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Abstract 
There are a multitude of influences on presidential decisions to use military force 

-- pre-tenure life experiences, domestic politics, and so on. The three papers that 

comprise this dissertation, each formatted as separate journal articles, are linked 

thematically and interrogate the impact of such variables.  

The first article, entitled “To Underpin or Undermine? Interbranch Relations and 

the Use of Military Force,” provides an overview of extant literature in the field. 

Interdisciplinary scholarship provides insight into the influence of interbranch politics 

on decisions to use military force in the American context. To appreciate this influence, 

however, requires an understanding of the changing relationship between the executive 

and legislative branches of government and the impact of public opinion on both 

branches of government. This review finds that our understanding of these factors is 

incomplete and requires further study. Interpretations of war powers between the two 

branches, for example, have evolved from their original conception in the Constitution, 

creating a perception of a power imbalance between them. Because this view (however 

valid) raises questions of accountability, further scrutiny of the perceived imbalance is 

warranted. Equally important, since history demonstrates that politics do not stop at the 

water’s edge, is the influence of public opinion. Manipulated public opinion especially 

becomes an important, but not well-understood, variable in a complicated give-and-take 



 

 
v 

that involves both branches in their response to, and capacity to shape, public opinion --

a dynamic that could be construed as either underpinning or undermining America’s 

democracy.  

The second article, “Toward an Understanding of American Presidents’ 

Decisions to Use Military Force,” builds on the literature that traces life experiences to 

these decisions, and provides evidence that leader-centric explanations and system-

centric explanations are not mutually exclusive. It specifically complements research by 

Horowitz et al. (2015), who explore the biographical traits that contribute to a world 

leader’s “risk” score -- an index for the narrow choice to enter an interstate conflict. The 

article identifies the features that drive American presidents’ (1945-2000) riskiness and 

refines Horowitz et al.’s measurement of leader risk. The revised risk scores differ from 

the assessments of surveyed historians, and an explanation is provided by examining an 

outlying case, President Jimmy Carter and the Iran hostage crisis.  

Finally, the third article entitled “The Essence of Reporting:  Why Presidents 

Notify Congress Consistent with The War Powers Resolution (WPR),” takes a closer 

look at a law designed to constrain a president’s ability to use military force and 

encourage greater coordination between the executive and legislative branches of 

government regarding the initiation of hostilities. Since its passage in 1973, the WPR 

appears to have mostly become an administrative notification process that preserves a 

president’s authority to deploy troops for combat for extended periods of time without 
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requiring the type of Congressional consultation originally envisioned in the statute. 

While this has been well-documented in existing literature, another question is worth 

exploring:  Why are there times when presidents go along with reporting requirements 

and other times when they do not? Indeed, presidents frequently, but do not always, 

report to Congress consistent with the WPR’s provisions (specifically the 48-hour 

notification requirement and the 60-day deployment threshold absent subsequent 

authorization). This article seeks to investigate this inconsistent record to determine 

what circumstances make presidents more or less likely to comply. To do so, it employs 

a novel dataset of both WPR-related presidential notifications and non-notifications 

from 1973-2014. Doing so reveals a key aspect of interbranch politics that underpins 

decisions to use military force, namely, that presidents appear to abide by the law when 

the political benefits exceed the political costs. 
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Introduction   
The United States has been in a state of undeclared war for nearly the past two 

decades, the results of which will impact generations. The sheer volume of military 

operations suggests military force is far from a means of last resort, but is this the case, 

and if so, why? Do these decisions go unchecked? As an active duty army officer who 

has participated in recent conflicts, this dissertation was motivated by a desire to better 

understand the dynamics that lead our nation to use force. This dissertation focuses 

specifically on the multitude of influences on these presidential decisions -- pre-tenure 

life experiences, domestic considerations, and so on. The three essays, each formatted as 

separate journal articles, are linked thematically to interrogate the impact of such 

variables. Though this ground is well tread, I focus on aspects ripe for further 

examination. In so doing, I do not seek normative conclusions regarding the utility in 

using force, only to further explain the conditions when presidents decide to use it. 

The first article provides an overview of the vast literature in the field, and 

focuses on the more prevalent factors within the American system that are involved in 

the political processes that precede any armed conflict -- even if it those processes are 

not readily apparent. Observers might caution against lumping together all uses of 

military force, as a spectrum exists that ranges from individual strikes and limited 

interventions to full-scale war. I argue, however, that appreciating the influence of 
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domestic politics on any American decision to use military force requires an 

understanding of two important factors:  the changing relations between the executive 

and legislative branches of government and the impact of public opinion on both 

branches of government. I trace the main debates. While the existing scholarship reveals 

a well-rounded depiction of the underlying factors involved in conflict initiation, I find 

that our understanding of these factors is incomplete and requires further study. 

The second article builds on the literature that recognizes the complementary 

relationship between individual-centric and institution-centric explanations for using 

military force. Specifically, I consider the impact of early life experiences in shaping 

American presidents’ “riskiness” as evidenced by their decisions to use force in the post-

World War II period. To appreciate risk as a lens to examine decisions to use force, I 

outline various ways analysts have traced policy outcomes from life experiences, 

focusing on Horowitz et al.’s (2015) novel research that theorizes a leader’s traits 

systematically shift one’s risk-proneness. My results identify the features that drive 

presidents’ riskiness and provide a refinement to Horowitz et al.’s measurement of 

leader risk, which shows that biographical features can predict behaviors in office 

though they are not the lone input. My revised rankings of individual leaders differ 

from the summary judgments of surveyed historians, and I provide an explanation 

through an analysis of an outlying case study that uncovers variables parsimonious 

quantitative models do not.  
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The third article revisits the strategic interaction between American presidents 

and the Congress when it comes to the shared war power. As the strategic breadth of the 

military has dramatically increased over the course of American history, arguably so has 

a president’s discretion to use it. That discretion was purposefully limited by Congress 

in 1973, with the advent of the War Powers Resolution (WPR), designed to dually serve 

as a check on the president and as a forcing function to require Congress to act and share 

in the responsibility. The conventional wisdom largely dismisses the WPR as a failed 

experiment in institutional reassertion; however, these views miss some interesting 

political dynamics. Indeed, presidents often follow the reporting requirements -- though 

not always. Using an original War Powers Notification data set from 1973-2014, I answer 

two questions:  Under what conditions do presidents abide by the WPR, as defined by 

adherence to the 48-hour notification requirement and the 60-day deployment threshold 

unless subsequent authorization is obtained? Additionally, what is distinctive, if 

anything, about instances of non-notification? It appears that while the WPR does not 

empower generalized Congressional oversight of the executive, it may empower more 

partisan oversight of the executive. 

Indeed, when a president decides to use military force, he makes a unique policy 

choice that chances blood and treasure. These variable-laden decisions are all too often 

shrouded in mystery. Details emerge only partially, first in newspapers, then in 

memoirs, and eventually in academic studies. Leaders’ decisions are no doubt 
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constrained by the choices available to them in the institutions in which they operate. 

These decisions are further shaped by the threats, challenges, and opportunities leaders 

perceive in the international system. But leaders are human beings too who differ 

widely in perception and judgment. Leaders, like the rest of us, possess merely human 

minds, minds furnished and forged in the crucibles of upbringing and experience. Even 

if our knowledge is only partial, our answers only provisional, our models incomplete, 

we must press on in the quest for understanding. The three self-contained studies that 

constitute this dissertation are part of that quest. 

 

  



 

 
5 

Chapter 1. To Underpin or to Undermine? Interbranch 
Relations and the Use of Military Force 
1.1 Overview 

Interdisciplinary scholarship provides insight into the influence of interbranch 

politics on American decisions to use military force. To appreciate this influence requires 

an understanding of the changing relationship between the executive and legislative 

branches of government and the impact of public opinion on both branches of 

government. This review finds that our understanding of these factors is incomplete and 

requires further study. For example, interpretations of war powers between the two 

branches have evolved from their original conception in the Constitution, creating a 

perception of a power imbalance between them. Because this view (however valid) 

raises questions of accountability, further scrutiny of the perceived imbalance is 

warranted. Equally important, since history demonstrates that politics do not stop at the 

water’s edge, is the influence of public opinion. Manipulated public opinion especially 

becomes an important, but not well-understood, variable in a complicated give-and-take 

that involves both branches in their response to, and capacity to shape, public opinion -- 

a dynamic that could be construed as either underpinning or undermining our 

democracy.   
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“Lincoln perceived war correctly. It is the scourge of God. We should be very careful how 

we use it.” 

-General Colin Powell1 

“Almost all the defects inherent in democratic institutions are brought to light in the 

conduct of foreign affairs; their advantages are less perceptible.” 

-Alexis de Tocqueville2  

1.2 Introduction 

Political scientists focused for years on the merits of various theoretical “-isms,” 

with lesser emphasis inside unitary actors. Focus gradually shifted to incorporate 

institutional factors, including the internal dynamics that impact decision-making in 

foreign affairs and suggesting that politics do not necessarily stop at the water’s edge. 

Arguably, the most important foreign policy decision for a nation remains whether to 

enter a conflict, an action that risks its blood and treasure. The above quotations from 

Tocqueville and Powell, two statesmen of different eras, illustrate a continuous 

challenge in the American system, the need to be "careful" in decisions to use force, 

especially, when dealing with a complicated mix of actors with different interests and 

perspectives. Clausewitz (1984) famously asserted that war is not an end in itself and 

                                                   

1 Powell (1992), 40. 
2 De Tocqueville (1839), 229 
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that the decision to enter a conflict cannot be decoupled from political objectives. While 

the theoretical models describing states’ foreign policy decision-making within the 

international system are well-developed, scholars are just now beginning to understand 

the impact of domestic institutions on decisions to use force in democracies.  

Discussion of American participation in armed conflict requires establishing 

terms of reference, as there is often obscurity in categorization. For example, does war 

require a formal declaration or just “boots on the ground?” I make no distinction in 

labels such as starting a war, entering hostilities, or initiating conflict and see little value 

in either adding ambiguity or downplaying the significance of a decision to use military 

force. This article instead focuses on the most prevalent factors within the American 

system that are involved in the political process that precedes any armed conflict. 

Observers might caution against lumping together all uses of military force, as the 

spectrum ranges from individual strikes and limited interventions to full-scale war. I 

argue, however, that appreciating the influence of domestic politics on any American 

decision to use military force requires an understanding of two important factors:  the 

changing relations between the executive and legislative branches of government and the 

impact of public opinion on both branches of government. 
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In the following pages, I review the more recent literature and trace the main 

debates in interbranch politics and the subsequent use of military force.3 I begin with a 

discussion of how the shared responsibility between the political branches on war 

powers has evolved from a theoretical to a more pragmatic construct. I then review the 

dynamic relationship between the branches and how our understanding of the interplay 

has changed over time. Next, I examine the recent findings in the public opinion 

scholarship that suggest further research is required to understand the give-and-take 

that involves both branches in their response to, and capacity to shape, public opinion. 

While scholarship reveals a well-rounded depiction of the underlying factors involved 

in conflict initiation, I find that our understanding of these factors is incomplete and 

requires further study. 

1.3 The American Way of War -- From the Theoretical to a 
Pragmatic Interpretation of War Powers  

This section aims to examine the difference between early ideas of how the U.S. 

should go, as opposed to how it does go, to war. As the American position in the world 

has changed, so has the relationship between the executive and legislative branches. 

Consequently, presidents have shifted their strategies to better adapt to both the 

                                                   

3 For the purposes of this paper, I define interbranch politics as a key subset of domestic politics. The larger 
area of domestic politics would also include topics such as political economy, elections, partisanship, and 
civil-military relations. These topics are beyond the scope of this paper. 
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international environment and domestic considerations (McDougall 1997, Miller 2010, 

Trubowitz 2011, Milner and Tingley 2015). Subsequently, the shared responsibility in 

entering hostilities has become more emblematic of a situationally dependent give-and-

take. While Congress still defers frequently, it is more relevant than most outside 

observers would claim. While decisions to use military force are not equally shared, they 

are still not universally dominated by either branch. 

The war powers discussion has certainly shifted over time. The Framers’ debate 

over the requisite forces needed to guard against tyrannical rule has all but disappeared 

from public discourse (Kohn 1989). Concerns have instead shifted to the use of a 

standing army, and perhaps, its overuse. Andrew Bacevich expresses the latter view that 

“today as never before in their history Americans are enthralled with military power.”4 

It is unclear if this attraction is due to a political deference or broader ambivalence. The 

use of force, which is innately a foreign policy decision, was not designed to be a 

unilateral decision by the Framers (S. Const. art. I, § 8 and art. II, § 2) who intentionally 

invited a struggle between the political branches (Corwin 1940). For example, an often-

cited exchange between Samuel Butler and Elbridge Gerry during the Constitutional 

Convention highlights the selection of language and the power to either “declare” or 

“make” war. Butler favored executive discretion, which was sharply rebuked. Gerry, 

                                                   

4 Bacevich (2013), 1. 
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who was supported by both George Mason and James Madison, sought to make the 

process of going to war more difficult. Congress was ultimately given the authority “to 

declare war,” thus according to Thomas Jefferson, “transferring the power of letting him 

[the dog of war] loose from the Executive to the Legislative body.”5 This transfer neither 

negated the presidential responsibilities during the conduct of war nor his position as 

Commander-in-Chief. 

The concept of shared responsibility in the war powers, a theoretical division, 

quickly became unclear in practice. The public Pacificus-Helvidius debates (1793) and 

the “quasi-war” with France (1798) provided early evidence of the ambiguity even as 

many Framers were still around to clarify their intent (Schlesinger 1973, McDougall 

1997). Arthur Schlesinger (1973) argues that the indistinctness requires continual 

interpretation of the Constitution as a living document because, practically speaking, 

“Life under the Constitution began to define the meaning of the Constitution.”6 Similar 

assertions might evoke passionate responses from ardent constitutionalists. However, it 

also leaves the door open for liberal interpretations of the Framers’ intent, an endeavor 

                                                   

5 Glennon (1990), 81-83. Glennon describes the pitfalls in attempts to interpret the Framers’ intent and 
suggests a methodology to handle disputes in foreign affairs relying sequentially on Constitutional text, case 
law, and custom. The consideration of Framers’ intent would serve as a last resort. For an extensive account 
of the Framers’ debate on the war powers more broadly, see Fisher (2004), 3-16. Fisher cites seven clauses 
within the Constitution that, he claims, vest war powers in Congress. These clauses were a deliberate effort 
by the Framers to circumscribe unilateral action by a president.  
6 Schlesinger (1973), 18. 
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that Michael Glennon (1990) describes as nearly impossible given the Convention’s 

closed-door debate without the initial disclosure of records.7 Louis Fisher (2005) 

suggests that the academic community is partially to blame and that it has “imbued the 

presidency with magical qualities of expertise and good intentions.”8 These combined 

arguments rightfully advance a notion of vagueness in the Constitution that exacerbates 

interbranch conflict regarding the war powers. It is with this abstraction that observers 

should consider any political imbalance in entering hostilities and foreign affairs more 

broadly. Friction was anticipated. Furthermore, even perceived shifts in power to the 

executive, which is the most common “imbalance,” can be a combination of three 

factors:  executive encroachment, Congressional abdication, and judicial abstinence.  

The practical application of war powers continues to be illustrative of a political 

sparring match that has increased commensurate with American interests. Again, this is 

where the give-and-take is evident, and there have been varying degrees of control by 

the political branches. The debate over the war powers shifts along a continuum 

separating two poles, with one side advocating a more prominent role for Congress 

(Schlesinger 1973; Eagleton 1974; Kucinich 2000; Ramsey 2002; Fisher 2004, 2006, 2009) 

and the other a more president-centric role in the same spirit as Butler (Commager 1951, 

                                                   

7 Glennon (1990), 51-52; 55; 69-70.  
8 Fisher (2005), 590.  
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Schlesinger 1951, Yoo 1996, Delahunty and Yoo 2002, Rodman and Kissinger 2010). The 

polarization led one scholar to examine if an imbalance impedes the American ability to 

deter adversaries credibly (Waxman 2013). The more frequent use of force suggests that 

this is the case; it certainly injects ambiguity as to what constitutes “wartime,” and how 

to wrestle with a range of conflicts from the undeclared (e.g., Cold War) to the 

interminable (e.g., war on terror) (Elsea and Grimmett 2011, Dudziak 2012). Similarly, 

another scholar questions whether it is proper to challenge executive power during a 

state of perpetual conflict (Sheffer 1999). While there will likely continue to be both “sky 

is falling” advocacy and illustrations of consequences, the war powers literature 

consistently points to three inflection points that led to the status quo:  reference to the 

president as the “sole organ” in foreign policy, President Harry Truman’s entrance into 

the Korean War, and the post-Vietnam and Watergate backlash.  

Several scholars suggest that a prominent shift in the practical interpretation of 

the war powers was crafted around a false narrative that the president is the “sole 

organ” in foreign policy (Glennon 1990; Franck and Glennon 1993; Fisher 2004, 2009). 

This assertion, made by Justice George Sutherland during the Curtiss-Wright (1936) 

decision, was a distortion of Justice John Marshall’s remarks more than a century earlier. 

The full text of Marshall's speech, which pertained to President John Adams' power to 

implement the Jay Treaty, notably contained the explicit reference to foreign policy as a 

joint endeavor between the president and Congress, a major point that was glossed over 
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by Sutherland.9 Ironically, there is evidence that Sutherland intended to advocate for 

politics to stop at the water’s edge, not for a super-empowered executive (Silverstein 

1994).10 Sutherland's commentary, however, provided the basis for a legacy chain of 

“sole organ” references for the most staunch advocates of unilateral presidential action 

(Delahunty and Yoo 2002). Indeed, John Yoo remains perhaps the biggest proponent of 

expansive executive power and broadly interprets the constitutional war-making power 

to the president (Yoo 1996). He provides a lengthy justification for presidential 

preeminence that restricts Congress to the enumerated powers of appropriations and 

impeachment (although these arguably have minimal impact on the initial decision to 

use force). Yoo's interpretation of the war powers almost exclusively vests the authority 

to initiate “hostilities” with the president, a claim that has been outright rejected by 

many others (Schlesinger 1973, Glennon 1990, Ramsey 2002, Fisher 2004) and further 

argued as inconsistent with democratic values (Fisher 2006). This liberal interpretation 

                                                   

9 Marshall’s original remarks are in 6 Annals of Congress 613 (1800), in which he stated:  “The President is 
the sole organ of the nation in its external relations, and its sole representative with foreign nations.” 
However, Marshall made it clear that he did not favor executive discretion in legal opinions given in both 
Talbot v. Seeman, 5 U.S. 1 (1801) and Little v. Barreme, 2 Cr. 6 U.S. (1804).  
10 Silverstein (1994), 28-31. Silverstein says that Sutherland had written on executive power before joining 
the Court and argued that the Constitution could be viewed differently when applied to domestic and 
foreign policy. Although Sutherland's remarks in Curtiss-Wright appear to advocate for executive power, he 
was more concerned with the government failing to act in a unitary fashion in foreign affairs. Notably, the 
question before the Court was not about presidential prerogative but whether Congress unduly delegated 
its authority. 
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of the war powers, however, set a precedent for the president’s expansive discretionary 

authority (Newton 2012).11 

President Harry Truman’s entrance into the Korean War also expanded 

presidential discretion, in this instance, relying on a United Nations (UN) mandate 

(Schlesinger 1973; Glennon 1990; Fisher 2007, 2012). His unilateral action established a 

marked transfer of power in war-making after World War II that, some argue, also 

ended a golden age of bipartisanship (Glennon 1990, Fisher 2008).12 While there is scant 

evidence that a golden age ever existed, Truman violated perceptions of solidarity by 

entering Korea without Congressional authorization. He knowingly defied the statutory 

constraint outlined by the UN Participation Act of 1945 that stated, “Nothing herein 

contained shall be construed as an authorization to the President by the Congress.”13 

Truman’s actions would also establish a precedent for future presidential actions under 

a collective security mandate (e.g., Bosnia, Kosovo), and for liberal, legal explanations by 

                                                   

11 The use of the word "hostilities" injects a degree of ambiguity into the debate over war powers. For 
instance, Harold Koh, a former legal advisor to President Obama, suggested in his testimony before the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee on June 28, 2011, that a bombing campaign over Libya did not 
constitute hostilities. He based his argument on a limited mission, limited exposure to the armed forces, 
limited risks of escalation, and limited military means. While Koh acknowledged a Congressional role in 
decisions to use force, this particular application lent itself to maximizing Obama’s discretionary authority.   
12 Truman established a precedent by going to Korea without Congressional consent though there was 
minimal initial backlash. Senator Thomas Eagleton (1974) also claimed that Truman’s decision to enter the 
Korean War violated the UN Participation Act of 1945. 
13 United States Congress. “United Nations Participation Act of 1945.” Public Law 79-264. December 20, 1945. 
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the executive branch (e.g., Libya, Islamic State).14 Indeed, there is repeated evidence of 

presidents expanding institutional prerogative with minimal examples of self-correction. 

While this discretionary maximizing behavior did not begin with Truman, it appears to 

have accelerated the authority given to his immediate successor (e.g., Formosa 

Resolution of 1955, Lebanon 1958). Even President Lyndon Johnson, who pursued 

Congressional support with the Tonkin Resolution (1964), would revert to discretionary 

authority in the Dominican Republic (1965).15  

Finally, Schlesinger (1973) argues that Vietnam was a culmination point for the 

post-World War II accumulation of presidential power, what others would refer to as a 

Congressional “Bastille Day” (Franck and Weisband 1979). Schlesinger states that 

“Watergate was potentially the best thing to have happened to the Presidency in a long 

time,” and along with Vietnam, provided the political space for a significant backlash 

against President Richard Nixon.16 Indeed, it is generally accepted that these events 

provided an opportunity to rebalance the relationship between the political branches 

(Fulbright 1961, 1975; Fisher 2005, Glennon 1990, Baker et al. 2009). The backlash was 

                                                   

14 For opposing sides of the argument made regarding the Libya intervention, see both Koh (2011) and 
Crook (2011). 
15  President George H.W. Bush, like President Lyndon Johnson, sought an Authorization for the Use of 
Military Force (Iraq 1991) consistent with a UN Security Council Resolution. However, Bush stated that he 
had the authority “to use the Armed Forces to defend vital U.S. interests” even without Congressional 
approval. See George H.W. Bush (1991). 
16 Schlesinger (1973), 417. 
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expressed in a range of actions from cutting funding for the Vietnam War to not 

supporting operations in Angola. One of the more prominent examples was the passage 

of the War Powers Resolution (WPR) of 1973, which was designed to dually serve as a 

check on a president’s use of force and as a forcing function to require Congress to act 

and share in the responsibility.17 Passage of the law, however, required Congress to 

override Nixon’s veto and has been met with controversy ever since.18 Even one of the 

law’s initial sponsors, Senator Thomas Eagleton, felt that the legislation morphed in 

such a direction that he ultimately voted against it. Eagleton recalled one unnamed 

colleague as saying “I agree with you (regarding your dissenting vote). I love the 

Constitution, but I hate Nixon more.”19 Pat Holt (1978), a former chief of staff for the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee, also suggested that the law revealed early 

shortcomings that irritated Members and plagued implementation.20 Similar frustrations 

remain over forty years later indicative of the broader dispute on war powers.  

                                                   

17 United States Congress. "War Powers Resolution of 1973.” Public Law 93-148. November 7, 1973.  
18 Glennon (1990), 89-90. The author suggests that Nixon vetoed the WPR based on the initial Senate version 
and not the product reported out of the joint committee. See also Eagleton (1974), 206-225. The author argues 
that the final bill was paradoxically a surrender of Congressional power that Nixon intended to veto early 
on.  
19 Eagleton, (1974) 220; 215-216. The author also recalls a colleague as stating, "We simply have to slap Nixon 
down and this is the vote to do it on."  
20 According to Holt, it became apparent early after the WPR’s passage that Congressional consultation was 
going to be a concern. This issue was exacerbated by a combination of minimal reporting by the president 
and vague wording when doing so. Page 31. According to the official U.S. Senate history, it was Holt’s 
findings regarding the Johnson administration’s operations in the Dominican Republic that contributed to 
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The polarizing debates on the WPR range from constitutional challenges to 

overall practicality.21 In his veto statement, Nixon claimed that the WPR was tantamount 

to a constitutional amendment and that it was “dangerous to the best interests of our 

Nation.”22 A decade later, the law would suffer another setback in INS vs. Chadha (1983), 

which would decide that a one-house legislative veto, a component to the WPR, was 

unconstitutional. Arguments continued, however, between those who felt that the 

decision invalidated the entire law (Turner 1984) and those who did not (Rushkoff 1984, 

Glennon 1990). Stephen Carter (1984) suggested that “The War Powers Resolution is not 

constitutional as an exercise of the war power. It is constitutional because it defines the 

war power,” thus, any resulting challenge to constitutionality would fail. More than 40 

years since its passage, opinions such as Carter’s still evoke counterarguments that the 

WPR is a “feckless effort at modern constitutional revisionism” and a “statutory 

straightjacket.”23 While the constitutionality question persists, it is important to note that 

the issue has not been taken up directly by the Supreme Court.24 The November 2016 

                                                   

Senator William Fulbright’s break with the administration. See "Pat M. Holt, Chief of Staff, Foreign Relations 
Committee." Oral History Interviews, Senate Historical Office, Washington, D.C.  
21 For a concise review of pro and con arguments, see Grimmett (1996). Grimmett was also the author of 
several Congressional Research Service reports reviewing the WPR including Grimmett (2001, 2004, 2010, 
2012). See also Greenblatt (2011) and Griffin (2013).  
22 Nixon (1973).  
23 Newton (2012). Pages 174-194. 
24 There is a common belief that the judiciary will not weigh-in on the war powers debate; however, many 
scholars object to this conclusion (Glennon 1990, Silverstein 1994, and LeMar 2003). 
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dismissal of the most recent challenge, Smith v. Obama, does not appear to make it any 

more likely that this will change soon.25 

The practicality of the WPR has drawn a separate series of reviews that highlight 

modern challenges and those associated with changing the law. For example, Allison 

Arnold (2013) suggests that there are implications for the WPR beyond traditional uses 

of force (e.g., cyber). Eric Jensen (2015) argues that the WPR must adapt to the modern 

battlefield (e.g., drones, nanotechnology) to avoid a drift to irrelevance. Technology and 

the need for secrecy not only expand the advantage held by a president but can shorten 

the timeline needed for a decision. Such factors have reduced the likelihood for 

meaningful consultation with Congress, which was largely the purpose of the WPR, and 

have resulted in legal challenges (e.g., Sanchez-Espinoza v. Reagan, Dellums v. Bush, and 

Campbell v. Clinton). Similar concerns have also prompted multiple attempts at either 

                                                   

25 In May 2016, Army Captain Nathan Smith filed suit against President Barack Obama regarding the 
government’s efforts against the Islamic State in both Iraq and Syria, challenging that the use of force 
violates the WPR. This challenge, which was dismissed in November 2016, was the latest among several 
regarding presidential decisions to use force. The Obama administration contended that it had an 
Authorization for the Use of Military Force (AUMF), which negated the 60-day deployment restriction 
imposed by the WPR. It is certainly a slippery slope, however, to contend that an AUMF provides the legal 
justification for the prolonged use of military force against an actor that did not exist at the time of that 
authorization (i.e. the Islamic State did not exist in 2001-2002). It seems that the Obama administration was 
aware of potentially setting a dangerous precedent and became vocal about the need for an additional 
authorization. It also took the unprecedented step of releasing its legal and policy framework for decisions 
to use force in December 2016. While Congress never fulfilled President Obama’s request for an AUMF, 
which had the support of some Republican leaders, Members afforded the president the latitude to continue 
operations in Syria. As of February 2017, the unified Republican government has yet to provide President 
Donald Trump with an AUMF.    
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repeal or replacement. A senior, bi-partisan panel recommended replacement with the 

War Powers Consultation Act (Baker et al. 2009). Senators John McCain and Tim Kaine, 

in another bipartisan demonstration, introduced the replacement legislation but 

ultimately failed to gain support.26 There have been other failed attempts including bills 

introduced by then-Senator Joe Biden (Use of Force Act, S. 2387, 105th Cong. (1998)) and 

Representative Walter Jones (H.R.J. Res. 53, 110th Cong. (2007)).  

Arguments favoring repeal or replacement of the WPR are certainly not without 

basis. For instance, there remain technical issues such as elaborating what acts are 

covered by the WPR (e.g., covert operations).27 There also remain conceptual questions 

such as what punitive measures can Congress take when a president violates the law. 

Unquestionably, the changing battlefield will continuously press Congress to keep pace 

with the growing informational advantages of a president. However, as evidenced by 

the failed reform attempts, there appears to be little appetite for upsetting the status quo. 

The WPR was designed to constrain the president’s ability to use military force, and 

there is some evidence that it has done so. Despite some notable exceptions (e.g., 

Balkans, Libya), the WPR has mainly held presidents to a 60-day time constraint and 

ensured that a conflict was more popular than not in the early stages (Paul 2008, Noone 

                                                   

26 Cassata (2014).  
27 The discussion of how the WPR relates to covert operations is not new. See Steele (1988) suggests that the 
Iran-Contra affair highlighted an early challenge for the law. 
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2012). It has also provided Congress with political cover to wait and see if an 

intervention is successful (Prober 1990, Noone 2012). That said, since its implementation, 

presidential compliance has also been inconsistent. The law has seemingly been met 

with bipartisan ambivalence from the White House, as presidents maintain the authority 

to deploy troops by fulfilling what has mostly become an administrative notification 

process absent consultation with Congress. Again, while there is a consensus that the 

law has not functioned as intended, there is a sense that both branches are content. 

Scholarship has begun to address this dynamic with regards to the WPR (Howell and 

Pevehouse 2005, 2007b) but there is room for further empirical examination. For 

instance, an analysis of the law’s formal and legal dimensions (including adherence to 

the 48-hour notification requirement and the 60-day deployment threshold, along with 

commonalities in the absence of reporting altogether) might better explain the current 

arrangement. I anticipate that further research along these lines will reveal what I 

believe to be the real legacy of the WPR -- that presidents continue to expand their 

discretionary authority and that Members enjoy the latitude to be either critical or 

supportive of a president when politically convenient. Indeed, the arguments asserting 

that the WPR is obsolete are not without merit, but not solely because of changing 

technology or alleged unconstitutionality.   

Jide Nzelibe (2005) provides a compelling explanation in-line with my 

supposition. She argues that a president's decision to consult with Congress regarding 
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the use of force is the result of a “two-level strategic interaction,” considerate of political 

audience costs and as a form of insurance against a costly war. Douglas Kriner (2010) 

adds that the relationship works both ways and that there is a cost-benefit calculation 

between the stakeholders. Mariah Zeisberg (2013) suggests that the Constitution 

provides the space that accommodates deliberation between the political branches. 

According to Zeisberg, whatever results from the deliberative process is a byproduct of 

the branches’ political preferences and institutional performance, so “authority is hence 

both presumed and created by the interactive processes.”28 Recognition and analysis of 

this interplay have begun to supplant most debate over the war powers. 

In summary, there is an extensive debate that underpins how the nation should 

go to war and how it does go to war. The diagram below illustrates the difference 

between the theoretical framework and the reality described in the literature. The figure 

on the left embodies the most common interpretation of the Framer’s theoretical model 

of war powers, indicative of shared responsibility. In contrast, the figure on the right 

depicts a more complex relationship, indicative of the changing international 

environment and domestic considerations. While many outside observers believe that 

Congress has an almost ancillary role (the smaller circle on the right), the reality is 

different (somewhere between the smaller and the larger circle). In the next section, I 

                                                   

28 Zeisberg (2013), 41. 
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turn to more recent findings on the interplay between the political branches, which 

cautions against either downplaying or outright dismissing the role of Congress. There 

remains a perceived imbalance, but empirical evidence suggests less disparity.   

 

Figure 1. War powers theory and practice 

1.4 The Dynamic Relationship Between the Executive and 
Legislative Branches 

The last section might suggest that the decision to use military force is simply a 

function of the interpretation of war powers; however, that would be a gross 

oversimplification. Instead of focusing solely on the philosophical baseline provided by 

the Constitution, it is useful to examine the modern interplay of the political branches in 

the broader realm of foreign affairs. Scholars mostly reject Aaron Wildavsky’s (1988) 

classic argument that there are “two presidencies” responsible for foreign and domestic 

affairs, along with the notion that politics stop at the water’s edge. However, a complete 

rejection of these claims fails to capture the variation within aspects of foreign policy. 

The focus of this section is to demonstrate that checks and balances do exist and that 
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each branch holds an advantage under certain circumstances, depending on the timing 

and success of the effort in question. Evidence suggests, however, that the president still 

largely enjoys the benefits of discretion in decisions to use military force. 

Wildavsky’s assertion that presidents have wide latitude in foreign affairs vice 

domestic affairs was grounded in an analysis of legislation between 1948-1964. During 

this period, he argued, no president had failed on a major foreign policy issue. While 

Wildavsky would later reject his theory, his analysis was not incorrect. Instead, his 

findings were indicative of the executive-legislative relationship during a time 

characterized by a common security threat and an institution (i.e., the “cult of the 

presidency”) that was believed to be best suited to deal with it (Rohde 1994, Prins and 

Marshall 2001).29 In fact, it was common for earlier studies to suggest that Congress had 

relinquished its oversight role (Pearson 1974, Fiorina 1982), which indicated either 

Congressional ambivalence or abdication in foreign policy altogether. These notions 

coincided with that of an imperial presidency (Schlesinger 1973; Franck and Weisband 

1979; Glennon 1990; Fisher 2004, 2009), that was both commensurate with, and an 

extension of, historical Congressional deference in foreign affairs (recall Korean War, 

Formosa Resolution, Tonkin Resolution). As Schlesinger states, the imperial presidency 

                                                   

29 The “cult of the presidency” is attributed to Schlesinger (1969), 219. For rebuttals to the “cult,” see Fisher 
(2012), 17-31. See also Cronin (1980).  
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was “born in the 1940s and 1950s to save the outer world from perdition, thus began in 

the 1960s and 1970s to find nurture at home.”30 However, the late-1960s and early-1970s 

would alter this landscape and result in an increase in both partisanship and 

Congressional involvement in foreign affairs. The relationship between the president 

and Congress would subsequently transform. 

Before the Vietnam War, a president’s foreign affairs priorities were mainly 

supported by the Congressional committee structure (Fenno 1973, Marshall and Prins 

2002). This changed, however, when electoral conditions shifted in favor of the liberal 

Democratic bloc that would spearhead the Congressional reform era of the 1970s and 

target the seniority-dominated committee structure that had enabled the Vietnam War. 

Due to this realignment and a series of institutional changes (e.g., subcommittee bill of 

rights, committee leadership selection), there was a diffusion of power to junior 

Members and committees began to reflect increasingly partisan interests. These interests 

became evident in foreign affairs issues with an electoral connection (Souva and Rohde 

2007), especially those related to economic and trade issues (Prins and Marshall 2001, 

Marshall and Prins 2002).31  

                                                   

30 Schlesinger (1973), 212. 
31 Marshall and Prins (2002), 195-212.  
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Over time, scholars began to describe what became a more dynamic relationship 

and an “interested” Congress with varying degrees of visible activity. For example, in an 

analysis of Congressional foreign policy activity after World War II, James Scott and 

Ralph Carter (2002) argue that at no point did Congress ever appear disengaged. They 

found, much like Wildavsky, that presidents enjoyed Congressional support from 1947-

1968, but suggest that support did not equate to deference. Observers have become too 

quick to categorize Congress as either acquiescent or resurgent. For example, they find 

that Congress has shifted from periods characterized by support for the president (1947-

1968), to competition with the president (1968 to mid-1980s), and more recently (mid-

1980s to 1997), to acting strategically (i.e., less active but more assertive). Polarizing 

categorizations may have some merit but these time periods reflect the changing 

Congressional landscape and a more nuanced description of both activity and 

assertiveness.32  

It is equally noteworthy that more refined analysis would require a description 

of both the appearance and nature of Congressional “activity” -- from the routine to the 

reactionary oversight and from the direct (e.g., votes, hearings) to the indirect (e.g., 

media appearances, speeches) action. For example, in an early description of 

Congressional activity, Matthew McCubbins and Thomas Schwartz (1984) argue that 

                                                   

32 Scott and Carter (2002), 151-169.  
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Congress is more effective and more efficient, at least for its Members, in addressing 

event-driven (i.e., “fire alarms”) versus routine (i.e., “police patrols.”) concerns. 

Observers should thus expect salient issues to consume Congressional hearings because 

reactions to fire alarms better suit the Members’ interests. Despite these expectations, 

Steven Balla and Christopher Deering (2013) provide statistical evidence that oversight 

is more regular, vice reactive. This is noteworthy because routine business still appears 

to dominate the agenda. The finding, however, is based on an analysis of hearings and 

does not necessarily reflect Members’ preferences outside of that frame of reference. For 

instance, indirect checks (e.g., media appearances, speaking engagements, op-eds), may 

dominate Members’ time outside of hearings, and it is unclear whether this time skews 

toward police patrols or fire alarms. The study also provides two cautionary notes for 

researchers interested in the oversight of military force. First, one cannot generalize how 

Congress provides oversight of foreign affairs by extrapolating how it deals with the 

broader universe of issues before Congress. Secondly, there remains a challenge in 

classifying oversight altogether. Not only is it subjective to code what is considered 

routine and what is pressing but there is a substantial degree of activity, such as those 

indirect checks, that are often uncaptured.  

Linda Fowler (2015) provides the most comprehensive treatment of 

Congressional behavior in foreign affairs in her analysis of hearings by the Senate’s 

Armed Services and Foreign Relations committees. While she again demonstrates that 
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police patrols occur more frequently occur than fire alarms in hearings (though there is a 

broader decline of hearings in general), she is more concerned with the quality of 

oversight. Fowler states that there is a priority given to “the personal and political 

agendas of the Members rather than the interests of the public,” which has deleterious 

effects.33 For example, she intimates that the Iraq War (2003) might have gone differently 

had the relevant committees acted earlier, a stark contrast to the Benghazi hearings that 

swung in the polar opposite direction. Here lies an efficacy problem regarding 

oversight, at least in the decision to initiate conflict, that analyses of police patrols and 

fire alarms do not describe. The “shared” responsibility of war powers is not reflective of 

a principal-agent relationship consistent with this monitoring typology. Congress has a 

history of acquiescence to the president in the decision to initiate conflict. This is 

reflected in the WPR, which gave the president 60-days of latitude without a mechanism 

to enforce consultation. Given the Congressional preference for fire alarms, Members 

would rather question the executive branch only when they presume there to be a 

problem. In other words, Congress defers to a president on a decision until conditions 

change. While descriptions of police patrols and fire alarms depict how Congress 

provides oversight in general, it certainly does not lend itself to good oversight (or 

policy outcomes) in this particular case (i.e., conflict initiation). As such, Fowler joins a 

                                                   

33 Fowler (2015), 5.  
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list of critical accounts that suggests further transformation is warranted to readdress the 

war powers (Destler, Gelb, and Lake 1985, Ornstein and Mann 2006, Newton 2012). 

To this point, I have described how institutional changes in Congress have led to 

more activity in foreign policy. While scholarship reflects varying levels of assertiveness, 

it remains unclear how this translates to the decision to use military force. For instance, a 

comparison of voting records for the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution (1964) and the Persian 

Gulf Resolution (1991) are indicative of the shift in partisan behavior. Despite an uptick 

in party-line voting, Congress still overwhelmingly supported President George H.W. 

Bush.34 A similar dynamic occurred during the Iraq War authorization (2002).35 This 

suggests that while Congress may have become more assertive over time, it might still 

lack the capability to be assertive enough to forestall the initial presidential decision to use force. 

Notably, the conflicts above were sizeable enough to garner Congressional action 

whereas most do not (Howell and Pevehouse 2005). James Lindsay (2012) suggests that 

this is reflective of the conditions when one of the branches holds a comparative 

advantage. Presidents tend to benefit from public support during conflict initiation (i.e., 

                                                   

34 Souva and Rohde (2007), 113. The Tonkin Resolution passed the House by a vote of 416 to 0 and 88 to 2 in 
the Senate. In contrast, the Persian Gulf Resolution saw a split along party lines. The Resolution passed by a 
margin of 344 to 89 but Republicans voted 164 to 3 and Democrats voted 180 to 86. The difference in votes is 
emblematic of the post-Vietnam Congressional landscape.  
35 The Resolution passed by a count of 77 to 23 in the Senate. Democrats, however, were divided at 29 to 21. 
In the House, the Resolution passed by a margin of 296 to 133. Again, Democrats split with 81 to 126 (voting 
against). 
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rally around the flag) when the advantages of intelligence and framing information 

dwarf that of Congress. In contrast, Congress holds an advantage when presidential 

policies are perceived as failing. Congressional activism, according to Lindsay, is thus a 

function of the perception of external threats and presidential success (i.e., a “halo” 

effect). The latter is emblematic of responding to fire alarms, which have little 

discernible impact on conflict initiation. Like Fowler, Lindsay suggests that activism 

depends on the salience of the issue and Congressional behavior is attributed to either 

opportunism or self-interest.  

Lindsay’s analysis also highlights a methodological concern for those interested 

in studying American conflict initiation, namely, that analysts are better suited to 

separate decisions to use force from the broader universe of foreign policy issues (e.g., 

closing Guantanamo prison, trade policy). As Dustin Tingley and Helen Milner (2015) 

suggest, not only can foreign policy issues be disaggregated but doing so highlights the 

partisan divide. Much like Scott and Carter (2002), they assert that foreign policy issues 

have a broad range of distributional consequences that elicit different responses from 

Congress. For example, a president is strongest when he uses foreign policy instruments 

that have little-to-no distributional and ideological effect, which may lead to an overreliance 

on the military. This highlights the difficulty in substituting other tools that have greater 

obstacles because of partisan division and interest groups. Given the extensive use of 

military force after World War II, which William Howell and Jon Pevehouse (2005) 
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estimate at 383 incidents between 1945-2000 (all without a formal declaration of war), 

there is further reason to scrutinize Congress’s role in the decision to use military force. 

For example, the authors argue that “Congress does not appear to constrain the 

president’s capacity to initiate low-level military maneuvers,” while they observe 

“sizeable effects” for large-scale operations.36 Though a president is more constrained in 

large-scale operations, partisanship still matters. The stronger a president’s party is in 

Congress, the more latitude he enjoys. In the aggregate, these assertions might explain 

why Bacevich believes there is an American fascination with the military -- it is partially 

out of the relative ease in which the military force is used. As the saying goes, “If all you 

have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.”  

As this section has argued, there are certain conditions when each branch holds 

an advantage over the other. Partisanship, timing, and circumstance are among the 

many considerations that underpin the decision to use military force and provide 

evidence that politics do not stop at the water’s edge. It appears that presidents still 

maintain discretionary authority in the majority of decisions to use force; however, this 

does not mean that Congress is incapable of dismantling a military venture, conveying 

its resolve, and perhaps most importantly, moving public opinion (Howell and 

                                                   

36 Howell and Pevehouse (2005), 209-210. According to the authors, there were 242 minor uses of force and 
141 major uses of force. 
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Pevehouse 2005). While Members are cautious not to jeopardize their political fortunes, 

they can increase the marginal cost of presidential adventurism through indirect ways. 

