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abstract
In an era of increasingly public diplomacy, conventional wisdom assumes that leaders who 
compromise damage their reputations and lose the respect of their constituents, which un-
dermines the prospects for international peace and cooperation. This article challenges this 
assumption and tests how leaders can negotiate compromises and avoid paying domestic 
approval and reputation costs. Drawing on theories of individuals’ core values, psycho-
logical processes, and partisanship, the author argues that leaders reduce or eliminate 
domestic public constraints by exercising proposal power and initiating compromises. 
Employing survey experiments to test how public approval and perceptions of reputation 
respond to leaders’ strategies across security and economic issues, the author finds atti-
tudes toward compromise are conditioned by the ideology of the audience and leader, with 
audiences of liberals being more supportive of compromise. In the US case, this results in 
Republican presidents having greater leeway to negotiate compromises. The article’s con-
tributions suggest that leaders who exercise proposal power have significant flexibility to 
negotiate compromise settlements in international bargaining.

Introduction

HANS Morgenthau famously wrote, “No man who has taken such 
a stand before the attentive eyes and ears of the world can in full 

public view agree to a compromise without looking like a fool and a 
knave.”1 Yet even as he noted the risks of public compromise—when 
a state or leader agrees to concessions that are less than they previ-
ously threatened or promised not to accept, but are short of backing 
down entirely—Morgenthau recognized that in the age of “new” diplo-
macy, compromise is essential to the maintenance of peace and order 
in international relations (ir).2 Seventy years after the publication of 
Politics Among Nations, politicians and scholars continue to fear the ef-
fects of public compromises. Scholars have written extensively on the 
costs of inconsistent rhetoric and the effects of changing policies on 

1  Morgenthau 1948, 433.
2  See the “Four Prerequisites of Compromise” outlined in Morgenthau’s rules of diplomacy; Mor-

genthau 1948, 441.
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public opinion,3 and Shiping Tang notes that politicians succumb to a 
“cult of reputation” that shapes their views on negotiations “so they are 
even more reluctant to compromise.”4 Although research shows that 
leaders are generally punished for acting inconsistently,5 existing work 
fails to examine how public opinion reacts to compromises and the 
consequences of those reactions for international negotiations. Because 
theories of political positioning,6 diplomacy,7 and international bargain-
ing8 rely on assumptions about how domestic public opinion responds 
to leaders’ strategies, scholarship should now directly examine how the 
public thinks about compromise in international negotiations.

Rather than assuming that the public opposes compromise, this ar-
ticle systematically examines public attitudes toward compromise and 
makes three main contributions. First, I show that compromises can 
generate broad support from domestic audiences, reducing the likeli-
hood that a leader would become locked-in to a threat or promise. Sec-
ond, I show that leaders can enhance public support when conducting 
international negotiations by exercising proposal power, whereby they 
are perceived as initiating a compromise as opposed to accepting one. 
Third, I show that the composition of the leaders’ audiences shapes 
leaders’ incentives, with liberal constituents being more supportive of 
compromise than conservatives and conservatives being more discern-
ing in their response to proposal power. In survey experiments fielded 
in the United States, conservatives only respond favorably to Republi-
can leaders’ proposals, whereas liberals respond favorably when either a 
Democrat or a Republican exercises proposal power.

The primary implications of domestic attitudes toward compro-
mise and reputation costs for international diplomacy and bargaining 
are twofold. First, as Morgenthau pointed out, international diplo-
macy requires compromise, and subjecting international negotiations 
to the whim of public opinion jeopardizes international peace and se-
curity by undermining the potential for compromise.9 The importance 
of compromise for peace and security is emphasized by Paul Huth and 
Russell Leng, who find that reciprocating firm-but-flexible strategies 
with which leaders pursue diplomatic compromises are the most effec-

3  Fearon 1994; Hummel 2010; Kertzer and Brutger 2016; Levy et al. 2015; Poole 2007; Tomz and 
Houweling 2012.

4  Tang 2005.
5  For notable exceptions, see Levendusky and Horowitz 2012; Quek 2017; and McDonald, Croco, 

and Turitto 2019.
6  Anderson, Butler, and Harbridge-Yong 2020; Hummel 2010.
7  Morgenthau 1948; Yarhi-Milo 2013.
8  Fearon 1994; Guisinger and Smith 2002; Tarar and Leventouğlu 2013.
9  Morgenthau 1948.
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130	 world politics 

tive bargaining strategies for deterrence and avoiding war.10 Pursuing a 
compromise strategy can also provide the time needed to break a dip-
lomatic stalemate11 and may be viewed as an act of restraint, which can 
lead to a downward spiral of conflict and to more peaceful outcomes.12 
For such compromise strategies to succeed, leaders must have the ca-
pacity to give ground in negotiations, and therefore they need to believe 
that the costs of compromising and the likelihood of their domestic 
constituents retaliating against them are relatively small or nonexistent.

