experts, international
organizations and NGOs, and some political elites. It is
possible to ask respondents how they would feel if the
United States were to break international law, without
leading them to believe the law itself is permissive (or “too
strict”) when it comes to important human rights norms.
We hope others will join us in this path.

Finally, we should discuss as a research community
whether measuring citizen support for war crimes is the
best or only way to measure norm strength. The literature
on norm contestation and decay suggests a number of ways
to evaluate norm robustness, in addition to looking strictly
at whether citizens would approve of norm violations. For
example, one indicator of norm robustness is third-party
reactions to noncompliance (Deitelhoff and Zimmermann
2019; Wiener 2018). Researchers interested in the
strength of the nuclear taboo could, for example, ask
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citizens how their country should respond to violations
of that taboo by another actor—rather than asking them to
what extent they would approve of the United States
violating the taboo itself. Such questions affirm the taboo
by inviting participants to consider how to respond, while
allowing them freedom to contest the taboo itself
unprompted in open-ended questions. Although we are
not yet certain whether we would be willing to limit
ourselves to this approach, we would welcome a conver-
sation about the relative merits of this and other ideas.

To address the implications of our second finding on
media amplification, we suggest that scholars be delibera-
tive in the way in which we publicize experimental survey
findings that risk weakening norms, even when the find-
ings are accurate. Given that publicizing a study demon-
strating norm weakness could further weaken a norm that
holds violence at bay, there may be an ethical duty to frame
the finding in ways that are likeliest to minimize harm. For
example, a follow-up study by Haworth, Sagan, and
Valentino (2019) on nuclear strikes against North Korea
showed that two-thirds of Americans would oppose them.
The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists’ press release empha-
sized the one-third of Americans who would agree with
the strikes, and the study argued that this confirmed the
immunity norm was weak: “As we have previously found,
the U.S. public exhibits only limited aversion to nuclear
weapons use and a shocking willingness to support the
killing of enemy civilians” (Haworth, Sagan and Valentino
2019, 182). Unsurprisingly, press coverage ran with head-
lines such as “One Third of Americans Would Support a
Nuclear Strike on North Korea, Researchers Say.” 14 \What
might have happened had the press release presented the
exact same finding with the opposite framing, emphasizing
the majority view and reporting (without emphasizing) the
views of the “hawkish minority?” In our case, we would
weigh various framings and their potential for benefit or
harm as we promoted our work in the public domain, and
we again encourage our colleagues to join us.

These ideas and solutions are not exhaustive; we mean
to provoke a debate rather than decisively end one. Our
wider point (which has been made by many scholars before
us in both critical and “quantum” IR scholarship) is that
researchers have choices about how we engage with public
understandings of the norms we study, as well as an ethical
obligation to engage responsibly—even if we adopt the
fiction, in our methodologies, that we are apart from the
worlds we study (Cox 1981; Wendt 2015).

This call for scholars to consider the real-world political
implications of social science survey research extends a
robust body of critical literature on reflexivity and the
sociology of knowledge in international relations
(Haraway 1988; Vitalis 2015). Broadly defined, being
reflexive “is to actively ‘turn or bend back,’ to take account
of the self in relation to other subjects and objects,” which
offers IR scholars the opportunity to potentially “tease out


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592720002376

the subtle ways in which the field may be informed by larger
institutional and discursive structures of power” (Eagleton-
Pierce 2011, 806). Over the past three decades, the “reflex-
ive turn” has taken on two primary perspectives: a meta-
theoretical, “epistemic-normative” one and, increasingly,
an interest in extending reflexive practices to empirical IR
(Ackerly and True 2008; Hamati-Ataya 2013).

Our methodological suggestions here—to integrate
open-ended questions into survey experiments, to include
post-experiment correctives for priming effects, and to
reflect on the ways in which researchers influence the
intersubjective content of the intersubjective norms they
study—offer systematic ways for scholars to integrate
reflexive practices into empirical IR and perhaps aid in
transcending bifurcations between “‘explanatory’ and
‘constitutive’ theory” (Hamati-Ataya 2010, 1080; also
see Jackson 2015).