For example, Members with an extensive media presence have the ability to influence 

public debate that extends beyond the traditional powers to declare war or to control the 

purse. This might cause a president to delay, to reinforce, or to abandon his plans 

altogether (Howell and Pevehouse 2007b), emblematic of the strategic interaction 

previously described (Nzelibe 2005, Kriner 2010, Zeisberg 2013). In the next section, I 

focus on public opinion, which constitutes a non-statutory and complicated check on a 

president (Howell and Kriner 2009).   

1.5 The Curious Role of Public Opinion 

The scholarly consensus is that public opinion is a political force that (somehow) 

shapes decision-making in foreign affairs, however, this was not always believed to be 

the case. Similar to Wildavsky’s notion of Congressional deference, previous views on 

the role of public opinion in the literature following World War II have since largely 

been rejected. Evidence now exists that the public maintains coherent foreign policy 

beliefs that hold electoral consequences (Aldrich, Gelpi, and Feaver 2006). Subsequently, 

its support has become invaluable terrain in the interbranch struggle. When it comes to 

the decision to use military force, public opinion is heavily impacted by elite influence, 
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especially by the president. The manipulation of public opinion thus becomes 

increasingly important in a complicated give-and-take that involves both branches. 

According to Ole Holsti (1992), the prevailing attitude before the Vietnam War 

was that public opinion on foreign affairs was pernicious in whatever impact it had, or 

at least it was not beneficial. The public was deemed erratic, not to be trusted, and 

perhaps otherwise ignorant in its world view (Lippmann 1922, 1925, 1955; Almond 1950, 

Converse 1964). Polling data from World War II led scholars to question its practice, in 

part, because of the extensive variation in survey responses. Between World War II and 

the Vietnam War, there was a genuine concern that the public might under deliver 

within the American democratic system.37 Subsequently, the “Gabriel Almond-Walter 

Lippmann consensus” was based on three negative propositions about the American 

public:  1) that it is volatile and provides an insufficient basis for sound foreign policies; 

2) that it lacks coherence, structure, and is emblematic of “non-opinions,” and thus, 3) its 

deficiencies have little, if any, impact on foreign policy.38 These assertions were backed 

by early research and were emblematic of Tocqueville's assertion that foreign affairs 

would demonstrate the worst defects of American democracy. These findings notably 

coincided with Congressional deference to the executive branch in foreign affairs. 

                                                   

37 Holsti (1992), 442. 
38 Ibid, 445. See also Holsti (2004), 28. 
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Much like in the previous sections, a pivotal moment in the understanding of 

public opinion came about around the Vietnam War. Even Lippmann would question if 

the public was more “enlightened” than the Johnson administration.39 The advent of 

independent surveys coincided with an improved quality of research (i.e., more detailed 

questions, use of individual data). As scholarship evolved, according to Holsti, findings 

began to reflect a public that was more pragmatic than shallow (Caspary 1970, Mueller 

1973, Shapiro and Page 1988). Follow-on research would contribute to a more nuanced 

understanding of how the public responded to foreign policy gradations (Jentleson 1992; 

Larson 1996; Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler 2005; Gartner 2008). However, the postlude 

offered by Benjamin Page and Robert Shapiro (1983) remains salient:  “We can be 

confident only that public opinion, whatever its sources and quality, is a factor that 

genuinely affects government policies in the United States.”40 This statement reflects the 

shift in scholarly consensus to a broad recognition that public opinion matters while 

acknowledging that there are questions as to exactly how it matters and as to when it 

enters the policy process (Aldrich et al. 2006).  

Our collective understanding of how public opinion is both formed and 

mobilized has matured. John Zaller (1992) describes how citizens form and relay their 

                                                   

39 Holsti (1992), 445. 
40 Page and Shapiro (1983), 189. 
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political preferences, stating that “Every opinion is a marriage of information and 

predisposition.”41 Predispositions are usually stable but can be affected by various 

information sources, especially elite influence (i.e., the president and Congress). Elite 

influence is most impactful when there is limited information or contrary opinion.42 

Public opinion is also malleable when individuals lack strong prior or partisan 

convictions.43 Indeed, as Samuel Popkin stated, “When direct information is hard to 

obtain, people will find a proxy for it.”44 According to John Aldrich et. al (2006), 

mobilization may rely on the subsequent behavior of cue-givers and transmittal through 

the media.45 This suggests that independent supporters could combine with those 

motivated by ideology to produce a high public approval. Elites are thus able to 

mobilize a broad range of attitudes. This elite-driven model describes the power of 

influential groups to provide cues on policy issues; however, in conflict initiation, the 

president maintains a comparative advantage over Congress, the media, and the public. 

Congress lacks the real-time intelligence and information as a president. The media 

depends on elite cues and debate during this early stage, often left to do the best with 

                                                   

41 Zaller (1992), 6. 
42 Ibid, 13 and 23. Howell and Pevehouse (2007b), 165. 
43 Howell and Pevehouse (2007b), 194. 
44 Popkin (1994), 213. 
45 Aldrich et. al (2006), 487.  
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what they are given.46 Information can come from the president and his proxies or 

Congress, and sometimes, these are not mutually exclusive due to partisanship. This 

leaves the public to sort out the debate if there is any. This is problematic because, as 

Stanley Feldman, Leonie Huddy, and George Marcus (2015) state, “Democracies rely on 

public debate to assess the strengths and weaknesses of any project placed before the 

public.”47 A one-sided debate, however, makes the decision to use military force seem 

like a fait accompli. 

Therefore, it remains of particular importance how a president frames a conflict 

(Jentleson 1992; Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler 2009). Bruce Jentleson (1992) states that 

“Public support will not necessarily just be there; it must be cultivated and evoked 

through presidential leadership.”48 Elizabeth Saunders (2011) argues that presidential 

decisions may not necessarily reflect either elite consensus or public opinion. These 

statements seem contradictory, but I suggest that they speak to different stages of a 

conflict. Saunders’s assertion is characteristic of the discretionary authority a president 

has in the initial decision to use military force, whereas, Jentleson’s reference is more 

relevant to cultivating enduring support. It seems that a president has the ability, even if 

limited, to “go it alone.” If a president anticipates an extensive campaign, however, he 

                                                   

46 Howell and Pevehouse (2007b), 156-157. 
47 Feldman, Huddy, and Marcus (2015), 186. 
48 Jentleson (1992), 71. For a similar sentiment, see Howell and Pevehouse (2007a), 229. 
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must persuade the public that the conflict is necessary. It is worth noting here that 

scholars remain divided as to the extent of broader presidential influence (i.e., 

persuasive power). For example, Richard Neustadt (1980) describes the difficulty in a 

president’s ability to persuade even within the executive branch; presidential “power is 

the product of his vantage points in government, together with his reputation in the 

Washington community and his prestige outside.”49 In contrast, George Edwards’s 

(2009) interpretation of the historical record is that the presidential ability to persuade 

both Congress and the public is limited. Instead, presidents should recognize the 

limitations of the bully pulpit and that success comes through a cognizance of where 

public opinion is on an issue and the ability to exploit an opportunity. Presidential 

power on any issue, therefore, becomes a function of strategic position (that a president 

likely cannot affect) and public opinion (which is harder to move). This latter point is 

consistent with Jentleson’s observation.  

While elite influence provides insight into initial public support for a conflict, 

more recent scholarship explores the individual, psychological factors that provide 

complementary explanations. As discussed, the mobilization of predispositions can be 

powerful in decisions to use military force. For instance, the American public was fearful 

                                                   

49 Neustadt (1980), 131. Neustadt paradoxically asserts that the presidency has perhaps grown too large for 
one man, yet the system of shared powers is no less reliant on him. Policy-making relies on one's ability to 
yield power, and practically speaking, power becomes a function of one's influence.  
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of select groups in the 1940s much like it became afraid after September 11, 2001.50 

Negative views can be mobilized in multiple ways, namely, by increasing the 

perceptions of threat and stoking further animosity towards an out-group (Tajfel and 

Turner 1979, Gadarian 2010) or by dehumanizing an adversary (Kelman 1973, Maoz and 

McCauley 2008, Haslam and Loughnan 2014). Positions such as these are not necessarily 

“fringe” either. Adam Berinsky (2009) suggests that it is critical to consider the pre-

existing effects of group dynamics and ethnic division. In a novel analysis of public 

opinion during World War II, he uncovers a stark division between pre-war attitudes of 

American children with American, Allied, or Axis-born parents. Others who explore 

emotions held within the general public such as fear, anger, and risk, suggest that these 

sentiments can drive public responses on policy issues (Lerner and Keltner 2001, 

McDermott 2001, Huddy et al. 2005, Skitka et. al 2006, Pagano and Huo 2007). According 

to Marc Hetherington and Elizabeth Suhay (2011), the gap between those who scored 

high in authoritarian tendencies and those less inclined to said tendencies converged 

regarding attitudes on terrorism after September 11, 2001. The authors also suggest that 

the inclination for media outlets and politicians to sensationalize certain events could 

exacerbate this movement. Given these propensities, the causal path towards events 

                                                   

50 See Younis (2015) and Telhami (2015). See also “Islamophobia:  Understanding Anti-Muslim Sentiment in 
the West." Gallup. Available on-line at:  http://www.gallup.com/poll/157082/islamophobia-understanding-
anti-muslim-sentiment-west.aspx. 
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such as the Iraq 2003 invasion might appear more evident. For example, consider the 

persistent negative framing of Saddam Hussein's regime leading up to the war (i.e., part 

of the axis of evil, not peace-loving, allegations of terrorist sponsorship, and in 

possession of WMD).51 The American public viewed Iraq, and Hussein especially, 

negatively as the “grave and growing danger” described by the president.52 Richard 

Herrmann (1999, 2013) argues that not only does one's prior beliefs matter but so does 

the image of the adversary, which can be a function of the information transmitted by 

elites. Again, not only does a president have the power to shape public opinion, but 

there are impediments to challenging him during periods of high information 

asymmetry (Kull, Ramsey, and Lewis 2003).53  

Consider former Nazi leader Hermann Goering’s statement during the 

Nuremberg trials that “people can always be brought to the bidding of the leaders…tell 

them they are being attacked and denounce the pacifists for lack of patriotism and 

                                                   

51 The reference to the “axis of evil” was made by President George W. Bush during his January 29, 2002, 
State of the Union Address (Bush 2002). Not “peace-loving” was attributed to Condoleezza Rice during an 
interview with CNN’s Wolf Blitzer on September 8, 2002 (“Top Bush Officials Push Case Against Saddam.”)  
52 Bush (2002).  
53 To be fair, there were critical accounts of the Bush administration and the war effort more broadly. Local 
newspapers have been highlighted for providing objective reporting despite the scholarly consensus that the 
media broadly failed in providing counterbalancing, critical views (Ricks 2006; Kull, Ramsay, and Lewis 
2003; Feldman, Huddy, and Marcus 2015). As Feldman, Huddy and Marcus (2015) suggest, while 
information is provided by elites, it is the role of the press to evaluate claims critically. Elites provide cues 
for the general public, but they need a method of transmission. While elite debate is important, the manner 
in which it is covered is important as well. 



 

 
39 

exposing the country to danger.”54 This statement provides an extreme implication for 

the study of public opinion. In theory, such a scenario would not be possible in a 

democratic system with shared responsibilities in the war powers. However, it is 

evident that elite-driven opinion can mobilize the masses, especially, if fear-mongering 

energizes group division and provides a means to a chosen policy prescription. This 

logic is compatible with scholarship that focuses on ethnocentrism (Kam and Kinder 

2007), authoritarianism and social dominance (McFarland 2005), national identity 

(Huddy and Khatib 2007), and “blind” patriotism (Schatz, Staub, and Lavine 1999). It 

appears that while individuals can be heavily influenced by elites, this influence is most 

effective when it intensifies predispositions. As such, it is possible for political elites to 

weaponize prejudices and individual inclinations.55 In a somewhat circular manner, 

predispositions are continuously informed by elites, making it unclear whether public 

opinion leads or lags policy decisions. However, it is evident that conditions favor the 

keeper of the information. This obviously presents an increased opportunity for 

manipulation. Divisive and destructive historical anecdotes notwithstanding, even the 

American public remains susceptible to manipulation. 

                                                   

54 Goering’s quote was referenced by Feldman, Huddy, and Marcus (2015), 168-169. The authors attribute 
the remarks to a recorded conversation with Gustave Gilbert without further citation.  
55 Kam and Kinder (2007), 336-337. 
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Perhaps too little attention in this review was spent on the media’s role in the 

policy process and in shaping public opinion, though it does impact both interbranch 

politics and the decision to use military force. While the scholarly consensus is that the 

public is mostly calculating in forming political decisions, it still relies on media-

amplified, elite cues. Confidence ratings in the media, however, have plummeted. In 

June 2016, newspapers (20 percent) and television news (21 percent) still lag below 

historical averages. Congress only garnered nine percent confidence.56 If public opinion 

is shaped by those whom they do not trust via platforms they do not trust, then it is ripe 

to reexamine whether the public is either prudent, content, or ambivalent. The media 

will continue to cover elites to provide its viewers with information they might not 

otherwise receive in their everyday lives. Subsequently, the public has little recourse but 

to continue to rely on elite messages transmitted through various media platforms (fake 

or otherwise). According to Feldman, Huddy, and Marcus (2015), it is clear that the 

manner in which people get information is changing and it is premature to say if this is 

an improvement. For example, investigative journalism (e.g., which uncovered the 

Watergate Scandal), which people are less inclined to read, is increasingly less likely to 

be produced due to cost. So when the general public is saturated by elites with a 

consensus opinion, along with prepackaged information from self-selected news 

                                                   

56 Norman (2016).  
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sources, we might expect events to unfold like they did in the run-up to the Iraq War. 

This certainly paints a bleak picture that speaks to Holsti’s concern about the public’s 

inadequate knowledge on foreign affairs. After all, “While other factors matter, 

democracy depends on information generated by competing political elites, 

disseminated and critically evaluated by a free press, and actively used by an engaged 

electorate.”57 This idea seems to be especially prominent in the decision to use military 

force. 

1.6 Conclusion 

In 1967, Hans Morgenthau summarized the challenges of American 

interventionism: 

Intervene we must where our national interest requires it and where our power 
gives us a chance to succeed. The choice of these occasions will be determined 
not by sweeping ideological commitments nor by blind reliance upon American 
power but by a careful calculation of the interests involved and the power 
available. If the United States applies this standard, it will intervene less and 
succeed more.58  
 
Morgenthau’s sentiment, while not an explicit reference to the initial decision to 

use military force, acknowledges the ambiguity in defining a “national interest” that 

might warrant its use. A reasonable “calculation” would naturally depend on collective 

                                                   

57 Feldman, Huddy, and Marcus (2015), 4. 
58 Morgenthau (1967), 425-436. Morgenthau, a classical realist, composed this article during the escalation of 
the Vietnam War. For additional discussion on the potential consequences of military intervention, see also 
Maddow (2012) and Bacevich (2013). 
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judgment and not that of one man or woman. As this review demonstrates, that 

collective wisdom has waxed and waned, and continues to be subject to an array of 

influences. It is unlikely that Morgenthau could have either predicted a backlash 

commensurate with Watergate or foreseen the effects of a Congressional realignment. 

However, he did recognize the limits of military force and the dangers in overreliance 

on it as a foreign policy instrument. To conclude, I suggest that the existing literature 

reveals several truisms behind decisions to use force. 

Foremost, it is broadly accepted that politics do not stop at the water’s edge and 

likely never have. American foreign policy will continue to be a function of the 

international system and increasingly partisan, domestic considerations. Similarly, there 

are not “two presidencies” that are individually responsible for foreign and domestic 

affairs. These realms are not any more exclusive than the war powers between the 

president and Congress. Absent an accepted existential threat to the country that unifies 

the nation, it is unlikely to have a shared perception in foreign policy that leads to a 

“golden age.” Part of the trick will be recognizing what constitutes an existential threat 

versus what is portrayed as such. Third, the relationship between the president and 

Congress in the use of force will continue to ebb and flow, with each stakeholder 

demonstrating varying degrees of power over time and depending on the policy issue. 

There will continue to be those occasions when one branch has a comparative advantage 

over the other and that lead to an “easier” (not necessarily optimal) solution. Fourth, 



 

 
43 

Congressional action to check a president encompasses a broad spectrum of activity that 

includes indirect tactics. It will remain a methodological challenge to capture these 

actions and to avoid misconstruing Congress as either ambivalent or deferent. Fifth, 

although the existing research suggests that the public holds pragmatic views, these 

views are often conditional on media-amplified, elite cues. Thus, a dynamic exists 

between a president who needs public support for his policy endeavors, media outlets 

that must appease their audience, and people who require relatively costless 

information (Hamilton 2004). The result might be a circular and dependent relationship 

worthy of further exploration (Downs 1957, Berinsky 2009).59 Sixth, there is a clear 

informational imbalance favoring the president in conflict initiation, especially, during 

periods of elite consensus. This presents an opportunity for manipulation and one that 

might prey on the public’s emotions. Lastly, the president largely enjoys the latitude to 

make a decision to use military force, along with what has effectively become a time 

window to be “successful” -- at least before fire alarms begin to sound. The implications 

for this grace period may become severe as a great deal of damage can be done before 

the first responders arrive. 

                                                   

59 Downs (1957), 74. The author asserts that a circular and dependent cycle exists in voting behavior. 
Berinsky (2009) similarly makes the assertion that the information cycle could be circular because elites 
might look to public opinion before crafting their opinions. 



 

 
44 

While decades of scholarship provide empirical evidence of the conflict between 

the political branches, the dynamic relationship is perhaps best illuminated by Senator 

William Fulbright in three reference points. In 1961, he provided a reluctant submission 

to the executive, who he suggested was more proactive and better postured to deal with 

pending crises (Fulbright 1961). During the fall-out from both the Vietnam War and 

Watergate, Fulbright delivered a scathing critique of Congress, asserting that it lacked 

the backbone to check the executive and curtail the expansion of a temporarily weak 

presidency (Fulbright 1975). Years later, Fulbright reflected on the persistent struggle 

between the branches in foreign affairs and the need for codetermination (Glennon 

1990). The timing of these testimonials coincide with Scott and Carter’s (2002) analysis, 

yet are perhaps more comparable to stages of grief. The struggle between the political 

branches was one Fulbright carried for years, and he would later regret his 1961 

assertion of executive discretion.60 His thoughts over the years, however, show the 

fluctuation of the interbranch relationship. It is also evident that while checks and 

balances exist, they are largely dependent on Members’ interests and actions. 

                                                   

60 Fulbright’s thoughts did not neatly coincide with the broader trends in Congressional behavior. For 
example, Vietnam was not his watershed moment. He believed that Truman’s entrance into Korea ended 
the so-called golden age of bipartisanship. He also viewed Johnson’s incursion into the Dominican Republic 
as an act of perennial subterfuge. 
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The interbranch relationship in foreign affairs is complex but less so in initial 

decisions to use armed force. The WPR came from the evidentiary items stemming from 

the rejection of the two presidencies literature. The Framers’ concerns as to the shared 

responsibility in war remain evident in more recent polling, yet the frequency of military 

activity makes it difficult for Congress to keep pace with the president.61 Presidents 

maintain the authority to use force without formal consultation with Congress and 

largely without prior Congressional deliberation. As one scholar suggested, the WPR 

may “eliminate the healthy interbranch tensions and debates that should guide the use 

of American power.”62 While the law may seem antiquated on-the-surface, the important 

issue is that Congress does not blindly defer to the executive. Interpretations of war 

powers between the two branches have evolved from their original conception, creating 

a perception of a power imbalance. I find that the verdict is still out on whether this 

perception is accurate.  

Lastly, the Watergate and Vietnam-era provided a pivot point in the study of 

interbranch relations. It was a critical time in American society because people 

fundamentally questioned the motives of their government. Today, the rise of populism 

concurrent with a unified government presents a different, but equally influential, point 

                                                   

61 Newport (2008).  
62 Newton (2012), 177. 
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in the debate on the division of war powers. While the most obvious questions on the 

topic (such as whether the president or Congress should have sole autonomy on the use 

of force) have already clearly been settled, the focus of future research must further 

address the finer points of the debate in order to ensure that neither branch in the 

American government receives a blank check.  
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Chapter 2. Toward an Understanding of American 
Presidents’ Decisions to Use Military Force1 
2.1 Overview 

Previous research by Horowitz et al. (2015) explores the biographical traits 

that contribute to a leader’s “risk” score -- an index for the narrow choice to enter 

an interstate conflict. Their analysis builds on the literature that traces life 

experiences to policy outcomes and provides evidence that leader-centric 

explanations complement system-centric explanations when it comes to decisions 

to use military force. This article builds on their research through an analysis of 

American presidents from 1945-2000. It identifies the features that drive 

presidents’ riskiness, several of which contrast with those found to drive riskiness 

across world leaders. It also refines Horowitz et al.’s measurement of leader risk, 

and while the subsequent leader rankings remain similar, they differ from the 

assessment of surveyed historians. An explanation for this divergence is suggested 

by examining an outlying case, President Jimmy Carter and the Iran hostage crisis.  

                                                   

1 I would like to thank Stephanie Ahern, Seth Center, Michael Horowitz, Patrick Howell, Alice Hunt, 
Christopher Johnston, Edward Keefer, Matt King, C.J. Kirkpatrick, Amy Kramer, So Jin Lee, Howard Liu, 
Joe McCarthy, Sean Morrow, Jon Pevehouse, Wizdom, Powell, Aron Rimanyi, Jordan Roberts, Alex Roland, 
Seth Sanders, Mark Schafer, Keith Shuler and the Carter library staff, Gary Sick, Erin Simpson, Jason Singh, 
J.D. Swinney, Paul Wharton, Tracy Wharton, Ike Wilson, and Sean Zeigler for their assistance with this 
project. Special thanks to Robert Allred and Gina Turrini, as well as members of my committee -- Peter 
Feaver, Bruce Jentleson, Bruce Kuniholm, and David Rohde. The views in this paper are my own and do not 
necessarily represent those of any component of the U.S. Government. 



 

 
48 

“You have to run risks. There are no certainties in war. There is a precipice on either side of you -

- a precipice of caution and a precipice of over-daring.” 

--Winston Churchill2 

“A man sits as many risks as he runs.” 

--Henry David Thoreau3 

The extent to which leaders matter has long been a matter of debate among scholars 

(Jervis 2013) -- whether a leader is “eventful” or “event-making” (Hook 1957). While the 

theory of “great men” views leaders as the leading factor in shaping national decisions 

(Carlyle 1841), another school of thought contends that a leader’s choices are mainly the 

byproduct of social norms, constraints, and influences (Spencer 1889).4 This 

longstanding debate is better characterized as being between those who believe a 

systematic explanation of world events is possible without fidelity on how best to 

incorporate individual-level factors and those who believe these factors are so important 

that they cannot be excluded from any systematic explanation. Indeed, these views are 

not mutually exclusive. The more recent literature emphasizes the middle ground that 

individual and system-centric explanations are complementary (Horowitz et al. 2015, 

                                                   

2 Winston S. Churchill. Churchill By Himself. RosettaBooks, 2013. 
3 Henry D. Thoreau. Walden. Yale University Press, 2006. 
4 Thomas Carlyle popularized great man theory, whereas the theory’s antithesis is often attributed to 
Herbert Spencer. See Thomas Carlyle. On Heroes, Hero-worship, and the Heroic in History. Vol. 1. University of 
California Press, 1993, and Herbert Spencer. The Study of Sociology. Vol. 5. D. Appleton, 1889.  
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Yarhi-Milo 2018). Professor Bruce Jentleson (2018) notes, “no individual is so 

extraordinary as to be transformational irrespective of the context in which he or she 

operates.”5 One of the more important and well-studied ways to examine how 

“individuals matter” is in their decisions to use military force, which are a function of 

their different conceptions of risk that stem from early life experiences.  

The argument holds that biographical traits can predict national leaders’ patterns 

of behavior within the constraints that limit their range of choices. Testing this argument 

systematically, authors Michael Horowitz, Allan Stam, and Cali Ellis (2015) show that 

certain biographical traits correlate, ceteris paribus, with leaders’ decisions to use military 

force.6 The traits do not negate the powerful influence of the international system (e.g., 

years since Militarized Interstate Dispute initiation), which remains significant across 

these observable choices. Their research provides a strong foundation for additional 

analyses of leaders’ propensity to use force, which they argue, is a derivative of 

individual risk profiles. My paper re-examines the impact of biographical factors (e.g., 

military service, combat service) in shaping American presidents’ riskiness as evidenced 

by their decisions to use force in the post-World War II period.  

                                                   

5 Bruce W. Jentleson. The Peacemakers:  Leadership Lessons from Twentieth-Century Statesmanship. W.W. Norton, 
2018. Page xviii.  
6 Michael C. Horowitz, Allan C. Stam, and Cali M. Ellis. Why Leaders Fight. Cambridge University Press, 
2015. See also Michael Horowitz. “Why Leaders Fight.” TEDxPenn. (video) July 5, 2016. Accessed online at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BB8e11Eo0ss.  
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Indeed, there is a broad understanding of risk -- foundational in the economics     

literature -- that generally characterizes people as risk-averse (the majority), risk-neutral, 

or risk-seeking based upon preferences for a gamble given the odds of an expected 

payoff (Frank 2014).7 Indifference toward a 50/50 gamble is considered risk-neutral, with 

any positive or negative reaction indicating a more or less-risky disposition. Other 

descriptions, such as those commonly used in psychology, recognize man’s inherent 

subjectivity -- “a higher perception of risk (and high uncertainty) may heighten the 

individual’s personal preference for a given choice.”8 Horowitz et al., however, describe 

risky leaders as those who have a “greater propensity to use force than others do when 

placed in similar situations.”9 For this study, I have chosen to employ Horowitz et al.’s 

admittedly narrow definition of risk.10  

There are disadvantages to viewing a rich concept (risk) through such a narrow 

prism as the decision to use (overt) military force. This limited description, for instance, 

                                                   

7 The literature on risk is extensive and spans several academic disciplines as Aswath Damodaran (2007) 
notes. For example, the influential work of Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, who observe deviations 
from otherwise expected decisions, argue that decisions are made depending on one’s perception of his 
domain, or how one sees himself about a pre-established reference point (Tversky and Kahneman 1974, 
Kahneman and Tversky 1979). How a problem is framed for a decision-maker matters (Tversky and 
Kahneman 1981), which is a finding creatively built upon in various analyses of foreign policy decision-
making (Jentleson 1990, McDermott 2001). 
8 Horowitz et al. (2015), 29. 
9 Horowitz et al. (2015), 28.  
10 I made the decision to constrain my definition of risk to that used by Horowitz et al. for the purpose of 
comparison. I argue that using a narrow conception of risk, operationalized as the unique decision to use 
military force (i.e., as opposed to, for example, the risk involved in a business transaction or riding a 
motorcycle), provides an opportunity to understand how leaders become predisposed to using it.   
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downplays the risk taken in selecting alternate foreign policy options once in office. 

Consider President Donald Trump’s decision to meet with North Korean leader Kim 

Jong-un in Singapore on June 12, 2018. Pursuing direct negotiations is a high-risk 

endeavor, and Trump could suffer political consequences if he fails to de-nuclearize the 

Korean Peninsula. An unsuccessful diplomatic effort could be embarrassing and have 

repercussions going into future elections.11 North Korea could also use negotiations as a 

delay tactic to advance its military technologies. In short, Trump’s gambit does not mean 

that he is risk-averse. The definition of risk I use also brackets off the fact that alternative 

strategies (e.g., international pressure, economic sanctions, exposure of malign activities 

in the cyber domain) short of military force could be considered risky choices.12 These 

                                                   

11 Prior to the Trump-Kim Summit, there was no shortage of opinion articles as to the risk involved in direct 
negotiations with North Korea. For one of the more balanced examples, see Jon Wolfsthal. “Trump is 
Moving in the Right Direction on North Korea:  The Risks of a Summit Remain High. But Diplomacy 
Works.” Foreign Policy.com. April 19, 2018. Accessed online at:  http://foreignpolicy.com/2018/04/19/trump-is-
moving-in-the-right-direction-on-north-korea/. As of this writing, it remains to be seen whether the summit 
will yield a positive, enduring outcome. See Mark Landler and Gardiner Harris. “Trump Asks Pompeo to 
Cancel North Korea Trip, Pointing to Stalled Diplomacy.” The New York Times. August 24, 2018. Accessed 
online at:  https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/24/us/politics/pompeo-north-korea-trip.html. Recent 
(negative) developments have earned the attention of a prominent conservative-leaning think tank. See 
Bruce Klingner. “U.S.–North Korea Summit Deal on Denuclearization Faltering.” The Heritage Foundation. 
September 4, 2018. Accessed online at:  https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/us-north-korea-summit-deal-
denuclearizationfaltering?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=EBB%209.5.18&utm_
term=Editorial%20-%20Early%20Bird%20Brief.  
12 An illustrative example of this strategy is President Trump’s expulsion of Russian diplomats and 
increased sanctions during March-April 2018. Such a tit-for-tat strategy risks continued escalation between 
great powers. See Alex Wayne, Jennifer Jacobs, and Jennifer Epstein. “Trump’s Russian Expulsions Leave 
Moscow Stunned. Bloomberg. March 27, 2018. Accessed online at:  
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-03-27/trump-s-expulsions-stun-putin-in-favor-of-snubbed-
europe-allies. Also, Donna Borak. “U.S. Imposes Sanctions Against Russian Oligarchs and Government 
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nuances are largely lost when focusing solely on whether or not a leader uses military 

force.  

On the other hand, decisions to use military force represent a unique policy 

choice (or as famously stated, a “continuation of policy by other means”) that 

simultaneously chances “blood, treasure, prestige, and credibility.”13 Additionally, and 

in contrast to other, subtler forms of statecraft, military force is easily observed. 

Referring back to Trump’s options regarding North Korea, the prospect of a pre-

emptive, “bloody nose” military strike provides an illustrative example of this 

difference.14 To the analyst seeking to understand leaders’ choices, the overtness of 

military force is methodologically beneficial. As Horowitz et al. argue, with this 

knowledge, leaders can be characterized on a riskiness scale. 

To appreciate risk as a lens to examine decisions to use force, I begin by briefly 

outlining various ways analysts have traced policy outcomes from life experiences. 

                                                   

Officials.” CNN.com. April 6, 2018. Accessed online at:  https://www.cnn.com/2018/04/06/politics/russia-
sanctions-oligarchs/index.html.  
13 Carl von Clausewitz. On War, ed. trans. by Michael Howard and Peter Paret. Princeton, 1984. Page 87. 
Regarding the risks of military force, see Thomas E. Ricks. The Gamble:  General Petraeus and the Untold Story 
of the American Surge in Iraq, 2006-2008. Penguin UK, 2009. 
14 Steven Metz. “A ‘Bloody Nose’ Strike on North Korea is Certainly Risky. Is it Crazy?” World Politics 
Review.com. February 9, 2018. Accessed online at:  https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/24160/a-
bloody-nose-strike-on-north-korea-is-certainly-risky-is-it-crazy. See also Mira Rapp-Hooper. “The 
Cataclysm that Would Follow a ‘Bloody Nose’ Strike in North Korea:  H.R. McMaster’s Broken Rationale for 
Confronting Kim Jong Un.” The Atlantic.com. January 31, 2018. Accessed online at:  
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/01/the-cataclysm-that-would-follow-a-bloody-nose-
strike-in-north-korea/551924/.  
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These are almost universally post-facto exercises. Horowitz et al.’s research 

complements this body of literature by theorizing that the traits that systematically shift 

one’s risk-proneness (i.e., one’s relative level of risk) can be identified ex-ante. I identify 

limitations in their quantitative models, offering an alternative approach for American 

presidents (1945-2000) in contrast to the broader population of world leaders. Focusing 

only on American presidents allows me to hold some factors constant (such as regime 

type) and consider other factors in greater detail (such as types of military decisions) 

because the data are more readily available in the U.S. case. Consequently, I exploit 

alternative data from the vast quantitative use of force literature that consists of 

“opportunities” in which presidents could have used force, as well as data that includes 

instances when they chose to do so (Howell and Pevehouse 2005, 2007).15 My results 

identify the features that drive presidents’ riskiness and provide a refinement to 

Horowitz et al.’s measurement of leader risk, which shows that biographical features 

can predict behaviors in office. My revised rankings of individual leaders differ from the 

summary judgments of surveyed historians. I subsequently focus on an outlying case, 

President Jimmy Carter and the Iran hostage crisis, to see if I can identify why, in this 

                                                   

15 Though the quantitative use of force literature is vast, my paper more narrowly focuses on the president 
as an individual, not as an institution. For example, Howell and Pevehouse (2005, 2007) analyze the various 
conditions that the Congress “checks” the executive. My goal is to go a level of analysis deeper and provide 
evidence that American leaders matter, and this can be systematically demonstrated as a function of their 
biographical traits and life experiences. 
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one instance, the rankings diverge. This case study uncovers variables that my 

parsimonious quantitative models do not. I conclude my paper with suggestions for 

future research.  

2.2 Tracing Life Experiences to Policy Outcomes 

Scholars have developed various approaches to determine the extent of the 

relationship between leaders’ traits with policy outcomes (Winter 2013). Early attempts 

included that of “operational code,” originally formulated by Nathan Leites (1951) and 

built upon by both Alexander George (1969, 1979) and Ole Holsti (1977).16 At its core, 

operational code is a form of content analysis to disaggregate an individual’s 

philosophical beliefs to predict foreign policy behavior. Stephen Walker (1990) provides 

an overview of the mixed results of these efforts, which have subsequently fallen out of 

favor, perhaps due to a shortage of unscripted remarks to analyze. Moreover, merely 

uncovering one’s philosophical beliefs provides little insight into how those beliefs are 

formed.  

Psychobiography has also been used to provide clues to a leader’s behavior. 

Jerrold Post (2013) states that factors such as one’s familial relationships (e.g., absent 

father, heavy maternal influence) or brushes with mortality influence how a leader 

                                                   

16 Walker (1990) notably highlights Alexander George’s disclaimer that scholars should not expect a leader 
to mechanically adhere to the operational code, a recognition of its limited value. 
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approaches decisions. Like operational code, psychobiography has been subject to 

extensive criticism as either difficult to falsify or too often anecdotal. Attempts at coding 

a leader’s personality to predict latter behavior, in many respects, is akin to finding 

patterns in abstract artwork -- but it is not impossible. As David Winter (2013) argues, 

explanations of an individual’s personality can “supply the coefficients to fill out the 

abstract terms of rational choice.”17 In other words, information gleaned from profiles 

provides a window into decision-making. In his review of the many efforts to link belief 

systems with behavior, Winter suggests that there is utility in these “at-a-distance” 

efforts, but there is a lack of consensus on how best to do so. Psychobiographical 

assessments require a dose of humility.  

 Such a dose is offered by Alexander and Juliette George (1998) and Robert Jervis 

(2013), who question the ability of leader profiles to predict policy outcomes altogether. 

The Georges, responsible for a seminal work in psychobiography (George and George 

1964), are fierce protectors of the intellectual rigor and objectivity that is required in such 

analysis. They believe scholars need access to, or at least exhaustive research of, a 

principal before attempting to trace policy outcomes from a leader’s upbringing. 

Readers can also deduce that providing clues as to how a leader might act is not an exact 

                                                   

17 David G. Winter. “Personality Profiles of Political Elites.” The Oxford Handbook of Political Psychology. 2013.  
Pages 425-426.  
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science. For example, are a leader’s decisions indicative of a grand strategy, 

institutionally-driven politics, or the manifestation of a desire for approbation that 

stemmed from one’s youth?18 Analysts must remain cognizant of unfalsifiable 

hypotheses, and digging until one finds some “explanation” that fits the psychology and 

falls prey to a “post hoc, ergo” argument. Just because a leader makes a decision 

consonant with previous experience does not necessarily mean that the decision is 

because of that experience. Jervis further summarizes the complexity of the task, “Solid 

data is scarce…it is not clear how much evidence from survey data would tell us about 

such links in the beliefs and behavior of the highly selected group of people who become 

national leaders.” He adds, “We need to try to establish causation and rule out the 

counter-claim that the beliefs are mere window dressing or rationalizations by looking 

for consistency and showing that the beliefs were formed before the behavior we are 

seeking to explain.” The puzzle remains how to trace the causal chain between one’s life 

experiences and policy outcomes.  

 Neither the high standard sketched by the Georges nor the limitations identified 

by Jervis have prevented efforts to “solve” the puzzle. Elizabeth Saunders (2011), for 

example, uses rich case studies to show that American presidents’ policy choices are 

                                                   

18 For further discussion on the impacts of various attributes and life experiences on American presidents, 
such as personal loss, listen to “Doris Kearns Goodwin.” The Axe Files with David Axelrod. November 28, 
2016. Radio. 
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informed by their prior beliefs and perceptions of the threat posed by a foreign 

adversary. She argues that, when using military force, presidents are either inclined to 

seek internal institutional transformation in an adversary’s state, or to favor external 

transformation. Generally speaking, internally-focused leaders (e.g., President John 

Kennedy) see a connection between a state’s aggressive behavior and the character of its 

internal institutions, whereas externally-focused leaders (e.g., President Dwight 

Eisenhower) are less inclined to focus on those domestic institutions (within the foreign 

power) and nation-building efforts. Additionally, she finds that decisions to use force 

are not necessarily consistent with either elite or public opinion. Leaders’ views, which 

she argues are largely formed before holding office, are evident throughout “policy 

investments,” such as broader strategic choices, budgets, the creation of institutions, and 

staffing decisions.  

More recently, Keren Yarhi-Milo (2018) provides evidence in support of a 

predictive theory of leader resolve (i.e., saving face) in a conflict based on a president’s 

disposition.19 In an empirical analysis of American presidents during and after the Cold 

                                                   

19 Keren Yarhi-Milo. Who Fights for Reputation in International Politics:  The Psychology of Leaders in International 
Conflict. Vol. 156. Princeton University Press, 2018. Chapter 1, pages 1-3. As this book was “forthcoming” 
during my review (and will be released shortly), I cite page numbers within the individual chapters 
provided by Yarhi-Milo, in advance of her discussion with Duke University students in April 2017. The 
author provides a few illustrative examples of leaders who chose to fight for reputation (e.g., President 
Lyndon Johnson during the Vietnam War) and those who did not (e.g., President Barack Obama after Syrian 
President Bashar al Assad crossed his “red line” in 2012). See also Alex Weisiger and Keren Yarhi-Milo. 
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War, she argues that there is a link between foreign policy decision-making and a 

personality trait she labels as “self-monitoring.” Yarhi-Milo differentiates between 

leaders who are high self-monitors (e.g., President Ronald Reagan), or those who are 

“inclined to modify their behavior strategically to cultivate status-enhancing images,” 

and leaders who are low self-monitors (e.g., President Jimmy Carter), or those who are 

“less likely to change their behavior in response to status-based social cues.”20 A leader’s 

willingness to fight for reputation, she suggests, is a function of this psychological trait 

that is formed before holding office.21 Her description is less about an inclination to use 

force than it is about the inherent psychological basis for doing so. Like Saunders, Yarhi-

Milo provides an explicit recognition of the importance of individual-level theories, 

which she argues are not reductionist but recognize the unique position of a leader 

during a time of crisis.22 These theories complement institution-centric conceptions of 

strategic choice rather than contradict them.  

                                                   

“Revisiting Reputation:  How Past Actions Matter in International Politics.” International Organization (2015):  
473-495; and, Alex Weisiger and Keren Yarhi-Milo. “What American Credibility Myth? How and Why 
Reputation Matters.” War on the Rocks. October 4, 2016. 
20 Yarhi-Milo (2018), Chapter 1, page 23. 
21 Yarhi-Milo (2018), Chapter 1, pages 4-9. Indeed, there is a sizeable body of literature on reputation. For an 
excellent overview of the multiple arguments, see Danielle Lupton. “Early Interactions and Leader-Specific 
Reputations for Resolve.” (2016). I highlight Yarhi-Milo because of her predictive theory of leader resolve 
based on pre-tenure traits.  
22 Yarhi-Milo (2018), Chapter 1, pages 7-8. 
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Based on the literature, leaders make decisions based on a broad set of factors, 

some of which are external to the individual (e.g., type of political system, partisan 

dynamics) and others that are internal to either an individual’s worldview or decision-

making profile. Regarding the latter category, some leaders seek a high degree of input 

and tend to be more deliberative, while others go with their gut instincts. Some leaders 

are haunted by mistakes of commission for actions in the past, while others are haunted 

by mistakes of omission for things that could have been done. They are subject to mental 

biases when making policy choices (Jervis 1976, George 1980). They are shaped by their 

life experiences (Saunders 2011, Horowitz and Stam 2014, Yarhi-Milo 2018), and they are 

influenced by how choices are developed or presented to them (Janis 1982, Jentleson 

1990, Allison and Zelikow 1999, McDermott 2001). These factors push researchers to 

develop novel approaches to trace policy decisions from early life experiences. If we 

acknowledge that decision-making and risk are inherently intertwined (Tversky and 

Kahneman 1974; Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Slovic, Finucane, Peters, and MacGregor 

2002; Slovic, Peters, Finucane, and MacGregor 2005; Slovic and Peters 2006), and accept 

that those individuals who can reasonably be described as risk-prone in a general sense 

are more likely to make decisions differently in situations, ceteris paribus, from those 

individuals wired for a more cautious approach, we should subsequently examine the 

antecedent correlates of that risk-proneness. Furthermore, if these factors can be 

identified, can they be translated into a predictive measure? Horowitz et al. (2015) 
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answer this question affirmatively in their development of a trait-based index for the 

narrow choice to enter an interstate conflict.23 

Revisiting ‘Why Leaders Fight.’ Horowitz et al. (2015) focus on the relationship 

between decision-making and risk by examining the former through the lens of the 

latter. They do this by identifying and translating behavioral factors ex-ante into a risk 

score. They argue that this metric, operationalized as the probability of a leader 

initiating a Militarized Interstate Dispute (MID), allows analysts to make predictions 

regarding decisions to use military force.24 Their proposed causal chain (Figure 2) 

illustrates how early life experiences predict decisions to use force, and in doing so, 

demonstrates that leaders matter in the international system. Life experiences, they 

argue, contribute to a leader’s risk profile, which is subsequently impacted by 

institutional constraints in the decision-making process. For example, their predictive 

model finds Nikita Khrushchev to be a high-risk leader. Though he had a high degree of 

autonomy in power, even he was replaced by Leonid Brezhnev following the loss of a 
                                                   

23 It is important to note that neither Horowitz et al. (2015) nor my analysis claim to identify the trait(s) that 
cause risk-proneness in our limited conception of risk. Both analyses, however, identify the antecedent 
correlates of risk-proneness. Otherwise stated, we argue that people who are more prone to enter a conflict 
tend to have certain biographical traits. 
24 According to Jones et al. (1996), “Militarized interstate disputes are united historical cases of conflict in 
which the threat, display or use of military force short of war by one member state is explicitly directed 
towards the government, official representatives, official forces, property, or territory of another state. 
Disputes are composed of incidents that range in intensity from threats to use force to actual combat short of 
war.” For additional details on the MID database, see Faten Ghosn, and Scott Bennett. 2003. “Codebook for 
the Dyadic Militarized Interstate Incident Data.” Version 3.10. Accessed online at 
http://cow.dss.ucdavis.edu/data-sets/MIDs. 
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key constituency.25 Horowitz et al. note, “Different domestic political institutions 

constrain leaders differently.” These constraints shape the range of choices for leaders 

such that analysts could see very different risk profiles behaving in the same way (e.g., a 

low-risk Margaret Thatcher who used force in the Falklands) or very similar risk profiles 

behaving in very different ways (e.g., the similarly high-risk Kennedy initiated two 

MIDs to Khrushchev’s 26 MIDs).26 It is the relationship between these factors and 

decisions to use military force that remains ripe for further exploration within the 

American context. 