Second, domestic constraints can serve a useful role in international 
bargaining by signaling information and acting as a credible signal of 
leaders’ resolve.13 Yet even though domestic constraints can enhance 
bargaining leverage at times, they can also reduce the potential win-
set, or bargaining range, of agreements, which can undermine interna-
tional cooperation and prospects for peace.14 An examination of how 
the domestic public assesses international compromises is therefore a 
critical component to understanding how domestic win-sets are shaped 
and when leaders’ strategies are constrained by domestic support versus 
when they have room to compromise.

To illustrate the important role of compromise in international ne-
gotiations, I consider the Syrian crisis, during which President Barack 
Obama made a public threat to the Syrian leadership in 2012, but later 
chose to back down from it and to accept a compromise. The president’s 
threat was made when he announced that the use of chemical weapons 
would cross a “red line,” which was broadly publicized by major me-
dia outlets as a threat to use military force. The New York Times ran the 
headline, “Obama Threatens Force Against Syria,”15 for example, and 
a Wall Street Journal headline read, “President Threatens Military Re-
sponse Against Any Use of the Banned Arms.”16 Yet even after the ad-
ministration reported “definitive proof ” that the Syrian regime had used 
chemical weapons,17 Obama chose to move forward with a compro- 
mise to place Syria’s chemical weapons under international control.18

10  Huth 1988; Leng 1993.
11  Huth 1988, 13.
12  Kydd 1997, 387.
13  Chapman, Urpelainen, and Wolford 2013; Fearon 1994; Mo 1995.
14  Stasavage 2004 and Fingleton and Raith 2001 show that public negotiations can result in incen-

tives and constraints that reduce the likelihood of agreement.
15  Landler 2012.
16  Lee and Entous 2012.
17  Entous and Dagher 2013.
18  The compromise agreement regarding chemical weapons was inspired by a comment from US 

Secretary of State John Kerry, which was “not intended to be a diplomatic opening.” However, Gearan, 
DeYoung, and Englund 2013 notes that before Kerry’s return flight to Washington had even landed, 
Russia had embraced the idea of a settlement in which Syria would relinquish control of its chemical 
weapons.
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Especially notable in the Syrian crisis is that although Obama was 
criticized by elites for his failure to follow through with military action 
and for the perception that he undermined the nation’s credibility,19 the 
general public was supportive of the compromise and the president’s 
foreign policy approval did not falter.20 According to CBS and NBC/
Wall Street Journal polls, the president’s foreign policy approval ratings 
were 43 and 46 percent, respectively, in the months before Syria used 
chemical weapons, and stayed relatively consistent at 45 and 46 per-
cent, respectively, following its use of chemical weapons.21 When spe-
cifically asked about Obama’s handling of foreign policy toward Syria, 
56 percent of Republicans and 80 percent of Democrats supported the 
decision not to engage in airstrikes and to instead pursue a compro-
mise strategy.22 Although we will never know what support for Obama 
and his foreign policy would have been had he followed through on 
his threat to use force, it is clear that reaching a compromise received a 
generally positive reaction from the American public, especially among 
Democrats.

Public compromises have also played a critical role in historical inter-
national negotiations, for example, in the 1911 Agadir Crisis, in which 
tensions escalated when Germany sent a gunboat to Morocco and the 
British responded with escalatory threats. During this crisis—a case 
that is regularly discussed in the literature and is cited by James Fearon 
as a “prominent example”23 of inducing audience costs—British states-
man David Lloyd George’s famous Mansion House speech acted as a 
clear and public threat.24 The day after the speech, the London Times 
published it in its entirety and endorsed its message as speaking on be-
half of the nation and the Daily Chronicle, in its coverage, ran the head-
line, “England’s Warning to Germany.”25 But when the crisis came to a 
close, a compromise was reached in which the British backed away from 
their hardline stance and Germany was granted lands in the Congo in 
exchange for the French establishing a protectorate in Morocco.26 Al-
though none of the major players completely backed down, none re-
ceived its most preferred outcome. It is notable that after Britain moved 
away from its threat in favor of a compromise, the British public chose 

19  Sink 2014.
20  Although Berinsky 2007 and Saunders 2015 show that elite cues play an important role in shaping 

public opinion, in this case the general public did not follow the cues of the more hawkish critics, such as 
Leon Panetta (see Sink 2014), and instead remained generally supportive of the president’s compromise.