Through these and other strategies, we encourage
scholars studying public and elite opinion on the laws of
war to heed Robert Keohane’s advice on responsible
scholarship in his essay, “Political Science as a Vocation”:
to ask questions and to do so in ways that could conceiv-
ably matter in making the world a berrer rather than a
worse place—and to be cognizant of and reflective on our
power as scientific authorities (Keohane 2009). These are
arguments long made by critical and reflectivisc IR
scholars, ethnographers, and particularly those studying
social relations in conflict zones (Ackerly, Stern, and True
2006; Pachirat 2017; Smyth and Robinson 2001). But we
note Keohane’s remarks because we argue that this sens-
ibility—to reflect on our role in our subject matter and
account in ethical ways for the effects of our work on the
world we study—should not be limited to critical schol-
arship. Rather, we see this as a cornerstone of all good
science.”> As Kevin Young (2020) puts it:

The role of moral values aren’t absent from this process, but
rather are understood to be an integral part of it — with the
operative point being that the ultimate goal of scientific know-
ledge is to produce a set of facts that even someone who did not
share our values would find compelling (Jackson 2015: 946)...
this capacious understanding of science...suggests that many of
the sharp critiques of the “partial perspective” of researchers...
and the value-laden nature of concepts and their histories, can be
considered as part of the conversation for the improvement of the
scientific enterprise, rather than motivations for discarding it.”

Indeed, important empirical, even quantitative, work in
political science and legal studies has begun to document
the partial and even biased perspectives hidden in main-
stream scholarship on international law and relations in
ways that test (and sometimes confirm) interpretive and
critical perspectives, as well as offering mechanisms for
scholars to be conscious of and control for these implicit
biases (Chilton and Posner 2015; Rathbun 2012).

For conflict researchers using critical, ethnographic or
qualitative methods, these practical, personal and political
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dilemmas are often front and center of the way they orient
us as scholars and as people toward the research enterprise:
what Sarah E. Parkinson (2018) refers to, in the title of her
essay memorializing Lee Ann Fujii, as “being human in
political science.” Indeed, the late Fujii (2012, 717)
encouraged a consideration of ethical quandaries in the
conduct, dissemination, and use of all types of political
science research: “Producers and consumers of political
science research need to contemplate the ambiguous and
oftentimes uncomfortable dimensions of research ethics,
lest we create a discipline that is ‘non-ethical,” or worse,
unethical.”

Survey experimentalists studying attitudes toward inter-
national humanitarian law may be less attuned to these
research dilemmas than field researchers in conflict zones,
but our findings suggest that the need to reflect on our role
in our research and minimize harm is no less imperative,
especially when studying (and perhaps subtly shaping)
attitudes enabling and constraining war crimes. This
imperative—not only to research responsibly but also to
engage responsibly—becomes even more urgent as we
choose when, where, and how to disseminate our findings
to stakeholders and the wider public.'®

At minimum, as survey experimentalists collect data, we
must be cautious not to overdetermine the results in ways
that undermine the intersubjective protective power of
international ethical norms, provide elites a road map to
manufacturing consent for war crimes, encourage citizens
to whitewash or justify terrible acts, or otherwise lay a
foundation for placing vulnerable populations at greater
risk of political violence.

Notes

1 For the purposes of this article, we use the term
“international law” to refer to the provisions of codi-
fied treaty law and international “norms” to refer to
the intersubjectively agreed-on ethical standards that
are sometimes, but not always, expressed in treaty
provisions.

2 See the Altmetric bookmarklet for “Revisiting Hiro-
shima in Iran,” https://www.altmetric.com/
details/23376728/news.

3 Although we cannot generalize beyond the US case
due to the nature of the sample, it is plausible that this
effect may hold in other country contexts as well.

4 Active learning practitioners and analysts who have
studied why war gaming works emphasize the way in
which hypothetical scenarios engage learning pro-
cesses (Pauly 2018; Perla and McGrady 2011).