 

Figure 2. Theoretical relationship between experiences and outcomes according to 
Horowitz et al.27 

To construct their version of a risk scale, Horowitz et al. catalog over 30 

biographical traits across 2,400 state leaders from 1875 to 2004, in what they refer to as 

                                                   

25 Horowitz et al. (2015), 54. 
26 Horowitz et al. (2015) provide a paired case study between Krushchev and Kennedy on pages 81-92. 
Separately, they suggest Margaret Thatcher is an example of a leader who their model predicted as low-risk, 
but was driven by domestic considerations to use military force in response to the Falklands crisis in 1982. 
27 Horowitz et al. (2015), 54. Figure 2 illustrates the causal chain that Horowitz et al. propose and explains 
how a leader's early life experiences translate to policy choices -- in this case, decisions to use armed force. In 
a telephone interview with Michael Horowitz conducted on October 6, 2016, “domestic politics” includes 
the institutions that impact decision-making. According to Horowitz, domestic politics function as an 
intervening variable (in a literal sense) in the causal chain.  

Domestic Politics

Life Experiences
Leader Beliefs/        
Risk Attitudes Policy Outcomes
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the Leader Experience and Attribute Descriptions (LEAD) database.28 The LEAD 

variables are observable across state leaders, and while it is possible that other pre-

tenure traits influence one’s risk propensity, the authors are limited by the availability of 

data.29 The wide-ranging attributes in the dataset (Table 1) enable the authors to build a 

series of models and accomplish three things.  

First, they determine the statistically significant biographical traits correlated 

with the initiation of a MID across state leaders in their sample regardless of the number of 

MIDs in a year -- a “leader risk” logit. In other words, they assess whether leaders who 

have served in combat before they come to power tend to experience more MIDs or 

whether divorced leaders experience more MIDs, and so on. The logic is that these traits, 

while not the only input in the decision-making process, make presidents reason 

differently. For example, a combat veteran might think about the costs of a war in a way 

a non-combat veteran might not. He or she may have a personal understanding that 

another does not, and therefore, he or she may listen to advisors differently when 

considering the use of military force. A highly-educated individual might be inclined to 

think about the broader implications for such a use of force, or perhaps think creatively 

                                                   

28 Cali Mortenson Ellis, Michael C. Horowitz, and Allan C. Stam. “Introducing the LEAD data 
set.” International Interactions 41, no. 4 (2015):  718-741. 
29 The LEAD dataset also includes a few subjective variables (e.g., social status), which are excluded in 
Horowitz et al.’s mathematical models for reasons beyond just the availability of data. For example, it is 
difficult to precisely measure the relative status of leaders with respect to their societies in the time that they 
lived.  
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about other policy options to accomplish an objective. Other background factors such as 

familial status or prior occupation further contribute to an overall level of risk-proneness 

and impacts how one approaches decisions to use military force.30 Indeed, several 

biographical traits reach statistical significance in this model:  military service 

(regardless of combat service), participation in a rebel war that resulted in a loss of that 

war, age, occupation as either a doctor or what they describe as a “creative” occupation, 

parental marital status, and whether the leader was an “illegitimate” child.31  

Next, they compare the leader risk model with a “system risk” model, which 

relies solely on traditional international relations variables (Table 2), such as years since 

a country initiated a MID, relative material capabilities, and so on. In contrast to the 

biographical traits in the leader risk model, almost all of the system risk variables reach 

statistical significance. The system risk model lends to an institution-centric explanation 

though the authors argue that a third, composite model that includes both individual 

                                                   

30  Furthermore, “businessmen” might place greater value on the potential for a high pay-off as opposed to 
accruing massive debt and the prospects of declaring bankruptcy. “Career politicians” might display 
uncommon levels of resolve despite losing multiple, costly elections. 
31 Horowitz et al. (2015), technical appendix 6-10. Technical appendix accessed online at:  
http://www.caliellis.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Technical_Appendix_for_Why_Leaders_Fight.pdf. 
Notably, their leader risk model includes a few variables that are not biographical traits, but are arguably 
emblematic of the international system (see Table 1 “additional variables”). These variables are also 
included in the system risk model.  
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level and system level variables best predicts international conflict.32 While they argue 

that the composite model is better-fitting than the system risk-alone model, the 

importance of the system risk variables remains evident -- so much so that it detracts 

from the authors’ argument that leaders matter.33 In the composite model, several leader 

traits lose statistical significance altogether (e.g., age, whether the leader was considered 

a legitimate child) and the traditional international relations variables are the only ones 

to retain statistical significance at the p<0.01 level.34 I am in no way suggesting that 

Horowitz et al. are wrong to emphasize the importance of individual variables given the 

statistical power of the system-level explanations (which my analysis also reveals); 

instead, I argue that there is an opportunity to readdress the importance of these traits in 

the American context. 

                                                   

32 Horowitz et al. (2015), technical appendix 6-8. See also Horowitz et al. (2015), 66-67. The pseudo r-squared 
values marginally increase across Horowitz et al.’s models:  leader risk (.186), system risk (.232), and the 
combined model (.241). The system risk model also has many fewer variables (13; ten of which are 
statistically significant) than the leader risk model (37; 13 of which are statistically significant; three of which 
are indicative of system risk and used in both models). The addition of 24 variables from the first model 
likely drives up the pseudo r-squared value between the second (system risk) and third (composite) models. 
33 The alternative models I present in the next section similarly demonstrate the importance of system risk 
variables, though in contrast to Horowitz et al., there is not a marked reduction in the significance of 
biographical traits. I argue this dynamic provides more compelling evidence that leaders matter than relying 
on goodness of fit.  
34 Horowitz et al. (2015), technical appendix 6-8. The variables that maintain statistical significance at the 
p<0.01 level in the combined model include:  years since MID initiation, material capabilities, system 
concentration, and last national war status. Although the authors report that their composite model 
containing both leader risk and system risk provides a better fit, analysts should be skeptical. Again, the 
respective pseudo r-squared values go from .232 in the system risk model to .241 in the combined model. 
This is not a major improvement given the addition of 24 variables from the leader risk model to the system 
risk model. 
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Table 1. LEAD and the leader risk model35 

 
*These traits listed were included in the LEAD dataset but were not used by Horowitz et al. in their leader risk model.  

**These traits were included in Horowitz et al.’s leader risk model but were not included in the LEAD dataset. These 
variables were also included in their system risk model. 

                                                   

35 This chart was taken from Horowitz et al. (2015), 62 and 67. A variation of this chart was also used in 
Michael Horowitz. “Why Leaders Fight.” TEDxPenn. (video) July 5, 2016.    

Military Background Educational Background Occupation

Military service Level of education Law
Combat Type of primary education Military
Rebel Boarding school Business

Rebel combat Creative
Military education* Family Career politician

Prior war victory (in combat) Labor
Prior war loss (in combat) Age Police

Prior rebel win (in general) Gender Teacher
Prior rebel loss (in general) Married Journalism

Divorced Engineering
Married in power Medicine

Number of children Activist
Polygamist Aristocrat

Science
Blue collar

Upbringing Subjective Experiences Additional Variables

Considered "illegitimate" child Wealth* Year since country MID initiation**
Orphan Social status* Year since country MID initiation^2**

Parents divorced Mental health* Year since country MID initiation^3**
Royalty Physical health* Office tenure (days)/1000**

Birth order*
Father's occupation*

Mother's occupation*
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Table 2. System risk variables used by Horowitz et al. (2015) 

 
 Based on their analysis, Horowitz et al. can say that the combination of certain 

biographical features and certain system characteristics on average are correlated with 

increased (or decreased) MIDs. Horowitz et al. subsequently shift their focus to 

individual leaders and individual risk propensity. They ask the question:  What is the 

likelihood that a given leader, possessing a particular combination of inherent 

biographical features and serving in office under certain prevailing system 

characteristics -- some of which might have been shown on average to be associated 

with increased MIDs and others of which might have been shown on average to be 

associated with decreased MIDs -- will experience a MID?36  

To answer this question, they assign each leader a “leader risk score,” which is 

derived from a mathematical calculation using the leader risk logit.37 To construct these 

                                                   

36 Horowitz et al. (2015), 60. 
37 As is the case in their analysis across all state leaders, the leader risk scores include variables that are 
arguably emblematic of system risk:  the years between MIDs, that same factor both squared and cubed, as 

 

Year since country MID initiation
Year since country MID initiation^2
Year since country MID initiation^3

Material capabilities (CINC)
Democracy/autocracy

System concentration (CON), entire system
Irregular entry into office

Tau between country code and system leader
Country faced MID initiation in the prior five years

Last national war win/loss/draw
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scores, Horowitz et al. conduct an out-of-sample test to determine the probability of 

each leader initiating a MID (i.e., the dependent variable). This is a two-step process. 

First, they randomly divide the data into two subsets by leader-year and run a 

regression using the first half of the dataset. This estimation is subsequently used to 

build a predictive model for the second half of the data.38 The resulting scores, which 

range from one (highest risk) to zero (lowest risk), are then placed in descending rank 

order to determine the “riskiest” leaders based on their traits.39 I was able to replicate 

their results using Stata software and the LEAD dataset. 

  

                                                   

well as tenure in office (days/1000). These are the only variables used in both the leader risk and system risk 
models. 
38 Horowitz et al. (2015), technical appendix 18-19. Also, Horowitz. Telephone interview conducted on 
October 6, 2016. Horowitz was gracious with his time and this interview was critical to my analysis. To 
generate the risk scores in Horowitz et al. (2015), the authors divided the MID data in half and transposed 
their predictions from the first half of the data on the second half of the data. The two halves were treated as 
a “training” set and a “testing” set respectively. This method of conducting an out-of-sample test using two 
datasets that are not independent is not ideal, but necessary given the limitations of the data. This limitation 
applies to my analysis as well. 
39 Horowitz et al. (2015) also perform the same out-of-sample test to generate “system risk scores” for each 
leader. 
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Table 3. Horowitz et al. leader risk scores of American presidents and notable 
international leaders 

 
Table 3 depicts the leader scores for American presidents (1945-2000) along with 

a few notable world leaders I selected for illustrative purposes.40 These rankings suggest 

that American presidents use force more liberally than their international counterparts do; 

the sample mean risk score for all leaders was 0.17.41 One can imagine that a count of 

uses of force would make American presidents stand out even more (i.e., beyond the 

binary approach of whether a world leader either used force or he did not).42 The leader 

                                                   

40 The results in Table 3 are from my replication of Horowitz et al. (2015). I relied on their codebook and 
dataset. Horowitz was kind enough to also share their .do file. 
41 Judy Le and Sean Lyons. “Batten School Dean Explores Risky Behavior Among World Leaders.” Virginia 
Magazine. Fall 2015. Accessed online at http://uvamagazine.org/articles/fight_or_flight. Analysts can 
attribute the comparatively high rankings of American presidents to the emergence of the United States as a 
global superpower after World War II, and its increasing military presence abroad.  
42 The authors considered a methodology that accounted for an individual leader using force multiple times, 
but decided not to pursue this model further. Their logic was that such a model was largely consistent with 
a model that excluded this variation. See Horowitz et al. (2015), technical appendix, 1-4 (Table A.1, Column 

 

World	Leader Leader	Risk	Score	
Ronald	Reagan 0.66
John	Kennedy 0.59
Gerald	Ford 0.58
Josef	Stalin 0.57
Adolf	Hitler 0.53

Saddam	Hussein	 0.51
Lyndon	 Johnson 0.51
George	H.W.	Bush 0.50

Jimmy	Carter 0.48
Richard	Nixon 0.47

Dwight	Eisenhower 0.45
Winston	Churchill 0.43
Vladimir	Putin 0.40
Kim	Jong-Il 0.37

Harry	Truman 0.34

William	Clinton 0.32
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risk scores, also reveal a noticeable and unexpected pattern when sorted in rank order. 

While the interstate rankings are anticipated (e.g., high-risk leaders include Josef Stalin, 

Adolf Hitler, and Ronald Reagan), the rankings among American presidents appear 

inconsistent with post-World War II leaders whom the lay-reader might intuitively 

consider “risky.” For example, President Gerald Ford has a riskier score than President 

Richard Nixon. President Bill Clinton is listed as the least risky president in the sample 

despite a reputation for an interventionist foreign policy; one might think Carter would be 

the least risky. In the aggregate, Horowitz et al. provide evidence that there is a linkage 

between traits, risk-proneness, and decisions to use force. The disparities in the rankings 

for American presidents, however, are worthy of further exploration and require 

revisiting the risk scores’ underlying empirical strategy. The focus of the next section is 

my refinement of Horowitz et al.’s approach. 

2.3 An Alternative Model 

I propose two major revisions to Horowitz et al.’s models, both of which are 

made possible by substituting the Howell and Pevehouse (2005, 2007) U.S.-specific data 

for the Horowitz et al. MIDs data. This substitution allows for a more fine-grained 

analysis of a leader’s behavior and thus risk propensity. First, Horowitz et al. only use a 

                                                   

3, “one MID per leader per country year”). I disagree with their assessment that the frequency of military 
force does not matter, but I believe their conjecture was a byproduct of a limitation in the MID data. One can 
reasonably perceive, based on the MID data, that there is minimal variation in the frequency of decisions to 
use force. My paper demonstrates that the use of alternative datasets better accounts for the frequency and 
that there is a demonstrable impact on the results -- at least in the American context.  
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binary dependent variable -- whether there was a use of force in a given year; the 

Howell and Pevehouse operationalization of the dependent variable uses a count-

dependent variable, making it possible to distinguish between years when there was just 

one use of force and years when there were several. Second, my model incorporates 

Howell and Pevehouse’s “opportunities” variable, a measure that attempts to capture 

not just actual uses of force but also the proverbial “dogs that did not bark” -- 

opportunities when force might have been used but was not.43  

As noted in the previous section, Horowitz et al. use pre-tenure characteristics 

(i.e., biographical traits) to create a risk score to predict behavior once in office (i.e., 

initiation of MIDs). Given their interest in assessing the universe of global leaders, the 

broader but cruder MIDs data make sense. However, the MIDs data have been criticized 

on a number of fronts. Douglas Gibler, Steven Miller, and Erin Little (2016) argue for 

dropping more than ten percent and revising around 68 percent of the dataset, the bulk 

of which come from the 1946-1992 period. The reasons for these amendments include 

duplicate entries and a lack of historical record. These substantive concerns are 

noteworthy, although their findings do not fundamentally change the collective 

understanding of interstate conflict onset.  

                                                   

43 Howell and Pevehouse (2007) define on opportunity as a discrete event that “stand(s) a nontrivial chance 
of eliciting (U.S.) military action.” See William G. Howell, and Jon C. Pevehouse. While Dangers Gather:  
Congressional Checks on Presidential War Powers. Princeton University Press, 2007. Page 248. 
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Alexander Downes and Todd Sechser (2012) also scrutinize MIDs in their 

reassessment of the “democratic credibility hypothesis,” a theory that democracies’ 

coercive threats are more effective than those issued by nondemocracies. The authors 

contend that the theory’s general acceptance is predicated on research that is over-reliant 

on MID data. Among their concerns are that MIDs fail to measure the effectiveness of 

threats and that they do not necessarily represent national-level decision-making. MIDs 

describe different levels of conflict escalation including those that involve no militarized 

action, military exercises, and maritime incidents.44 For example, one such incident (MID 

4183) involves the Canadian seizure of a U.S. boat “after Salmon quota negotiations 

between the states broke down…all four boats were released after their Captains 

appeared in Canadian court and paid a fine.”45 One cannot reasonably make conjectures 

about the credibility of democracies’ threats to use force from this event. Downes and 

Sechser subsequently apply an alternative dataset to reject the democratic credibility 

hypothesis altogether. It seems that such a strategy is warranted in the case of my paper; 

events such as the MID 4183 are inconsistent with a use of force that Horowitz et al. 

                                                   

44 According to the MID v4.0 Codebook, there are 21 possible classifications for the “highest action in the 
dispute.” These include various threats that are short of the use of military force. 
45 See MID v4.0 Dispute Narratives, 1993-2001, for an example of a military exercise. In MID 4125, the United 
States and South Korea conducted multiple landing exercises as a “show of strength against North Korea.” 
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would define as indicative of risky presidential behavior.46 In other words, if the goal is to 

understand the behavior of U.S. presidents alone, there are better available data for American-

specific uses of force than MIDs provide.  

My new model benefits from a dependent variable that uses better available data 

for U.S.-specific military force, and also accounts for the variation in the frequency of 

usage of force.47 There are trade-offs in Horowitz et al.’s selection of a dichotomous 

variable. On the one hand, when analyzing world leaders across time and space, it is 

easier to determine if a leader uses force in a given year than it is to account for the 

frequency. The paucity of reliable data for the entire population helps drive this 

decision. The disadvantage of using a binary dependent variable for the 

operationalization of risk is that it does not account for the frequency of decisions to use 

force. For example, a leader who initiates one conflict in one year is coded the same as a 

leader who initiates several conflicts in a year. This is further problematic because 

                                                   

46 Horowitz et al. (2015) acknowledge that the frequency of low-level disputes could bias their findings but 
contend that “The MIDs conflict initiation data are the best possible dependent variable for our purposes.” I 
agree with their selection of MIDs to compare state leaders over time. Horowitz et al. (2015), technical 
appendix, 7-8. 
47 Horowitz et al. (2015) account for leaders who initiate multiple conflicts in their robustness checks, yet 
find there is a limited impact on their results (see technical appendix, 2-4). Based on that observation, they 
base both their leader risk logit model and their predictive leader risk score on a model that uses a 
dichotomous dependent variable with one observation per leader. They do not report whether they 
analyzed the impact of multiple conflicts when looking only at U.S. presidents, the task under consideration 
here since U.S. presidents have varied in the number of conflicts per year -- from a high of 76 for President 
Reagan to a low of 17 for President Bush. Of note, there is also wide variation in opportunities across 
presidents -- from a high of 3,236 for President Eisenhower to a low of 492 for President Carter (see Figure 
3). 
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conflicts that exceed 1000 battle deaths are not considered MIDs. Otherwise stated, if a 

leader initiated a major war and no other conflicts, he would be regarded as less risky 

(i.e., coded as a “0”) than a leader who initiated a minor conflict that was considered a 

MID (i.e., coded as a “1”). Horowitz et al. argue that excluding such interstate wars do 

not alter their findings across world leaders, though this is worth revisiting in the 

American context.48  

Finally, if the task is to assess the risk-proneness of leaders, then it is beneficial to 

know how many opportunities they plausibly had to use force, not merely the instances 

in which they actually employed force. Existing scholarship overlooks the “near-misses” 

-- the times when an escalation is plausible but is not undertaken (e.g., Reagan’s decision 

not to use military force in Panama). While altering the dependent variable alone 

represents a refinement of Horowitz et al.’s approach, the consideration of 

“opportunities” is an equally important advancement. These events, for which data is 

readily available, better gauge the true risk propensity of American presidents.   

Dependent Variable. The key response variable, the use of military force by the 

U.S., is derived from William Howell and Jon Pevehouse (2005), who catalog these 

                                                   

48 Horowitz et al. (2015) detail a series of robustness checks in their technical appendix that account for wars. 
They argue that including them does not alter their findings, though this may be an artifact of their 
examination across world leaders. Page 8.  
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instances between 1945-2000.49 Their research extends the time series data from 

Blechman and Kaplan (1978), Zelikow (1987), Fordham (1998), and Fordham and Sarver 

(2001) to produce a count variable for the times a president uses force abroad on a 

quarterly basis.50 Like the MID data, they include military actions short of armed conflict 

such as threats and demonstrations. Their approach yields 383 events as compared to 

213 events in the MID data, further disaggregated into 141 “major” events and 242 

“minor” events.51 This gap is attributed more to different coding decisions across the 

two databases than to omissions of historical events. For example, MID data often 

                                                   

49 The purpose of Howell and Pevehouse’s (2005) study was to analyze the role of the Congress in 
presidential decisions to use force from 1945-2000.  
50 Howell and Pevehouse apply Fordham’s (1998) replication procedures to extend their dataset to 2000. 
Page 217. Fordham’s (1998) data was compiled from “several chronologies of international events and 
newspaper indices…the weekly reports presented by Facts on File, the annual chronology contained in 
Strategic Review, the monthly reports of Keesing’s Contemporary Archives (later Keesing’s Chronicle of World 
Events), and the online National Newspaper Index, which covers articles from national newspapers since 1985. 
In cases where the level of force used was in doubt, I (Fordham) referred to contemporary newspaper 
accounts for details.” See Benjamin O. Fordham. “The Politics of Threat Perception and the Use of Force:  A 
Political Economy Model of U.S. Uses of Force 1949-1994.” International Studies Quarterly 42, no. 3 (1998). 
Page 585.   
51 Barry M. Blechman, and Stephen S. Kaplan. Political Use of the United States Armed Forces:  1946-1976. Inter-
university Consortium for Political and Social Research, 1978. The terms “major” and “minor” use of 
military force refer to the Blechman and Kaplan (1978) scale. This scale is frequently used in the quantitative 
use of force literature and is based upon the size and nature of a force package deployed, which generates 
an ordinal rating 1-5. A rating of 1-3 is classified as “major” and a rating of 4-5 is classified as “minor.” For 
example, a “major” use of force includes the deployment of a strategic nuclear-capable unit or a sizeable 
force construct (e.g., multiple ground combat battalions, aircraft carriers, battleship groups, or wings). 
Anything below these thresholds (e.g., no nuclear-capability, one ground combat battalion, one aircraft 
carrier) is considered a “minor” use of force. Notably, Horowitz et al. (2015) treat MIDs of various size 
equally and do not distinguish between major and minor. The authors admit that treating MIDs equally 
“could bias the results because there are too many low-level military incidents in the dataset.” Again, MIDs 
do not include wars (i.e., instances when both sides use military force and casualties exceed 1000) although 
the authors incorporate wars as a robustness check, which they argue does not impact their findings. See 
Horowitz et al. (2015), technical appendix, 8. 



 

 
75 

combines several incidents over multiple years into one entry. These entries can span 

multiple presidents and changing political conditions.52 MID data also includes only 

incidents between states (i.e., dismisses non-state actors) and maintains a maximum 

threshold of 1000 casualties, which excludes larger-scale military operations such as in 

Korea and Vietnam.53 It is also important to include conflicts with non-state actors in an 

analysis of American presidents’ decision-making. It is reasonable to assume that these 

conflicts, much like those against state actors, require the clearance of psychological 

hurdles for deciding to put troops in harm’s way.54 These conflicts also have a well-

known tendency to draw in major powers and can last for years (e.g., the ongoing U.S. 

intervention in Syria).55 By relying on MIDs, Horowitz et al. are predicting the risk-

proneness of a leader regarding the decision to use force against another state, which 

could lead to war, rather than a broader decision to use force altogether. The use of 

                                                   

52 Even “actual” uses of force are not necessarily personally initiated by a president. For example, a 
president may pre-approve or delegate some military actions. Separately, it should be noted that neither the 
MID dataset nor Howell and Pevehouse (2005) capture covert actions. Accounting for covert actions, which 
are also deliberate policy decisions, remain a shortcoming in the use of force literature that I explain more 
fully on beginning on page 157. 
53 The MID data, using this casualty threshold, would also exclude more modern conflicts such as the U.S. 
interventions in both Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003). These incidents would be included in this paper 
had the period analyzed extended beyond the year 2000, thus presenting an opportunity for future research.  
54 Unlike the MIDs, the dataset constructed by Howell and Pevehouse (2005) does not plainly distinguish 
between U.S. conflicts with state and non-state actors. Future research might parse these instances to 
provide evidence that the contrast matters. For the purposes of this paper, I am interested in an analysis of 
the entire range of conflicts. 
55 Robert Allred. Email correspondence from January 23, 2018. 
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Howell and Pevehouse’s (2005) data also accommodate a shift from a binary variable to 

a count variable that accounts for the frequency of decisions to use force. 

When I started this paper, I considered several methods to operationalize the 

dependent variable. One of these approaches was an odds-based ratio or the use of 

force/opportunities using an ordinary least squares model. My rationale for not using 

this model is that I am most interested in the relationship of the biographical variables 

with uses of force (which a ratio does not provide), as opposed to their relationship with 

opportunities to use force. The results for the odds-based ratio are also not 

straightforward (see Appendix B, Table 22, Column 2). Though several variables are 

statistically significant, the biographical traits are reasonably operating in different ways 

on both opportunities and the use of force. A positive coefficient could be because of a 

relationship with the numerator or the denominator. It is possible that, for example, an 

older president is more likely to use force in a given situation, but concurrently is a 

skilled diplomat who minimizes opportunities. In contrast, having use of force as the 

dependent variable reveals which biographical traits correlate to presidential decisions 

to use force given the number of opportunities (see Table 6, Column 3).56 A negative 

                                                   

56 Gina Turrini. Email correspondence from January 31-February 1, 2018. 
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binomial model is therefore used due to the over-dispersed nature of the count 

dependent variable.57  

Independent Variables. The most important new independent variable that my 

model uses is “opportunities” to use force, which complement the use of traditional 

variables frequently used in the quantitative use of force literature.58 According to 

Howell and Pevehouse (2007), opportunities are discrete events that “stand a nontrivial 

chance of eliciting (U.S.) military action,” such as an attack on a U.S. consulate from 

either a state or non-state actor.59 This variable captures the latent potential for a crisis 

and serves as a proxy for the international system. By including this variable, I argue 

that when facing a given set of opportunities, one president will do one thing while 

another president will do another. Therefore, it is important to control for the 

opportunities they are facing.60 

                                                   

57 Mean: 6.72, variance 19.85. 
58 Traditional international relations variables typically include items such as democracy/autocracy, material 
capabilities, and system concentration. Separately, there are statistical implications for including 
opportunities as an independent variable. For example, I assume that actual uses of force are partly a 
function of potential uses of force. This is a reasonable assumption though critics may also question whether 
potential uses of force are independent of biographical features -- do opportunities reflect the general 
geopolitical climate that is partly a function of the president we have? While I cannot prove they are 
independent, I demonstrate that they are not highly correlated (see Appendix B, Table 22, Column 3). I also 
cluster standard errors around the leader. 
59 Howell and Pevehouse (2007), 248.  
60 It is plausible that opportunities may not function as independently as I assume in my model. For 
example, opportunities may be the result of a foreign policy “mess” created by earlier presidents (i.e., they 
make a situation worse or create another). If this is true, biographical factors may shape opportunities. I 
argue that, if this is the case, biographical factors are only weakly related to opportunities but strongly 
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In an examination of presidential decisions to use force, James Meernik (1994) 

compares these decisions within the broader universe of instances when a president 

could have used force. He argues, similar to Ostrom and Job (1986), that including these 

opportunities “correct(s) a substantial deficiency in the literature,” and facilitates a better 

comparison to draw conclusions.61 Howell and Pevehouse (2007) build on the concept of 

opportunities, though they suggest Meernik’s methodology contains fundamental flaws. 

Among their concerns are that Meernik codes an opportunity as a president’s 

“perception” of various threats, which they argue, is both convoluted and presents an 

inherent endogeneity problem.62 Subsequently, Howell and Pevehouse construct their 

own opportunities dataset to capture the underlying concept in a more rigorous way. To 

do so, they leverage a third-party source and identify “opportunities” by analyzing 

                                                   

related to use of force. For example, opportunities may reflect events going on elsewhere in the world that 
are only indirectly shaped by a president’s foreign policy. Subsequently, the best measure of riskiness is 
how a person plays the hand he or she is dealt -- the times he or she uses force, which is a uniquely 
presidential decision (and there is good reason to believe the biographical factors will be significant). This 
thinking leads me to treat opportunities as an independent variable throughout my analysis, as well as 
informs my model selection.  
61 James Meernik. “Presidential Decision Making and the Political Use of Military Force.” International 
Studies Quarterly 38, no. 1 (1994). Pages 121-138. Meernik builds his dataset of opportunities by analyzing 
crises that “resembled situations that had previously been met with a use of force.” He finds that 
international considerations are more compelling than domestic considerations in a president’s decision-
making calculus. See also Charles W. Ostrom, and Brian L. Job. “The President and the Political Use of 
Force.” American Political Science Review 80, no. 2 (1986):  541-566. According to the authors, the construction 
of an opportunities dataset is necessary “because a decision-making model cannot be said to be applied 
satisfactorily if its only referents or applications are those incidents in which a positive decision was made to 
employ force.” Pages 561-562. 
62 Howell and Pevehouse (2007) argue that there is no good way to gauge presidents’ “perceptions.” Instead, 
it is best to use a third-party data source rather than presidential speeches to mitigate endogeneity concerns 
(i.e., if a president talks about a potential conflict, it may lead to that conflict). Pages 245-251.  
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events that are covered in front-page news stories from The New York Times.63 Their logic 

is that front-page stories are exogenous from decisions to use force -- The New York Times 

will report on the crises or developments if they are newsworthy regardless of whether 

the president authorizes the use of force in response to unfolding events. In contrast to 

Meernik’s 458 opportunities from 1948-1988, Howell and Pevehouse find 14,992 

opportunities from 1945-2000.64  

 
Figure 3. Opportunities to use force during tenure65 

The use of Howell and Pevehouse’s opportunities dataset is also open to 

criticism. For example, their dataset relies on front page entries from The New York Times, 

                                                   

63 Howell and Pevehouse (2007) use stories on the front page for two reasons. First, it is efficient to focus 
only on one page of the newspaper instead of the entire document. Second, there is a reasonable expectation 
that stories on the front-page garner more reader interest, and thus presidential interest, than other sections. 
To conduct the search, the authors use the ProQuest search engine to examine and code 27 discrete terms 
(e.g., guerilla, battle). Each entry was reviewed by their team of researchers, and the authors report a 
credible reliability rating. 
64 The 14,992 opportunities occurred between April 12, 1945, to November 30, 2000.  
65 This chart was replicated using the data from Howell and Pevehouse (2007). 
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and the number of stories physically located on the front page has diminished over 

time.66 Thus, their count skews conservative (may underestimate later opportunities) 

since the potential of an international incident qualifying as an “opportunity” reduces 

over time, ceteris paribus, simply as an artifact of changes in the newspaper business. 

Additionally, when relying on any newspaper, there is a reasonable expectation of 

editorial bias. This dynamic is exacerbated if opportunities are gleaned from a medium 

with a more pronounced partisan slant (e.g., Fox News, MSNBC) or fall under state-

control (e.g., Russia’s RT, North Korea’s KCNA). It is not apparent how the editorial bias 

of The New York Times affects the data, if at all, so it is hard to control for this effect. 

Furthermore, much like the consideration of MIDs, not all opportunities are the same, 

and there is inherently an issue of weighting minor incidents versus major opportunities 

in this dataset. I purposefully avoid scaling the opportunities to capture the universe of 

decisions to use force -- both implicit and explicit.67 I argue that, on average, this 

approach best provides a snapshot of the system in which a leader makes a decision.  

                                                   

66 One reviewer suggested a solution for this problem is to weight the cases by the relative number of front-
page stories in a period. I think this offers a promising research extension.  
67 The Howell and Pevehouse (2007) data does not accommodate scaling “opportunities.” To avoid the 
perception that I am treating all incidents the same, I will control for “years since major initiation,” as well 
as its squared value. 
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Next, I use an abridged list of biographical traits from the LEAD dataset (see 

Table 4) in the model.68 Since the LEAD dataset includes virtually every world leader, 

Horowitz et al. need to track traits that are mostly irrelevant in the U.S. context. For 

example, unlike several world leaders, no American president from 1945-2000 is 

categorized as either an aristocratic landowner or a victorious combatant in a rebel 

group. For one variable, level of education, a dichotomous variable (“graduate degree”) 

replaces Horowitz et al.’s broader spectrum of options. I include those who have studied 

beyond the undergraduate-level even if a degree is not conferred.69 Even after I 

eliminate the extraneous variables, there remains substantial differentiation across 

American presidents, which addresses an initial concern that presidents’ backgrounds 

might be too similar.70 Table 4 provides an overview of the characteristics in both 

Horowitz et al. and my analysis.  

  

                                                   

68 Horowitz et al. (2015), 62. See pages 34-53 for a broader justification of their selection of life experiences in 
the LEAD dataset. 
69 This is consistent with the coding in the LEAD dataset, though as I will describe later, it becomes 
problematic for American presidents. 
70 These variables could have been included and would not have reflected any variation or changed my 
findings. 
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Table 4. Comparison of biographical traits used across statistical models 

  

 

 Recall from Table 1 that Horowitz et al.'s leader risk model does not exclusively 

rely on biographical traits, which requires a few deliberate decisions regarding any new 

models. First, the additional variables are maintained across models for consistency with 

Horowitz et al., although doing so requires a slight modification. For instance, “years 

since a country initiated a MID,” is no longer applicable when the data source for the 

dependent variable changes from MIDs to “uses of military force.” Subsequently, this 

Military Background Educational Background Occupation

Military service Level of education Law
Combat Type of primary education Military
Rebel Boarding school Business

Rebel combat Creative
Military education Career politician

Prior war victory (in combat) Labor
Prior war loss (in combat) Police

Prior rebel win (in general) Teacher
Prior rebel loss (in general) Journalism

Engineering
Medicine
Activist

Aristocrat
Science

Blue collar

Upbringing Family Subjective Experiences

Considered "illegitimate" child Age Wealth
Orphan Gender Social status

Parents divorced Married Mental health
Royalty Divorced Physical health

Birth order Married in power
Father's occupation Number of children

Mother's occupation Polygamist
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independent variable is amended to account for the years since a “major” use of force, 

which Howell and Pevehouse classify using the Blechman and Kaplan scale (1978).71 

This is a logical modification to Horowitz et al.’s model, and it is consistent with the 

earlier description of domestic politics in the causal chain.72 While either a “major” or 

“minor” use of force does not necessarily equate to increased risk, these situations are 

emblematic of unique policy and political risks. According to Howell and Pevehouse 

(2007), major uses of force are more likely to be subject to partisan scrutiny than minor 

uses of force.  

Results. Table 5 displays the results for the first run of a new leader risk model, 

which includes the altered dependent variable and the abridged biographical traits, but 

not opportunities.73 I will add this variable in my next iteration. Again, a negative 

                                                   

71 The Blechman and Kaplan scale is explained at length in footnote 51.  
72 A “major” use of force on the Blechman scale is the closest analogue to a Horowitz et al.’s use of “years 
since MID.” The rationale for including this variable is that there is some lingering impact on a current 
decision to use force from the previous use of force. By including a “major” use of force, I believe I am 
capturing that impact in a better way than what might be a meaningless MID. For example, it is logical that 
the events in Somalia (1993) weighed more heavily on Clinton’s mind in his decision to abstain from an 
intervention in Rwanda (1994) than a (hypothetical) minor maritime dispute.  
73 Table 4 displays my abridged list of biographical traits. For my first run, I exclude the system risk 
variables used by Horowitz et al. (2015):  material capabilities, regime type, system concentration, irregular 
entry into office, tau between country code and system leader, and MID initiation within previous five 
years. I substitute “year since major initiation” for “years since country MID initiation” to maintain 
consistency. I also made a deliberate decision to drop the variable “outcome from the previous national 
war” that the LEAD dataset categorizes as a win, a loss, or a draw. For my sample of American presidents, 
the LEAD coding reflects the outcomes of World War II, Korea, Vietnam, and the Gulf War (1991). I believe 
this overestimates the idea that the impact of recent wars affects future risk propensity. For example, it is 
more logical that the failed Bay of Pigs invasion (i.e., not a “war” per se) had a greater impact on Kennedy 
than the outcome of the Korean War or that the failure in Somalia (i.e., not the victory in the Gulf War) had a 
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binomial is used in contrast to Horowitz et al.’s logit. This technique reflects the change 

from a binary dependent variable to a count dependent variable and is commonly used 

in the conflict literature. The unit of analysis is also changed to the “leader-period” from 

the “leader-year” to account for the nuances of timing in presidential succession, such as 

inaugurations that occur in mid-January and uncommon leader transitions (e.g., 

resignation).74 

  

                                                   

greater impact on Clinton. Subsequently, future research might code the outcome of “major” uses of forces, 
which I did not do. As a robustness check, I display the results of the basic model and the combined model 
when including the variable “last war won” in Appendix B, Table 18. There are no changes to my findings. 
74 I use a leader-period to best replicate the level of analysis used by Horowitz et al. (2015) and ensure that 
the opportunities correspond to the appropriate leader. My approach yields 57 observations in the period 
1945-2000. I split 1974 into two observations due to the near-midyear transition between President Richard 
Nixon and Gerald Ford (August 9, 1974).  
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Table 5. Negative binomial model of biographical traits and number of uses of 
military force 

 
 
The presence of multiple statistically significant variables provides support for 

the claim that American presidents’ biographical traits correlate to decisions to use 

military force. The new results are also substantively different from Horowitz et al.’s 

analysis of world leaders, which is consistent with the previously stated concerns 

regarding variation within a specific state’s leaders. While their observations across 

 (1) 
Military service, no combat 1.05*** 

(0.20) 
Military service, combat 0.93*** 

(0.20) 
Graduate degree -0.46*** 

(0.04) 
Occupation: Military career 0.71*** 

(0.08) 
Occupation: Business -0.31*** 

(0.03) 
Occupation: Career politician 0.54*** 

(0.12) 
Occupation: Blue collar 0.32*** 

(0.04) 
Age -0.041*** 

(0.00) 
Divorced 0.65*** 

(0.08) 
Tenure in office in days/1000 0.03 

(0.2) 
Years since major initiation -2.33*** 

(0.70) 
(Years since major initiation)^2 1.06*** 

(0.36) 
  
Constant 3.53*** 

(0.12) 
Observations 57 
Log-likelihood -140.32 
Standard errors in parentheses. ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1 
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world leaders are noteworthy, it appears there is variation within states that is 

overlooked.  

For example, my new model finds that having a military career is a statistically 

significant predictor of the use of military force at the p<0.01-level, whereas Horowitz et 

al.’s model did not reach statistical significance. The models also diverge regarding the 

variable’s effect -- my model’s coefficient is positive in contrast to Horowitz et al. This 

suggests that American presidents with a military career are more likely to use military 

force than the broader population of world leaders. A similar dynamic exists regarding 

the divorce, blue collar, and career politician variables. My model’s coefficients are 

positive and statistically significant at the p<0.01-level, in contrast to those of Horowitz 

et al., that are neither positive nor statistically significant.75 The models also differ 

regarding the business career and education variables. Although both models have 

negative coefficients for a business career, my variable reaches statistical significance at 

the p<0.01-level. My variable for graduate education also has a negative coefficient and 

is statistically significant at the p<0.01-level, whereas Horowitz et al.’s education-related 

variables have positive coefficients and are not statistically significant.76 Lastly, my new 

                                                   

75 The only president in my sample who was divorced was Reagan. 
76 I am hesitant to put too much faith in the “graduate degree” variable because all of the presidents were 
educated, certainly as compared to the broader population of world leaders. Additionally, there is a 
debatable coding choice within the LEAD dataset. Recall that I describe the variable as “those who have 
studied beyond the undergraduate-level even if a degree is not conferred.” The presidents coded as having 
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model finds that age is a significant predictor of the use of military force at the p<0.01-

level. Of note, age is not dichotomous in my new model, so the results suggest that as a 

president gets older, he is less likely to use military force. While Horowitz et al. also find 

age to be a significant predictor at the p<0.05-level, their variable’s effect is positive. My 

finding runs contrary to Horowitz et al.’s conjecture that aging, democratic leaders are 

more inclined to use military force.  

Despite the multitude of differences, I also have results consistent with Horowitz 

et al., most notably regarding an aspect of military service. They assert that non-combat 

leaders experience the positive aspects (e.g., camaraderie or pageantry) associated with 

military service without being exposed to the negative aspects of combat operations 

consistent with combat leaders.77 Indeed, they find that leaders with combat experience 

tend to be conservative in their use of force and leaders who serve in the military 

without seeing combat firsthand tend to be aggressive in using military force. The 

results from their leader risk model show that both coefficients are positive (non-combat 

military service is coded as a “1”) and statistically significant predictors of conflict 

                                                   

met this criteria are Truman, Eisenhower, Nixon, Ford, Carter, and Clinton, whereas those coded as having 
a university-level education include Kennedy (who audited classes at Stanford’s business school), Johnson 
(who withdrew from the Georgetown University Law Center), Reagan, and Bush. Truman was enrolled in 
multiple colleges, to include multiple years at the graduate-level (Kansas City Law School), but he does not 
hold a degree. Eisenhower’s graduate-level education consists of three Army schools, which are endogenous 
to a military career. 
77 See also Michael C. Horowitz, and Allan C. Stam. “How Prior Military Experience Influences the Future 
Militarized Behavior of Leaders.” International Organization 68, no. 03 (2014):  527-559. 
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initiation.78 Military service without combat service is significant at the p<0.01-level, 

while military service with combat service is significant at the p<.0.05-level. My new 

model, similarly finds that both military service with combat service and military service 

without combat are both significant predictors of the use of military force (at the p<0.01-

level).79 The direction of each variable’s effect is also positive (again, non-combat 

military service is coded as a “1”) across the models though the impact of non-combat 

military service in the sample of American presidents is not as significant a predictor as 

in the broader population of state leaders.80 Military service, whether as a combat leader 

or not, leads to higher levels of conflict initiation. These findings are consistent with 

Horowitz et al.’s models, though it is worth noting I do not contend the difference 

between my combat and non-combat coefficients is large enough to be considered 

substantively meaningful (i.e., there is no statistically significant difference between a 

leader with combat service and a leader without combat service).81  

                                                   

78 There is only a slightly larger difference between Horowitz et al.’s military service, non-combat (0.709) 
and military service, combat variables (0.414). See Horowitz et al. (2015), technical appendix, 6. 
79 Leaders who are coded as “military service, combat service” include Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, 
Lyndon Johnson, Ford, and Bush. Those who are coded as “military service without combat service” include 
Nixon, Carter, and Reagan. Clinton was the only president in the sample who was coded as not having 
served in the military. 
80 For additional research on the impact of military service on members of the U.S. executive and legislative 
branches, see Peter D. Feaver, and Christopher Gelpi. Choosing Your Battles:  American Civil-Military  
Relations and the Use of Force. Princeton University Press, 2011. 
81 I plot the coefficients with confidence intervals in Appendix B, Figures 6 and 7. The intervals overlap, 
meaning the difference between the coefficients is not statistically significant. Otherwise stated, I cannot tell 
if there is a meaningful difference between the two variables. 
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Additionally, the impact of my new variable, “years since major initiation,” 

functions similar to Horowitz et al.’s variable, “years since country MID initiation.” In 

both models, these variables have a negative effect that is statistically significant at the 

p<0.01-level. American presidents, much like the broader population of world leaders, 

are negatively impacted by a recent use of military force. 