21  Polling Report 2014.
22  Pew Research 2013.
23  Fearon 1994.
24  Gartzke and Lupu 2012; Trachtenburg 2012.
25  Barlow 1940, 305.
26  Barlow 1940, 378–79.
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132	 world politics 

not to punish its leaders.27 In his analysis of the case, Marc Trachten-
burg finds that the British government did not experience an audience 
cost for this shift and “would have paid a price if it had not done so.”28

As the preceding examples demonstrate, leaders often make pub-
lic commitments in international negotiations in an attempt to achieve 
their preferred outcome, but they are also responsive to incentives to 
avoid the risks of war or the breakdown of cooperation. Although com-
promises are regularly reached in international politics, international 
relations scholars have predominately focused on the risks of backing 
down from public threats and promises.29 Yet even the foundational 
literature on audience costs recognizes that the microfoundations ex-
plaining when and why audiences punish inconsistency are uncertain, 
with Fearon noting, “audiences need not and do not always have this 
pattern of perceptions and reactions”30 and Thomas Schelling writing, 
“it is by no means easy to establish the [public] commitment.”31 Today, 
the risks of backing down should be particularly salient because the me-
dia provides the public greater access to information about their lead-
er’s diplomatic positions,32 therefore subjecting diplomacy to the “vice 
of publicity,”33 and yet, many international negotiations do indeed end 
in compromise.

Moving away from the assumption that the public opposes compro-
mise, this article systematically examines public attitudes toward com-
promise. I begin by theorizing about the microfoundations of public 
preferences in international bargaining. The theory builds from the so-
cial values and psychological processes citizens draw upon when form-
ing opinions about foreign policy and helps to explain why compromise 
is viewed as a unique political strategy. I draw on literature that shows 
how values sort along politically salient divisions that correspond with 
ideology and, in the United States, with partisanship. The partisan sort-
ing of values interacts with partisan cues, including what I call proposal 
power—whereby leaders are perceived as initiating compromises as op-
posed to accepting them—which heightens public support among par-
ticular partisans within the public. Rather than politics stopping at the 
water’s edge, partisanship plays a critical role in shaping how audiences 

27  For a more detailed discussion of the Agadir Crisis compromise, see the supplementary material, 
section 9; Brutger 2020b.

28  Trachtenburg 2012, 21.
29  Fearon 1994; Morgenthau 1948.
30  Fearon 1994, 580.
31  Schelling 1980, 28.
32  Potter and Baum 2010; Potter and Baum 2014; Slantchev 2006.
33  Morgenthau 1948, 431.
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react to foreign policy compromises and structures the diplomatic in-
centives leaders face at home. I show that leaders have significant flex-
ibility to negotiate compromise settlements on the international stage 
and, contrary to prevailing wisdom, public compromises do not nec-
essarily jeopardize the respect of the public or the leader’s reputation.

Reconsidering Theories of Compromise

To understand why and how audiences react to leaders’ compromise 
strategies, I first revisit the most prominent explanations for why audi-
ences punish leaders who act inconsistently on the international stage. 
Building upon insights from political psychology and theories of par-
tisanship, I then develop a new foundation from which to understand 
public attitudes toward compromise—a unique type of inconsistency 
in which a state or leader agrees to concessions that are less than they 
previously threatened or promised not to accept, but are short of back-
ing down entirely.

The most prominent theory of public opinion and international bar-
gaining is audience cost theory. Early conceptions of audience costs 
highlight the importance of public opinion in international bargain-
ing, but leave open the specifics regarding why audiences punish their 
leaders for backing down from public commitments. Schelling notes 
that negotiators engaged in international bargaining often use pub-
lic statements to arouse public opinion in an attempt to create cred-
ible commitments,34 but when the commitment is generated remains 
an open question. Fearon goes a step farther in formalizing the logic 
of audience costs, but even he recognizes that audiences do not al-
ways punish inconsistency,35 a point emphasized by Joshua Kertzer and 
Ryan Brutger, who find that hawks are more likely to punish inconsis-
tency, while doves are more likely to punish leaders who make threats 
in the first place.36 Although some members of the public may be con-
cerned with the instrumental consequences of generating a poor rep-
utation by backing down, Fearon writes that audiences might punish 
their leader for backing down for other reasons, noting “political au-
diences evaluat[e] skill and performance of the leadership” and that a 
leader who backs down may suffer a “diplomatic humiliation” and jeop-
ardize “the national honor.”37