5 Although some (e.g., Hurd 2017) will argue that the
“correct” meaning of international law is never settled,
this is more true for some norms than for others, in
which the content of the legal norm is ambiguous or
has many scope conditions. Our research, like much of
the work described here, focuses on very concrete
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12

prohibition norms, such as the norm against torture or
against targeting civilians. Although it is true that the
concept of who is a civilian may be fuzzy, the pro-
hibition against targeting civilians is quite clear.
MediaBiasChart codes news sources according to both
partisan bias and overall quality, with the partisan bias
grid varying (on the horizontal axis) from Hyperpar-
tisan Left to Hyperpartisan Right (through “skews left/
right” and “neutral”) and with the overall quality grid
covering a vertical-axis continuum between “Original
Fact Reporting” to “Contains Inaccurate/Fabricated
Info.” Sources are then categorized to where they fall
on a grid, with sources in the “Red Rectangle” con-
taining both extreme partisan skew and propensity
toward fake news, or what MediaBiasChart calls
“Nonsense Damaging to Public Discourse.” “Media
Bias Chart: Version 4.0.” Ad Fontes Media. Accessed
June 23, 2019. hteps://www.adfontesmedia.com/.
Ryan Pickrell, 2017. “Americans Wouldn’t Really
Mind if We Just Nuked Somebody.” Daily Caller.
August 4. heeps://dailycaller.com/2017/08/04/
americans-wouldnt-really-mind-if-we-just-nuked-
somebody/. Accessed June 23, 2019.

See Shannon (2000) for an analysis of the political
psychology with which actors account for their norm
violations by convincing themselves that the act in
question falls outside the scope of a norm. See Panke
and Petersohn (2012) on how “applicatory justifica-
tion” can potentially weaken norms by narrowing
their scope. See also Hurd (2017) and Bizds (2017) on
how law can be used to justify illegal or immoral
behavior.

Brackets omitted in actual survey.

We saw similar, but less statistically significant, results
when including more ambivalent answers (2, 3, 4, and
5): including all answers, we saw an increase in pref-
erences to strike the city from 54% to 61% (p =
0.1097, n = 739); excluding only the most ambivalent
(those who chose 3 or 4 on a 6-point scale) resulted in
an increase in strike preference from 57% to 64% (p =
0.1732, n = 456).

Open-ended comments were analyzed through a
grounded-theory approach first by a team of two
undergraduate coders and then coded independently
by these two coders using a code scheme developed by
one of the coauthors. The two coders achieved an
average inter-rater reliability score of 91.5. Mis-
matched codes were adjudicated by the researcher for
accuracy; ambiguous codes were adjudicated through
a consensus coding process. The codebook is available
on request.

Although it would not seem appropriate for
researchers to express moral values in an experiment,
the dissemination of factual information seems
appropriate because it is a social fact about the world.
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13 In reality, as Colin Kahl (2007) details, US military
doctrine would make it extremely unlikely that top
generals would approve of such a terrible war crime.

14 Simon Denyer, “One Third of Americans Would
Support a Nuclear Strike on North Korea, Researchers
Say,” Washington Post, June 25, 2019, p. 4; see also
Kelsey Piper, “Americans Are Terrifyingly Supportive
of Nuking Civilians,” Vox, June 26, 2019.

15 By “science” here we adopt Patrick Jackson’s (2011)
formulation and refer to both explanatory and
descriptive work that involves systematic claims about
social and political arrangements.

16 This imperative, for example, forms the basis for new
efforts within the discipline to encourage responsible
engagement, such as the Sie Center’s Responsible
Engagement Board at University of Denver. See Sie
Center, “The Three Rs: Rigor, Reliability, and
Responsibility,” Political Violence atr a Glance, May
21, 2019. htep://politicalviolenceataglance.
org/2019/05/21/the-three-rs-rigor-relevance-and-
responsibility-in-policy-engaged-research/. Accessed
June 21, 2020.
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