 Just like Horowitz et al., the next step is to generate a system risk model before 

combining it with the leader risk model to show that decisions to use force correlate 

with biographical traits and the international system. Table 6, Column 1 reflects the 

same output from the leader risk model in Table 5. Column 2 reflects the output from a 

negative binomial that relies on only variables representative of system risk. This model 

contains the same methodological changes used to generate Column 1 and includes 

“opportunities.” Column 3 reflects the output from a composite model. 
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Table 6. Negative binomial model of number of uses of military force82 

 
 

When analyzed separately, each of the three models in Table 6 appears to be 

good-fitting, though the difference between them is too minor to conclude whether that 

difference is statistically significant. Several variables remain predictors of the use of 

                                                   

82 See Figures 6 and 7 in Appendix B for a depiction of the impact of the leader traits within the combined 
model.  

 (1) (2) (3) 
 Basic model Opportunities Combined model 
Military service, no combat 1.05*** 

(0.20) 
 0.93*** 

(0.16) 
Military service, combat 0.93*** 

(0.20) 
 0.86*** 

(0.17) 
Graduate degree -0.46*** 

(0.04) 
 -0.38*** 

(0.05) 
Occupation: Military career 0.71*** 

(0.08) 
 0.56*** 

(0.14) 
Occupation: Business -0.31*** 

(0.03) 
 -0.21*** 

(0.08) 
Occupation: Career politician 0.54*** 

(0.12) 
 0.53*** 

(0.11) 
Occupation: Blue collar 0.32*** 

(0.04) 
 0.33*** 

(0.03) 
Age -0.04*** 

(0.00) 
 -0.04*** 

(0.0) 
Divorced 0.65*** 

(0.08) 
 0.63*** 

(0.08) 
Tenure in office in days/1000 0.03 

(0.2) 
-0.11 
(0.13) 

0.03 
(0.19) 

Years since major initiation -2.33*** 
(0.70) 

-2.08*** 
(0.66) 

-2.22*** 
(0.70) 

(Years since major initiation)^2 1.06*** 
(0.36) 

0.91*** 
(0.33) 

1.01*** 
(0.35) 

Opportunities for conflict/100  0.15*** 
(0.03) 

0.07* 
(0.04) 

    
Constant 3.53*** 

(0.12) 
1.68*** 
(0.19) 

3.23*** 
(0.25) 

Observations 57 57 57 
Log-likelihood -140.32 -146.47 -139.38 
Standard errors in parentheses. ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1     
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force in the composite model, including the opportunities variable. Most importantly, 

the biographical traits that were statistically significant in Column 1 retain significance 

and magnitude, which complements Horowitz et al.’s findings and serves as part of the 

reason why I argue that biographical traits still matter in the American context. In 

Horowitz et al.’s analysis, the biographical traits almost universally lose statistical 

significance.83 

Revised Risk Scores. I now shift my focus to predicting individual leaders’ 

propensity to use military force. To generate these new risk scores, I closely mirror 

Horowitz et al.’s method of conducting an out-of-sample test.84 The data is divided, and 

the predictions are transposed from the first portion of the data (i.e., the training set) 

onto the second portion (i.e., the testing set).85 While there is no uniform rule (Hansen 

and Timmermann 2012) for splitting the training and testing datasets, it is common for 

                                                   

83 Part of Horowitz et al.’s argument that leaders matter relies on key points from their statistical analysis. 
First, they argue their composite model (i.e., leader and system risk) has a higher pseudo r-squared (.241) 
value than their leader risk (.186) and system risk (.232) models. There is a minimal difference between these 
models, however, and the addition of several variables in the composite model likely drives up the pseudo 
r-squared value. Second, they argue that “many leader attributes (in the composite model) are still 
statistically significant,” despite the fact that most of the traits lose significance. They also point to a third 
justification, a postestimation likelihood ratio test, to argue their composite model is an improvement over 
the individual models. See Horowitz et al. (2015), technical appendix, 6-8.  
84 Horowitz et al. (2015) generate separate leader risk and system risk scores (per individual), whereas I 
produce one score (per individual) based on the combined model.  
85 Horowitz. Telephone interview conducted on October 6, 2016. I am especially grateful for this interview, 
which was critical to ensuring my model closely replicated that used in Horowitz et. al (2015). Horowitz 
describes his model as a cross-validation, whereas I argue it is an out-of-sample test. This is a philosophical 
discrepancy depending on whether an analyst believes that cutting the data in half represents a truly 
independent dataset. Regardless, this classification neither impacts my findings nor my replication efforts. 
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ratios to meet or exceed a 50/50 division (e.g., 60/40, 80/20). The results in Table 8 reflect 

a 75/25 split, which is my preferred specification because I want to train on more data to 

have a strong model. I chose this split based on what I thought was reasonable and I 

later ran the model using two additional ratios (50/50 and 25/75) to demonstrate the 

difference (see Tables 19 and 20, Appendix B).86 The 75/25 split ensures that the data do 

not “overfit” the in-sample, which is especially important when there are a small 

number of observations. It also ensures that the analysis is less sensitive to outliers than 

a more even or lesser split. 

To operationalize this method, each observation at the leader-period level is 

randomly assigned a number between zero and one using a uniform distribution. Then, 

to get approximately 75 percent of the observations into Sample A, any observation that 

is randomly assigned a number >0.25 is assigned to Sample A, while the rest are 

assigned to Sample B. The full model of leader characteristics is run on Sample A (the 

output is reflected in the first column in Table 8) to predict a risk value for observations 

in Sample B. Those risk scores are regressed against the use of force for observations in 

Sample B (Table 8, Column 2) to see the strength of the relationship between the 

predicted risk score and conflict initiation for observations not in the original regression.  

                                                   

86 The 75/25 split is the best-fitting model though a high training-to-testing ratio contributes to a lower 
number of observations. Stata drops some of the coefficients in the other two splits. 
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Using the model estimated on Sample A to predict risk scores for observations in 

Sample B, shows that these scores are statistically related to conflict initiation for Sample 

B. This test demonstrates that the model predicts out-of-sample outcomes. Obtaining a 

significant coefficient on the risk scores means that the model is effective at predicting 

the decision that an American president will make when confronted with a new use of 

force opportunity. This also provides evidence to support the idea that the risk score 

could be useful for other leaders and other periods not included in the original model.87   

                                                   

87 I chose the out-of-sample test to predict risk scores and replicate Horowitz et al.’s methodology. Observers 
may note the significance of the biographical traits in Column 1, though this dynamic is not important in 
this instance (certainly not in the same way as in the last section). In the previous section, I looked for 
statistical significance underpinned by the entire data set to determine the antecedent correlates of risk-
proneness. In this section, I am concerned with how well the model predicts as depicted in the second 
column. It is entirely possible, for instance, that I have some important years that drove my results in the 
initial regression that are now in the 25 percent (i.e., the testing set). Again, this does not mean that 
biographical traits do or do not matter, it just means that they do a great job, in this instance, of describing 
the variation in the 44 observations in the training sample. The more important result is that the model 
produces a statistically significant predictor of conflict initiation. 
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Table 7. Descriptive statistics for leader risk scores’ out-of-sample test 

 

  

Variable Count Mean Standard 
deviation Min Max

Number of new uses of force 57 6.72 4.46 0 21
Military experience but without combat (yes = 1) 57 0.32 0.47 0 1
Military experience but with combat (yes = 1) 57 0.54 0.50 0 1
Has graduate education (yes = 1) 57 0.65 0.48 0 1
Age in years 57 61.16 8.26 44 77
Occupation:  politician (yes = 1) 57 0.19 0.40 0 1
Occupation:  business (yes = 1) 57 0.14 0.35 0 1
Occupation:  military (yes = 1) 57 0.14 0.35 0 1
Occupation:  blue collar (yes = 1) 57 0.30 0.46 0 1
Divorced (yes = 1) 57 0.14 0.35 0 1
Tenure in office (days/1000) 57 1.06 0.79 0 2.90
Years since major conflict initiation 57 0.16 0.41 0 2
Opportunities for conflict initiation in that period/100 57 2.63 1.63 .34 6.76
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Table 8. Leader risk and conflict initiation -- results of out-of-sample testing 

 
 

Table 9 provides a comparison of the rankings made by Horowitz et al. (leader 

risk) and the adjusted risk scores, which closely align despite the methodological 

differences. Three bins emerge based on the revised scores:  comparatively high-risk 

(Kennedy, Reagan), medium-risk (Eisenhower, Nixon), and low-risk (Truman, 

 (1) (2) 
 Leader Risk Model On 

75% Of Data 
Combined Model On     

25% Of Data 
Military experience – no combat 0.79*** 

(0.17) 
 

Military experience - combat 0.73*** 
(0.18) 

 

Has graduate education -0.52*** 
(0.07) 

 

Occupation: Military career 0.60*** 
(0.14) 

 

Occupation: Business 0.03 
(0.11) 

 

Occupation: Career politician 0.53*** 
(0.11) 

 

Occupation: Blue collar 0.26*** 
(0.06) 

 

Age -0.04*** 
(0.01) 

 

Divorced 0.51*** 
(0.07) 

 

Days in office/1000 -0.07 
(0.19) 

 

Years since major initiation -3.46*** 
(0.84) 

 

(Years since major initiation)2 1.64*** 
(0.41) 

 

Opportunities for conflict/100 0.08* 
(0.04) 

 

Predicted Leader Risk Score  0.07** 
  (0.02) 

 
Constant 3.48*** 

(0.18) 
1.40*** 
(0.19) 

Observations 44 13 
Log-likelihood -105.58 -31.81 
Standard errors in parentheses. ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1   
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Clinton).88 While there are some noticeable differences (e.g., Eisenhower and Bush move 

the most and in opposite directions), it appears there is a minor substantive difference in 

the leader rankings (e.g., the bottom half of the rankings are similar; Carter did not move; 

Ford is still higher than Nixon) despite my refinements to Horowitz et al.’s model. The 

focus of the next section will be interpreting these results given my prior concerns about 

leader rankings within a state.  

Table 9. Horowitz et al.'s leader risk scores and adjusted leader risk scores 

Ranking Horowitz et al. 
Leader Risk Scores 

Adjusted Leader Risk 
Scores 

Adjusted Leader 
Risk Score 

1 Ronald Reagan John Kennedy 13.97 
2 John Kennedy Lyndon Johnson 9.74 
3 Gerald Ford Ronald Reagan 9.46 
4 Lyndon Johnson Dwight Eisenhower 7.42 
5 George H.W. Bush Gerald Ford 7.29 
6 Jimmy Carter Jimmy Carter 5.46 
7 Richard Nixon Richard Nixon 5.03 
8 Dwight Eisenhower Harry Truman 4.55 
9 Harry Truman George H.W. Bush 4.23 
10 William Clinton William Clinton 3.80 

 

       

2.4 Contrasting Assessments of Riskiness 

I have thus far provided a reasonable extension to Horowitz et al.’s research. My 

findings regarding the biographical factors that correlate to policy outcomes are 

contradictory in several places (e.g., the impact of a military career), which may be an 
                                                   

88 Ideally, I could compare my leader risk scores (the actual numbers) to those of Horowitz et al. (2015); 
however, there is no use in doing so because the scores are based on different data for the dependent 
variable. I define high-risk as 8+, medium-risk 5-8, and low-risk 5-.  

High-risk (8.0+)

Medium-risk (5.0-8.0)

Low-risk (0-4.99)
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artifact of the American context. Some variation is expected; after all, the dependent 

variable is altered in a manner that best represents the variation in decisions to use 

military force, and a new independent variable is introduced as a proxy for the 

international system. The resulting individual rankings remain broadly similar to 

Horowitz et al. despite these differences, though I note that they still diverge with who 

lay-readers might intuitively consider as more-or-less risky. For instance, my intuition is 

that Carter is the least risky president, let alone ranked higher than Nixon. 

Consequently, I apply a similar method used by Yarhi-Milo (2018), surveying Ph.D.-

level historians with relevant expertise, to compare American presidents over time and 

to test my intuition.  

According to Yarhi-Milo, “Presidential scholars spend many years studying the 

personality, leadership style, and historical background of a president. They interview 

colleagues, friends, and family members of the president, and in most cases spend hours 

conversing with the president himself. They have significant knowledge that can be 

utilized to assess a president’s disposition and beliefs.”89 A survey of experts provides 

an additional assessment of riskiness, but it also invites skepticism. Historian Ernest 

May bluntly states, “When political scientists ask historians for help, they usually sound 

                                                   

89 Yarhi-Milo (2018) offers a similar justification of her survey of historians to gauge presidents’ level of self-
monitoring. Chapter 4, page 8. 
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like restaurant patrons summoning waiters.”90 Historian Bruce Kuniholm adds that 

“historians’ opinions are often a function not of evidence but of selective evidence; based 

as often as not on who they are, when they write, and what evidence they have access 

to.”91 Such selectivity could also reflect a well-known partisan bias.92 

I argue a survey of historians, while acknowledging the above qualifiers, 

provides a cross-check of my model. Subsequently, I distributed 256 surveys from 

October 13 to November 29, 2016.93 I received 36 completed surveys for a response rate 

of 14.1 percent.94 I thoroughly explain my narrow definition of risk (i.e., the likelihood to 

use armed force) in the survey. Consistent with Horowitz et al.’s conception of risk-

                                                   

90 Ernest May. “History -- Theory -- Action.” Diplomatic History 18, no. 4 (1994):  593. 
91 Bruce Kuniholm. Email correspondence from September 18, 2018. 
92 For an analysis of partisanship among academics and the subsequent impact on presidential rankings, see 
Joseph E. Uscinski, and Arthur Simon. “Partisanship as a Source of Presidential Rankings.” White House 
Studies 11, no. 1 (2011):  1-14.  
93 The survey is not a representative sample of historians at large. 
94 My survey used Duke University’s Qualtrics software. Before conducting the survey, I received a formal 
exemption (available upon request) from the Duke University Institutional Review Board to ensure that I 
met all requirements for responsible research with human subjects. I initiated my first wave on October 13, 
2016, contacting 129 members from the American Historical Association's (AHA) publicly available 
directory. My distribution list was limited to AHA members with Ph.Ds., email addresses on file, and those 
who met my discrete searches online at https://secure.historians.org/pubs/directory2/search_historian.cfm. 
My search terms for experts included the following:  “Presidents,” “Cold War,” “U.S. Diplomatic and 
Military,” “American Diplomacy,” “American Military,” “American Foreign Policy,” “International 
Relations,” and “Civil-Military Relations.” I excluded those members whose additional research interests 
did not suggest expertise with my topic (e.g., Cold War expertise regarding Canada or International 
Relations focusing on Asia). On November 7, 2016, I distributed a second wave of 127 surveys to historians 
from the top 25 history departments according to U.S. News and World Report. I went through the online 
directories of each school looking for experts with expertise commensurate with my first wave. I expanded 
my distribution to include faculty from the Naval War College, Air War College, Army War College, and 
Marine Corps University.  
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proneness, I added that “risky” individuals are “more likely to make choices in which 

high costs, as well as high potential gains, are at stake in situations where others would 

hesitate to act.”95 Participants were asked to consider American presidents (1945-2000) as 

stand-alone figures and not in the entire confluence of events, contingency, and context 

that put them in certain conditions to use or not use military force. Given this 

framework, I asked historians to rank order presidents within my sample regarding risk, 

and secondly, to categorize each president as either high-risk or low-risk compared to 

their perception of the median risk for the entire population of American presidents. 

Whereas the first question created a rank order, the second placed presidents in one of 

two bins, “higher-than-median risk” or “lower-than-median risk.” 

According to the survey results (see both Table 10 and Appendix A), presidential 

historians consider President Richard Nixon the highest risk president and President 

Jimmy Carter the lowest risk. President George H.W. Bush is described as at or near the 

median risk of all presidents. At a minimum, this method reveals a discrepancy in the 

rankings between the predictive leader risk scores and the opinions of surveyed 

historians that warrants further inquiry.  

 

                                                   

95 Horowitz et al. (2015), 27-31. 



 

 
100 

Table 10. Leader risk rankings 

Ranking Horowitz et al. 
Leader Risk Scores 

Adjusted Leader Risk 
Scores Historians’ Assessment 

1 Ronald Reagan John Kennedy Richard Nixon 
2 John Kennedy Lyndon Johnson John Kennedy 
3 Gerald Ford Ronald Reagan Harry Truman 
4 Lyndon Johnson Dwight Eisenhower Lyndon Johnson 
5 George H.W. Bush Gerald Ford Ronald Reagan 
6 Jimmy Carter Jimmy Carter George H.W. Bush 
7 Richard Nixon Richard Nixon Dwight Eisenhower 
8 Dwight Eisenhower Harry Truman William Clinton 
9 Harry Truman George H.W. Bush Gerald Ford 
10 William Clinton William Clinton Jimmy Carter 
 
There are a few explanations for why discrepancies exist. For instance, it is 

plausible that my quantitative approach is inconsequential and should be discarded 

outright. This explanation is dismissed based on the established linkage, which has been 

validated by critics of similar approaches, between leader traits and policy outcomes in 

the literature.96 Next, perhaps the new models are missing additional biographical 

variables (e.g., religiosity, mourning) beyond those that are objective and observable 

across state leaders. It is possible that such traits inform historians’ assessments.97 

Another explanation is that my survey creates a degree of conceptual ambiguity. 

Perhaps I define risk confusingly, or perhaps the assessments of the historians surveyed 

                                                   

96  The strength of the previous section’s quantitative models supports this relationship as well. 
97 The LEAD dataset contains variables related to traits such as mental and physical health, but these and 
several other variables (e.g., social status) are not included in the models due to the subjective nature of 
these assessments over time. It follows that even the objective variables used in my analysis may be 
interpreted differently by historians. For example, “divorce” may be statistically significant across 
presidents, but historians might differently consider the circumstances surrounding a divorce or even a 
strained relationship that did not result in a divorce. Bruce Kuniholm. Email correspondence from 
September 4, 2017 and September 18, 2018. 
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are reflective of a different conceptualization of riskiness. Despite my attempts to 

constrain the definition of risk, respondents may have added additional context.98 These 

challenges may have been underappreciated and could only be mitigated in the survey 

tool.  

The most plausible explanation, however, is that the historians are not making 

predictions. It is possible that they are instead making summary judgments that blend 

pre-and post-tenure traits, implicitly tapping into information that extends beyond 

current models, and infusing post hoc judgments of risk with knowledge of the 

outcomes. These dynamics make it conceivable that a salient event such as Kennedy’s 

actions during the Cuban Missile Crisis or Clinton’s missed opportunity regarding the 

early stages of the Rwandan genocide leads to false conclusions regarding overall risk-

proneness. These assertions are not intended to diminish the value of my survey or 

those who responded. Indeed, historians are not monolithic in terms of their normative 

dispositions any more so than political scientists.99 It is worth, however, further 

                                                   

98 For example, it is possible that historians consider the relationship of military decisions within the context 
of higher priority programs (e.g., Johnson and the Great Society) when assessing riskiness.  
99 For example, I imagine that if I initiated a similar survey among international relations scholars, my 
returns might be biased if the respondents were all neo-realists. The results did highlight, however, some of 
the different goals between academic disciplines. I received several colorful responses, for example, about 
reducing the qualitative aspects of history for quantitative study. Historian Alex Roland highlights one 
difference, “Historians are looking for explanatory power. Political scientists are looking for predictive 
power (which historians are highly skeptical of).”Alex Roland. Email correspondence from July 29, 2017. 
Gaddis (2002) adds, at issue is “the question of whether there can ever be such a thing as a truly 
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interrogating why respondents still overwhelmingly characterized, for example, Carter 

as the lowest risk American president in the sample while his risk score suggests 

otherwise. 

Recall that risk-proneness (as I define it) is a reference point in a given leader’s 

decision-making, but it is by no means the only input. In other words, there is an explicit 

recognition that there are additional factors that impact a decision to use force beyond 

those captured in my quantitative models (i.e., the “black box” in the causal chain 

between “leader beliefs/risk attitudes” and “policy outcomes” from Figure 2). What I am 

trying to understand is what does it matter in a particular crisis that the president is, for 

example, Kennedy and not Reagan (i.e., if it were Reagan in a given situation, what 

would we expect?). My argument, thus far, is that it matters because Reagan will 

produce one likelihood based on his biographical traits and Kennedy another, and so on. 

If I could, I would systematically measure every step of this causal pathway (with all 

plausible controls), swap out presidents, and predict. Given that I cannot do so, I can 

take snapshots that capture part of this complex story. The quantitative models are but 

one step in doing so. 

                                                   

independent variable.” John Lewis Gaddis. The Landscape of History:  How Historians Map the Past. Oxford 
University Press, 2002. Page 52. The potential complex influences of life experience, for example, make 
everything seem interdependent. My use of multiple research methods is a recognition of the complexity of 
the task. Indeed, there is no substitute for the context only made possible by historical research. Bruce 
Kuniholm. Email correspondence from September 4, 2017, and September 18, 2018. 
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I suggest, therefore, that complementary research methods best serve this study. 

A rich case study, properly done, can show the variables that a large-N study reveal to 

be statistically correlated seem to shape behavior in ways consistent with the theory. 

They can also uncover additional factors in ways that more parsimonious, quantitative 

models cannot. For example, they can provide evidence as to the relative impact of 

subjective traits (e.g., religious commitment) or controls absent from my quantitative 

model (e.g., lateness in tenure). They can also detail how a president weighs different 

options or takes advice differently (or from different people). Of greater relevance to my 

task, a case can show whether a president had a risk-proneness as predicted by my 

model, but that his actual behavior diverged for reasons that do not invalidate my 

overall model and are idiosyncratic to the case. If that is in fact what happened, that 

might help explain the divergence if historians were overly influenced by the overall 

behavior and missed the complexity of the causal model.  

Case Selection. There is no consensus on the best method of case selection. 

Scholars provide a multitude of tools to attenuate bias though analysts must ultimately 

use their best judgment (Lieberman 2005, Seawright and Gerring 2008, Levy 2008). More 

traditional selection procedures rely on an event’s position relative to the regression line 
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produced from a quantitative study.100 Though my research does not accommodate this 

procedure exactly, I can select a case based on diverging assessments of the explanatory 

variable. Otherwise stated, I can choose an instance when the quantitative scoring 

diverges from historians’ assessments.  

Qualitative researchers would classify such an instance as a “deviant case,” 

though not in the traditional sense (George and Bennett 2004). According to Seawright 

and Gerring (2008), deviant cases enable researchers to probe for explanations for a 

dependent variable with an unexpected value. These cases explore the causal process 

and can uncover additional variables that apply to other outliers.101 I argue that a 

deviant case best assesses the explanatory value of the risk-inclination variable. 

Subsequently, my next section focuses on Carter’s biography and his decision-making 

during the Iran hostage crisis.102 Not only is there a divergence between the historians’ 

assessments and my quantitative scoring of Carter, but the examination of this case has 

additional advantages. First, it provides an atypical instance when Carter used military 

                                                   

100 The most common selection case selection procedures fall into one of the following categories:  typical, 
diverse, extreme, deviant, influential, most similar, and most different cases. Jason Seawright and John 
Gerring. “Case Selection Techniques in Case Study Research:  A Menu of Qualitative and Quantitative 
Options.” Political Research Quarterly 61, no. 2 (2008). Pages 297-298. 
101 Seawright and Gerring (2008), 294-308. See also Jack S. Levy. Case Studies:  Types, Designs, and Logics of 
Inference. Conflict Management and Peace Science 25, no. 1 (2008):  1–18. Levy (2008) describes that a deviant 
case study can be used “for the purpose of refining (emphasis added) or replacing an existing theory or 
hypothesis…” Page 3.  
102 I provide a comprehensive timeline for the hostage crisis in Appendix C. 
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force. These occasions, as well as opportunities to use force, were rare during his 

administration. This case also involves a unique strategic event, when Americans were 

taken hostage with some support from the host government. The ensuing crisis is also 

commonly viewed as a contributing factor to Carter not winning re-election. Lastly, this 

case allows the opportunity to interrogate recent scholarship on Carter’s presidency 

(Eizenstat 2018). My paper is the first to incorporate this new resource in an assessment 

of Carter’s risk-proneness. 

That Carter’s ranking among the historians diverges sharply from the 

quantitative scoring did not make my case selection a foregone conclusion. For instance, 

Ford’s score diverges just as much, and he had minimal opportunities to use force 

(Figure 3); however, he arguably does not have the same import as Carter. Eisenhower’s 

scoring diverges almost as much, but he had dramatically more opportunities.103 He also 

has the most unusual biographical background in the sample as a five-star general and a 

combat hero of World War II. Alternatively, I could have similarly chosen someone who 

ranks high on the scales. There is no compelling reason to choose a high-risk president 

                                                   

103 It is also now widely acknowledged that Eisenhower used covert action extensively. For a discussion on 
Eisenhower’s use of covert action, listen to “Dwight D. Eisenhower:  Covert Action.”  The Washington Post. 
August 21, 2016. Radio. Accessed online at: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/business/presidential-podcast/?tid=a_inl_manual. Author 
Stephen Kinzer provides an alternative interpretation of Eisenhower’s famous farewell address that warned 
of a military industrial complex. Eisenhower, Kinzer argues, was effectually suggesting that covert action 
provides a less-costly alternative in the future than conventional military force.  
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over Carter, however, given the advantages described above. Perhaps future work could 

contrast the results of this case study with another that picked a president at the highest 

level of risk, for example, Nixon or Kennedy.  

This case study is meant to do several things at the same time. First, it describes 

the same causal story that my quantitative model tells. There are causally plausible 

linkages between the variables that my quantitative model has identified as “statistically 

significant” and actual risk-proneness, as I define it. I demonstrate through the 

observations in memoirs and other qualitative evidence that these pre-tenure 

experiences shaped the way Carter viewed decisions to use force, and in ways consistent 

with the quantitative results. Second, the case study is meant to explain risk-relevant 

behavior that is not captured in the quantitative databases. Third, the case study 

provides an explanation as to why the historians and the quantitative judgments differ. I 

ask a few main research questions of the case -- was Carter really as risk-prone as the quantitative 

data suggest or was he less risk-prone, as historians claimed? Additionally, to what extent is this 

debate shaped by confusion over terms or the influence of variables that are omitted from the 

quantitative analysis?  



 

 
107 

When I do a careful analysis of the case study, I find a way of interpreting it as 

captured by my quantitative model although not for the exact reasons.104 In what can 

best be described as an idiographic, theory-guided case study, I show how Carter deals 

with sequential policy issues leading up to the hostage rescue -- the Shah’s tenuous 

domestic position in late-1978 and whether to permit the Shah into the United States.105 

In trying to figure out what to do at these interim nodes, there is a window into Carter’s 

risk-proneness. In his decision to undertake a hostage rescue attempt, however, I find 

that Carter was more tolerant of the risk in using military force than is commonly perceived (or 

than the surveyed historians seem to credit him with), mainly because the decision appealed to his 

sense of morality.106 Indeed, Carter directed the development of the niche 

counterterrorism capability used in the rescue mission.107 He also repeatedly considered 

punitive military options if the hostages were harmed or put on trial (and privately 

warned Ayatollah Khomeini accordingly), as well as authorized planning for a large-

                                                   

104 I acknowledge that I am doing this case study fully knowing the results of my statistical model. 
105 Levy (2008) describes idiographic cases as those “which aim to describe, explain, or interpret a particular 
‘case’ and which can be either inductive or theory-guided.” Pages 3-5. 
106 Betty Glad (2009), 282-283. Glad dedicates a section of her book to Carter’s “moral dimension.” She 
argues that Carter’s moral convictions gave him the “tenacity and courage” to approach risky efforts (e.g., 
Panama Canal). However, that same “certitude, which may at times provide the confidence requisite to the 
undertaking of a risky project, has its downside.” See also Zbigniew Brzezinski. Power and Principle:  
Memoirs of the National Security Adviser, 1977-1981. Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1983. Pages 482-483, 521. 
Although Carter was generally skeptical of military force, which is consistent with conventional wisdom, he 
was not opposed to its use. 
107 David C. Martin and John L. Walcott. Best Laid Plans:  The Inside Story of America’s War Against Terrorism. 
New York:  Harper and Row, 1988. Pages 39. 
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scale, second rescue mission after the first attempt failed.108 While I cannot fully gauge 

the reason for the divergence in the historians’ assessments, I find an inherent tension in 

Carter’s desire for harmony between religious and political beliefs that is not captured in 

my quantitative models. It is possible that this disjunction contributes to historians’ 

inaccurate post hoc assessment of Carter’s risk as I define it.109 

From ‘Jimmy Who?’ to Jimmy Why? Jimmy Carter was a toothy-grinned, one-term 

governor from Plains, Georgia, who experienced a meteoric rise from relative obscurity 

to the White House. Born on October 1, 1924, Carter was raised as a Southern Baptist in 

an uncommonly progressive household in the rural South. He came from humble, 

although not impoverished, beginnings and lived through the Great Depression in a 

home that lacked electricity until the late 1930s.110 Carter became the first person in his 

father’s family to graduate from high school, and after a junior college stint and 

                                                   

108 Brzezinski (1983), 483, 499. Sick (1985), 213-216. Stuart Eizenstat. President Carter:  The White House Years. 
Thomas Dunne Books, 2018. Page 781. Terence Smith. “Putting the Hostages' Lives First.” New York Times 
Magazine 17 (1981). Accessed online at:  https://www.nytimes.com/1981/05/17/magazine/putting-the-
hostages-lives-first.html. Regarding planning for a second mission, see Martin and Walcott (1988), 29-30.  
David Patrick Houghton. U.S. Foreign Policy and the Iran Hostage Crisis. Vol. 75. Cambridge University Press, 
2001. Pages 136-139. See also Michael Crowley. “The Incredible, Absurd Iranian Hostage Rescue Mission 
That Never Happened.” Time.com. November 4, 2013. Accessed online at: 
http://swampland.time.com/2013/11/04/the-incredible-iranian-hostage-rescue-plan-that-never-happened/. 
109 I note throughout that Carter’s decision-making was impacted by non-biographical factors such as a lack 
of intelligence on Khomeini’s nascent revolutionary government, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, but 
also, growing domestic pressure and the dwindling prospects for re-election. 
110 In a recent article, Carter attests that Plains is the place that “formed him.” See Kevin Sullivan and Mary 
Jordan. “The Un-Celebrity President.” The Washington Post. August 17, 2018. Accessed online at:  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/national/wp/2018/08/17/feature/the-un-celebrity-president-jimmy-
carter-shuns-riches-lives-modestly-in-his-georgia-hometown/.   
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preparatory courses at Georgia Tech, he entered the Naval Academy in June 1943. While 

at Annapolis, he began dating his childhood friend, Rosalynn Smith, whom he would 

marry after graduation on July 7, 1946. During his seven-year military career, Carter 

became a submariner. He never saw combat.111 Carter decided to leave the Navy 

following his father’s death from pancreatic cancer in 1953, returning to Georgia to run 

his father’s farm.112  

In October 1962, he decided to run for State Senate just fifteen days before the 

election. A determined Carter would overcome voter fraud and force a recount to win 

the seat.113 In 1966, he launched the first of two gubernatorial campaigns. Losing the first 

election took a toll on Carter. By entering the race, he effectively forfeited a seat in 

Congress that he could have run for and likely would have won easily.114 In this interim 

                                                   

111 Though Carter never saw combat, there was one harrowing incident when he was washed overboard 
while on watch in the Pacific Ocean. Though he was able to swim back to his submarine, that same storm 
made communications impossible for three days and kin were notified that the ship was lost. See Eizenstat 
(2018), 11. 
112 For a comprehensive account of Carter’s upbringing, see Julian E. Zelizer, Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr, and 
Sean Wilentz. Jimmy Carter:  The American Presidents Series:  The 39th President, 1977-1981. Henry Holt and 
Company, 2010. See also Eizenstat (2018). For a discussion on Carter’s upbringing, listen to “Jimmy Carter:  
Keeping the Faith.”  The Washington Post. September 25, 2016. Radio. Accessed online at:  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/business/presidential-podcast/?tid=a_inl_manual.  
113 Zelizer, Schlesinger Jr, and Wilentz (2010), 15-17. Randall Balmer. Redeemer:  The Life of Jimmy Carter. Basic 
Books, 2014. Pages 36-38. 
114 Carter entered the race for Republican Bo Calloway’s seat in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1966; 
however, once Calloway decided to run for governor, Carter followed suit. Carter finished third in the 
Democratic primary for governor. The Congressional seat was eventually won by Democrat Jack Brinkley. 
Rosalyn Carter (1984) described Calloway’s departure:  “It left us with only token opposition (in the race for 
Congress), and what better way to run for office!” See First Lady from Plains. Boston:  Houghton Mifflin, 
1984. Pages 53-55. Balmer (2014) 40-42. 



 

 
110 

period, Carter dropped into a period of soul searching and became a born-again 

Christian.115 Practicing religion was not new to Carter by any stretch. He was “steeped in 

the Bible since childhood.”116 He even taught Sunday school in his teenage years, a 

practice that continues to present day, but Carter’s “progressive evangelicalism” -- and 

the respect for human life demanded of all believers -- would play an increasingly 

prominent role in his decision-making and his politics (Balmer 2014).117 

Carter launched a second attempt at the governorship in 1970. This time he was 

successful, easily winning the general election after withstanding the more difficult 

challenge in the Democratic primary and holding off a “liberal” candidate. According to 

historian Julian Zelizer (2010), Carter effectively carved out “a populist, anti-

establishment centrism, which eschewed left-right divisions that defined mainstream 

politics in the 1960s.”118 Author Jonathan Alter notes that Carter recognized a major 

difference between campaign tactics and behavior in office.119 His inaugural address as 

                                                   

115 According to Balmer, “rededicated” is more appropriate than “born again” in “evangelical parlance.” 
Balmer (2014), 42-45. Zelizer, Schlesinger Jr, and Wilentz (2010), Page 20. Eizenstat (2018), 27. 
116 Balmer (2014), 86. 
117 Balmer defines an evangelical as “someone who believes in the Bible as God’s revelation to 
humanity…believe(s) in the centrality of conversion….(and is) committed to evangelism, bringing others 
into the faith.” His addition of “progressive” (i.e., progressive evangelicalism), in describing Carter, refers to 
a degree of activism toward Jesus’s instruction to care for the most vulnerable populations. Balmer (2014), 
12-17. 
118 Zelizer, Schlesinger Jr, and Wilentz (2010), Page 23. 
119 Jonathan Alter. “Jimmy Carter:  Staking his Reputation on a Dream of Mideast Peace.” Yahoo News. 
(video) September 18, 2018. Accessed online at:  https://www.yahoo.com/news/jimmy-carter-staking-
reputation-dream-mideast-peace-090051751.html. See also Eizenstat (2018), 28, and Balmer (2014), 49. 
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governor, for example, gained publicity for its emphasis on civil liberties for African 

Americans, which marked a shift from his campaign that courted racial conservatives.120 

Once in office, Governor Carter sought to resolve the “disjunction between his campaign 

and his convictions.”121 He consumed himself with the business of governing and 

launched a reform agenda that included a massive government reorganization effort 

and improvements in race relations.122 

In May 1971, Time Magazine catapulted Carter to national prominence by placing 

him on its cover proclaiming that “Dixie Whistles a Different Tune.”123 In his now-

famous May 4, 1974, “Law Day” speech, which further raised his profile, Carter in his 

true-to-populist form self-identified as a cross-section of America:  an engineer, nuclear 

physicist (which is inaccurate), peanut farmer, and a Sunday school teacher.124 This list 

of Carter’s vocations was intended to disarm the audience and distinguish him from the 

                                                   

120 Balmer (2014), 22, 46-50. For Carter’s address, see Jimmy Carter. “Governor Jimmy Carter’s Inaugural 
Address.” January 12, 1971. Accessed online at:   
https://www.jimmycarterlibrary.gov/assets/documents/inaugural_address_gov.pdf.  
121 Balmer (2014), 50. 
122 Eizenstat (2018), 29. Balmer (2014), 22, 49-52. 
123 See "Dixie Whistles a Different Tune:  Governor Georgia Jimmy Carter." Time Magazine. May 31, 1971. 
124 Jimmy Carter. “‘Law Day’ Address:  A Message on Justice.” University of Georgia. May 4, 1974. Accessed 
online at: https://www.jimmycarterlibrary.gov/assets/documents/message_of_justice.pdf. As for the 
inaccuracy of the “nuclear physicist” description, see James T. Wooten. “The Well-Planned Enigma of 
Jimmy Carter.” The New York Times. June 6, 1976. Accessed online at:  
https://www.nytimes.com/1976/06/06/archives/the-wellplanned-enigma-of-jimmy-carter-despite-his-
attempts-to.html.  
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legal profession to which he issued a harsh rebuke.125 This speech also highlighted 

theologian Reinhold Niebuhr’s influence on Carter, from whom he drew the belief that a 

politician’s imperative is the “pursuit of justice in a sinful world.”126 This was a guiding 

principle for Carter. “Niebuhr was always present in my mind in a very practical way,” 

Carter later reflected, “particularly when I became President and was facing the constant 

threat of a nuclear war, which would have destroyed the world.”127  

Carter officially declared his candidacy for the presidency on December 12, 1974, 

in a speech that exemplified Niebuhr’s imperative. As an outsider candidate, he 

provided a fresh alternative to Gerald Ford and the shadow of Watergate.128 In his 

announcement, Carter similarly introduced himself as “a farmer, an engineer, a 

businessman, a planner, a scientist, a governor and a Christian.”129 It is curious that in 

both this speech and the “Law Day” address he did not identify himself as having 

served in the military, and it is more notable that he reserved his faith for last.130 

                                                   

125 Eizenstat (2018), 40. Balmer (2014), 59-61. 
126 Balmer (2014), 39. Eizenstat (2018), 40.  
127 “American Conscience: The Reinhold Niebuhr Story.” Journey Films, Inc. (video) 2016. Accessed online 
at:  http://americanconscience.com.  
128 The shadow of Watergate was exacerbated by Ford’s decision to pardon Nixon on September 8, 1974. 
According to Eizenstat (2018), this pardon almost “gave the election away.” Page 54.  
129 For the text of his speech, see Jimmy Carter. “Address Announcing Candidacy for the Democratic 
Presidential Nomination at the National Press Club in Washington, D.C.” December 12, 1974. Gerhard 
Peters and John T. Woolley. The American Presidency Project. Accessed online at: 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=77821. 
130 In an earlier speech delivered on April 26, 1972, for the General Conference of the United Method 
Church, Carter stated:  “I am a peanut farmer and a Christian. I am a father, and I am a Christian. I am a 
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According to his former Chief Domestic Policy Advisor, Stuart Eizenstat (2018), Carter 

prominently highlighted his faith to provide “an early signal to his Southern Baptist 

base.”131 

Carter did not hide from his religious beliefs, and they would play a role in his 

campaign for the presidency. Yet, his evangelical views did not fully resonate with all 

Americans. Unfortunately for Carter, one attempt at explaining them to a national 

audience did more harm than good. In an infamous 1976 interview with Playboy, Carter 

commented, “I've looked on a lot of women with lust. I’ve committed adultery in my 

heart many times.”132 According to historian Randall Balmer (2014), those comments 

contributed to narrowing the margin of victory over Ford in the 1976 election.133 He 

became the first evangelical Christian in the White House.134 His Secret Service detail 

                                                   

business man and a Christian. I am a politician and a Christian. The single most important factor in my own 
life is Jesus Christ…” Balmer (2014), 53-54. 
131 Eizenstat (2018), 48. 
132 Bo Emerson. “When Jimmy Carter Lusted in His Heart.” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution. September 28, 
2017. Accessed online at:  https://www.ajc.com/news/when-jimmy-carter-lusted-his-
heart/kzdD5pLXvT3qnf5RyJlIiK/.  
133 Balmer (2014), 19. For a thorough discussion on the impact of the Playboy interview, see Eizenstat (2018), 
60-62. The interview grossly failed in its intended purpose “to moderate the impression held by many 
young voters of Carter as an unbending and moralistic Baptist.”  
134 Paradoxically, Carter would lose the support of evangelicals during his re-election campaign against 
Reagan. Balmer (2014), 20-22. Balmer also describes Carter’s loss of evangelical support in “Jimmy Carter:  
Keeping the Faith.”  The Washington Post. September 25, 2016. Radio. 
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would assign him the call sign “Deacon.”135 Even Pope John Paul II noted, “After a 

couple of hours with President Carter I had the feeling that two religious leaders were 

conversing.”136 Carter would continuously emphasize faith-based values such as respect 

for human life, which influenced his decision-making throughout his presidency much 

as they did when he was governor.137 

Like many presidents, when Carter entered office in 1977, he lacked extensive 

foreign policy experience. He sought to mitigate this shortcoming by hiring particularly 

seasoned experts to serve in the senior-most national security posts. Secretary of State 

Cyrus Vance, National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, and Secretary of Defense 

Harold Brown would complement the less-experienced, former campaign hands 

brought into the White House, such as Hamilton Jordan and Jody Powell.138 Carter was a 

quick study, however, and approached foreign policy issues much as he did most 

others, with an engineer’s eagerness to understand the minutest of details. Brzezinski 

                                                   

135 Kate Feldman. “Top Presidential Secret Service Code Names.” New York Daily News. September 17, 2015. 
Accessed online at:  http://www.nydailynews.com/news/politics/best-presidential-secret-service-code-
names-article-1.2364212.  
136 Brzezinski (1983), 27. 
137 There is a significant body of literature on Carter’s faith and religious principles, several of which were 
written by Carter himself post-presidency. His faith undoubtedly contributed to his world view, which was 
evident in his presidential inauguration speech that contained multiple Biblical references, as well as 
describing “a special obligation to take on those moral duties…” For the entire speech see also Jimmy 
Carter. “Inaugural Address.” January 20, 1977. Accessed online at: 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=6575. According to Brzezinski (1983), Carter and his wife jointly 
read a chapter of the Bible each evening. Page 32. 
138 Hamilton Jordan eventually became Carter’s Chief of Staff. Jody Powell served as the White House Press 
Secretary. 
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recalled, “I am quite struck by how systematic Carter is in his approach to decision 

making and by the degree to which he wishes to immerse himself in detail.”139 

According to former speechwriter James Fallows (1979), this characteristic also had a 

deleterious effect.140 Carter was transfixed with international issues, which exposed a 

belief that he held a multitude of discrete policy positions without maintaining an 

overarching vision.141 This was no doubt compounded by his initial decision not to hire a 

chief of staff.142 Fallows lamented, “The central idea of the Carter Administration is 

Jimmy Carter himself, his own mixture of traits, since the only thing that finally gives 

coherence to the items of his creed is that he happens to believe them all.”143  

                                                   

139 Brzezinski (1983), 14. Brzezinski further describes Carter as someone whose “memory was phenomenal, 
his reading voracious, and his thirst for more knowledge unquenchable.” Page 22.  
140 According to Fallows (1979), Carter also burdened himself with items that lacked importance (e.g., 
approving requests to use the White House tennis court).  
141 Fallows (1979) recalls hearing Carter refer to his job as “one big multiple choice exam,” with a multitude 
of complex decisions he dealt with in isolation. See James Fallows. “The Passionless Presidency:  The 
Trouble with Jimmy Carter's Administration.” The Atlantic Monthly (May 1979). See also Mary DuBois 
Sexton. “The Wages of Principle and Power:  Cyrus R. Vance and the Making of Foreign Policy in the Carter 
Administration.” PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2009. Pages 54-64. 
142 Eizenstat (2018), 68, 78, and 85. 
143 Fallows (1979). One such well-known item in Carter’s creed was his emphasis on human rights. He 
stated, “As long as I am President, the Government of the United States will continue throughout the world 
to enhance human rights. No force on Earth can separate us from that commitment.” See Jimmy Carter. 
“Universal Declaration of Human Rights Remarks at a White House Meeting Commemorating the 30th 
Anniversary of the Declaration's Signing.” December 6, 1978. Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley. The 
American Presidency Project. Accessed online at:  http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=30264. According 
to Balmer (2014), Carter explained that his keen interest was “derived from both his understanding of the 
Bible and his experience as a Southerner.”143 Pages 85-88. Carter’s legacy on human rights is mixed despite 
the emphasis, and a common criticism was his inconsistency in dealing with the Soviet Union compared to, 
for example, authoritarian allies in South America. This treatment also reveals a complicated desire for 
harmony between his evangelical Christian beliefs and his political beliefs. See Robert A. Strong. “Jimmy 
Carter:  Foreign Affairs.” Miller Center at the University of Virginia. Accessed online at: 
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My quantitative model predicts someone with Carter’s biographical features to 

be medium-risk within my sample of American presidents. He was highly-educated, 

married (never divorced), a businessman, a blue-collar worker, and never saw combat 

during his military service. It fails, however, to appreciate Carter’s tendency to become 

transfixed with policy issues, as well as the extent of his religious commitment in 

dealing with them. These pre-tenure traits are especially relevant to Carter’s risk-

proneness, which becomes evident in his approach to the growing political turmoil in 

Iran and the hostage crisis that unsurprisingly consumed his attention.  

 Prelude to a Crisis. U.S.-Iranian relations were relatively stable when Carter 

entered office. The U.S.-backed coup in 1953 restored Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi in 

power, and despite significant criticisms of his regime (e.g., violent suppression of 

dissent, corruption, wealth gap), he maintained U.S. support.144 Carter remarked in 

December 1977, “We have no other nation on Earth who is closer to us in planning for 

our mutual military security. We have no other nation with whom we have closer 

                                                   

https://millercenter.org/president/carter/foreign-affairs. Justin Vaïsse. “Thank You, Jimmy Carter.” Foreign 
Policy.com. July 16, 2018. Accessed online at:  https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/07/16/thank-you-jimmy-carter-
obama-soviet-union-foreign-policy/. See also David Carleton and Michael Stohl. “The Foreign Policy of 
Human Rights:  Rhetoric and Reality from Jimmy Carter to Ronald Reagan.” Human Rights Quarterly 7 
(1985):  205. Betty Glad. An Outsider in the White House:  Jimmy Carter, his Advisors, and the Making of American 
Foreign Policy. Cornell University Press, 2009. Page 280-282.  
144 Richard Cottam. “Goodbye to America's Shah.” Foreign Policy 34 (1979):  3-14. 
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consultation on regional problems that concern us both. And there is no leader with 

whom I have a deeper sense of personal gratitude and personal friendship.”145  

Notwithstanding this declaration, protests were becoming routine. Iranian 

society found itself increasingly conflicted between westernization and a growing 

revolutionary movement.146 As late as August 1978, 44,000 American expats lived in 

Iran, which undoubtedly contributed to Carter’s support for the Shah despite his dismal 

record on human rights.147 Conditions were worsening, marked by a particularly violent 

crackdown on September 8, 1978, when protesters were killed by security forces on so-

called “Black Friday.” This event marked a turning point for the Shah’s regime in that 

reconciliation became highly unlikely if not unfeasible.148    

Carter was not focused on Iran this point; instead, he was characteristically 

preoccupied with other events (e.g., Camp David follow-through).149 The complexity of 

the situation was compounded by a lack of intelligence from the CIA (who were limited 

                                                   

145 Jimmy Carter. “Tehran, Iran Toasts of the President and the Shah at a State Dinner.” December 31, 1977. 
Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley. The American Presidency Project. Accessed online at: 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=7080. 
146 Cottam (1979), 7-8. 
147 For a comprehensive account of U.S.-Iranian relations during this time, see James Bill. The Eagle and the 
Lion:  The Tragedy of American-Iranian Relations. Yale University Press, 1989. Bill asserts that the U.S. 
maintained an entrenched acceptance of the Shah’s rule. See also Cottam (1979), 3-14. 
148 Hossein Bashiriyeh. The State and Revolution in Iran. Vol. 27. Routledge, 2011. Page 115. 
149 According to Glad (2009), Carter’s attention was fixated on “following through on the Camp David talks, 
the China breakthrough, and the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty talks.” Page 168. Brzezinski (1983) 
corroborates that the administration’s attention was focused elsewhere, specifically on Camp David. Pages 
356 and 396. 
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by a prior arrangement with the Shah) as well as mixed signals from Ambassador 

William Sullivan.150As the Shah’s position weakened, Carter and his advisors wrestled 

with how best to maintain a strategic partnership with Iran. Brzezinski described this 

challenge as “how to maintain (and encourage from the outside) political stability in a 

traditional but rapidly modernizing state, in which the ruler’s absolute personal power 

was being challenged by an escalating revolutionary situation.”151 As would be the case 

throughout subsequent Iran-related policy decisions, the intelligence picture was 

unclear, conditions were changing rapidly, and Carter’s advisors (e.g., Vance, 

Brzezinski) held conflicting positions.152  

According to Jentleson (1990), “The basic positions to which Vance and 

Brzezinski moved, respectively, were political intermediation, including U.S. support for 

non-Shah coalitions of varying compositions, and military intervention, as either a 

crackdown or coup by the Iranian armed forces with U.S. encouragement and 

                                                   

150 Sullivan, who was eventually recalled by Carter, sent a series of reports from October 27 – November 9, 
1978, with diametrically opposing viewpoints. He initially stated that it is “our destiny to work with the 
Shah.” Less than two weeks later, he suggested that the Shah’s departure could lead to a more favorable 
outcome. Brzezinski (1983), 359, 367-368, 394-395. Sullivan also remarkably went on a three-month leave 
during the summer of 1979. See Eizenstat (2018), 725-730, 736-746. For the Shah’s perspective on the 
“conflicting signals” from Washington, see Jim Hoagland. “Shah Regrets His ‘Policy of Surrender.’” The 
Washington Post. May 27, 1980. Accessed online at: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1980/05/27/shah-regrets-his-policy-of-
surrender/5db2d433-812d-493c-a15f-0b323a858e97/?utm_term=.750d040bea51. Carter (1982), 337-338. 
151 Brzezinski (1983), 354. 
152 According to Carter (1982), there was such a pervasive undercutting of his policies that he summoned the 
Department of State’s desk officers and demanded loyalty or resignation. Page 340. Reaching into the depths 
of a department is consistent with views of Carter as a micro-manager. 
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assistance.”153 Carter initially favored supporting the Shah, as had been the long-

standing U.S.-government position, but also developing contingency plans in case this 

was no longer practicable.154 Ideally, the Shah would have instituted reforms amenable 

to opposition groups in a way that precluded the real or perceived need to suppress 

dissent. As that opportunity passed, Carter was not prepared to underwrite a heavy-

handed approach. 

Carter  expressed his support for the fragile transitional government of Prime 

Minister Shapour Bakhtiar’s but decided not to intervene otherwise.155 In so doing, he 

sided with neither advisor in supporting a military coup (favored by Brzezinski) or 

encouraging a coalition government and direct entreaties to Khomeini (favored by 

Vance).156 Carter was especially skeptical of any such forceful action and he found 

                                                   

153 Jentleson (1990), 368. 
154 Jimmy Carter. Keeping Faith:  Memoirs of a President. New York:  Bantam, 1982. Page 333-340. Carter’s 
policies toward the Shah were supportive but non-committal. He would not endorse a specific course of 
action as the Shah’s position weakened. According to Jentleson (1990), “It thus almost was less that the 
decisions made by the Carter administration during the Iranian crisis were wrong as that the Carter 
administration really did not make decisions. The policy was once of equivocation, of a little bit of this and a 
little bit of that, but in its fundamental nature neither this nor that.” Page 366. 
155 For Carter’s support to Bakhtiar, see Carter (1982), 340. 
156 Maintaining an interim military government (established around November 6, 1978) was also considered 
before the Shah reversed course (around December 28, 1978) and asked Bahktiar to from a new government. 
See Brzezinski (1983), 366, 375. Edward C. Keefer. Harold Brown:  Offsetting the Soviet Military Challenge 1977-
1981. Vol. 9. Government Printing Office, 2017. Pages 292- 295.  
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advocacy for a military coup “morally troublesome.”157 In an illustrative example, Carter 

would not endorse an offer to eliminate Khomeini before he returned to Iran.158 

When the Shah fled Iran in January 1979, the U.S. was left in a reactive posture as 

the Iranian political landscape further shifted. The Iranian military basically 

disintegrated and the interim government disbanded.159 In hindsight, it is uncertain 

whether an initial heavy-handed effort to keep the Shah in power would have 

forestalled the revolution. It also remains unclear whether a military coup would have 

prevented a civil war or led to a more favorable Iranian position toward the U.S. vis-à-

vis the Soviet Union.160 Carter’s options were limited, and in this instance, he followed 

his moral instincts. He opted not to cross the “elusive line between strong support…and 

the actual decision to embark on a bloody and admittedly uncertain course of action.”161  

 On February 1, 1979, Khomeini returned from exile and began installing an 

Islamic revolutionary government. Although there was a new interim government led 

by Khomeini-supported Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan, the Ayatollah was the real 
                                                   

157 Brzezinski (1983), 382. Carter’s “decency,” according to Brzezinski, “was perhaps too strong.” Eizenstat 
(2018), 775. 
158 Brzezinski provided this anecdote during an interview with Eizenstat, implying that he supported such 
an initiative. Eizenstat (2018), 775.  
159 Carter (1982), 341. 
160 Bahktiar considered arresting Khomeini upon his return to Iran. Carter (1982), 335-339. According to Glad 
(2009), this option also divided Carter’s cabinet. Brown and Brzezinski favored the arrest in contrast to 
Vance. Page 172. 
161 According to Brzezinski, principals such as Vance and Mondale effectively appealed to Carter’s sense of 
morality. They persuasively argued that he should not “assume the responsibility for plunging another 
country into a bloody and cruel confrontation.” Brzezinski (1983), 382, 396.  
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center of power. He marginalized moderate factions and did little (if anything) to deter 

the growing anti-western fervor. Demonstrators openly called for Carter’s death.162 The 

U.S was blamed for enabling the Shah’s lavish lifestyle, oppressive practices, and overall 

ineptitude.163 Khomeini demanded the extradition of the Shah, whose asylum remained 

a point of contention up until Pahlavi’s death on July 28, 1980.164 Not only was the U.S. 

caught off guard by the extent of anti-Shah sentiment and the rapid rise of the 

revolutionary movement, but it was also further surprised by Khomeini’s ability to fan 

the flames of revolution.165 

As part of the growing anti-American sentiment, there were two hostage-taking 

incidents involving the American embassy in 1979. The first occurred on February 14, 

1979, shortly after Khomeini returned from exile, but was promptly terminated by the 

                                                   

162 Betty Glad. “Personality, Political and Group Process Variables in Foreign Policy Decision-Making:  
Jimmy Carter's Handling of the Iranian Hostage Crisis.” International Political Science Review 10, no. 1 (1989). 
Page 57. Glad (2009), 178-179. Russell 126-127. Cyrus Roberts Vance. Hard Choices:  Four Critical Years in 
Managing America's Foreign Policy. New York:  Simon and Schuster, 1983. Pages 368-369.  
163 William L. Waugh. “The Structure of Decision-Making in the Iranian Hostage Rescue Attempt and its 
Implications for Conflict Management.” Journal of Conflict Studies 10, no. 2 (1990). Pages 26-28. See also 
Edward T. Russell. “Crisis in Iran:  Operation Eagle Claw.” Short of War:  Major USAF Contingency Operations 
1947-1997. Ed. A. Timothy Warnock. Air Force Historical Research Agency Maxwell AFB AL, 2000. Page 
125. 
164 The Shah stayed in several countries following his departure from Iran in 1979. These locations included 
Morocco, the Bahamas, Mexico, the United States (for medical treatment), Panama, and Egypt. Brzezinski 
(1983) describes the Shah “as a tragic figure abandoned by his friends.” Page 503.  
165 Eizenstat (2018), 750. 
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Bazargan government.166 Following this incident, mild security precautions were taken, 

including reducing the embassy’s staff from 1,100 to 70.167 Regardless of such measures, 

the security of the embassy was contingent on protection by the Iranian government.168 

The second, more notorious event occurred after Carter allowed the Shah to enter the 

U.S. for medical treatment in October 1979.169 This decision, another node in the 

examination of Carter’s risk-proneness, was arguably the most significant catalyst of the 

hostage crisis.170  

In the months following the February incident, there was a concerted effort to 

grant asylum for the Shah in the United States. Carter resisted despite public efforts 

from political opponents (e.g., Henry Kissinger, David Rockefeller) and internal 

lobbying from Brzezinski. Brzezinski felt the U.S. was abandoning an ally and its 

                                                   

166 Russell (2000), 127. See also Chester Pach. “Top Gun, Toughness, and Terrorism:  Some Reflections on the 
Elections of 1980 and 2004.” Diplomatic History 28, no. 4 (2004). Page 552. One week following this incident, 
the U.S. recognized the new regime. Glad (2009), 173.  
167 Eizenstat (2018), 751-753. Vance (1983), 368-369. See also Rose McDermott. Risk-Taking in International 
Politics. The University of Michigan Press. 2001. Pages 45-46. Former hostage and military attaché, Colonel 
Leland J. Holland, notes that by the spring of 1979 (i.e., following the first hostage incident), the embassy 
returned to “business as usual, even though it wasn't a business-as-usual situation.” See Karen DeWitt. “Ex-
Hostage Assails Lack of Precaution.” The New York Times. February 9, 1981. Accessed online at:  
https://www.nytimes.com/1981/02/09/us/ex-hostage-assails-lack-of-precaution.html.  
168 Gary Sick. All Fall Down:  America's Fateful Encounter with Iran. Random House New York, 1985. Pages 
350-351. Sick notes that the first hostage incident occurred on the same day the U.S. ambassador to 
Afghanistan was assassinated. These events, along with an invasion by Marxist forces into North Yemen, 
precipitated a “full-scale reappraisal of U.S. military strategy in Southwest Asia.”  
169 Glad (1989), 35-61. McDermott (2001), 77.  
170 Sick (1985), 183. According to one of the student leaders, Ibrahim Asgharzadeh, the decision to occupy 
the embassy was directly related to the Shah’s admittance to the U.S. See “444 Days:  Iranian Hostage 
Crisis.” Directed by Leslie Woodhead. Documentary. BBC, 1997. For an additional overview of the Iranian 
reaction, see Houghton (2001), 60-61. 
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“traditional commitment to asylum,” whereas Vance believed the timing was not good 

and would jeopardize the safety of the embassy.171 The first hostage-taking incident was 

an indicator of a potential Iranian response and Carter made it clear he “did not want 

the Shah in the United States playing tennis while Americans in Tehran were kidnapped 

or killed.”172 However, Carter relented once he became apprised of Pahlavi’s serious 

medical condition on October 18, 1979.173 Vance conceded, “We were faced squarely 

with a decision in which common decency and humanity weighed against possible 

harm to our embassy personnel in Tehran.”174 Brzezinski recalled that Carter was 

“morally ill at ease” continuing the exclusion given this new information.175 The Shah 

was allowed to enter the United States on October 22, 1979.176 

This discrete policy choice provides further evidence of Carter’s faith-based 

values. He understood the potential consequences of his decision and did not take it 

                                                   

171 Brzezinski (1983), 472. Vance (1983), 370. 
172 Brzezinski (1983), 474. Sick (1985), 178. It is unclear as to the exact timing of Carter’s comment, or whether 
he made this remark on more than one occasion. Sick (1985) suggests Carter made this comment to 
Brzezinski on February 27, 1979 (see page 178), whereas Brzezinski (1983) suggests the comment was made 
on July 27, 1979 (see page 474). Regardless, it was clear that throughout the spring and summer of 1979, 
Carter did not want to admit the Shah into the United States. There were significant security concerns 
regarding the U.S. embassy in Tehran. 
173 Brzezinski (1983), 474-475. Sick (1985), 183-184. Jimmy Carter. White House Diary. Farrar, Straus, and 
Giroux, 2010. Page 364. According to Carter, he made this decision “with great reluctance and only after the 
shah was diagnosed as fatally ill with cancer. 
174 Vance (1983), 369-371. See also Eizenstat (2018), 761. 
175 Brzezinski (1983), 475. 
176 Eizenstat (2018) suggests the Shah could have received better medical treatment in Mexico City, which 
was unknown to Carter at the time of his decision. Page 763.  
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lightly. Carter had extended a similar invitation to the Shah’s wife to seek medical 

treatment in May 1979, despite an official warning from Tehran and Vance’s 

discouragement.177 Iran aide Gary Sick stated, “Carter had no illusions about the risks 

involved (regarding the Shah’s entry).”178 Actually, Carter sarcastically asked his staff 

what advice they would provide when American hostages would be taken in the 

embassy as a result of his decision to admit the Shah.179 He was also resolute in his 

decision. For example, Carter rejected Vance’s proposition that before admitting the 

Shah, the U.S. should gauge the reaction of the Iranian authorities.180 Their reaction did 

not matter to Carter, which provides evidence that he was more tolerant of risk in a 

decision that appealed to his sense of morality (i.e., that he was doing what was right). 

 Had the U.S. allowed the Shah entry earlier in January 1979 (which also required 

decisiveness on the Shah’s part), there is scant evidence to suggest Khomeini would 

have objected or there would be a negative reaction in Iran.181 By November 1979, 

however, conditions had significantly changed. The Chargé d'affaires, Bruce Laingen, 

                                                   

177 Sick (1985), 180. See also Vance (1983), 344-345 and Eizenstat (2018), 758. 
178 Sick (1985), 183-184. 
179 Sick (1985), 184. Eizenstat (2018), 761. See also Mark Bowden. Guests of the Ayatollah:  The Iran Hostage 
Crisis. Grove/Atlantic, Incorporated, 2006. Page 19. 
180 Sick (1985), 184. Eizenstat (2018), 761-762. Vance (1983), 372. Vance’s description of events is less 
suggestive that Carter did not care at all about the Iranian reaction, particularly regarding the embassy in 
Tehran.  
181 Vance (1983), 343-344, 370. Brzezinski (1983), 472. Sick (1985), 176-177. McDermott (2001), 80-81. Eizenstat 
(2018), 370, 757. 
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had warned against further straining the relationship between governments.182 When 

approximately 3,000 students captured the embassy on November 4, 1979, Khomeini 

was handed an opportunity to use their hostages as a political tool to both garner 

support for the revolution and further consolidate power, all the while tarnishing the 

U.S.’s reputation.183  

Generating Options and the Decision to Use Military Force. The American response 

in the immediate aftermath of the hostage situation was to wait and see whether the 

                                                   

182 In late-September 1979, Laingen suggested the “U.S.-Iranian relationship could not weather the shock of 
the shah’s arrival in the United States.” Sick (1985), 183. See also Vance (1983), 370-371 and Bowden (2006), 
18-19. It should be acknowledged that Carter’s position was weak domestically during this time as well. On 
July 15, 1979, he delivered what is commonly referred to as the “malaise speech,” which was laden with 
references to morality and civic duty. While the speech was not solely focused on the energy crisis (or 
gasoline shortages), one cannot disaggregate the impact of the Shah’s departure from the rise in gas prices 
and actions taken by Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). As historian Kevin 
Mattson (2010) argues, the speech was well-received, but that feeling dissipated after Carter reshuffled his 
cabinet days later. See Kevin Mattson. ‘What the Heck Are You Up To, Mr. President?’: Jimmy Carter, America's 
‘Malaise,’ and the Speech That Should Have Changed the Country. Bloomsbury Publishing USA, 2010. See also 
“Examining Carter’s ‘Malaise Speech,’ 30 Years Later.” NPR. July 12, 2009. Radio. Accessed online at:  
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=106508243. For the speech, see Jimmy 
Carter. “Address to the Nation on Energy and National Goals:  ‘The Malaise Speech.’” July 15, 1979. Online 
by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley. The American Presidency Project. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=32596. 
183 There remain conflicting opinions regarding the extent to which Khomeini was involved in the (second) 
hostage-taking. Vance (1983) suggests the extent of his involvement “may never be known.” Page 375. Sick 
(1985) states that there was “considerable evidence” that Khomeini knew of the student’s plan to seize the 
embassy, “that he openly encouraged it, and when it succeeded, he was prepared to exploit the 
situation…for his own political purposes.” Page 197. One of the student leaders, Ibrahim Asgharzadeh, 
remarked that their actions were not endorsed by Khomeini until the second day of the incident. The 
student actions also highlighted the division between the revolutionary and secular sects of Iranian society. 
“444 Days:  Iranian Hostage Crisis.” Directed by Leslie Woodhead. Documentary. BBC, 1997. See also 
Eizenstat (2018), 752, 764-766, 768-769. Khomeini refers to the November 4, 1979, incident as a “second” 
revolution, which Eizenstat argues afforded him the opportunity to overturn the Bazargan government and 
consolidate power -- “the hostages were really pawns in an internal power struggle.” 
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Iranian government would resolve the incident as it did in February. By November 6, 

1979, it was evident that the situation would not be fixed soon. The moderate, interim 

government, which was marginalized by Khomeini, resigned en masse.184 The Iranian 

students gained the support of the Ayatollah while Carter grew increasingly frustrated 

as the situation prolonged.185 It was unclear how best to work with the Iranian 

government (or with whom to work) to negotiate the release of the hostages, and there 

was virtually no way to engage Khomeini directly.186  

To deal with the crisis, Brzezinski hosted daily meetings of a Special 

Coordination Committee (SCC), which became the principal interagency venue for 

discussion of the Iran crisis. These meetings were held at the principal-level and notes 

were captured in “Summaries of Conclusions,” which went from Brzezinski to Carter on 

a regular basis.187 Usually, such summaries are circulated to departments and agencies 

and do not go directly to the president. It became common practice, however, for Carter 

                                                   

184 Nicholas Cumming-Bruce. “Bazargan Government Resigns in Iran.” The Washington Post. November 7, 
1979. Accessed online at:  https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1979/11/07/bazargan-
government-resigns-in-iran/e4360d7c-31ba-4cd0-9cbb-4649d24f50f2/?utm_term=.7bfcbfa8ea1e.  
185 Sick (1985), 209. Carter would lament, “They have us by the balls.” 
186 “Summary of Conclusions:  Special Coordination Committee Meeting on November 5, 1979.” Collection: 
Zbigniew Brzezinski Collection; Series:  Subject File; Folder:  Meetings - SCC 193, 11/5/79; Container 30. 
187 These meetings are the equivalent to the present day “Principals’ Small Group,” where security officials 
attend high-level meetings as appropriate (i.e., by invitation only). For an example, see “Summary of 
Conclusions:  Special Coordination Committee Meeting on November 5, 1979.” Collection:  Zbigniew 
Brzezinski Collection; Series: Subject File; Folder:  Meetings - SCC 193, 11/5/79; Container 30. 
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to relay his feedback on these memoranda to drive the next day’s agenda.188 In 

conjunction with another non-standard practice, Brzezinski personally providing Carter 

with his daily “national security” briefing, the national security advisor had significant 

control over information going to and from the president.189 These dynamics created a 

tightly-held feedback loop and a window into Carter’s thinking during the crisis.190 It is 

in these early meetings that I look closely for Carter’s views on military options. 

Although Carter favored a diplomatic resolution, he never ruled out using military 

force.  

While the conventional narrative is that Carter made the hostages the center of 

public attention -- and he did -- a complementary explanation is that Brzezinski ensured 

the crisis garnered extensive executive bandwidth internally. The SCC met almost every 

day and required senior-level participation.191 Historian Edward Keefer (2017) notes that 

during the crisis, Iran-related matters were discussed in 97 of 133 SCC meetings and 15 

                                                   

188 Brzezinski (1983), 478. My review of various SCC summaries of conclusion contain hand-written notes 
made by Jimmy Carter that substantiate Brzezinski’s claim. 
189 Brzezinski wielded significant power in the NSC process as evident in his control of information to the 
president. See Brzezinski (1983), 63-74. For example, Brzezinski had the name of the president’s daily 
“intelligence briefing” changed to a “national security briefing” to skirt CIA Director Turner’s concerns that 
he should provide Carter with intelligence updates. The name of the meeting changed though there is no 
evidence that the tenor did too. 
190 Sick (1985), 210-212. 
191 Sick (1985), 210-211. Glad (2009), 180. 
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of 17 NSC meetings.192 Four high-level meetings occurred on the incident on November 

6th alone, three of which involved the president.193 The amount of executive time spent 

on the hostage issue was extraordinary but unsurprising given Carter’s detail-oriented 

management style, or what some may describe as micro-managed ineptness. According 

to former White House Chief of Staff Hamilton Jordan, “There were two White Houses 

after November of 1979. There was a White House focused almost exclusively on the 

hostage situation and there was a White House that was working on everything else.”194 

These early meetings also reveal that Carter’s senior-most advisors were 

becoming divided on how to resolve the crisis, with Brzezinski favoring a more heavy-

handed approach than Vance.195 The two men plainly held different views on the use of 

force. According to Brzezinski, “If you’re going to use force -- use it consistently in 

relationship to objectives that are attainable, but use it also very assertively.” In contrast, 

he felt “the dominant attitude (in the Department of State) was one of skepticism and 

reservation about the use of force.”196 Vance held a deep “commitment to peace and 

                                                   

192 Keefer (2017), 298. 
193 Sick (1985), 209. 
194 Hamilton Jordan. Transcript of an Oral History conducted by the Miller Center, University of Virginia. 
Presidential Oral Histories. November 6, 1981. Accessed online at:  https://millercenter.org/the-
presidency/presidential-oral-histories/hamilton-jordan-oral-history-advisor-white-house-chief.  
195 Houghton (2001), 80-81. Brzezinski (1983), 479, 482-483. Brzezinski details his initial frustrations trying to 
spur any action within departments and agencies. Glad (2009), 179. 
196 Houghton (2001), 129. 
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nonviolence.”197 This philosophical divide was less important in the immediate 

aftermath of the hostage-taking as even Brzezinski favored a measured approach.  

Carter was presented with an initial set of military options within two days, 

including a “pessimistic assessment” on the prospects for a rescue operation by the Joint 

Chiefs.198 The options could not guarantee the safety of the hostages and had the 

potential for negative externalities such as imposing costs on an Iranian military that 

“may be helpful later.”199 Carter, however, made it clear to his cabinet that he wanted 

action. He subsequently authorized a maximum pressure campaign that, according to 

Sick, “was probably the most extensive and sustained effort of its kind ever to be 

conducted in peacetime.”200 Carter also sanctioned two tracks of contingency planning to 

proceed separately, a rescue attempt and a punitive strike.201 These actions are consistent 

                                                   

197 Sick (1985), 295.  
198 Vance (1983), 377. Sick (1985), 213-216. Houghton (2001), 110. Waugh (1990), 30-31. Glad (2009), 181. See 
also “Summary of Conclusions:  Special Coordination Committee Meeting on November 6, 1979.” 
Collection:  Zbigniew Brzezinski Collection; Series:  Subject File; Folder:  Meetings - SCC 195, 11/6/79; 
Container 30. According to this document, the “SCC saw no way for us to intervene militarily to rescue the 
hostages without seriously risking their lives.” See also “Summary of Conclusions:  Special Coordination 
Committee Meeting on November 7, 1979.” Collection:  Zbigniew Brzezinski Collection; Series:  Subject File; 
Folder:  Meetings - SCC 196, 11/7/79; Container 30. According to this document, the lack of intelligence on 
the disposition of the hostages and their captors was among the weaknesses of a rescue mission. 
199 “Summary of Conclusions:  Special Coordination Committee Meeting on November 8, 1979.” Collection: 
Zbigniew Brzezinski Collection; Series:  Subject File; Folder:  Meetings - SCC 197, 11/8/79; Container 30. 
200 Sick (1985), 217. 
201 Sick (1985), 214-216. See also “Summary of Conclusions:  Special Coordination Committee Meeting on 
November 5, 1979.” This document includes a rescue mission and a menu of retaliatory options -- 
“Militarily, we could blockade Iran's oil shipments; strike or seize a site such as the Bandar Abbas military 
base in the south, Kharg Island oil loading terminal, or the three islands which Iran occupies at the mouth of 
the Persian Gulf; we could attempt to destroy the F-14s and/or other assets by air strike; we would consider 
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with what he learned from Niebuhr -- that Jesus encouraged “his followers to be 

peacemakers…but sometimes a believer must take up arms to restrain evil.”202  

The military plans were developed outside of the NSC process in a smaller, 

informal group spearheaded by Brzezinski.203 Over the next five months, the Chairman 

of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, David Jones, Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Director 

Stansfield Turner, Secretary of Defense Brown, and Brzezinski crammed “into a secure, 

windowless, smoke-filled room in the Pentagon,” for occasional updates.204 The plans for 

a rescue attempt required the use of a counterterrorism force Carter noted the U.S. 

lacked just a few years earlier. In fact, he personally directed Brown to develop a 

capability similar to that which he witnessed by the Israelis in Uganda in 1976 (i.e., 

Entebbe), and by the Germans in Somalia in 1977.205 Now there was an opportunity to 

exercise that capability. Although there is no clear evidence that broader military 

readiness constrained Carter’s options, it must be noted that the military was in a dismal 

state during the late 1970s that limited its ability to fight a conventional war.206 

                                                   

renewing direct support to the Kurds; and we could potentially kidnap a leading Iranian figure as a counter-
hostage.” 
202 Balmer (2014), 39. 
203 Sick, (1985), 213, 216. Brzezinski (1983), 478, 483. Houghton (2001), 110.  
204 Keefer (2017), 302-303. According to Brzezinski (1983), the group often met in his office. Page 478. Glad 
(2009), 180. See also Bowden (2006), 229. 
205 Martin and Walcott (1988), 39. Houghton (2001), 111. 
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According to Stephen Daggett and Andrew Feickert (2012), “By 1979, 6 of 10 Army 

divisions stationed in the United States were assessed as ‘not combat-ready.’ In Europe, 

one of the four U.S. divisions facing the Warsaw Pact, presumably the highest priority 

units in the Army, was also rated ‘not combat ready.’”207 It can reasonably be inferred 

that any military action, conventional or unconventional, involved a high degree of risk, 

at least compared to the present day. 

The evidence suggests Carter was willing to use force if the hostages were 

harmed or put on trial. He was also willing to explore a range of retaliatory options. 

Carter commented in the Oval Office following a National Security Council (NSC) 

meeting on November 9, 1979, “I want to punish them as soon as our people have been 

released; really hit them. They must know they can’t fool around with us.”208 This meeting was 

orchestrated by Brzezinski who only included Brown, not Vance.209 As the crisis 

prolonged, however, post-release military options were replaced by concerns on how to 

prevent either the hostages from being killed or punishing Iran after the fact.210  

                                                   

this particular equipment that was used in this operation.” Jimmy Carter. “The President’s News 
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During a meeting of the NSC on November 23, 1979, Carter described his 

options:  “condemn, threaten, break relations, mine three harbors, bomb Abadan, total 

blockade.”211 Three of these escalatory measures constituted major uses of military force, 

and though Carter chose to continue the diplomatic offensive for the time being, he 

included a private warning to Khomeini that the U.S. would retaliate if the hostages 

were put on trial or killed.212 He also authorized the military to make preparatory 

“dispositions” in the event conditions changed.213 

The divide within Carter’s national security team became more pronounced as 

diplomatic options failed and the crisis prolonged. Brown, Turner, and Jones became 

                                                   

211 According to Brzezinski (1983), these options were summarized by Carter during an NSC on November 
23, 1979. Page 483. Sick (1985), 213-216. Glad (2009), 182.  
212 Carter’s private warning to Khomeini was not publicly disclosed and may have preserved the safety of 
the hostages. On the other hand, it may have also signaled to the Ayatollah that Carter was otherwise 
unwilling to use military force so long as other options remained on the table -- thus prolonging the crisis. 
See Eizenstat (2018), 773, 776, 781-782, 789. The Carter administration tried a broad range of diplomatic 
options that included working through non-traditional proxies such as the Palestinian Liberation 
Organization (which freed 13 of the hostages). Negotiations were conducted through the United Nations, a 
secret track involving French and Argentinian businessmen, and even Muhammed Ali. There is no evidence 
presently available that suggests Carter’s public statement was part of a broader calculation to play into the 
Iranians letting their guard down, thus setting the conditions for a surprise attack when and if launched. 
There is evidence, however, of purposeful deception related to the rescue mission itself. According to 
Brzezinski (1983), these included “initiating a new round of negotiations while pressing publicly for all 
Americans to leave Iran.” Pages 495-496. There was also a belief that the students had become lackadaisical 
in their security posture at the embassy. Sick (1985), 282, 293. Carter (1982), 383. 
213 Just a few days after the NSC meeting, Carter asked the SCC to revisit the options to include retaliatory 
strikes on Iranian oil facilities and mining Iranian ports. Sick (1985), 235. Separately, it is not clear what the 
preparatory “dispositions” entailed or if they were a reiteration of those approved during an NSC on 
November 20, 1979. At that meeting, Brzezinski states Carter authorized the movement of another aircraft 
carrier to the region, along with the deployment of refueling tankers, and the re-location of helicopters to 
Diego Garcia. Brzezinski (1983), 482-483.  
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more closely aligned with Brzezinski, who frequently advocated the use of military 

force. Vice President Walter Mondale described the overall hostage situation as 

“intolerably humiliating,” and along with Jordan and Powell, ultimately favored using 

military force.214 Meanwhile, Vance continued to prefer diplomatic options.215 Carter’s 

view of the crisis (and his worldview more broadly) comported more with Vance’s, 

though that influence began to wane in favor of Brzezinski.216  

Perhaps the most significant event that shifted the internal balance of power was 

the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979. This act of aggression, which 

caught the U.S. off guard, made Carter look naïve and inept to the American public 

(Moyar 2009). Not discounting the American public’s perception, Professor Thomas 

Nichols (2002) argues that Moscow harbored a different view toward Carter since the 

beginning of his administration and that the influence of the Soviet invasion on Carter’s 

foreign policy is overstated. Carter’s early emphasis on human rights constantly 

undermined the Soviet bloc and was viewed by the Kremlin as a confrontational 
                                                   

214 Brzezinski (1983), 492-493. Mondale was also familiar with the rescue option since he occasionally 
attended the small group planning meetings. Steve Smith. “Policy Preferences and Bureaucratic Position:  
The Case of the American Hostage Rescue Mission.” International Affairs (Royal Institute of International 
Affairs 1944-) 61,  
no. 1 (1984). Pages 18. See Houghton (2001), 110.  
215 Martin Hollis and Steve Smith. “Roles and Reasons in Foreign Policy Decision Making.” British Journal of 
Political Science 16, no. 3 (1986). Pages 270-271.  
216 Sick (1985), 290-292. Carter (2010), 425. Houghton (2001), 110. According to Brzezinski (1983), Carter’s 
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issues that led to Brzezinski’s primacy. The “foreign policymaking apparatus…was structurally and 
procedurally inconsistent with Carter’s pledge of Vance’s foreign policy primacy.” Page 64. 
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departure from Nixon’s détente, which had provided the Soviets an opportunity to 

expand their influence. The Soviet perception was that Carter was hawkish throughout 

his administration and they responded accordingly. Nichols adds, “The Soviets literally 

ran amok during Carter’s administration; his infuriation of them with his talk of human 

rights was complemented by their humiliation of him by ignoring it.”217  

Although it is unclear whether Carter was a “born again Cold Warrior” 

following the Soviet invasion, he adopted a more nuanced, if not aggressive, posture.218 

For example, Carter increased military spending and verbalized America’s steadfast 

commitment to protecting its interests in the region. The so-called Carter doctrine 

specified that “an attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region 

will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States,” to be “repelled 

                                                   

217 Thomas M. Nichols. “Carter and the Soviets:  The Origins of the U.S. Return to a Strategy of 
Confrontation.” Diplomacy and Statecraft 13, no. 2 (2002). Page 26. 
218 Though Brzezinski (1983) states Carter became more acceptant of the “hard line” in 1979 (page 31), the 
Carter doctrine allowed the U.S. the flexibility “to choose the manner in which it would respond” to Soviet 
incursion in the Gulf. Page 445. Kuniholm (1986) argues that the Carter doctrine was a nuanced response to 
a series of strategic blows, and not necessarily an aggressive stance. According to Kuniholm, the doctrine 
“put the Soviet Union on notice that the Gulf Region was of vital importance…(and) clear to the Soviet 
Union that the United States assumed ultimate responsibility for regional defense. Less clear was the extent 
of the Persian Gulf region.” See Bruce R. Kuniholm. “The Carter Doctrine, the Reagan Corollary, and 
Prospects for United States Policy in Southwest Asia.” International Journal 41, no. 2 (1986). Page 343-344. 
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Analysis:  Measuring and Modeling Jimmy Carter's Operational Code.” International Studies Quarterly 42, no. 
1 (1998):  175-189. Lastly, I borrow the term “born again Cold Warrior” from Nichols (2002), 32.  
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by any means necessary, including military force.”219 More important to the case at 

hand, the internal NSC dynamics shifted, though it was clear that the Soviet invasion 

stalled military options in Iran. Carter did not want to use military force and “split 

Islamic opposition to Soviet expansionism.”220  

Carter’s restraint toward Iran earned initial support from the American public.221 

Polling indicates overall support for Carter’s handling of the crisis, climbing 26 points to 

58 percent in the first month, and eventually to 69 percent in December 1979. This 

support proved ephemeral.222 In what became Ted Koppel’s Nightline, ABC’s America 

Held Hostage highlighted the number of days in the crisis. Similarly, Walter Cronkite 

closed his CBS broadcasts with a running count of the number of days Iran held the 

                                                   

219 Jimmy Carter. “The State of the Union Address Delivered Before a Joint Session of the Congress.” January 
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American hostages.223 Even Rosalynn Carter, who maintained a substantial influence on 

her husband (and who had a reputation as a “super-hawk”), urged her husband to “do 

something -- anything.”224 Senator Ted Kennedy would take advantage of Carter’s 

increasingly weak domestic position to challenge him in the Democratic primary. Carter 

felt the pressure to act and was trapped by his own fumbling. Carter continuously made 

the hostage crisis the center of attention -- and of his own admission, he was transfixed 

by it (Carter 1982).225 For example, he made high-profile gestures such as not lighting the 

White House Christmas tree and undertaking a “rose garden” campaigning strategy 

during the Democratic primary with Kennedy.226 Aided by the faltering economy, the 

energy crisis, and Carter’s deliberate absence from the campaign trail, which he 

attributed to his focus on the hostage crisis, Kennedy won the New York Democratic 

primary on March 25, 1980.227 Carter ultimately held off the challenge, but his approval 
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rating dropped to a dismal 21 percent the day before becoming the Democratic party’s 

nominee, the lowest of any president in Gallup’s history.228  

Multiple accounts focus on Carter’s decision to authorize the rescue option over 

three meetings on March 22, April 11, and April 15, 1980 (Brzezinski 1983, Smith 1984, 

Sick 1985, Hollis and Smith 1986, Houghton 2001). Notably, these meetings were 

concurrent with a tightening of the polls between Carter and Reagan despite Carter’s 

overwhelming advantage a few months prior.229 According to Professor David 

Houghton (2001), members of Carter’s staff expressed concern about the upcoming 

election.230 Despite multiple aides recalling Carter as one who would do what is right 

over what was best politically, this aspect of domestic politics (i.e., the upcoming 

presidential election) cannot be dismissed as having impacted his decision to authorize 
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the rescue operation.231 Even if the election was not the main factor directly into Carter’s 

thinking -- and there is no evidence to suggest that was the case -- it is likely that it 

impacted the counsel of his advisors whose political fortunes were tied to him.232 I am 

specifically referring to Mondale, Jordan, and Powell, whose views on the use of force 

were less entrenched than either Brzezinski or Vance, and held considerable sway with 

the president.233 As the prospects for a negotiated release dwindled and confidence in a 

potential rescue option increased, the NSC neared a consensus (i.e., absent Vance) on 

executing the operation. Carter asked Vance on March 22 whether “he was willing to sit 

and wait until the end of the year, while the hostages continued to be imprisoned.”234 

The prospect of waiting endlessly for the release of the hostages (and having their 

families wait) weighed heavily on Carter.235 It is unclear if Carter’s comment to Vance 
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was referring to the fact that it was an election year or whether Carter had reached his 

breaking point and was testing Vance.236 Carter authorized a reconnaissance flight of 

what became known as Desert One that same day.237 He severed diplomatic ties with 

Iran on April 7, 1980.238 

These spring NSC meetings were the culmination of a five-month decision-

making process that was impacted by various personalities on the national security 

team, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, domestic politics, and continued uncertainty 

about the new Iranian government. For Carter, the challenge remained in finding a 

solution to the crisis that maintained America’s prestige, and most importantly, brought 

the hostages home safely.239 The rescue mission now offered the best chance to achieve 

these goals despite its higher risk of operational failure than, for example, a blockade or 

mining Iran’s harbors.240  

Another option, of course, was to not act on the opportunity to use force 

altogether, especially given that the Red Cross found the hostages to be safe and in good 
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health days before the operation and the hostages’ decreasing value to Khomeini.241 

Vance, who was notably absent from the critical April 11th NSC meeting on vacation, 

stated that “The danger to the hostages, simply put, was not greater than that inherent 

in the rescue mission.”242 It seems Carter’s other advisors also knew the risk involved in 

conducting the operation. According to a CIA report prepared for Director Turner on 

March 16, 1980, the rescue mission was estimated to result in a 60 percent loss of the 

hostages.243 Brown told Jordan that the plan would have worked “six or seven times out 

of ten,” which matched the assessment of the Joint Chiefs.244 Brzezinski was less 

optimistic, reflecting in an interview with Eizenstat (2018) that “it would have been a 
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miracle if it had worked [but] we were so committed to its success, we did not anticipate 

all that needed to be done…”245 Referring to the chances of missions success as a 

“miracle” is curious given Brzezinski’s pressure to execute a rescue option and his desire 

to proceed with the mission beyond the abort criteria; perhaps the low probability of 

success led to his advocation for concurrent, retaliatory strikes.246 On April 11, 1980, 

Carter authorized Operation Eagle Claw, described by aides as the “best of a lousy set of 

options.”247 The mixed bag of assessments, suggests that Carter was not well-served in 

making his judgment and that he was acceptant of the high risk that the mission 

involved.248 

Vance continued to press for diplomatic options when he returned from 

vacation. After a private meeting with Carter, he was permitted to present his objections 

to the rescue option during an NSC on April 15, 1980.249 Since the hostages remained 
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unharmed, there remained a reasonable expectation of recovering the hostages without 

using force. Vance subsequently registered his objections to the group along multiple 

fronts. First, he argued that an increased sanctions regime would soon be endorsed by 

allies contingent on the U.S. not using military force. A rescue mission also faced the 

prospect of significant casualties, and perhaps, more American hostages. Lastly, such a 

mission risked pushing Iran toward Soviet influence and a broader confrontation with 

the Islamic world.250 These objections were systematically addressed by Carter and other 

members of the national security team. There was a belief that the potential sanctions 

were not strong enough to change Iran’s strategic calculus and the U.S. would survive 

the irritation of the allies if the operation was successful. The rescue team’s anticipated 

combatants were untrained student guards. The possibility of broader conflict with the 

West was also thought to be overstated; it was believed that some countries would 

privately praise the rescue.251 Though the group acknowledged the risks involved in the 

operation, Vance remained the lone abstention.252 There was no change to Carter’s 

decision and the mission was set for April 24, 1980.  
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A Rescue Attempt and its Impact on Carter’s Legacy. Carter maintained a busy 

schedule the day of the rescue mission.253 This was an attempt to keep business as usual 

and not suggest anything was afoot. There is no indication that the mission’s secrecy 

was jeopardized.254 The operators, however, never made it beyond their forward 

refueling site, Desert One. Several helicopter-related technical issues forced the mission 

to be aborted, and as forces began to pull back, a collision between an RH-53 helicopter 

and a refueling C-130 turned an unfortunate situation into a disaster.255 The failed 

“humanitarian mission” (as labeled by Carter) cost eight Americans their lives, resulted 

in a relocation of the hostages, and earned the irritation of allies, especially those who 

joined the sanctions contingent on no military operation.256 Vance formally resigned, 

though he had verbally done so before the operation in protest.257  
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Oddly enough, the failed rescue attempt bought some time for the 

administration to consider its next steps. Though the mission failed, Carter had tried 

something.258 He even experienced a modest increase (39 to 42 percent) in his approval 

rating after his public announcement accepting responsibility for the failed mission -- a 

classic public opinion “rally effect” on both ends. That bump was also short-lived. The 

Shah died in Egypt on July 27, 1980, and two days later, an ABC-Harris poll had Carter 

at a 77 percent disapproval rating, even worse than Nixon during Watergate.259 The 

pervasive narrative leading up to the operation suggested that Carter was weak, 

whereas now he also appeared inept. 

It seemed the hostages would be freed following the Iranian elections in August 

1980, though Iraq’s invasion of Iran forestalled their release yet again.260 In the years that 

followed, it was questioned whether Reagan’s campaign became involved in a deliberate 

effort to ensure the hostages were not released before the election and prevent an 
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“October Surprise.”261 With Khomeini’s power consolidated and the Iran-Iraq war 

ongoing, the hostages held even less political value.262 Regardless of whether the Reagan 

campaign intervened or Khomeini sought to embarrass Carter, Carter lost the election, 

and the hostages were released without bloodshed shortly after Reagan’s inauguration 

on January 20, 1981. Indicative of Carter’s fixation with the crisis and the emotional toll 

it exacted on him, he spent the final three nights of his presidency sleeping in the Oval 

Office.263 His staff also remained in the White House minutes before Reagan was sworn 

in, awaiting word of the hostages’ take-off from Iran.264  

In the years since Operation Eagle Claw, Carter’s name has become, among other 

things, synonymous with risk aversion. In a 2010 article titled “The Carter Syndrome,” 

writer Walter Russell Mead suggests Carter’s foreign policy views were a balance of 

those held by President Thomas Jefferson and President Woodrow Wilson. Carter 

combined what Mead described as contradictory schools of thought -- Jeffersonian 

exceptionalism that managed foreign policy “at the lowest possible level of risk,” with 
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idealistic “Wilsonian do-gooding.”265 It is logical that the resulting image of pronounced 

weakness colors how he is compared to his contemporaries’ risk- proneness.266 Many of 

those who witnessed Carter’s actions during the hostage crisis, however, do not share 

this view of Carter. According to Brzezinski, the “reluctance which Carter conveyed was 

translated in the public mind into a perception of weakness…Actually, in foreign affairs, 

contrary to public perception, Carter was a dominant President.”267 Most recently, 

Eizenstat (2018), argues that a revisionist view of his presidency is warranted. Carter, he 

notes, is falsely accused of being weak, hapless, and indecisive; however, there were 

times when “if anything, he was too bold and determined...”268 After all, he decided to 

launch an operation that was considered “high-risk” and required those involved “to 

perform at the upper limits of human capacity and equipment capability.”269 Charlie 

Beckwith, the Delta Force commander who led the rescue attempt, remarked that “my 

men and I have decided that our boss (Carter)…is as tough as woodpecker lips.”270 He 
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was sold on Carter’s ability to take risks, as was Sick who simply stated, “Carter was not 

risk-averse.”271  

According to Brzezinski, the consensus that Carter’s foreign policy was 

“excessively moralistic and insufficiently militaristic” is misguided.”272 Eizenstat adds, 

“Carter was no pacifist.” For example, it was Carter who increased military spending 

though Reagan often gets the credit for reversing the post-Vietnam decline. Carter also 

re-instated the military draft and laid the foundation for what became U.S. Central 

Command by directing the establishment of the Rapid Deployment Joint Task Force. In 

terms of the direct application of military force, the fact of the matter is that there were 

not many opportunities to use force during his administration (recall from Figure 3 the 

wide variation in opportunities across presidents -- from a high of 3,236 for Eisenhower 

to a low of 492 for Carter), and Carter did so in this instance. The time had come for him 

to take up arms and restrain evil. Carter stated, “This (rescue) attempt became a 

necessity and a duty.”273 His decision does not suggest that he was “excessively 

moralistic,” just that he was moral, a testament to his evangelical Christian values that 

were developed pre-tenure. Carter’s decision to launch the rescue operation 
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demonstrates that he was more tolerant of risk in a decision that appealed to his sense of 

morality.  

Furthermore, it is not that Carter was “insufficiently militaristic,” it is that he 

appears so much so when compared to the more hawkish and outspoken Brzezinski. He 

often counseled Carter, “You first have to be a Truman before you are a Wilson…lest 

our pursuit of principle be confused with weakness”274 Yet, Carter was willing to strike 

if the hostages were harmed or placed on trial. The private warning to Khomeini in 

November 1979, said as much.275 Carter recalled, “We made plans -- detailed plans -- for 

those military actions to be implemented if the occasion demanded it...”276  

Some may argue that Carter’s decision to choose a limited operation, as opposed 

to an invasion, for example, demonstrates he was risk-averse. Again, other military 

options were considered throughout (e.g., blockade, mining) but these were dismissed 

as neither in the U.S.’s strategic interests nor likely to solve the hostage crisis.277 Even 

within the rescue option, there was little support for a larger option absent Brzezinski’s 
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advocacy for additional retaliatory strikes.278 Keefer (2017) suggests that there were 

alternative plans for a rescue mission developed by the Joint Staff. These included 

options such as “parachuting troops into Tehran, hijacking trucks, driving to the 

embassy, loading the hostages on the trucks, and dashing to the Turkish border -- 

probably under fire. Other options considered helicopters flown in from Turkey or from 

a deserted site to pick up the hostages.”279 According to Brzezinski (1983), however, 

these preliminary options were hampered by intelligence shortcomings and logistical 

challenges (apparently more so than the approved plan).280 There is also no evidence 

these options were presented to Carter or that he limited planners’ continued creativity.  

As I have described, Carter was intimately involved in the debate surrounding 

the range of military options, and he was highly interested in the details of the rescue 

operation, but there is no evidence to suggest he was involved in the various 

permutations of Operation Eagle Claw or that he infringed on its execution.281 This 
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stands in contrast with the conventional wisdom that asserts Carter was an inept micro-

manager. There were certain accusations leveled at Carter for impeding the mission, 

which included terminating the mission over the objections of the field commander and 

trimming the rescue force.282 All accounts described Carter’s concurrence with the 

mission commander’s recommendation when the abort criteria were reached.283 Indeed, 

Carter actively sought to avoid criticisms of encroachment that were levied on past 

presidents during military operations.284 The decision to execute the operation was 

Carter’s, but the planning was left mainly to the senior military leaders who approved 

the plan.285 According to Brown, “The rescue plan evolved over time. We determined 

that we would leave it to the military to devise and carry out the plan unless they 

needed additional instructions from the president.”286 That Brown would “leave it to the 
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military” suggests an abdication of his oversight duties, underscoring the earlier point 

that Carter was not well-served by his advisors.287  

One of the more prominent reasons cited for aborting the mission was the size of 

the rescue force, specifically, the lack of redundancy in the number of helicopters.288 

According to the official after-action report (Holloway 1980), “Planning was adequate 

except for the number of backup helicopters…A larger helicopter force and better 

provisions for weather penetration would have increased the probability of mission 

success.”289 The most difficult part of the operation was thought to be the infiltration, 

and at odds was the necessity to balance secrecy and redundancy.290 Notably, the 

military initially recommended using four helicopters, but the number kept 

increasing.291 Brzezinski recalls that the military assured that “seven would give us 

                                                   

287 One reviewer of my paper inquired about Brown’s vague involvement in the mission planning. I 
subsequently conducted an interview with Dr. Edward Keefer on October 10, 2018. According to Keefer, 
assertions of Brown’s vague involvement may be overstated. While Brown let the military plan the 
operation, he constantly briefed Carter, certainly in the last couple weeks leading up to the operation. 
288 Holloway (1980), v, 3, 59. Martin and Walcott (1988), 30-35. Eizenstat (2018), 797. 
289 Holloway (1980), v, 3, 59. 
290 Brzezinski (1983), 495-496. Regarding infiltration being the most difficult part of the mission, see Sick 
(1985), 284-287. Carter (1982), 383. Maintaining operational security (OPSEC) was a key concern throughout 
the mission. Surprising the Iranians at the embassy was necessary for the mission’s success, as was 
minimizing the number of people involved during planning to minimize the potential for leaks. Too much 
secrecy, however, may have impeded effective planning. For example, Holloway (2018) suggested the 
mission would have benefited from an objective assessment of the operation. Page vi, 3-4, 61-62. See also 
Keefer (2017), 309. Martin and Walcott (1988), 32. 
291 According to Holloway (1980), “These incremental increases were the result of unforeseen growth in the 
force believed necessary to achieve an acceptable probability of success in assaulting the Embassy and 
freeing the hostages. In addition, more helicopters were required to compensate for the lift capability lost 
because of seasonal temperature increases in the objective areas.” Page 33. 
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sufficient redundancy,” and that the civilian leadership increased the number of 

helicopters to eight.292 According to the Task Force Commander, Major General James 

Vaught, two extra helicopters provided “a wide margin of safety.”293 Again, there is no 

evidence that Carter adversely impacted this decision.294  

Ultimately, the failure of the rescue operation contributed to Carter’s political 

demise and overshadowed some of his foreign policy achievements, such as the Panama 

Canal Treaty and the Camp David Accords. Carter’s actions to publicly highlight the hostage 

crisis only intensified the perception that nothing was being done. For five months, the public 

saw talk and no action despite the massive efforts undertaken privately. His inability to free the 

hostages undoubtedly added to perceptions of risk aversion, weakness, and so on, that 

persist today in articles such as that by Mead. The evidence suggests, however, that 

Carter considered a range of military responses before approving a rescue mission he 

knew was high-risk.295 Even Israel’s Directorate of Military Intelligence, known for its 

                                                   

292 It is unclear who made the recommendation to raise the number of helicopters from seven to eight. 
Brzezinski takes credit for the increase, as does Carter. Brzezinski (1983), 495. Glad (2009), 264-265. Eizenstat 
(2018), 797.  
293 Keefer (2017), 309. According to Holloway (1980), “The JTF decision on helicopter requirements was 
based on the collective professional judgment of highly experienced helicopter pilots participating in rescue 
mission planning.” Page 33. It seems the White House took that “collective professional judgment” and 
added an additional helicopter. 
294 Brzezinski (1983), 495. Keefer (2017), 316.  
295 Among the 34 historians surveyed, 29/32 (90.6 percent) described the rescue mission as high-risk. Two 
historians were uncertain. 
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role in the Entebbe raid, assessed such a rescue operation as “unworkable.”296 According 

to former director Shlomo Gazit (1981), the mission’s characteristics placed it in the 

highest risk tier in his taxonomy for hostage-holding situations. 

Had Carter acted earlier, executed a large-scale invasion, or attempted a second 

rescue operation, historians might rank him as higher risk. In fact, Carter authorized 

planning for a second, more sizeable mission after the rescue attempt failed.297 His 

direction to prepare for a high-end attack further implies a willingness to use military 

force, even though the plan was not executed. The proposed operation involved over 

two thousand soldiers and was described as a “ridiculously bold mission that would 

have had unpredictable results” and was “more an invasion than a rescue mission.”298 

While counterfactual scenarios cannot be tested, the qualitative evidence buttresses one 

major finding from my quantitative model assessing presidential riskiness -- that Carter 

was a much more risk-tolerant president than is conventionally understood.299 Indeed, 

                                                   

296 Eizenstat (2018), 795. According to Gazit (1981), hostage rescue operations are inherently political and 
among the most dangerous military missions. They are not, as he describes, “classical military acts.” In 
particular, Gazit notes the Iran hostage rescue attempt was within the highest category of risk among 
hostage rescues because it was inside alien territory. This category notably contains few historical instances 
and fewer attempts (e.g., Entebbe, Mayaguez). 
297 For more on the planning for a potential second mission, Operation Honey Badger, see Martin and 
Walcott (1988), 29-30. Houghton (2001), 136-139. Brzezinski (1983), 499. Crowley (2013).  
298 Crowley (2013). Martin and Walcott (1988), 29-30. Houghton (2001), 137. 
299 Ironically, despite comparatively more tough rhetoric, Reagan opted for negotiations over the use of 
military force during a similar opportunity during the hijacking of a Trans World Airlines (TWA) in Beirut 
in 1985. See Eizenstat (1980), 780. See also Lou Cannon, George C. Wilson, and James Schwartz. “What 
Happened to Reagan the Gunslinger? Now His Problem is Convincing Skeptics He Isn’t a Pussycat.” The 
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Carter’s pre-tenure experiences shaped the way he viewed decisions to use force, and in 

ways consistent with the quantitative results, even if the use of force was later than some 

may have liked. There is extensive historical evidence that while Carter was resolute in 

preventing the hostages from further harm, he did not dismiss the use of military force. 

Recall Carter’s inauguration speech:  “We are a proudly idealistic nation, but let no one 

confuse our idealism with weakness.”300 Just as Carter struggled with harmonizing his 

religious and political beliefs, the surveyed historians may have confused his idealism 

with weakness (and thus, risk aversion) in this particular decision to use force. It will 

remain an open question as to whether my interpretation of Carter’s risk-proneness is 

sufficient to raise his ranking among historians, at least as compared to the other 

presidents in my sample. 

2.5 Conclusion 

In this article, I have attempted to improve existing models predicting the use of 

force by world leaders. I have sought to provide a provisional, and regionally limited, 

answer to the question:  “To what extent do biography and risk assessment (as I define 

it) influence leaders’ decisions to use military force?” I answer this question in the 

                                                   

Washington Post. July 7, 1985. Accessed online at:  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1985/07/07/what-happened-to-reagan-the-
gunslingernow-his-problem-is-convincing-skeptics-he-isnt-a-pussycat/72677379-c06a-413c-9226-
2c21909e8f4b/?utm_term=.173d9a5d92cc.    
300 Jimmy Carter. “Inaugural Address.” January 20, 1977. 
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American context and contribute to the debate on the importance of leaders in decisions 

to use force, which has pitted individual and institution-centric theories against each 

other over the past several decades, creating a false dichotomy between these two non-

mutually exclusive explanations.  

 I have argued this analysis is a logical extension to Horowitz et al.’s important 

research. My new quantitative models re-operationalize their dependent variable and 

rely on alternative data to tailor their broad study to a subset of leaders, American 

presidents. There are limitations in my analysis, however, that provide room for 

research extensions.  

 First, I admit a cautionary note is needed due to the small-N in my sample, 

which critics may contend is too small. One of the implications of a small sample size is 

that one cannot overly rely on sophisticated statistical tests or indicators of statistical 

significance, which is why I use a mixed methods approach to provide an illustrative 

example of the theory’s causal chain. A small sample size does not negate the value of 

this study as a precursor to an analysis of the entire population (N=45), which offers a 

promising, though challenging, research extension given publicly available data.301  

                                                   

301 Given the rapid expansion of military operations following September 11, 2001, it is nearly impossible, at 
least right now, for analysts to determine the actual frequency of military force in a way to draw meaningful 
conclusions. That being said, the ability to do so would provide an important test of the claim that early life 
experiences matter in how presidents respond to opportunities. For a description of the challenges in 
gathering data for modern military operations, see Andrew deGrandpre and Shawn Snow. “The U.S. 
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 Next, my paper treats leaders as discrete actors and suggests that comparatively 

high-risk leaders have a greater likelihood to use armed force than their low-risk 

counterparts, with all other things being equal. The revised risk scores are inherently a 

static measure; one risk score is provided for each president for the duration of his 

tenure. Foreign affairs, however, are a multi-party game with a continuous interplay 

between leaders and their proxies (e.g., Carter and Khomeini).302 Critics may point to 

presidents learning over time, early term political capital, or perhaps, diminishing 

political consequences at the end of a term in office. Indeed, it is difficult to determine 

how risky a leader is over time (e.g., Bush pre- and post-September 11, 2001; Obama pre- 

and post-Libya 2011).303 My models attempt to account for the nuances of timing in an 

                                                   

Military’s Stats on Deadly Airstrikes Are Wrong. Thousands Have Gone Unreported.” Military Times. 
February 5, 2017. 
302 Returning to the relationship between Trump and Kim, one might wonder whether inflammatory 
rhetoric such as that used in a series of exchanges in 2017-2018 prompts additional opportunities to use force 
(i.e., would Kim continue to escalate without the tit-for-tat exchange?) There have been numerous exchanges 
between Trump and Kim that continue as of the time of my writing this paper. See David Nakamura and 
Anne Gearan. “In U.N. Speech, Trump Threatens to ‘Totally Destroy North Korea’ and Calls Kim Jong Un 
‘Rocket Man.’” The Washington Post.com. September 19, 2017. Accessed online at:  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2017/09/19/in-u-n-speech-trump-warns-that-the-
world-faces-great-peril-from-rogue-regimes-in-north-korea-iran/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.ffbfb1cf9897. 
See also Peter Baker and Michael Tackett. “Trump Says His ‘Nuclear Button’ Is ‘Much Bigger’ Than North 
Korea’s.” The New York Times.com. January 2, 2018. Accessed online at:  
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/02/us/politics/trump-tweet-north-korea.html.  
303 As another example, consider Kennedy’s inaugural address in which he states he is prepared to “bear any 
burden…in order to assure the survival and the success of liberty.” The Bay of Pigs disaster, however, 
impacted how he approached the use of military force. At a minimum, the fiasco impacted Kennedy’s 
confidence in the military’s leadership. According to Sorenson (1965), Kennedy commented in September 
1961, “Thank God the Bay of Pigs happened when it did…otherwise we’d be in Laos by now -- and that 
would be a hundred times worse.” Page 644. More recent scholarship suggests that Kennedy did go into 
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administration by using time series data, but this facet is ripe for further analysis. The 

static nature of the risk scores might also explain why historians’ rankings differ from 

my quantitative results.  

 Another limitation of my analysis is in accounting for covert action.304 

Unfortunately, the lack of data on covert action makes it appear that a leader did not act 

in a case when he did (or might have). That being said, the lack of data is also a 

shortcoming in the opportunities dataset. As Howell and Pevehouse suggest, “There are 

plenty of instances when the president acts on intelligence that his administration has 

gathered but that is not available to the public.”305 So while the absence of covert actions 

blinds analysts, they are also blinded by the absence of opportunities. In the lack of both, 

case studies can cover these blind spots, address these shortcomings in a way that large-

N studies presently cannot, and provide additional insight into a leader’s decision-
                                                   

Laos, but using covert action. See Joshua Kurlantzick. A Great Place to Have a War:  America in Laos and the 
Birth of a Military CIA. Simon & Schuster, 2017. For an overview of Kennedy’s relationship with the 
military’s leadership, see Robert Dallek. “JFK vs. the Military.” The Atlantic 10 (2013). Accessed online at:  
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2013/08/jfk-vs-the-military/309496/. See also John F. 
Kennedy. “Inaugural Address.” January 20, 1961. Accessed online at: 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=8032&. 
304 Few scholars attempt to capture these actions since access remains restricted. Recent efforts include 
Daniel Berger et al.'s (2013) analysis of “successful” CIA operations to support regimes from 1947-1989, and 
the subsequent impact on imports, and Lindsey O'Rourke’s (2018 forthcoming) analysis of covert versus 
overt attempts at regime change. O’Rourke argues that during the Cold War, “the United States attempted 
an astonishing eleven times more covert than overt regime changes -- 66 covert versus 6 overt.” If 
O’Rourke’s findings are accurate, they have extensive ramifications for the quantitative use of force 
literature altogether, as these deliberate, and seemingly extensive policy decisions are absent. See Lindsey 
O’Rourke. Regime Change:  America's Covert Cold War. Cornell University Press, 2018. A preview of her 
findings is available online at https://sites.google.com/site/lindseyorourke/Manuscript.  
305 Howell and Pevehouse (2007), 248. 
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making process. Although I advance the study of leaders’ risk-proneness, the absence of 

comprehensive data on covert action will continue to represent a methodological 

challenge. As researchers across academic disciplines gain access to records that 

document covert action, it is possible that their opinions of leaders’ riskiness may 

change.306 

Certainly, more and better data is needed to advance this line of research -- as is 

the continued use of mixed methods to uncover additional variables that assess the 

explanatory value of the risk-inclination variable. The narrow definition of risk I use, for 

example, simplifies a complex concept and potentially biases my results. By limiting risk 

to easily observable uses of military force, it is possible to over or under-state a given 

president’s true risk-proneness. Aside from the extensions mentioned above, future 

research might explore ways to expand the aperture of risk to include controversial 

foreign policy initiatives that went against domestic opposition (e.g., Carter’s pursuit of 

peace in the Arab-Israeli conflict, Bush’s decision to “surge” forces in Iraq in 2007). A 

starting point to address these and similar questions is to expand the LEAD dataset, 

with a focus on refining subjective measures (e.g., religiosity) that are excluded from my 

                                                   

306 Again, Kurlantzick (2017) describes Kennedy’s use of covert military activity in Laos. In contrast, 
previous research suggests Kennedy’s personal attention was required to prevent a military escalation in 
Laos (Sorensen 1965, Stevenson 1972, Wehrle 1998). Future research that uses risk as a lens to examine 
decisions to use military force would benefit from data including covert and overt military operations.  
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quantitative analysis and Horowitz et al. Alternatively, analysts should either extend the 

primary datasets used in this study (Howell and Pevehouse 2005, 2007) or construct an 

entirely new dataset to compare American leaders across time periods. If analysts 

extend the dataset to at least the end of the Obama administration, they could 

interrogate the effect of system risk as measured by opportunities. In recent years there 

has been a proliferation of terror-related “targets,” and given a greater number of non-

state actors that are targeted, the rate at which American presidents use force increases. 

Another plausible research extension could, therefore, include an analysis of an 

expanded dataset that classifies uses of force and opportunities as either major or minor 

and either toward state or non-state actors. This line of research could provide insight as 

to whether there is a relationship between typologies. The more immediate option, 

however, is to take my analysis and reassess opportunities. Not all opportunities are of 

the same type or of equal gravity, and analysts could examine subsets of opportunities 

separately to assess the relevance of this fact. This approach, or perhaps making every 

opportunity to be an observation, could make for an equally useful extension. 

Admittedly, I abstained from this approach to maintain consistency with Horowitz et 

al.’s level of analysis.  

A research agenda along these lines could also produce a richer understanding of 

the impact of biographical traits. For example, should analysts re-consider what 

constitutes combat service? The underlying logic is that combat leaders are more 
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conservative in their use of military force and revisiting this trait can counter the 

criticism of statistical artifact. After all, if an analyst digs deeper into the military service 

of American presidents, he or she could gain more granularity as to combat service in a 

way that “flips” presidents’ risk classification. Should President Reagan's service be 

classified as “combat?”307 Alternatively, should President Clinton be treated differently, 

since he may have avoided the draft in Vietnam? Part of the challenge in this line of 

research is for political scientists to keep pace with the latest findings in psychology 

(Shafir 1992). Just as my quantitative analysis missed key aspects of Carter’s biography, 

there are likely other traits relevant to risk-proneness across presidents. A future 

inquiry, for example, might ask whether it matters if a president was part of an 

“outgroup” during his youth. Mainstream international relations theorists do not fully 

embrace such biographical variables and the individual-centric analysis they imply, and 

future efforts might require a degree of subjectivity that will arouse suspicion. However, 

these investigations may uncover what makes a president negatively predisposed to the 

intelligence community, or whether target selection (i.e., an adversary) matters in the 

causal chain.  

                                                   

307 Reagan was classified as “military service, non-combat” in both Horowitz et al. and in my paper despite 
having served in World War II. 
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Humility is warranted in pursuing research along these lines. Analysts will never 

build an equation that can perfectly predict policy outcomes. Political science deals with 

probabilities, not certainties, and a multitude of variables will influence phenomena like 

a leader’s decision to use force. Prediction is still useful, even if it will not work all of the 

time. Individual cases will continue to be tricky and idiosyncratic. Context will remain 

vital. And as Carter’s remarks to the Shah at the end of 1977 demonstrate, conditions can 

change rapidly. However, as scholars gain access to data and refine models in ways such 

as in my analysis, we better understand leaders’ decisions to use military force. 

Presidential decisions, particularly the decisions that chance blood and treasure, 

life and death, are all too often shrouded in mystery. Details emerge only partially, first 

in newspapers, then in memoirs, and eventually in academic studies. Leaders’ decisions 

are no doubt constrained by the choices available to them in the institutions in which 

they operate. These decisions are further shaped by the threats, challenges, and 

opportunities leaders perceive in the international system. But leaders are human beings 

too. They differ widely in perception and judgment. Leaders, like the rest of us, possess   
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merely human minds, minds furnished and forged in the crucibles of upbringing and 

experience. Even if our knowledge is only partial, our answers only provisional, our 

models incomplete, we must press on in the quest for understanding.
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Chapter 3. The Essence of Reporting:  Why Presidents 
Notify Congress Consistent with the War Powers 
Resolution1 
3.1 Overview 

The War Powers Resolution (WPR) of 1973 was designed to constrain a 

president’s ability to use military force and encourage greater coordination between the 

executive and legislative branches of government regarding the initiation of hostilities. 

Since its passage, the law appears to have mostly become an administrative notification 

process that preserves a president’s authority to deploy troops for combat for extended 

periods of time without requiring the type of Congressional consultation originally 

envisioned in the statute. While this has been well-documented in existing literature, 

another question is worth exploring:  Why are there times when presidents go along 

with reporting requirements and other times when they do not? Indeed, presidents 

frequently, but do not always, report to Congress consistent with the WPR’s provisions 

(specifically the 48-hour notification requirement and the 60-day deployment threshold 

absent subsequent authorization). I seek to investigate this inconsistent record to 

                                                   

1 I would like to thank several individuals who provided assistance throughout this project:  Robert Allred, 
Kyle Beardsley, Barry Blechman, Martin Dempsey, Charles Dunlap, Peter Feaver, Louis Fisher, Elizabeth 
Frankenberg, Alex Gallo, Andrew Gallo, Erik Lin-Greenberg, Richard Grimmett, Bruce Jentleson, Douglas 
Kriner, Bruce Kuniholm, So Jin Lee, Joe McCarthy, Jim Miller, Sean Morrow, Jon Pevehouse, David Rohde, 
Seth Sanders, Travis Sharp, Jason Singh, and Gina Turrini. The views in this paper are my own and do not 
necessarily represent those of any component in the United States Government. 
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determine what circumstances make presidents more or less likely to comply. To do so, I 

employ a novel dataset of both WPR-related presidential notifications and non-

notifications from 1973-2014. Doing so reveals a key aspect of interbranch politics that 

underpins decisions to use military force, namely, that presidents appear to abide by the 

law when the political benefits exceed the political costs. 

3.2 Introduction 

As the strategic breadth of the military has dramatically increased over the 

course of American history, so has the president’s discretion to use it. That discretion 

was purposefully limited by Congress in 1973, with the advent of the War Powers 

Resolution (WPR), which was designed to dually serve as a check on the president and 

as a forcing function to require Congress to act and share in the responsibility.2 When 

many pundits and even scholars think about the WPR, they often view it as a feckless 

Vietnam-era relic that presidents wantonly ignore.3 There is a widespread belief that 

                                                   

2 There is some ambiguity in references to the law as either an “act” or a “resolution.” According to the 
Library of Congress, “The term (War Powers) ‘Resolution’ can be misleading; this law originated as a Joint 
Resolution and was passed by both Houses of Congress pursuant to the Legislative Process, and has the 
same legal effect as a Bill which has passed and become a law.” A further description is available at 
https://www.loc.gov/law/help/war-powers.php. I refer to the law as the “WPR” throughout this article, 
which is commonly used by presidents, the Congressional Research Service, and the National War Powers 
Commission. 
3 There are numerous discussions as the extent to which presidents ignore the WPR and assertions that it is 
antiquated. See Louis Fisher, and David Gray Adler. “The War Powers Resolution:  Time to Say 
Goodbye.” Political Science Quarterly 113, no. 1 (1998):  1-20. For an overview of WPR-related concerns see 
James Baker III, et al. National War Powers Commission Report. Charlottesville:  Miller Center of Public 
Affairs (2009); Jack Goldsmith, and Matthew Waxman. “The Legal Legacy of Light-Footprint Warfare.” The 
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presidents have universally refused to recognize its validity, which belies some of their 

own rhetoric on the matter. This conventional wisdom largely dismisses the WPR as a 

failed experiment in institutional reassertion; however, these views miss some 

interesting political dynamics. Indeed, presidents often follow the reporting 

requirements -- though not always. Similarly, even if presidents do not report under the 

provision that would automatically trigger the withdrawal clock (i.e., hostilities), they 

still often withdraw within that timeframe -- though not always. While the WPR is 

imperfect, the data are inconsistent with a story that it is meaningless. On balance, it is 

true that the WPR does not provide a strong fetter on presidential action, but it does 

appear to shape presidential behavior, at least on the margins (Paul 2008, Noone 2012). It 

seems that there are conditions when the WPR is followed more scrupulously, and I 

argue that interbranch politics help explain some of this variation in presidential 

behavior. 

This paper thus seeks to answer two questions:  Under what conditions do 

presidents abide by the WPR, as defined by adherence to the 48-hour notification 

requirement and the 60-day deployment threshold unless subsequent authorization is 

obtained? Furthermore, what is distinctive, if anything, about instances of non-

                                                   

Washington Quarterly 39, no. 2 (2016):  7-21; and, Alan Greenblatt. “Why the War Powers Act Does Not 
Work.” National Public Radio. June 16, 2011. 
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notification?4 To answer these questions, I explore the factors leading to a violation of the 

WPR and those leading to compliance using an original War Powers Notification data 

set from 1973-2014. I begin by providing an overview of the WPR and discussing where 

my study fits into existing theory before providing my own. I then provide a series of 

quantitative models to examine the primary research questions. I present my findings 

before concluding with some recommendations and extensions for future work. 

3.3 Interpretation of the WPR 

The WPR has two main provisions. First, the law requires a president to submit a 

formal notification to Congress within 48 hours before introducing the military into one 

of three conditions (paragraph 4(a) (1-3)): 

into hostilities or into situations where imminent involvement in hostilities is 
clearly indicated by the circumstances; into the territory, airspace or waters of a 
foreign nation, while equipped for combat, except for deployments which relate 
solely to supply, replacement, repair, or training of such forces; or in numbers 
which substantially enlarge United States Armed Forces equipped for combat 
already located in a foreign nation.5  
 

                                                   

4 For the purposes of this article, I focus mainly on initial notifications (as opposed to supplemental reports), 
or those first reports sent from a president to Congress related to a discrete event. If a president failed to 
notify altogether, I consider this a “non-notification.” See Appendix D for a complete listing of non-
notifications. I then consider whether the initial reports were sent to Congress within 48-hours and whether 
withdrawal occurred within 60 days. I apply both the 48-hour and 60-day provisions to all initial 
notifications when considering “compliance.” See Appendix E for a complete listing of events. Finally, 
“violations” refer to any non-notification or a failure to adhere to either one or both of the subsequent 
provisions (see Figures 4 and 5). 
5 United States Congress. "War Powers Resolution of 1973.” Public Law 93-148. November 7, 1973.  
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Only deployments into either “hostilities” or “imminent hostilities” are subject to 

a second provision, a 60-day threshold, and absent an additional Congressional 

authorization, the use of armed force(s) must be terminated within 90-days. The 

determination of what constitutes “hostilities,” was subject to colorful debate during 

committee hearings leading up to the WPR’s passage and has continued to provide 

space for liberal interpretations of the law. Michael Glennon (1990) argues that hostilities 

were meant to be interpreted broadly. Indeed, there was a wide range of opinions as to 

its meaning (House Committee on Foreign Affairs 1973). There is no evidence to 

suggest, however, that the three conditions espoused in the law’s text were intended to 

provide the president with the latitude to avoid the 60-day threshold by an 

administrative technicality or to avoid reporting altogether.6 Surely Congress did not 

imply that the WPRs restrictions were not in effect if either a president failed to 

specifically cite section 4(a) (1) in his notification or became involved in operations that 

he did not deem as involving “hostilities” or “imminent involvement in hostilities.” 

Nevertheless, most administrations have taken advantage of these loopholes. For 

instance, there has only been one notification to cite subparagraph 4(a) (1), President 

                                                   

6 Michael J. Glennon.  Constitutional Diplomacy. Princeton University Press, 1990. Pages 91-105. 
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Gerald Ford’s report following the Mayaguez incident in 1975.7 More recently, President 

Barack Obama authorized an extensive bombing campaign in Libya (2011) that his legal 

advisor stated did not constitute hostilities, and thus, was not subject to the 60-day time 

proviso (Koh 2011, Fisher 2012). Presidents have predictably avoided limits on their 

discretion. 

An additional point of contention is that the spirit of the WPR, as evident in the 

legislative history, was to garner the collective judgment of both branches and force the 

president to consult with Congress before committing troops (Fisher 2013).8 However, 

the law technically only requires the president to notify Congress, inherently making 

consultation more of an aspirational goal. Formal reporting arguably constitutes an 

improvement over the status quo ante, at least in the manner that no such notification 

was previously required, but while there are indications of ongoing consultation during 

hostilities (e.g., hearings), there remains scant evidence of prior consultation.9 In fact, all 

                                                   

7 Gerald R. Ford. “Letter to the Speaker of the House and the President Pro Tempore of the Senate Reporting 
on United States Actions in the Recover of the SS Mayaguez.” May 15, 1975. Online by Gerhard Peters and 
John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=4913.   
8 For a broader legislative history, see United States Congress. “War Powers.” Hearings Before the 
Subcommittee on National Security Policy and Scientific Developments, March 7, 8, 13, 14, 15, 20, 1973. 93rd 
Congress. First Session. Government Printing Office, 1973. 
9 Although there is little evidence suggestive of consultation, this does not meet that it never occurs. For 
example, Senator Sam Nunn was involved in a successful delegation to Haiti that averted major combat 
operations in September 1994. That being said, the initial blockade was imposed around Haiti in October 
1993. See Office of the Historian, Department of State. “Intervention in Haiti, 1994-1995.” Available at:  
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1993-2000/haiti. Also see Douglas Jehl. “Showdown with Haiti:  
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WPR-related notifications were submitted either after hostilities were already 

terminated or a deployment was already initiated. This lack of prior consultation has 

contributed to several legal challenges (e.g., Dellums v. Bush, and Campbell v. Clinton) 

and multiple attempts at repeal and replacement (Use of Force Act, S. 2387, 105th Cong. 

(1998), H.R.J. Res. 53, 110th Cong. (2007), War Powers Consultation Act (2009)). Adding 

to the concerns regarding a lack of prior consultation (Glennon 1990, Baker et al. 2009), 

the law has been subject to recurring questions of constitutionality and general 

practicality (Baker et al. 2009, Arnold 2013, Fisher 2013, Jensen 2015).10 Overall, 

skepticism has persisted since the law’s inception, and there is a consensus that the law 

has not functioned as intended -- certainly a failure to embody both the spirit and the 

letter of the law. I argue that while there is ground for cynicism, insinuating that the law 

is obsolete is overblown. 

In his veto statement, President Richard Nixon (1973) suggested that the WPR 

was an unlawful amendment to the Constitution and it became apparent that 

implementation of the law was going to be a concern. The inability to enforce 

consultation was amplified by issues such as vague wording when doing so (Holt 1978, 

                                                   

Overview; Holding Off, Clinton Sends Carter, Nunn, and Powell to Talk to Haitian Junta.” The New York 
Times. September 17, 1994. 
10 It is possible that adherence to a WPR notification paradigm does not capture all Congressional activity 
that might count towards a consultative process (e.g., informal meetings). However, there remains a general 
sense that prior consultation is lacking. 



 

 
170 

Franck and Weisband 1979). Factors such as time sensitivity, the need for secrecy, and 

informational asymmetry have exacerbated the presidential advantage over time 

(Milner and Tingley 2015). Subsequently, no president has gone on-the-record conceding 

the law’s constitutionality, which again, might limit his discretionary authority.11 It is 

inaccurate, however, to suggest that all presidents view the WPR as unconstitutional 

and object to compliance outright (Glennon 1990). Indeed, President Nixon’s successors 

were not entirely opposed to the legislation and explicitly said so. When questioned 

about a potential evacuation from Saigon in 1975, President Ford stated:  “I can assure 

you that I will abide totally with the War Powers Act that was enacted by the Congress 

several years ago.”12 Likewise, when President Jimmy Carter was asked if he felt the 

WPR infringed upon his power as Commander-in-Chief, he replied:  “It is a reduction, 

obviously, in the authority that the president has had prior to the Vietnam War. But I 

think it’s an appropriate reduction…I have no hesitancy about communicating with 

Congress, consulting them and also letting the American people know what we do 

                                                   

11 The Constitutionality question became most prevalent following INS vs. Chadha (1983), which ruled that a 
one-house legislative veto, a component to the WPR, was unconstitutional. Scholars were divided whether 
the decision invalidated the entire WPR (Turner 1984) or did not (Rushkoff 1984, Glennon 1990). Thomas 
Franck and Edward Weisband (1979) point out that there were several other laws that included a similar 
Congressional veto that maintained presidential support (page 77). It follows that any suggestion that the 
WPR was invalidated, while other laws more amenable to a president were not, is reflective of bias.  
12 Gerald R. Ford. "The President's News Conference." April 3, 1975. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. 
Woolley, The American Presidency Project. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=4812. 
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before we start any combat operation.”13 Even President Ronald Reagan, who did believe 

the WPR was unconstitutional and dedicated a sizeable portion of his signing statement 

on the Multinational Force in Lebanon Resolution (1983) toward why he felt the WPR 

infringed upon his authority, nevertheless implicitly submitted to the WPR constraint 

when he signed the Multinational Force in Lebanon Resolution.14 This instance, 

ironically, was the only time a Congressional threat to invoke the 60-day time provision 

resulted in an agreement embodying the spirit of a consultative function.  

In my compilation of a first of its kind War Powers Notification data set, I find 

that presidents have actually reported to Congress, referring to the WPR, 153 times 

between 1973-2014. This high frequency in reporting and the notifications themselves 

are quite revealing -- they certainly do not suggest a story of utter disregard for the law. 

For example, although presidents still use ambiguous language in their notifications 

such as “taking note” or reporting “consistent with the WPR,” to avoid acknowledging 

any constraint on their powers as commander-in-chief, they still regularly provide 

                                                   

13  James E. Carter. "Ask President Carter:  Remarks During a Telephone Call-in Program on the CBS Radio 
Network." March 5, 1977. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=7119. 
14 Ronald Reagan. “The President’s News Conference.” October 22, 1987. Online by Gerhard Peters and John 
T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project.  http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=33594. Signing 
statements have been used by presidents for a variety of reasons to include addressing constitutionality 
concerns, addressing ambiguous portions of the legislation, and to address positive or negative aspects of 
the law (Palmer 2006). Phillip Cooper (2005) suggests that signing statements underwent a resurgence 
during the Reagan administration, and provide an opportunity to comment in a manner consistent with a 
line-item veto. 
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supplemental reports, which are mandated in the WPR.15 These supplemental reports, 

which encompass 99 of 153 (64.7 percent) of all notifications, provide evidence of both 

partial legal compliance and that presidents acknowledge the need to keep Congress 

informed of their progress.16 These findings suggest that adherence to the WPR is not 

merely a story of presidential prerogative. Some scholars have even argued that the 

WPR has limited the president’s ability to introduce military force exceeding 60 days or 

without popular support (Paul 2008, Noone 2012). With only a few exceptions (e.g., 

Mayaguez incident (1975) and Lebanon (1983)), it is Congress that has been reluctant to 

invoke the 60-day “trigger” since the law’s inception.17 This seeming lack of enforcement 

combined with the rare termination of appropriations (Grimmett 2007, Elsea, Garcia, 

and Nicola 2013) gives the appearance that presidents now maintain the authority to 

deploy troops for extended periods of time by fulfilling an administrative notification 

process.18 

                                                   

15 According to paragraph 4(c) of the WPR, “Whenever United States Armed Forces are introduced into 
hostilities or into any situation described in subsection (a)…(the president shall) report to Congress 
periodically…but in no event shall he report to the Congress less often than once every six months.” 
16 Supplemental reports are easily identified from initial notifications because the notifications contain 
explicit language upfront stating that information is being provided as a follow-up. This article focuses 
mainly on initial notifications. 
17 A third case can be made for the build-up associated with Operation Desert Shield. President George H.W. 
Bush deployed troops to the Persian Gulf region for greater than 60 days but was ultimately given 
authorization by Congress. 
18 Examples when appropriations were terminated include Cambodia (1973), Laos (1973), North Vietnam 
(1973), South Vietnam (1973), Nicaragua (1984), and Somalia (1993). 
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Indeed, presidents frequently, but do not always, report to Congress consistent 

with the WPR’s provisions. This leads me to consider what explains the pattern of 

reporting. One explanation is that presidents recognize its legality; when a presidential 

veto is overridden, he is still obligated to comply (Glennon 1990). Perhaps there is also 

evidence of a period effect; the law may have had more teeth in its earlier years and has 

dissipated over time. During the post-Vietnam-Watergate era, for instance, Congress 

actively worked to rebalance institutional control (Schlesinger 1973, Franck and 

Weisband 1979). That period of Congressional reassertion, which led to the passage of 

the law in the first place, may have contributed to compliance in earlier Cold War-era 

cases such as Mayaguez 1975 and Lebanon 1983. Another possibility is that presidents 

recognize that, as Bruce Jentleson noted, “We're at our best when Congress and the 

president work together whether in a consensus or in constructively managing 

differences.”19 This bipartisanship is likely more important when large-scale (i.e., high 

salience) operations are contemplated. 

While these explanations may be accurate, there have clearly been times when a 

president chose to “go it alone” -- at least to some extent. For example, both President 

                                                   

19 Bruce W. Jentleson. "Corker-Menendez Bill Hinders, Not Helps, a Good Iran Deal." The Hill. April 13, 2015. 
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Reagan (Grenada 1983)20 and President Obama (Libya 2011) violated the WPR’s 60-day 

withdrawal provisions.21 President Bill Clinton (Macedonia 1993)22 and President George 

W. Bush (Lebanon 2006) failed to notify Congress with 48-hours.23 Most importantly, I 

identified 23 times when presidents failed to notify altogether (Appendix D). These 

actions lead me to believe that the most plausible explanation is that presidents abide by 

the law when they perceive that the political benefits exceed the political costs, a proposition 

that an empirical analysis of the notifications might systematically test. I argue that the 

decision to initially notify Congress is a proxy for how a president “perceives” the 

balance in war powers with Congress at a specific time. While perceptions are difficult 

to measure, I suggest that we can discern patterns in initial notifications that are 

indicative of a president’s revealed preferences. By reporting (conditional on either the 

use or deployment of armed forces), a president is effectively saying that he perceives 

that the benefits in doing so outweigh the costs. 

                                                   

20 William R. Long. “Last of U.S. Troops Leave Grenada:  30 Americans Stay to Train Caribbean Nation’s 
Police. Los Angeles Times. June 12, 1985. 
21 Scott Wilson. “Obama Administration:  Libya Action Does Not Require Congressional Approval.” The 
Washington Post. June 15, 2011. 
22 President Clinton’s deployment of troops to Macedonia in 1993 violated both the 48-hour notification and 
60-day withdrawal provisions. William J. Clinton. "Letter to Congressional Leaders on the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia." July 9, 1993. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American 
Presidency Project. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=46824. 
23 George W. Bush. "Letter to Congressional Leaders on Departure of American Citizens from Lebanon." July 
18, 2006. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=358.  
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3.4 Toward an Understanding of WPR Notification and 
Compliance 

As the American position in the world has changed, so has the relationship 

between the executive and legislative branches regarding how the nation enters a 

conflict. Interpretations of war powers between the two political branches have evolved 

from their original conception in the Constitution, creating a perception of a power 

imbalance between them. The concept of shared responsibility in the war powers 

quickly became unclear in practice, perhaps best illustrated by the Pacificus-Helvidius 

debates following President George Washington’s neutrality proclamation (Schlesinger 

1973, Schmitt 2000). Part of this perceived imbalance, however valid, can be attributed to 

a polarizing debate among academics and practitioners (Fisher 2005). Congressionalists 

champion a more prominent role for the legislature in decisions to use force (Schlesinger 

1973; Eagleton 1974; Kucinich 2000; Ramsey 2002; Fisher 2004, 2006, 2009). In contrast, 

presidentialists favor executive discretion (Commager 1951, Schlesinger 1951, Yoo 1996, 

Delahunty and Yoo 2002, Rodman and Kissinger 2010). In practice, while decisions to 

use military force are not equally shared, they are still not universally dominated by 

either branch.  

Discretion in the broader realm of foreign affairs was a boon for presidential 

power between World War II and Vietnam (Wildavsky 1988, Scott and Carter 2002). As 

many have demonstrated; however, Congressional dynamics have since changed 
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significantly and resulted in a more assertive legislature (Prins and Marshall 2001, 

Marshall and Prins 2002, Scott and Carter 2002, Souva and Rohde 2007). Although 

members of Congress maintain their own foreign policy views, it is now accepted that 

foreign policy is often dependent on domestic considerations (Miller 2010, Trubowitz 

2011, Milner and Tingley 2015). As Helen Milner and Dustin Tingley (2015) argue, 

partisan politics and the presence of interest groups often make it difficult for a 

president to substitute policy tools other than military force. This claim reinforces 

previous assertions that presidents enjoy discretion in conflict initiation (Howell and 

Pevehouse 2007, Lindsay 2012).  

While many claim that perceptions of a war powers imbalance might be 

attributed to a Congressional abdication of responsibility (Glennon 1990; Franck and 

Glennon 1993; Fisher 2004, 2009), others have rightly cautioned against downplaying 

Congressional influence (Meernik 1995; Howell and Pevehouse 2005, 2007; Howell and 

Kriner 2009). James Meernik’s (1995) challenge to the Congressional abdication thesis 

suggests that there are certain conditions when Congress can force a president to limit 

military operations. He argues that divided government, public opinion, protracted 

conflicts, and violence against American citizens elicit a Congressional response. 

According to William Howell (2003), presidents maintain a first-mover advantage and 

anticipate the reaction of Congress (and the judiciary), especially during instances when 

his unilateral directive might be reversed. Both arguments are consistent with Jide 
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Nzelibe’s (2005) assertion that presidents are mindful of the benefits of Congressional 

support in a “two-level strategic interaction,” namely, as a form of insurance against a 

costly war. The debate over the constitutional interpretation of the war powers has been 

subtly supplanted by descriptions of this interplay, a cost-benefit calculation that is 

partially dependent on partisan factors (Howell and Pevehouse 2005, Kriner 2010).  

The shared responsibility in the war powers has become illustrative of a 

situationally dependent give-and-take, which I argue, is evident in initial WPR 

notifications. The physical act of notification is rather quite simple. A president is to 

promptly send a formal report to both the Speaker of the House of Representatives and 

the President Pro Tempore of the Senate when military force is introduced that meets 

the criteria in the WPR; however, this does not always happen. Again, presidents do not 

always notify Congress in instances that should merit a formal report -- between 1973-

2014, there were 23 instances that did not result in a formal notification. There have also 

been multiple violations of the baseline criteria (i.e., 48-hour notification and/or 60-day 

threshold) even when a president does formally report, an additional 23 of 54 reports 

(42.6 percent). When considered together, the true violation rate increases to an 
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astounding 46 out of 77 reports (42.6 percent).24 So why is this the case? Perhaps the best 

explanation considers the incentives of the actors involved:  the Congressional co-

partisans, Congressional partisan opponents, and the president himself.  

Members of Congress from both sides of the aisle have few incentives to care 

much about “minor” deployments or uses of force that most voters will never hear 

about.25 Even partisan opponents are unlikely to be able to turn such deployments to 

their electoral advantage, as they are of low salience. In such cases, Congress is unlikely 

to pressure the president to report consistent with the WPR or to punish him for failing 

to do so (Kriner 2010).26 This proposition is consistent with the important findings made 

by William Howell and Jon Pevehouse (2005). In their analysis of quarterly uses of 

military force between 1945 and 2000, they observe that Congress largely defers to the 

president in minor uses of force but does not do so in less frequent “major” operations. 

However, they also find evidence of a strong partisan connection. For example, they find 

                                                   

24 The violation rate rises to 61.7 percent when removing all cases when force was used to protect an 
American embassy or to conduct a non-combatant evacuation (17 of 30 operations with these classifications 
were violations). 
25 Barry M. Blechman, and Stephen S. Kaplan. Political Use of the United States Armed Forces:  1946-1976. Inter-
university Consortium for Political and Social Research, 1978. In this paper, I refer to “major” and “minor” 
uses of force in accordance with the Blechman and Kaplan (1978) scale. This scale is frequently used in the 
quantitative use of force literature and is largely based upon the size and nature of force package deployed, 
which generates an ordinal rating 1-5. A rating of 1-3 is classified as “major” and a rating of 4-5 is classified 
as “minor.” For example, a “major” use of force might include the deployment of a strategic nuclear-capable 
unit or a sizeable force construct (e.g. multiple ground combat battalions, aircraft carriers, battleship groups, 
or wings). Anything below these thresholds (e.g. no nuclear-capability, one ground combat battalion, one 
aircraft carrier) would be considered a “minor” use of force.  
26 This point was emphasized during an email discussion with Douglas Kriner. April 20, 2017. 
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that the stronger a president’s party is in Congress, the more latitude he enjoys in major 

uses of force.27 

The explanation put forth by Howell and Pevehouse makes sense when one 

considers a president’s incentives. Certainly, a president seeks maximum flexibility at 

minimal political cost -- which is increased by opposition from within Congress. So, 

presidents might prefer not to report consistent with the WPR, ceteris paribus, but they 

are more likely to report when they anticipate backlash from Congress from a failure to 

do so. Backlash from Congress is more likely as the ranks of the partisan opposition 

grow, so presidents will be more likely to report when the opposition party is stronger.28 

Presidents might anticipate more trouble in such cases, and as the strength of the 

opposition increases, they are perhaps more likely to withdraw within 60 days. 

Subsequently, I expect that much like Howell (2005) discovered in his broader analysis 

of executive actions, that “presidents will act unilaterally more frequently during 

periods of unified government than periods of divided government.”29 However, there 

may be more nuance to adhering to the WPR than a simple description of either unified 

or divided government. I expect increasing (or decreasing) partisan strength to be a 

                                                   

27 See also Kriner (2010). 
28 Email discussion with Douglas Kriner. April 20, 2017. 
29 William G. Howell. Power Without Persuasion:  The Politics of Direct Presidential Action. Princeton University 
Press, 2003. Page xv.  
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powerful indicator. Accordingly, I suspect that there is a turning point in Congressional 

control by the president’s party when presidents are no longer likely to adhere to the 

WPR. These attributes (if present) are important to expose because, from a normative 

perspective, it might not be considered “healthy” to have partisanship drive 

Congressional involvement in decisions to use force. Though, from a practical 

standpoint, even a divided Congress may not have time to interrogate every minor 

contingency. I remain open to the possibility, however, that even this proposed partisan 

grip might be washed out by circumstance such as the previously described period 

effect or the scale of military force used.   

In one of the only quantitative treatments of the WPR, Howell and Pevehouse 

(2007) contend that the law has not affected the frequency of presidents’ use of force but 

suggest that it may have less obvious influences.30 Again, I argue that one such way the 

is that the law forces presidents to more publicly reveal how they perceive the balance in 

war powers with Congress at a given time, and that by reporting and/or complying, a 

president is stating that he believes the benefits in doing so outweigh the costs. 

Consequently, an analysis of WPR-related notifications could reveal trends we might 

anticipate (e.g., increase in reporting during major uses of force) and others we might 

                                                   

30 Howell and Pevehouse (2007). Pages 67-68. The authors look at uses of force pre-and post-1973 and argue 
that the WPR’s impact is not statistically significant on quarterly uses of force. 
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not (e.g., decrease in reporting with a partisan-friendly Congress), depending on the 

conditions present during a presidential decision to use military force.31 While it is 

impossible to precisely measure the combination of individual factors that contribute to 

a presidential decision to use military force, it is practicable to determine the significant 

covariates in instances when he does or does not choose to notify Congress, along with 

overall compliance.32 These dynamics would reinforce Mariah Zeisberg’s (2013) 

suggestion that the Constitution provides the space to accommodate such deliberation 

between the political branches. Whatever results from the deliberative process, or even 

in the lack thereof, is a byproduct of the branches’ political preferences and institutional 

performance, subsequently, “authority is hence both presumed and created by the 

interactive processes.”33 So, why are there times when presidents go along with 

reporting requirements and other times when they do not? In the next section, I 

introduce a novel approach to address this question. 

                                                   

31 I describe initial notifications as the first formal report a president submits to Congress referencing the 
WPR. Many notifications in my data set include supplementary or status reports. For this article, I focus on 
the initial reports. Howell and Pevehouse (2005), in contrast, analyze quarterly uses of force. 
32 For example, Elizabeth Saunders (2011) suggests that there are occasions when presidential decisions go 
against either elite consensus or public opinion. 
33 Mariah Zeisberg. War Powers:  The Politics of Constitutional Authority. Princeton University Press, 2013. 
Zeisberg suggests that the apparent divisiveness regarding war powers is characterized by vague 
Constitutional language, ambiguity in definitions of war and hostilities, and an interpretive process that is 
driven by both motivated and partisan officeholders without a final arbiter. However, it is the deliberation 
between the branches in a space provided by the Constitution, which she contends, affords constitutional 
authority (Page 41). She further argues that the Constitution implicitly establishes standards for both 
branches. Both elected bodies “should” pursue these ideals, and the more they do so, the more faithfully 
they are behaving. 
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3.5 Methodology 

By conducting a quantitative analysis using my War Powers Notification data 

set, I can further examine the interplay between a president and Congress and test a 

series of hypotheses. First, I expect that a president is less likely to provide a notification when 

his party has a firm grip in Congress. With a firm partisan grip over the legislature, a 

president likely sees little value in providing a formal report because he anticipates 

little-to-no negative reaction in a failure to do so. This position of strength enables him 

to maximize his flexibility at minimal political cost, a cost that I expect to increase 

commensurate with Congressional opposition. Next, a president is more likely to provide 

formal notification in major uses of force than during minor uses of force regardless of partisan 

composition. Unlike in minor uses of force with less salience for members, major uses of 

force are more likely to inspire opposition, and thus, encourage a president to notify 

Congress. I anticipate that almost all instances of major force will be met with timely 

reports -- likely attributed to either the desire for an upfront consensus and burden 

sharing for a potentially lengthy conflict or avoiding a procedural issue feeding 

dissensus -- both with distributive consequences for members. Lastly, I expect that a 

president is more likely to violate either the 48-hour notification timeline or the 60-day provision 

when his party has a firm grip on power across the political branches. In both instances of 

major and minor force, I anticipate that Congressional partisan composition negatively 

correlates to compliance although I suspect there are different reasons why presidents 
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violate the 48-hour notification timeline vice the 60-day withdrawal provision. For 

example, there is little reason to believe that if a president is going to report that he 

would report late. In contrast, changing political conditions might impact the decision to 

withdraw or curtail the use of military force. Again, I attribute increased violations of 

the WPR to an anticipation of minimal Congressional repercussions.34  

H1:  A president is less likely to provide a formal notification when his party has 

a firm grip in Congress (DV=notification).  

H2:  A president is more likely to provide a formal notification in major uses of 

force than during minor uses of force regardless of partisan composition 

(DV=notification).  

H3:  A president is more likely to violate either the 48-hour notification timeline 

(3a) or the 60-day provision (3b) when his party has a firm grip in Congress 

(DV=compliance).  

To test my hypotheses, I develop a series of statistical models designed to predict 

the probability of both notification and compliance. These models control for varying 

degrees of partisan composition, along with background controls consistently used in 

                                                   

34 Email discussion with Douglas Kriner. April 20, 2017. According to Kriner, Congress normally becomes 
involved once troops are deployed. At least, this is when they are most active – introducing bills, holding 
hearings, speaking out in the media, etc. The passing of the WPR “clock” – even if it has not been 
automatically triggered by the president reporting consistent with 4(a) (1) – opens the door for 
Congressional criticism. 
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the literature. I apply these models to my War Powers Notification data set 

that combines presidential notifications to Congress with the broader collection of U.S. 

military force not formally reported to Congress between 1973-2014. The formal 

notifications were mainly compiled from presidential papers made available by the 

University of California, Santa Barbara’s The American Presidency Project. I derive the 

instances that either did or should have warranted WPR-related notification from a 

combination of sources including Congressional Research Service reporting, Militarized 

Interstate Dispute 4.0 data, Department of Defense authorized military campaigns, and 

open source reporting.35 To qualify as an “event,” I use the criteria in paragraph 4(a) (1-

3) of the War Powers Resolution requiring that notification of a military deployment be 

submitted to Congress (see page 166). I apply both the 48-hour and 60-day standard to 

all reports due to the ambiguity in “hostilities” and because presidents have failed to cite 

section 4(a) (1) specifically. The deployment of combat-equipped troops, which occurs 

                                                   

35 All the events in my database were verified by multiple sources, and the principal source for each event is 
listed in the database. To compile the events that warranted a WPR report, I referenced:  Barbara Torreon. 
"Instances of Use of U.S. Armed Forces Abroad, 1798-2016." Congressional Research Service. October 7, 2016. 
Matthew C. Weed. “The War Powers Resolution:  Concepts and Practice." Congressional Research Service. 
April 3, 2015. Glenn Palmer, Vito d’Orazio, Michael Kenwick, and Matthew Lane. "The MID4 dataset, 2002–
2010:  Procedures, coding rules and description." Conflict Management and Peace Science 32, no. 2 (2015):  222-
242. United States Army Regulation 600-8-22. “Military Awards.” Department of the Army. June 25, 2015. The 
list of formal WPR notifications was available through Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley and The 
American Presidency Project, Available on-line at:  http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu. I only used letters to 
Congressional Leaders with explicit mention of the War Powers Resolution. Weed (2015) references five 
reports which I excluded because they could not be located in The American Presidency Project's papers. 
Notably, these were supplemental reports that would not impact findings regarding the decision to issue an 
initial notification. 
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regularly, suggests that troops are prepared for hostilities. This approach allows for the 

identification of covariates that underpin initial presidential notifications to Congress, 

along with broader compliance to the law (i.e., timely reporting and withdrawal within 

60 days). I argue that focusing on initial notifications, and the lack thereof, provides 

insight as to how a president perceives the balance in war powers with Congress at a 

specific time.  
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Table 11. Descriptive statistics 

     
 Mean Minimum Maximum N 
 
     
Official WPR notification 0.70   0 1 77 
     
Incident report within 48 hours 
(conditional on report) 

0.80   0 1 54 

     
Withdrawal of troops within 60 days 
(conditional on report) 

0.72   0 1 54 

 
Before applying my statistical models, it is worth describing the universe of both 

notifications and non-notifications, along with elaborating on coding decisions. Again, 

from 1973-2014, there were 153 total reports, which include a combination of initial (54) 

reports and supplemental or status (99) reports. Supplemental or status (interchangeable 

terms) reports, often occurred at six-month intervals and were removed from my models 

to focus on initial notifications only. When I include the 23 additional, unreported 

events, there were 77 events that met the criteria for an initial WPR report between 1973-

2014. Otherwise stated, presidents formally notified Congress 54 of 77 cases (70.1 

percent). Conditional on reporting, 43 of 54 cases (79.6 percent) were reported within 48 

hours, and 39 of 54 cases (72.2 percent) resulted in withdrawal within 60 days. Figure 4 

displays initial notifications, non-notifications, and total violations by president among 

the 77 initial events (see Appendix D and E for complete listings). Total violations 
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include any instance when either the 48-hour or 60-day time provisions were not met, or 

when there was no formal notification (46 out of 77 cases). 

 

Figure 4. Initial notifications, non-notifications, and total violations by president 
(1973-2014) 

What are initial reports and how were they coded? Simply put, an initial report is 

either the first among multiple reports by a president or a distinct use of force that was 

reported to Congress that cites the WPR. An initial report might include a discrete 

incident such as the airstrikes conducted against targets in Afghanistan and Sudan by 

President Clinton in August 1998, following the bombing of the American embassies in 

Kenya and Tanzania.36 Similarly, President Obama’s October 2011, deployment of troops 

                                                   

36 William J. Clinton. "Letter to Congressional Leaders Reporting on Military Action Against Terrorist Sites 
in Afghanistan and Sudan." August 21, 1998. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American 
Presidency Project. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=54810. 
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throughout Central Africa to assist regional forces in the removal of Joseph Kony of the 

Lord’s Resistance Army also warranted an initial report.37 I then determined whether a 

notification was considered timely based upon the date when a report was filed against 

when the event occurred, both of which are provided in the text of each notification. My 

determination of whether an event exceeded 60 days was most frequently determined 

by the presence of one or multiple status reports. If no status report was available, I used 

open-sourced reporting to confirm or deny that a deployment exceeded 60 days.38 For 

example, in his only notification, President Carter reported to Congress on April 26, 

1980, regarding the failed Iran hostage rescue attempt.39 Since the event occurred on 

April 24, 1980, the report was coded as timely. Since the event was a discrete use of force 

not exceeding 60 days, the event was coded as adhering to the 60-day withdrawal 

provision. Conversely, President George H.W. Bush notified Congress on December 10, 

1992, that “on December 8, 1992, U.S. armed forces entered Somalia to secure the airfield 

                                                   

37 Barack Obama. "Letter to Congressional Leaders on Deployment of United States Armed Forces to Central 
Africa." October 14, 2011. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=96897. 
38 The WPR affords presidents an additional 30 days to withdraw or curtail the use of military force under 
certain conditions. According to the text, “Such sixty-day period shall be extended for not more than an 
additional thirty days if the President determines and certifies to the Congress in writing that unavoidable 
military necessity respecting the safety of United States Armed Forces requires the continued use of such 
armed forces in the course of bringing about a prompt removal of such forces.” Extending my analysis to 
accommodate a 90-day withdrawal does not impact my findings.  
39 James E. Carter. "Rescue Attempt for American Hostages in Iran Letter to the Speaker of the House and 
the President Pro Tempore of the Senate Reporting on the Operation." April 26, 1980. Online by Gerhard 
Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=33328. 
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and port facility of Mogadishu.”40 While this report was coded as timely, troops stayed 

well into the Clinton administration, and thus, did not meet the 60-day withdrawal 

provision.   

What is a non-notification and how were they coded? Non-notifications include 

events such as President Ford’s use of military force in the demilitarized zone (DMZ) 

between North and South Korea in 1976 and President Reagan’s deployment of advisors 

to El Salvador to assist in counterinsurgency operations in 1981.41 The nature of the non-

notifications vary greatly in scope, ranging from the conduct of non-combatant 

evacuation operations (e.g., Nixon/Cyprus, 1974) to the use of military force in the 

famed Achille Lauro incident (Reagan/Italy, 1985). Because these instances were 

unaccompanied by a formal notification, they were not subject to either the 48-hour 

notification or 60-day withdrawal provisions. However, I could code these operations as 

either major or minor uses of force. Predictably, the overwhelming majority of these 

cases were minor uses of force 19 of 23 (82.6 percent). However, this still meant that 4 of 

                                                   

40 George H.W. Bush. “Letter to Congressional Leaders on the Situation in Somalia.” December 10, 1992. 
Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=21765.   
41 The exact date of this deployment was undetermined and could be attributed to President Carter; 
however, it was not until the Reagan administration that a more significant advisory effort was attempted. 
Congress would impose a 55-man cap in March 1981. While the deployment of advisors is common, the 
deployment to El Salvador was unique in that soldiers were directly assisting counterinsurgency operations 
during a civil war. 
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23 (17.4 percent) or unreported cases were a major use of force (e.g., Ford/Korean DMZ 

1976, Reagan/Panama build-up 1988).42 

It is worth mentioning that the apparent drop in initial notifications that 

occurred between President Clinton and President George W. Bush (Figure 5) should 

not be misconstrued as a lack of military activity. Quite the contrary, President Bush was 

granted two Congressional authorizations for the use of military force (AUMF) in both 

2001 (Afghanistan) and 2002 (Iraq). President Obama enjoyed the same authorities. The 

notifications depicted are events outside of those that would be considered as “covered” 

by those authorizations, for example, President Bush’s authorization of a noncombatant 

evacuation in Lebanon (2006)43 and President Obama’s authorization for the rescue 

attempt of Jessica Buchanan (2012).44 In contrast, an event such as the raid that killed 

Osama bin Laden (2011) did not warrant a notification because it was authorized by the 

2001 AUMF. There is little doubt that, in the aggregate, the use of military force during 

the Bush and Obama administrations dwarfed that used during the Clinton 

administration. 

                                                   

42 Barbara Salazar Torreon. "Instances of Use of U.S. Armed Forces Abroad, 1798-2016." Congressional 
Research Service. October 7, 2016. 
43 George W. Bush (2006).  
44 Barack Obama. "Letter to Congressional Leaders Reporting on the Rescue of Jessica Buchanan." January 
26, 2012. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=99002. 
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The AUMFs, which have yet to sunset, have been followed by supplementary 

reports at least every six months, a practice regularly used by both President Bush and 

President Obama.45 These reports describe widely-expanded operations in support of the 

previously termed Global War on Terror, and are often vague on operational details 

such as the number of troops deployed and the number of strikes conducted. From a 

normative perspective, this might be problematic. A case such as the bin Laden raid, 

which entailed a night raid into a nuclear-armed supposed ally, might ideally warrant a 

Congressional notification. The fact that it did not “legally” is not the fault of the WPR 

but is perhaps indicative of either an overreliance on existing AUMFs, or potentially 

testing their limits. Indeed, presidents have interpreted their statutory authority 

liberally. For example, President Bush widely expanded military operations after 

September 11, 2001, to include in places such as the Philippines and eventually across 

several locations in Africa (later creating a new geographic combatant command, 

AFRICOM).46 President Obama used the AUMFs to justify operations against the Islamic 

State (ISIS) in Syria, despite the fact the militant group did not exist in 2001-2002.47  

                                                   

45 It was also common for President Clinton to provide supplemental reports during the Balkan 
interventions in the 1990s. Importantly, towards the end of his tenure, President Obama provided frequent 
supplemental reports during military operations against the Islamic State (ISIS). The administration argued 
that these operations were authorized by the 2001 and 2002 AUMFs yet largely chose to report incremental 
troops increases separately instead of relying solely on a periodic report. 
46 George W. Bush. “Letter to Congressional Leaders Reporting on the Deployment of Forces in Response to 
the Terrorist Attacks of September 11.” September 24, 2001. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, 
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The expansion of military operations, largely associated with the AUMFs, also 

poses methodological challenges for the quantitative use of force literature. Mainly, it 

has become nearly impossible for observers to ascertain the exact number and location 

of uses of military force in the present day, at least in a way to draw meaningful 

conclusions.48 I suggest that this dynamic lends itself to a novel approach that centers on 

notifications versus the frequency of military operations. Indeed, a focus on initial 

reports has little difficulty in ascertaining events that should warrant an additional 

notification. While there still have been several cases when the WPR has been violated 

after the AUMFs, instances of non-notification have remained minimal.  

Figure 5 provides further details as to how presidents have individually violated 

the WPR, disaggregating non-notifications from both the timeliness and withdrawal 

provisions. There were only three instances when presidents violated both provisions 

(e.g., President Clinton’s deployment of troops to Macedonia in July 1993 and East 

Timor in October 1999; President Obama’s deployment of troops to Jordan in 2013), and 

                                                   

The American Presidency Project. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=62633. See also George W. Bush. 
“Letter to Congressional Leaders Reporting on United States Efforts in the Global War on Terrorism.” 
March 20, 2003. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=63883. 
47 Barack Obama. “Report on the Legal and Policy Frameworks Guiding the United States’ Use of Military 
Force and Related National Security Operations.” The White House. December 2016. 
48 For an example of the difficulty, see Andrew deGrandpre and Shawn Snow. “The U.S. Military’s Stats on 
Deadly Airstrikes Are Wrong. Thousands Have Gone Unreported.” Military Times. February 5, 2017. Howell 
and Pevehouse (2005) analyzed quarterly uses of force between 1945-2000 to analyze the impact of the WPR. 
A similar approach is unlikely due to the rapid expansion of operations post-September 11, 2001.  
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Figure 5 treats each of these cases as one violation. Again, while presidents reported to 

Congress within 48 hours in 43 of 54 (79.6 percent) cases, most of the timely reports were 

during major uses of force. Timely reports occurred during 17 of 19 (89.5 percent) cases 

of major force and 26 of 35 (74.3 percent) cases of minor force. I suspect that adherence to 

the 48-hour notification was worse than it seems for instances of minor force. For 

example, several reports appear to deploy troops just inside the 48-hour limit, but it 

remains highly likely that forces were mobilized earlier without formal Congressional 

notification (i.e., only the most rapidly deployable conventional forces can meet an 18-

hour deployment standard).49 That being said, while Congress is concerned about the 

timeliness aspect, I suspect that they are more concerned as to the termination of 

operations within 60 days. Conditional on notification, military operations were not 

terminated within the 60-day provision in 15 of 54 (27.8 percent) instances. Such cases 

included Reagan/Grenada (1983), Clinton/Balkans (1993-1999), Bush/Haiti (2004), and 

Obama/Libya (2011).50  

                                                   

49 Conventional units, apart from units “afloat,” typically require advanced notice well beyond 48 hours. 
50 Each of these examples had its own interbranch dynamics manifested in various forms of oversight (i.e., 
quasi-review mechanisms); however, there was still no withdrawal within 60 days. 
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Figure 5. Non-notifications, 48-hour and/or 60-day violations, and total violations by 
president (1973-2014) 

While both Figures 4 and 5 provide a snapshot of presidential trends, I am 

interested in predicting when a president is likely to notify Congress and when he is 

likely to comply with the provisions of the WPR. To accomplish this, I apply a series of 

logit models to my War Powers Notification data set. This enables me to make 

predictions based upon observations about the notifications themselves, namely, 

whether notifications will be timely (i.e., provided within 48 hours) and whether 

notifications will result in a withdrawal or congressional authorization to extend beyond 

60 days. Critics might ask why I test for statistical significance if I presumably have the 

entire population of events; however, I regard my population as all past and all future 

events of which I have a sample. 
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Dependent Variables. My initial variable of interest, notification, is a dichotomous 

variable based on whether a president provides a formal notification to Congress. 

Secondly, I introduce compliance, a dichotomous variable based upon adherence to both 

the 48-hour notification requirement or the 60-day deployment threshold unless 

subsequent Congressional authorization is obtained. Importantly, the unit of analysis in 

Tables 12-15 is the use of military force that meets the definition within section 4(a) (1-3) 

of the WPR. Recall that the 48-hour timeliness provision is always required but the WPR 

technically only requires withdrawal after 60 days under “hostilities” or “imminent 

hostilities.” Because of the failure of presidents to specifically cite section 4(a) (1), along 

with dynamics such as the increasing ambiguity in what constitutes “hostilities,” I am 

comfortable applying this standard to all initial notifications. The deployment of 

combat-equipped troops, which occurs regularly, further suggests that troops are 

prepared for hostilities. This liberal interpretation of the reporting conditions is 

consistent with the intent of the law and facilitates an empirical analysis of both the 48-

hour and 60-day provisions though it inherently lends itself to more instances of either 

non-notification or non-compliance.   

Independent Variables. I incorporate percent of Congress in the president’s party and 

unified government, two measures of partisan grip used by Howell and Pevehouse (2005). 

I define unified government in its common usage when the president’s party holds the 

majority in both chambers. I use Howell and Pevehouse’s definition of percent president 
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party, “the average percentage of seats held by the president’s party in the House and 

Senate.” I calculate percent president party power as (president’s party House seats + 

president's party Senate seats)/535. This treatment gives members of each chamber equal 

status, a dynamic that I suggest is acceptable in decisions to use military force and 

worthy of examination. I only include declared members of a president’s party and not 

members who might caucus with the party. I anticipate that both unified government and 

percent president party enable an understanding of partisan dynamics that ostensibly 

impact presidential decision-making.51 As a robustness check, I also control for both 

Senate party control and House party control, dichotomous variables that describe when 

the president’s party simultaneously controlled a majority in either chamber. During 

instances of unified government, both chambers were coded as under partisan control. 

Notably, the chamber controls do not impact my findings.52 

I then add several standard background controls into my models. First, I include 

major use of force, Again, I use the Blechman and Kaplan (1978) ordinal scale of major-to-

minor uses of force, which makes distinctions based on both the size and the nature of 

force used. There are inherently instances when the scale might seem counterintuitive. 

                                                   

51 Howell and Pevehouse, 59-64. Replication data is available in my technical appendix. Data for the House 
of Representatives was taken from http://history.house.gov/Institution/Party-Divisions/74-Present/ and data 
from the Senate was taken from https://www.senate.gov/history/partydiv.htm.  
52 Results for the two forms of chamber control are not displayed as they do not impact my findings. Coding 
is available in my technical appendix. 
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For instance, extensions of my data set would consider President Donald Trump’s use of 

59 Tomahawk Missiles against Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad’s regime on April 7, 

2017, a “minor” use of force despite some who might argue that it was a “major” 

display.53 Furthermore, events such as the use of the so-called “mother of all bombs” in 

Afghanistan on April 14, 2017, would also be considered a “minor” use of force.54 On 

average, however, the Blechman and Kaplan scale provides the best objective measure 

for my purposes. 

Next, I incorporate unemployment rate data gathered from the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics.55 Presidential job approval prior to incident was extracted from The American 

Presidency Project’s use of Gallup polling data.56 Dichotomous variables for both 

presidential election year and congressional election year were included to determine if there 

were potential election effects. I then control for the Cold War period, which I define as 

beginning on November 7, 1973, when the WPR was passed over President Nixon’s 

                                                   

53 Barbara Starr and Jeremy Diamond. “Trump Launches Missile Strike Against Syria.” CNN. April 7, 2017. 
The illustration of this attack is for illustrative purposes only and occurred outside of the timeframe of my 
analysis. 
54 James Griffiths, Barbara Starr, and Angela Dewan. “U.S. Military Defends Dropping ‘Mother of All 
Bombs’ on ISIS in Afghanistan.” CNN. April 14, 2017. Reference to the MOAB is used for illustrative 
purposes only, and a limitation of descriptions of “major” and “minor” force. Applying my methodology, 
the use of the bomb was covered by the 2001 AUMF, and thus, would not be included if my data set was 
extended through 2017. A complete list of the criteria for each level of major and minor use of force is also 
available in my replication data. 
55 Unemployment rate data is available at https://data.bls.gov/pdq/SurveyOutputServlet. 
56 I purposely incorporated presidential job approval instead of public opinion because opinion data is 
unavailable for every use of force. Presidential job approval is available at 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/data/popularity.php. 
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veto, and extending to December 31, 1991, which is when the Soviet Union officially 

dissolved.57 This time frame does not include approximately 28 years of the Cold War 

period from 1945-1973, and importantly, begins during the post-Vietnam-Watergate era 

known for both (temporary) Congressional reassertion and a change of the 

Congressional landscape. It is important to recognize these characteristics inherent in 

my Cold War variable, as well as consider the impact of other actions that occurred 

between 1973-1991 (e.g., Civil Rights movement, the rise of political polarization), which 

may have impacted reporting. Indeed, the matter of what the substantive import of the 

Cold War variable fully represents remains in doubt, since it is a time period variable and 

so it is perfectly correlated with anything else that matches that periodicity. However, 

the combination of these latter independent variables attempts to best incorporate the 

influences on the decision to notify Congress that figure prominently domestically and 

across the broader international system.58  

Research Limitations. It is worth considering some of this study’s limitations 

before presenting my findings. Foremost, critics might argue that an analysis of 

notifications fails to capture any informal or ex parte communication between a 

                                                   

57 Adjusting the Cold War variable to terminate at the end of 1989 or 1990 does not impact on my findings. 
There are only two events that would be included with a date change, one non-notification and one fully-
compliant notification. 
58 Howell and Pevehouse, 66.  
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president and Congress. After all, “consultation,” which was largely the point of the 

WPR, may occur in less visible circumstances such as phone calls or various sidebar 

meetings. Such instances might conceivably be perceived by either party as either prior 

notification or consultation. This is a fair criticism, and my approach relies only on 

formal notifications because they are more easily distinguishable. I theorize that any 

informal consultation contributes to a president’s perceptions as to the costs and benefits 

of providing a notification and so would be reflected in the decision to notify or not. 

However, I recognize that it is at least theoretically possible that informal consultations 

might substitute for formal notification.59 Secondly, this study also relies on unclassified 

notifications as the foundation for analysis. In background interviews, I became aware of 

the existence of classified reports but not the exact frequency with which they are used. 

It is my impression that the use of such reporting is minimal and would not significantly 

impact my results. Finally, this study mainly describes an interaction as between two, 

monolithic principals -- a president and Congress. It has been well-documented that 

even a president has limited persuasive power over the executive branch (Neustadt 

1980, Allison and Zelikow 1999, Edwards 2009). I argue that using notifications 

                                                   

59 Informal talks, especially with influential members of the opposition party (e.g., President 
Reagan/Congressman Tip O'Neill, President Obama/Senator Richard Lugar), could be consequential in a 
president’s decision-making process. However, I suggest that it is likely that such informal talks would 
accompany a formal notification in the event of a use of force. 
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represent the outcome of processes within the executive branch, especially since they all 

occurred after either the deployment or use of military force. It is more difficult, 

however, to fully account for the possibility of 535 individual opinions within Congress. 

I attempt to account for this dynamic through an explanation of the anticipated actions 

by Congressional co-partisans and partisan opponents. The use of independent variables 

that measure varying degrees of partisan strength represents my effort to best control 

for the variation in opinions.  

3.6 Data Analysis  

Recall that my initial hypotheses were that a president is less likely to provide a 

formal notification when his party has a firm grip in Congress (H1) and that a president is more 

likely to provide a formal notification in major uses of force than during minor uses of force 

regardless of partisan composition (H2). Table 13 displays results for both hypotheses, 

which appear consistent with expectations. I find initial evidence in support of H1 and 

strong evidence in support of H2. The more robust finding seems intuitive, namely, that 

presidents are most likely to provide a notification during a major use of force. 

It is worth considering the incremental changes in the partial models before 

considering the full model, especially given the high correlation between a firm partisan 

grip and unified government. Columns 1-3 display results for percent of Congress in the 

president’s party and columns 4-6 display results for unified government. I incorporate a 
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spline because of turning points evident from locally weighted scatterplot smoothing 

(LOWESS) output. In both columns 1-2, percent of Congress in the president’s party is 

initially statistically insignificant when there is little support in Congress for the 

president’s party (0-42 percent). As a president’s partisan grip increases, however, the 

coefficient reaches statistical significance at 42 percent before turning to a negative 

coefficient above 50 percent.60 While I anticipated a sign change in the coefficient of my 

partisanship indicator, I did not anticipate exactly where this threshold would become 

evident (i.e., 38 percent vice 42 percent). This result is consistent with my a priori 

supposition that there is a turning point for notification that correlates to partisan grip. 

Once a president has a firm partisan grip in Congress, it appears that he is less likely to 

provide a notification. This observation makes sense because a president with 

overwhelming support in Congress might expect little pushback and view notification 

as either a fait accompli or just unnecessary. However, while this effect is present in both 

columns 1-2, the dynamic changes in column 3 -- the coefficients reflecting partisan 

dynamics are no longer statistically significant once I control for the Cold War.  

                                                   

60 The 95-96th Congress (Democratic control), 103rd Congress (Democratic control), 107-109th Congress 
(Republican control), and the 111th Congress (Democratic control), represent the instances when the percent 
of Congress in the president’s party exceeded 50 percent since the passage of the WPR. Notably, the 107th 
Congress was marginally controlled by the president’s party. The Republican Party did not control the 
House of Representatives but Senate control brought the average to above 50 percent. 
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It appears that notification is contingent on the major use of force (significant at the 

p<.01 level) and negatively correlated to Congressional election year and Cold War (both of 

which are significant at the p<0.1 level). This finding suggests that regardless of partisan 

grip, the scale of military force used is a critical indicator regarding when a president is 

likely to notify Congress. This dynamic is also illustrated in columns 4-6, in which 

unified government never reaches statistical significance. I anticipated that unified 

government would reach statistical significance, especially considering the previous 

observations on partisan grip. However, in column 6, the major use of force variable again 

appears to drive whether a president is likely to notify Congress in addition to a period 

effect when controlling for the Cold War (which has a consistently negative relationship 

with notification in the previous model). Both variables are statistically significant at the 

p<.01 level. In Column 7, which represents the full model including both measures of 

partisanship, not only are both variables statistically insignificant, but the additional 

controls (i.e., even Cold War) are drowned out by major use of force.61 Again, even though 

my partisan indicators are highly correlated, this model is suggestive of a stable pattern 

across the variables even though Cold War is no longer statistically significant (i.e., 

                                                   

61 When I control for both Senate Party Control and House Party Control instead of Unified Government and 
Percent of Congress in President’s Party in the full model, Cold War becomes statistically significant at p<0.1. 
Major Use of Force remains statistically significant at p<0.1. 
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columns 3, 6, and 7 are not that different). Notably, I cannot conclude that ceteris paribus 

a president will not notify Congress.  
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Table 12. Will there be an official WPR notification? -- logit with marginal effects 
displayed 

 
        
VARIABLES (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 
        
Unified Government    0.14 0.05 -0.09 0.18 
    (0.13) (0.16) (0.21) (0.29) 
% of Congress in President’s party 
(0 - 42%) 

-1.10 1.86 2.32    2.32 

 (2.61) (2.73) (2.76)    (2.72) 
% of Congress in President’s party 
(42 - 50%) 

6.78*** 8.05*** 1.91    1.93 

 (2.39) (2.42) (4.26)    (4.25) 
% of Congress in President’s party 
(50 - 100%) 

-3.23* -4.87** -2.33    -4.63 

 (1.96) (2.24) (2.66)    (6.40) 
Major Use of Force  0.28*** 0.29***  0.19* 0.27*** 0.29*** 
  (0.09) (0.09)  (0.10) (0.09) (0.09) 
Unemployment Rate  -7.09 -6.34  -9.36** -6.67 -6.22 
  (4.62) (4.57)  (4.51) (4.51) (4.53) 
Presidential Job Approval Prior to 
Incident 

 -0.01 -0.01  -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 

  (0.01) (0.01)  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Presidential Election Year  0.15 0.08  0.04 0.05 0.09 
  (0.11) (0.13)  (0.14) (0.12) (0.12) 
Congressional Election Year  -0.25** -0.23*  -0.16 -0.20* -0.22* 
  (0.12) (0.13)  (0.12) (0.12) (0.13) 
Cold War (1973-1991)   -0.36*   -0.46*** -0.34 
   (0.22)   (0.11) (0.22) 
        
Observations 77 76 76 77 76 76 76 
R-squared 0.10 0.25 0.29 0.01 0.09 0.27 0.29 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
Tables 13 and 14 display results for compliance regarding timeliness (13) and 

withdrawal (14) respectively. Although both tables contain similar results, I model the 

two WPR provisions separately because I do not expect the same conditions to influence 
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them both. For example, if a president chooses to report, it makes little sense that he 

would purposefully fail to report on time, or at least, as quickly as the bureaucratic 

process might accommodate. Otherwise stated, variation in timely notification might be 

attributed to randomness, whereas, violating the 60-day withdrawal provision is likely 

motivated by other factors.  

Since the passage of the WPR, there have been challenges to prompt notification 

that have little if anything to do with any purposeful disregard for the law. One early 

account describes problems regarding transmittal of the reports; notifications were sent 

to members and not their offices, which contributed to delayed Congressional 

responses.62 I was told in multiple background interviews with senior members of the 

Obama administration that it remains a “huge challenge” to make the 48-hour 

notification window. Furthermore, if Congress is not satisfied with the notification, there 

might be a request for a briefing. In short, it appears that there is little reason to suspect 

that even Congress is as concerned with timely reporting, except perhaps as a reference 

point for when the 60-day clock might terminate. While this assertion is ironic given the 

WPRs intent to garner collective judgment before military operations, this dynamic has 

become indicative of the status quo. Indeed, all the notifications since the law's inception 

                                                   

62 Holt, 21-22. 
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were issued either after hostilities were already terminated or a deployment was already 

initiated.  

In contrast to the impediments regarding timely notification, we might expect 

less random variation regarding withdrawal within 60 days. For instance, it seems 

intuitive that presidents would have more latitude to remain beyond 60 days when their 

party holds a firm majority in Congress because members of the president’s party are 

perhaps less likely to invoke the 60-day “trigger.” Yet as the ranks of the partisan 

opposition grow, backlash is more likely and presidents might withdraw within 60 days. 

Indeed, the results in both Table 13 and 14 are consistent with expectations.  

In Table 13, the partisan variables lose statistical significance with increasing 

controls. It appears that presidential compliance regarding the 48-hour notification 

timeline does not even depend on whether there was a major use of force. In fact, there are 

no additional control variables that are statistically significant across the models, which 

implies that variation is random. Of note, I omit the use of a spline in percent of Congress 

in the president’s party because there no longer appear to be turning points commensurate 

with partisan strength in LOWESS output. What accounts for this dynamic? Although 

there is a consistent negative relationship regarding timeliness and my partisan control 

indicators, columns 3, 6, and 7 suggest that there is no statistically significant 

relationship at the p<0.05 level. No variables achieve a level of statistical significance to 

draw conclusions other than random variation.   
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Table 13. Will the incident be reported within 48 hours (compliance)? -- logit with 
marginal effects 

        
VARIABLES (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 
        
Unified Government    -0.29* -0.34 -0.28 -0.08 
    (0.17) (0.21) (0.21) (0.29) 
Percent of Congress in President’s 
Party 

-1.89** -1.81** -1.60*    -1.15 

 (0.83) (0.75) (0.85)    (1.76) 
Major Use of Force  0.14 0.13  0.14 0.12 0.13 
  (0.09) (0.09)  (0.11) (0.10) (0.09) 
Unemployment Rate  6.00 5.87  7.75 6.99 6.16 
  (4.20) (4.11)  (4.99) (4.55) (4.37) 
Presidential Job Approval Prior to 
Incident 

 0.00 0.01  0.01 0.01 0.01 

  (0.01) (0.01)  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Presidential Election Year  0.03 0.02  0.06 0.02 0.02 
  (0.11) (0.11)  (0.12) (0.12) (0.11) 
Congressional Election Year  0.08 0.08  0.06 0.08 0.08 
  (0.11) (0.10)  (0.12) (0.12) (0.11) 
Cold War (1973-1991)   0.06   0.12 0.07 
   (0.11)   (0.10) (0.12) 
        
        
        
Observations 54 54 54 54 54 54 54 
R-squared 0.10 0.20 0.20 0.06 0.206 0.18 0.20 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
Table 14 displays the results for whether withdrawal was conducted within 60 

days conditional on a notification. There is a negative coefficient for percent of Congress in 

the president’s party and the coefficients remain negative across unified government, even if 

not all models were statistically significant. Again, I omit the use of a spline in percent of 

Congress in the president’s party because LOWESS output does not suggest a turning point 
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commensurate with increasing levels of partisan strength. Is this attributed to the same 

story as in Table 14? No. Despite the consistent negative relationship regarding 

withdrawal and partisan indicators, the impact appears to be erased in columns 3 and 6 

(partial models), and in column 7 (full model) by the presence of two variables:  major 

use of force and Cold War. This finding suggests that partisan grip has less explanatory 

power than both the previously described period effect and the scale of military force 

used.   
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Table 14. Will withdrawal be conducted within 60 days (compliance)? -- logit with 
marginal effects 

        
VARIABLES (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 
        
Unified Government    -0.33* -0.33 -0.12 -0.20 
    (0.18) (0.22) (0.21) (0.34) 
Percent of Congress in President’s 
Party 

-1.91* -2.54** -0.40    0.59 

 (1.01) (1.23) (1.28)    (1.76) 
Major Use of Force  -0.21 -0.52**  -0.18 -0.48** -0.45* 
  (0.16) (0.23)  (0.16) (0.24) (0.25) 
Unemployment Rate  -0.63 -4.19  1.37 -4.05 -3.94 
  (6.10) (4.86)  (6.05) (4.69) (4.54) 
Presidential Job Approval Prior to 
Incident 

 0.01 0.01  0.01 0.01 0.00 

  (0.01) (0.01)  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Presidential Election Year  0.01 0.12  0.02 0.12 0.13 
  (0.22) (0.11)  (0.21) (0.10) (0.10) 
Congressional Election Year  0.29* 0.10  0.26 0.10 0.08 
  (0.17) (0.16)  (0.17) (0.15) (0.15) 
Incident report within 48 hours  -0.07 -0.05  -0.04 -0.07 -0.06 
  (0.16) (0.13)  (0.16) (0.11) (0.11) 
Cold War (1973-1991)   0.47***   0.47*** 0.49*** 
   (0.15)   (0.14) (0.15) 
        
        
        
Observations 54 54 54 54 54 54 54 
R-squared 0.06 0.24 0.47 0.06 0.20 0.47 0.47 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
The cross-tabulation in Table 15 further shows that 9 of 10 (90 percent) major 

uses of force in the Cold War were withdrawn within 60 days whereas only 1 of 9 (11 

percent) major uses of force post-Cold War were withdrawn. Overall, 16 of 17 (94 

percent) cases of both major and minor force during the Cold War were withdrawn 
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within 60 days and 23 of 37 (62 percent) cases post-Cold War. Of note, I also analyzed 

the relationship between various policy objectives using a classification system that built 

on that developed by Jentleson (1992). My reason for doing so was motivated by the 

frequent use of military force in support of non-combatant evacuation operations and 

embassy protection operations (30 events). While I did not find any statistically 

significant variables related to outcomes, 17 of 46 total violations occurred during these 

types of military operations, which include 8 of 23 non-notifications. Future reform 

efforts might eliminate notification in these scenarios altogether.  
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Table 15. Percent (N) of reported incidents (by type) leading to a withdrawal within 
60 days 

    

 Major uses of force Minor uses of force Total 

    

Cold War (1973-1991) 90% 

(10) 

100% 

(7) 

94% 

(17) 

    

Post-Cold War (1992-
2014) 

11% 

(9) 

79% 

(28) 

62% 

(37) 

    

Total 53% 

(19) 

83% 

(35) 

72% 

(54) 

    

 
It appears that presidents were much more likely to withdraw within 60 days 

during the Cold War than post-Cold War, at least during the period of the Cold War for 

which there was a WPR (1973-1991). There are several reasonable explanations for this 

dynamic. First, we might attribute the violations to an American unipolar moment after 

the fall of the Soviet Union, or at least, a decreased threat of nuclear retaliation 
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characteristic of the Cold War. After the Soviet Union had dissolved, there were 

conceivably lesser repercussions for a president to use military force.63 Conversely, we 

might also surmise that the Cold War variable is less about the Soviet Union (and 

interstate conflict) and more about other events that occurred during this time frame 

such as the Congressional reassertion emblematic of the post-Vietnam-Watergate era. It 

is plausible that the WPR, certainly after President Nixon’s resignation, had more 

gravitas. The earlier statements of President Ford and President Carter (see page 170), 

and even President Reagan’s signature on the Lebanon Resolution (1983), certainly 

provide anecdotal evidence in support of this assertion. Much like my considerations of 

partisan grip, however, there are hazards of over-theorizing based upon a period. While 

the partisan indicators were increasingly less significant in my models, I am not 

confident that future scenarios should dismiss partisanship altogether. 

  

                                                   

63 This is not to claim that the U.S. did not use military force during the Cold War, rather, suggest that it did 
less so against core Soviet interests. 
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3.7 Conclusions and Possible Research Extensions  

The purpose of this study was to determine why compliance with the WPR has 

been inconsistent, specifically focusing on the formal and legal dimensions involved 

with reporting. I argue that historical patterns in reporting provide insight as to how a 

president perceives the balance in war powers at a specific time and find that presidents 

appear to abide by the law when the political benefits exceed the political costs. While 

the conventional wisdom is that presidents can deploy troops for extended periods of 

time by fulfilling an administrative process, the story is more complex. I hypothesized 

that there was a strong partisan dynamic regarding both notification and compliance but 

the data largely refutes this supposition. Yet, I remain hesitant to reject the future 

consideration of the possibility outright as it is not unrelated to calculating political 

costs. 

Indeed, this study provides weak evidence to suggest that a president is more 

likely to provide a formal notification when his partisan grip in Congress is on balance 

with the opposition party (i.e., <.42 to <.50). It initially appears that there is a turning 

point, and that as a president’s partisan control over Congress increases beyond 50 

percent, he becomes increasingly less likely to provide a WPR notification. This suggests 

that there may be a more nuanced description than previous scholarship that analyzes 

the impact of unified or divided government, and that presidents do not anticipate a 

negative reaction from their party. However, I find somewhat stronger evidence that a 
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president is more likely to provide a formal notification in major uses of force regardless 

of partisan composition. Major uses of force appear to wash out the importance of 

partisan grip.  

I then turn to the additional formal and legal dimensions of WPR compliance --

both timeliness (i.e., notification within 48 hours) and withdrawal (i.e., within 60 days). 

Although I find a consistently negative relationship with both variables and various 

degrees of partisan control, partisan grip loses statistical significance across my models 

with added controls. In terms of compliance to the 48-hour provision, it appears that a 

president’s party power (or any other variable) has little impact and that variation in 

timely reporting is random. This is an unsurprising result and suggests that late 

reporting might be impacted by other factors such as bureaucratic issues that have 

plagued the WPR since its inception or broader Congressional deference in minor uses 

of force. If a president is going to report, it does not make sense that he would report late 

as there is little-to-no advantage for doing so.64   

                                                   

64 One plausible scenario is that a president intentionally chooses not to report until a situation is under 
control. In such a case, a president could say that even though he reported late, he did not totally dismiss the 
WPR. While such a case is conceivable, there is scant evidence to suggest that late reporting is intentional 
conditional on reporting altogether. 
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The analysis of a 60-day withdrawal, however, presents a more interesting 

finding. During the period of the Cold War examined (1973-1991), presidents, after a 

major use of force, were more likely to withdraw within 60 days 90 percent of the time, a 

dynamic that has since changed significantly. This seems consistent with the standard 

Vietnam trauma argument, and that as the shock faded, especially after the Cold War 

(and exacerbated by September 11, 2001), it lessened the pressure on short interventions. 

For example, after the Cold War, the likelihood of withdrawal within 60 days after a 

major use of force was reduced to 11 percent. The president’s first mover advantage 

appears to have put the burden on Congress to forestall presidential action, allowing 

presidents to maintain a high degree of discretion. This is increasingly important 

because liberal interpretations of existing AUMFs have, arguably, further 

accommodated expanded military operations. This dynamic provides justification for 

why I am hesitant to completely write-off the importance of partisan grip. 

For example, consider the notifications submitted by the Obama administration 

from 2009-2014 in Table 16. Unlike Tables 12-15, I include supplemental reports to 

demonstrate a marked uptick in reporting that occurred in 2011. These reports were 

purposefully excluded throughout the previous tables because they mostly appeared at 

regular intervals and would detract from my analysis. However, this changed during 

the Obama administration. Curiously, most of the supplemental reports in 2014 are 

related to the reintroduction of forces against ISIS in both Syria and Iraq. According to 
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the Obama administration, however, these operations were authorized under the 2001 

and 2002 AUMF.65 So, in theory, these instances should not have required additional 

reporting outside of the six-month supplemental report. So why did the administration 

report? The increase in reporting is worthy of further examination. 

President Obama had a firm partisan grip in Congress until the 2010 midterm 

elections. Until that point, the administration provided only four reports (all were 

supplemental reports) in his first two years in office. Those supplemental reports 

constitute a legacy chain from his predecessor and describe continued military 

operations across the globe. President Obama’s first report following the 2010 midterm 

elections, was an initial notification in response to the imposition of a no-fly zone over 

Libya in 2011. Lawmakers from both sides of the aisle argued that he had violated the 

WPR, and the administration may have made the situation worse by stating that the 

actions taken did not constitute hostilities (Koh 2011). This major use of force, which 

became subject to much public scrutiny, served as a turning point in the administration’s 

reporting altogether because it happened to coincide with a fundamental change in 

President Obama’s political strength:  the loss of firm Democratic control of Congress.66  

                                                   

65 See Obama (2016). See also Charlie Savage. “White House Invites Congress to Approve ISIS Strikes, but 
Says It Isn’t Necessary.” The New York Times. September 10, 2014. 
66 Charlie Savage. “Attack Renews Debate Over Congressional Consent.” The New York Times. March 21, 
2011; David A. Fahrenthold. “Lawmakers Questions Whether Obama is Adhering to War Powers Resolution 
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Following the midterm elections, the Democratic Party never again had greater than 50 

percent control in Congress during President Obama’s tenure, and behavior regarding 

WPR notifications changed accordingly. After this incident, the administration began 

reporting “any time a crew-served weapon was employed,” a much more stringent 

standard than that espoused in the WPR.67 I argue that this change in behavior provides 

further evidence that we cannot blindly dismiss the shifting partisan dynamics for 

exclusive explanations of either a post-Cold War occurrence or a major use of force. 

Table 16. Reporting trends during the Obama administration 

Year Initial 
Notifications 

Supplemental 
Reports 

Total 
Reports 

Percent President 
Party Power 

2009 0 2 2 0.587 

2010 0 2 2 0.587 
2011 2 2 4 0.456 
2012 3 2 5 0.456 
2013 4 3 7 0.475 
2014 2 14 16 0.475 

 
While an increase in reporting from the Obama administration might be 

perceived as a positive development, we might be troubled by the broader implications 

                                                   

in Libya.” The Washington Post. May 25, 2011; and, Reid J. Epstein. “Lawmakers Sue Over Libya.” POLITICO. 
June 15, 2011. 
67 While I found no specific policy paper that stated a crew-served weapon was the standard criteria, 
multiple background interviewees suggested as such. These interviews included senior White House 
officials (who corroborated that there was a focus on what constituted being “equipped for combat”), a 
senior Pentagon official, and a professional staffer on the House Armed Services Committee. 
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that buttress the uptick. From a normative perspective, we should be concerned that the 

pattern we are observing is less “Congressional oversight of the executive” and more 

“opposite party oversight of the executive.” Such a partisan dynamic might be 

extrapolated to future administrations. For example, President Trump, who has a firm 

partisan grip on Congress, filed an initial report on April 8, 2017, following a missile 

strike against the Syrian regime (as opposed to an already “authorized” strike against 

ISIS).68 While this initial notification was timely, recent reports of airstrikes against “pro-

regime” forces suggest that the intervention has already exceeded 60 days.69 This 

violation is unsurprising through the lens of my analytic framework. 

This leads me to revisit the more basic question of whether the WPR works. Even 

though this study was not optimized for addressing this issue, it appears that while the 

WPR does not empower generalized Congressional oversight of the executive, it may 
                                                   

68 As of April 2017, the percent president party power is .545. This calculation considers the five vacant seats 
in the House of Representatives and uses a denominator of 530 instead of 535. 
69 Donald J. Trump. "Letter to Congressional Leaders on United States Military Action Against Syria." April 
8, 2017. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=123728. President Trump’s air strike was not covered by an 
existing AUMF; however, strikes on pro-regime forces have reportedly extended beyond 60 days. See Aria 
Bendix. “U.S. Carries Out Another Airstrike in Syria.” The Atlantic. June 6, 2017. Available online at:   
https://www.theatlantic.com/news/archive/2017/06/us-carries-out-another-airstrike-in-syria/529380/. See 
also “Coalition Statement on Actions Near At Tanf, Syria.” Combined Joint Task Force Operation Inherent 
Resolve. June 6, 2017. Available online at:  
https://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/features/2014/0814_iraq/docs/20170606-03-
Coalition_statementon_At_Tanf.pdf?ver=2017-06-06-144816-927. Notably, President Trump did submit a 
supplemental report describing the global deployment of forces consistent with historical patterns on June 6, 
2017. Donald J. Trump. "Letter to Congressional Leaders on the Global Deployment of United States 
Combat-Equipped Armed Force." June 6, 2017. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American 
Presidency Project. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=126290.  
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empower more partisan oversight of the executive. This leads me to further consider 

whether the WPR adds much beyond what a partisan Congress could do without it. 

Candidly, there are no good answers to either question. Part of the problem might be 

attributed to the existing AUMFs. For example, if we assume that the WPR constrains 

the president like a funnel, then the AUMFs re-open the aperture around 2001-2002, to 

resemble more of an hourglass shape. Indeed, there is good reason to believe that 

Congress is willing to cede discretion to the executive, and that a president is more than 

willing to maximize it. After all, so long as military operations are successful, Congress 

is more willing to support the president. Looking to the future, a major question posed 

by this analysis is whether we should have to rely on divided government or the size of 

force for presidential accountability to Congress, and thus, the American people, in the 

conflict initiation stage. After all, the nation might apply a higher bar for the conduct of 

military operations. While the WPR remains imperfect, a healthy democracy collectively 

ensures that military operations do not confuse legality with prudence (Brooks 2016, 

Wharton 2017). 

Accordingly, future research might continue to refine our understanding of 

decisions to use military force. Analysts might look at the broader ecosystem of 

“opportunities” to use force to determine if the WPR has led to a more selective criterion 

(i.e., prudence or strategy selection) by presidents. This approach would require the 

extension of an existing database such as that developed by Howell and Pevehouse 
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(2007), which accounts for both uses of force and the “dogs that don’t bark.” Further 

research might also explore how (and if) presidents consulted with Congress before the 

WPR. What mechanisms did they use? Although flawed, it is worth further inquiry as to 

other ways in which the WPR constitutes an improvement from the period post-World 

War II and before the law's inception beyond notification or consultation. For example, 

scholars might consider whether the WPR serves a non-obvious purpose such as a 

signaling effect to foreign audiences (i.e., does it persuade an adversary to change its 

behavior?), which subsequently might influence potential audience costs (Halperin and 

Kanter 1973, Fearon 1994, Trachtenberg 2012). If there is evidence of either, this would 

be a previously unconsidered externality with policy ramifications. Finally, this paper 

examines the presidential decision to notify Congress. A logical next step is to consider 

various Congressional reactions to a notification. Presumably, a notification should 

inspire some action either direct or indirect. While cataloging the indirect actions (e.g., 

speeches, media appearances) presents a challenge for researchers from a 

methodological perspective, they might better inform our understanding of the 

interbranch politics that underpin decisions to use military force.



 

 
221 

Conclusion 
The motivation for focusing my dissertation on decisions to use military force 

was born out of my participation in several combat tours post-September 11, 2001. As 

stated earlier, the purpose of this dissertation was not to make judgment calls on specific 

decisions, rather, interrogate the conditions under which these decisions are made. I 

argue that there is a very real policy concern if decisions are made unchecked and 

without what Eisenhower described as an “alert and knowledgeable citizenry.”1 This 

sentiment is both non-partisan and consistent with democratic values.2  

While writing this dissertation, I spent one year serving on the National Security 

Council as Deputy Executive Secretary, and later, as Chief of Staff to the Deputy 

National Security Advisor for Strategy. This was the second time I was assigned to the 

Executive Office of the President, once during the Obama administration and once 

during the Trump administration. During my tenure, there were several decisions to use 

military force ranging from continued operations in places such as Iraq and Afghanistan 

to an increase in operations in Syria. Just as past presidents made decisions, there were a 
                                                   

1 Dwight D. Eisenhower. “Farewell Radio and Television Address to the American People.” January 17, 
1961. Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley. The American Presidency Project. Accessed online at:  
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/234856.  
2 See also Jaron S. Wharton. “What’s in a Body Count? A Deafening Silence.” War on the Rocks. March 1, 
2017. Accessed online at:  https://warontherocks.com/2017/03/whats-in-a-body-count-a-deafening-silence/. 
Jaron S. Wharton. “Congress, the President, and the Dwindling  Oversight of War.” Defense One. May 12, 
2017. Accessed online at:  https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2017/05/congress-president-and-dwindling-
oversight-war/137795/.   
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variety of stakeholders involved, and historical records will no doubt reveal divisions in 

the room before decisions were made. Those divisions were informed by a wide range of 

variables:  bureaucratic positions, public opinion, personal relationships, pre-tenure 

belief systems, and so on. The scope of these decisions likely diverge from the wildest 

expectations of the Framers, but so does their import.  

In my first article, I argued that appreciating the influence of domestic politics on 

any American decision to use military force requires an understanding of at least two 

important factors -- the changing relations between the executive and legislative 

branches of government and the impact of public opinion on both branches of 

government. Though Congress still frequently defers to a president on decisions to use 

force, it is more relevant than most outside observers would claim. Presidents need 

Congressional support for large-scale and enduring operations. Decisions to use military 

force are not equally shared, but either branch does not universally dominate them. This 

dynamic could change; however, and researchers are uniquely positioned to reveal 

when and if this becomes the case.  

The most obvious questions on this topic, such as whether the president or 

Congress should have sole autonomy on the use of force, are settled. The focus of future 

research must address the finer points of the debate to ensure that neither branch in the 

American government receives a blank check. The literature suggests Congress has 

become more assertive over time, though it might lack the capability to be assertive 
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enough to forestall an initial presidential decision to use force. For example, the efficacy 

of the WPR as a guard against presidential overreach should be continuously re-

evaluated, and my analysis provides a foundation for future efforts. As the scope of 

American military operations has dramatically increased, it has done so commensurate 

with presidential efforts to avoid limitations against his (and eventually her) discretion 

to use force.  

Indeed, these leaders are imperfect, and their decisions are laden with variables. 

As I have argued, leaders are a by-product of their early life experiences and are 

constrained by the choices available to them in the institutions in which they operate. 

They each vary in their predispositions, and their decision-making will continue to be 

shaped by threats both real or perceived. After all, leaders, like the rest of us, possess 

merely human minds. The extent to which institutions check their wildest inclinations 

has ebbed and flowed over the American experience and will continue to do so -- a 

dynamic that provides analysts all the more reason to aggressively pursue research as to 

how these decisions are made. 
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Appendix A. Survey Questions and Results as of 
November 29, 2016 

I define risk as the likelihood to use armed force. Risky individuals are more 

likely to make choices in which high costs, as well as high potential gains, are at stake in 

situations where others would hesitate to act. 

Question 1:  Please rearrange the following U.S. presidents (1-11) based upon your 

perception of their "riskiness," 1 being the highest risk and 11 being the lowest risk. 

Please consider the U.S. presidents as stand-alone figures and not in the entire 

confluence of events, contingency, and context that put them in certain conditions to 

use/not use force. 

*Participants were asked to rearrange a list of presidents in order of risk. 

Question 2:  Considerate of your response to Question 1, how would you categorize this 

sample of American presidents relative to your perception of the median risk for 

the entire population of American presidents?  

You may have a disproportionate number of presidents in either column. Please assume 

that no president constitutes the exact value of median risk. 

*Participants were asked to place the presidents in one of two bins, “higher than median 

risk” or “lower than median risk.”  
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Table 17. Historians’ assessments of presidential risk1 

 
 
  

                                                   

1 Although Roosevelt was included in the survey, he was not included throughout my paper due to a lack of 
data for the use of military force. Separately, historians were asked to classify the risk associated with 15 
military operations during the period, though I ended up not using this information in my analysis in a 
more meaningful way. 

Low Risk compared to all US Presidents

High Risk compared to all US Presidents
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Appendix B. Supplemental Figures and Tables 

 

Figure 6. Impact of leader traits within the combined model, 95% confidence 
intervals2 

  

                                                   

2 This chart depicts the coefficients from the composite model (i.e., Table 6, Column 3) except tenure in office 
days/1000, years since major initiation, and years since major initiation^2. These are excluded for 
presentation purposes only. The 95 percent confidence intervals show that the coefficients are almost 
entirely distinguishable from zero (see the opportunities variable). It appears they are distinguishable using 
a 90 percent confidence interval (Figure 7). An inability to distinguish from zero is possibly a limitation of 
my small-N and provides an additional justification for a mixed methods approach. 

Graduate degree

Occupation: business career

Age

Opportunities for conflict/100

Occupation: blue collar

Divorced

Occupation: career politician

Occupation: military career

Military service, combat

Military service, no combat

-.5 0 .5 1 1.5
Negative Binomial Model Coefficients (95%)
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Figure 7. Impact of leader traits within the combined model, 90% confidence intervals 

  

Graduate degree

Occupation: business career

Age

Opportunities for conflict/100

Occupation: blue collar

Divorced

Occupation: career politician

Occupation: military career

Military service, combat

Military service, no combat

-.5 0 .5 1 1.5
Negative Binomial Model Coefficients (90% CI)
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Table 18. Negative binomial model of number of uses of military force (includes last 
war won)3 

 

  

                                                   

3 Unlike Tables 5 and 6, this model includes the variable “Last war won.” This variable is dichotomous and 
represents whether the last war was won or resulted in a loss/draw. 

 (1) (2) (3) 
 Basic model Opportunities Combined model 
Military service, no combat 1.40*** 

(0.47) 
 1.22*** 

(0.46) 
Military service, combat 1.14*** 

(0.35) 
 1.03*** 

(0.33) 
Graduate degree -0.57*** 

(0.13) 
 -0.47*** 

(0.14) 
Occupation: Military career 0.85*** 

(0.13) 
 0.69*** 

(0.19) 
Occupation: Business -0.34*** 

(0.03) 
 -0.24*** 

(0.08) 
Occupation: Career politician 0.69*** 

(0.24) 
 0.66*** 

(0.23) 
Occupation: Blue collar 0.35*** 

(0.05) 
 0.36*** 

(0.04) 
Age -0.04*** 

(0.01) 
 -0.04*** 

(0.01) 
Divorced 0.58*** 

(0.13) 
 0.56*** 

(0.13) 
Tenure in office in days/1000 0.04 

(0.21) 
-0.11 
(0.13) 

0.04 
(0.19) 

Years since major initiation -2.31*** 
(0.71) 

-2.08*** 
(0.66) 

-2.21*** 
(0.71) 

(Years since major initiation)^2 1.05*** 
(0.36) 

0.91*** 
(0.33) 

1.00*** 
(0.36) 

Last war won 0.17 
(0.17) 

 0.14 
(0.18) 

Opportunities for conflict/100  0.15*** 
(0.03) 

0.07 
(0.04) 

    
Constant 3.43*** 

(0.18) 
1.68*** 
(0.19) 

3.15*** 
(0.28) 

Observations 57 57 57 
Log-likelihood -140.19 -146.47 -139.29 
Standard errors in parentheses. ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1     
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Table 19. Leader risk and conflict initiation -- results of out-of-sample testing (50/50 
split)4 

 

                                                   

4 Unlike in Table 8 (i.e., a more traditional 75/25 split), Tables 19 and 20 do not work for my purposes 
because I have less data to generate a risk score. Also, it is difficult to compare these models because with 
fewer observations predicting several coefficients I have multicollinearity problems. Therefore, Stata drops 
some of my coefficients, which I shaded in gray above. 

 (1) (2) 
 Leader Risk Model On 

50% Of Data 
Combined Model On    

50% Of Data 
Military experience – no combat 9.91** 

(4.93) 
 

Military experience - combat 3.60** 
(1.50) 

 

Has graduate education 5.04* 
(2.63) 

 

Occupation: Military career 14.08** 
(6.84) 

 

Occupation: Business 20.24* 
(10.46) 

 

Occupation: Career politician  
 

 

Occupation: Blue collar 12.07** 
(6.03) 

 

Age -1.05** 
(0.51) 

 

Divorced 20.54** 
(9.72) 

 

Days in office/1000 2.72* 
(1.52) 

 

Years since major initiation -37.40** 
(18.03) 

 

(Years since major initiation)2  
 

 

Opportunities for conflict/100 -0.05 
(0.08) 

 

Predicted Leader Risk Score  0.00 
  (0.00) 

 
Constant 45.37** 

(20.98) 
1.83*** 
(0.14) 

Observations 24 33 
Log-likelihood -48.96 -89.78 
Note:  First, leader-period observations were randomly assigned a number from 0 to 1 (using a uniform distribution). Next, all leaders with a 
number above .50 were assigned to sample A, and the rest were assigned to sample B. The full model of leader characteristics was run on 
sample A, and results of this estimation were used to calculate predicted risk scores for sample B. These risk scores were then regressed on 
conflict initiation to see the strength of the relationship between the predicted risk score and conflict initiation for observations not in the 
original regression. Standard errors in parentheses. ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1 
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Table 20. Leader risk and conflict initiation -- results of out-of-sample testing (25/75 
split) 

 

  

 (1) (2) 
 Leader Risk Model On 

25% Of Data 
Combined Model On    

75% Of Data 
Military experience – no combat -11.19 

(17.70) 
 

Military experience - combat -22.54 
(20.04) 

 

Has graduate education 22.98 
(13.98) 

 

Occupation: Military career -1.64 
(2.17) 

 

Occupation: Business 18.40** 
(9.35) 

 

Occupation: Career politician  
 

 

Occupation: Blue collar  
 

 

Age 1.44 
(1.34) 

 

Divorced  
 

 

Days in office/1000 -4.12 
(3.88) 

 

Years since major initiation -19.09*** 
(1.26) 

 

(Years since major initiation)2  
 

 

Opportunities for conflict/100 0.17 
(0.15) 

 

Predicted Leader Risk Score  0.00 
(0.00) 

   
Constant -87.02 

(75.87) 
1.95*** 
(0.15) 

Observations 13 44 
Log-likelihood -23.35 -126.41 
Note:  First, leader-period observations were randomly assigned a number from 0 to 1 (using a uniform distribution).  Next, all leaders with a 
number above .75 were assigned to sample A, and the rest were assigned to sample B. The full model of leader characteristics was run on 
sample A, and results of this estimation were used to calculate predicted risk scores for sample B. These risk scores were then regressed on 
conflict initiation to see the strength of the relationship between the predicted risk score and conflict initiation for observations not in the 
original regression. Standard errors in parentheses. ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1   

 



 

 
231 

Table 21. Opportunities and the use of military force by president (Howell and 
Pevehouse 2005, 2007) 

  

President Opportunities Major Uses of Force Total Military Force Ratio of Total Military 
Force to Opportunity

Jimmy Carter 492 5 22 4.47
George H.W. Bush 714 9 31 4.34

Gerald Ford 632 7 22 3.48
John Kennedy 1244 12 41 3.30

Lyndon Johnson 1562 16 49 3.14
Harry Truman 1393 11 36 2.58
Ronald Reagan 3068 36 76 2.48
Richard Nixon 1641 8 30 1.83

Dwight Eisenhower 3236 28 59 1.82
William Clinton 1010 9 17 1.68

Total 14992 141 383 2.55
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Table 22. OLS models of biographical traits; alternative dependent variables5 

  
                                                   

5 Column 1 contains a standard OLS model. Unlike the negative binomial I ultimately chose, this model fails 
to capture the distribution of a dependent variable when it is a count variable. Column 2 contains an odd-
based ratio, and though several of the coefficients are statistically significant, it is difficult to interpret the 
results. For example, as I described on page 76, a positive coefficient could be because of a relationship with 
the numerator or the denominator. While this dynamic contributed to my model selection, the more 
important consideration was that I am interested in the relationship of the variables with uses of force 
(which the ratio does not provide), not with opportunities to use force. Column 3 displays the results with 
opportunities as the dependent variable. This was used to address concerns of multicollinearity between 
opportunities and biographical traits (see page 77). 

 (1) (2) (3) 
 # of uses of force  100*(# of uses of 

force/opportunities 
for use of force) 

# of 
opportunities 
to use force 

Military service, no combat 5.42** 
(1.79) 

0.85 
(0.82) 

1.72*** 
(0.02) 

Military service, combat 6.13*** 
(1.75) 

1.61* 
(0.79) 

1.46*** 
(0.26) 

Graduate degree -2.30*** 

(0.41) 

0.21 

(0.18) 

-1.02*** 

(0.23) 
Occupation: Military career 2.81*** 

(0.73) 
-0.47*** 
(0.12) 

2.01*** 
(0.02) 

Occupation: Business -1.10 

(0.61) 

1.10*** 

(0.17) 

-1.29*** 

(0.13) 
Occupation: Career politician 2.79** 

(0.98) 
1.45** 
(0.47) 

-0.17 
(0.11) 

Occupation: Blue collar 1.60*** 
(0.17) 

1.00*** 
(0.11) 

-0.40*** 
(0.05) 

Age -0.34*** 
(0.05) 

-0.09*** 
(0.01) 

-0.054** 
(0.02) 

Divorced 5.80*** 
(0.61) 

1.82*** 
(0.33) 

0.90 
(0.64) 

Tenure in office in days/1000 0.44 

(1.33) 

0.070 

(0.58) 

 

Years since major initiation -7.07*** 
(2.02) 

-4.47*** 
(1.24) 

 

(Years since major 
initiation)^2 

3.09*** 
(0.94) 

2.00*** 
(0.61) 

 

Opportunities for 
conflict/100 

0.55 
(0.35) 

  

    
Constant 20.3*** 

(2.24) 
6.77*** 
(0.65) 

5.16*** 
(1.03) 

Observations 57 57 57 
R2 0.51 0.25 0.47 
Standard errors in parentheses. Robust standard errors are clustered by individual. ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1 
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Appendix C. Timeline of the Iran Hostage Crisis 
• January 16, 1979   Shah departs Iran 

• February 1, 1979   Khomeini returns to Iran from exile in Paris 

• February 14, 1979   Initial seizure of U.S. Embassy in Tehran; Iranian  

government intervenes and hostages are released 

• April 1, 1979   Islamic Republic is declared in Iran 

• July 15, 1979  Carter delivers his crisis of confidence (i.e. “malaise”)  

speech 

• July 17, 1979  Carter considers significant Cabinet reshuffling  

• September 28, 1979  U.S. learns Shah has become ill and he may request entry  

• October 20, 1979   Carter decides to allow the Shah to enter the U.S. for  

medical treatment after learning he has a malignant  

lymphoma 

• October 22, 1979   Shah enters the U.S. 

• October 30, 1979   Iranian government requests extradition of the Shah for  

trial 

• November 4, 1979  Approximately 3,000 students overrun U.S. Embassy in  

Tehran; 66 hostages taken 

• November 5, 1979  Brzezinski chairs first Special Coordinating Committee on  

hostage crisis  
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• November 6, 1979   Four high-level meetings; it becomes evident that the  

situation will not be resolved quickly; planning begins for  

a possible rescue operation; resignation of Iranian Prime  

Minister Bazargan 

• November 7, 1979  U.S. emissaries sent to negotiate with Khomeini; denied  

entry 

• November 9, 1979  Carter meets with the hostages’ families at the State  

Department 

• November 12, 1979  U.S. places an embargo on all Iranian oil products 

• November 14, 1979  Carter declares a State of National Emergency; Iranian  

assets held in the U.S. are frozen 

• November 17, 1979  Khomeini releases 13 hostages who were women or  

African American (claimed not to be “American spies”);  

successful use of PLO as an intermediary 

• November 20, 1979  Great Mosque in Mecca is seized by militants 

• November 21, 1979  U.S. Embassy in Pakistan invaded and two  

servicemembers are killed; Vance orders reduction of  

personnel at select posts throughout the region 

• November 28, 1979  Carter makes television appearance (U.S. seeks peaceful  

resolution to the crisis); Iranian Foreign Minister Bani-Sadr  

dismissed and replaced by Sadegh Ghotbzadeh 

 



 

 
235 

• December 4, 1979   UN Security Council passes unanimous resolution  

Regarding hostage release 

• December 7, 1979  Carter declares “I am not going to take any military action  

that would cause bloodshed or cause the unstable captors  

of our hostages to attack or punish them.” 

• December 26, 1979  Soviet Union invades Afghanistan 

• December 31, 1979  UN Security Council calls for sanctions if the hostages are  

not released within seven days  

• January 1, 1980   UN Secretary General Waldheim visits Iran 

• January 13, 1980   UN sanctions are vetoed by Soviet Union 

• January 23, 1980   “Carter Doctrine” espoused during State of the Union 

• January 28, 1980   Bani-Sadr becomes the President of Iran; six hostages  

escape with Canadian assistance 

• February 23, 1980  UN Commission in Iran; Khomeini instructs Revolutionary 

Council not to let them visit the hostages unless  

preconditions are met (through March 11, 1980) 

• March 16, 1980  CIA report estimates 60 percent hostages will be lost in  

rescue 

• March 22, 1980   Carter, Vice President Mondale, and Vance receive a  

briefing on latest plans for rescue operation; Carter agrees  

to reconnaissance flight into Iran  
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• March 25, 1980   Carter sends letter to Bani-Sadr demanding transfer of  

hostages or “non-belligerent” measures, to date withheld,  

would be executed; allies urge restraint; Ted Kennedy  

defeats Carter in New York primary 

• April 1, 1980  Wisconsin primary announcement that the hostages would 

be home soon 

• April 1-4, 1980   Negotiations with Bani-Sadr collapse; hostages not  

transferred to Iranian government  

• April 7, 1980   Carter cuts diplomatic ties with Iran and institutes new  

sanctions 

• April 11, 1980   Carter decides during NSC to attempt the rescue mission;  

Vance not present  

• April 15, 1980   NSC held to accommodate Vance’s objections; no change  

in decision 

• April 16, 1980   Carter hosts thorough review of rescue mission  

• April 21, 1980   Vance submits resignation 

• April 24, 1980   Rescue attempt; decision to abort mission after losing the  

minimum helicopters needed to support the rescue;  

disaster strikes 

• April 25, 1980   Carter issues a statement accepting full responsibility for  

mission 

• April 28, 1980   Vance’s resignation is official 
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• July 1980    Carter issues Presidential Directive 59 (update to  

deterrence)  

• July 28, 1980   Shah dies in Egypt 

• August 14, 1980  Carter earns Democratic nomination 

• September 9, 1980  First Iranian diplomatic overtures with access to Khomeini 

• September 22, 1980  Iraq invades Iran 

• November 4, 1980  Reagan defeats Carter in the Presidential election 

• January 20, 1981   53 hostages released minutes following Reagan’s  

inauguration 

• January 21, 1981   Carter greets hostages in Germany 
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Appendix D. Instances when there was No WPR 
Notification (Non-Notification; N=23)     

President Date of Incident Location Major or Minor         
Use of Force 

Richard Nixon 7/22/74 Cyprus Minor 
Gerald Ford 06/20/76 Lebanon Minor 
Gerald Ford 08/21/76 Korea Major 
Jimmy Carter 05/19/78 Zaire Minor 

Ronald Reagan 3/1/1981                                                                            
(specific date undetermined) El Salvador Minor 

Ronald Reagan 08/19/81 Libya Minor 
Ronald Reagan 03/18/83 Egypt Minor 
Ronald Reagan 06/05/84 Persian Gulf Minor 
Ronald Reagan 10/10/85 Italy (Achille Lauro) Minor 
Ronald Reagan 03/25/86 Honduras Minor 
Ronald Reagan 03/26/86 Libya Minor 
Ronald Reagan 07/18/86 Bolivia Minor 
Ronald Reagan 03/16/88 Honduras Major 

Ronald Reagan 4/1/88                                                                                                        
(specific date undetermined) Panama Major 

Ronald Reagan 01/04/89 Libya Minor 

George H.W. 
Bush 09/15/89 Colombia, Bolivia, and 

Peru Minor 

George H.W. 
Bush 08/06/90 Liberia Major 

George H.W. 
Bush 

09/25/91 Zaire Minor 

George H.W. 
Bush 05/03/92 Sierra Leone Minor 

Bill Clinton 02/28/93 Bosnia Minor 
Bill Clinton 06/06/98 Eritrea Minor 

George W. Bush 10/29/02 Central African 
Republic 

Minor 

Barack Obama 12/12/13 Burundi and Central 
African Republic Minor 
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Appendix E. WPR Compliance Conditional on 
Notification (N=54) 

President 

Date of 
Incident or 
Date of 
Report 

Location 
Timeliness 
(Within 48 
hours)? 

Withdrawal 
(Within 60 
Days)? 

Major or 
Minor 
Use of 
Force 

Gerald 
Ford 

4/4/75 Vietnam Yes Yes Major 

Gerald 
Ford 

04/12/75 Cambodia Yes Yes Major 

Gerald 
Ford 

05/15/75 
Cambodia 
(Mayaguez) 

Yes Yes Major 

Jimmy 
Carter 

04/26/80 Iran Yes Yes Major 

Ronald 
Reagan 

08/24/82 Lebanon Yes Yes Major 

Ronald 
Reagan 

08/08/83 Chad Yes Yes Major 

Ronald 
Reagan 

10/25/83 Grenada Yes No Major 

Ronald 
Reagan 

04/16/86 Libya Yes Yes Major 

Ronald 
Reagan 

09/24/87 Persian Gulf No Yes Minor 

Ronald 
Reagan 

10/10/87 Persian Gulf Yes Yes Minor 

Ronald 
Reagan 

10/20/87 Persian Gulf Yes Yes Minor 

Ronald 
Reagan 

04/19/88 Persian Gulf Yes Yes Minor 

Ronald 
Reagan 

07/04/88 Persian Gulf Yes Yes Minor 

Ronald 
Reagan 

07/14/88 Persian Gulf Yes Yes Minor 
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President 

Date of 
Incident or 
Date of 
Report 

Location 
Timeliness 
(Within 48 
hours)? 

Withdrawal 
(Within 60 
Days)? 

Major or 
Minor 
Use of 
Force 

George 
H.W. Bush 

12/02/89 Philippines Yes Yes Minor 

George 
H.W. Bush 

12/21/89 Panama Yes Yes Major 

George 
H.W. Bush 

08/09/90 Iraq Yes Yes Major 

George 
H.W. Bush 

12/10/92 Somalia Yes No Major 

Bill Clinton 04/13/93 Bosnia Yes No Major 
Bill Clinton 07/09/93 Macedonia No No Major 
Bill Clinton 10/20/93 Haiti Yes No Major 
Bill Clinton 04/12/94 Rwanda No Yes Minor 
Bill Clinton 08/01/94 Rwanda No Yes Minor 
Bill Clinton 04/11/96 Liberia Yes Yes Minor 

Bill Clinton 05/23/96 
Central African 
Republic 

No Yes Minor 

Bill Clinton 12/02/96 Rwanda and Zaire No Yes Minor 
Bill Clinton 03/15/97 Albania Yes Yes Minor 
Bill Clinton 03/27/97 Congo and Gabon No Yes Minor 
Bill Clinton 05/30/97 Sierra Leone Yes Yes Minor 
Bill Clinton 07/11/97 Cambodia Yes Yes Major 
Bill Clinton 06/12/98 Guinea-Bissau Yes Yes Minor 

Bill Clinton 08/10/98 
Kenya and 
Tanzania 

No Yes Minor 

Bill Clinton 08/18/98 Albania Yes Yes Minor 

Bill Clinton 08/21/98 
Afghanistan and 
Sudan 

Yes Yes Minor 

Bill Clinton 09/29/98 Liberia Yes Yes Minor 

Bill Clinton 03/26/99 Yugoslavia/Kosovo Yes No Major 
Bill Clinton 10/08/99 East Timor No No Minor 
Bill Clinton 05/12/00 Sierra Leone Yes Yes Minor 
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President 

Date of 
Incident or 
Date of 
Report 

Location 
Timeliness 
(Within 48 
hours)? 

Withdrawal 
(Within 60 
Days)? 

Major or 
Minor 
Use of 
Force 

Bill Clinton 10/14/00 Yemen Yes Yes Minor 
George W. 
Bush 

09/26/02 Cote d’Ivoire Yes Yes Minor 

George W. 
Bush 

06/09/03 Liberia Yes No Minor 

George W. 
Bush 

02/25/04 Haiti Yes No Major 

George W. 
Bush 

07/18/06 Lebanon No Yes Minor 

Barack 
Obama 

03/21/11 Libya Yes No Major 

Barack 
Obama 

10/14/11 Central Africa Yes No Minor 

Barack 
Obama 

01/26/12 Somalia Yes Yes Minor 

Barack 
Obama 

09/14/12 Libya/Yemen Yes Yes Minor 

Barack 
Obama 

12/29/12 
Chad/Central 
African Republic 

Yes Yes Minor 

Barack 
Obama 

01/13/13 Somalia Yes Yes Minor 

Barack 
Obama 

02/22/13 Niger Yes No Minor 

Barack 
Obama 

06/21/13 Jordan No No Major 

Barack 
Obama 

12/19/13 South Sudan Yes Yes Minor 

Barack 
Obama 

05/21/14 Chad Yes No Minor 

Barack 
Obama 

09/11/14 
Central African 
Republic 

Yes No Minor 
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