34  Schelling 1980, 28.
35  Fearon 1994, 580.
36  Kertzer and Brutger 2016.
37  Fearon 1994, 580.
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Given that Fearon devotes relatively little attention to why audiences 
punish their leaders for backing down, scholars have drawn different 
conclusions about the microfoundations of audience cost theory. On 
the one hand, Fearon’s equilibrium is sustained if one assumes that vot-
ers are aware of the reputational consequences of backing down and 
they choose to punish their leader to sustain the credibility of their 
country’s threats in the long run. This logic implies that citizens would 
sometimes punish their leaders for acting inconsistently, potentially 
bearing short-term costs, with the goal of maintaining the country’s 
reputation for the future. But this is a demanding assumption that re-
quires a level of sophistication and strategic calculation on the part of 
the domestic audience that is unlikely to be present for a broad spec-
trum of the public, given the significant heterogeneity in its epistemic 
motivation.38 On the other hand, Fearon also proposes that the public 
may be concerned with maintaining honor and not being humiliated, 
which draw from emotional concerns as opposed to instrumental con-
siderations. If a large enough portion of the public is concerned with 
standing firm to preserve its country’s honor or to avoid humiliation, 
then the audience cost equilibrium could be supported. The fact that 
such divergent individual-level mechanisms—one a purely calculating 
instrumental process and the other a purely emotional process—could 
be responsible for audience costs highlights the need for a theory of the 
microfoundations of why audiences punish leaders and how those mi-
crofoundations shape attitudes toward compromise.39

Microfoundations of Attitudes toward Compromise

To develop a deeper understanding of the microfoundations of pub-
lic reactions to international bargaining, particularly to compromise, I 
propose an individual-level theory of public opinion toward interna-
tional compromise. I begin by recognizing that international relations 
is replete with what decision theorists and ir scholars call ill-structured 
problems.40 Unlike many models of international bargaining that assume 
common knowledge, international negotiations often involve problems 
that the public finds complex, where there may be disagreement over 
what’s at stake, the rules of the game, or even the situation it is facing. 
In such ill-defined strategic situations, citizens draw upon their core 
predispositions to form opinions and to evaluate their leaders’ foreign 

38  Rathbun, Kertzer, and Paradis 2017.
39  I thank the reviewers for highlighting the assumptions and mechanisms associated with audience 

costs and the need for a more specific theory of individual attitudes toward compromise.
40  Brutger and Kertzer 2018; Hermann 1990; Voss and Post 1988.
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policies.41 I argue that citizens react to such situations by using predict-
able cognitive processes and drawing on their core value orientations, 
which tends to result in liberals and conservatives having divergent re-
actions to compromise. These orientations then interact with cues from 
the negotiation process, such as who proposes a compromise, and there-
fore the theory connects bottom-up theories of public opinion of for-
eign policy42 with those that focus on elite-driven opinion formation.43

Although international relations scholarship views compromise as 
a politically risky strategy, nascent research in American politics sug-
gests that people value compromise as a means of settling disputes. 
Jennifer Wolak argues that people are socialized, especially in democ-
racies, to value compromise not only as a process for settling political 
disputes, but also in social settings.44 Whether to resolve a childhood 
disagreement, a marital dispute, or an international negotiation, people 
pursue and value compromises “because we believe we should.”45 The 
value placed on compromise is widespread, with the “vast majority” of 
Americans saying they prefer leaders who are willing to compromise, 
even though a significant portion of the population also has a prefer-
ence for leaders who will stand firm.46 The value placed on compromise 
suggests that not all members of the public are predisposed to punish 
leaders who back down from threats or promises in favor of compro-
mise. This implies that leaders who compromise should receive higher 
approval in international negotiations than leaders who back down and 
choose not to engage.

—Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Ceteris paribus, leaders who back down from 
threats and reach compromises will have higher public approval than those 
who back down from threats and choose not to engage.47

Although existing analysis of compromise primarily focuses on do-
mestic issues, there is a broad body of literature that argues that indi-
viduals’ values not only shape their attitudes toward domestic politics, 
but that those same values also play a prominent role in helping them 
to interpret and evaluate international affairs. It is well documented 
that Americans have foreign policy orientations that shape their atti-

41  Brutger and Kertzer 2018, 694.
42  Kertzer and Zeitzoff 2017.
43  Berinsky 2007; Guisinger and Saunders 2017.
44  Wolak 2020.
45  Wolak 2020, 10.
46  Gutmann and Thompson 2014, 25.
47  In this context, ceteris paribus means that the substantive policy outcomes are held constant, so 

the hypothesis is about preferences over process, as opposed to outcomes.
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tudes toward specific policies48 and that these orientations are based on 
individuals’ core values.49 When facing complex problems, such as the 
ill-structured situations in international negotiations, individuals of-
ten employ heuristics: cognitive shortcuts that allow them to interpret 
complex phenomena through simplifying lenses.50 In the case of inter-
national negotiations, I argue that members of the public will generally 
turn to two types of shortcuts to process these ill-structured problems. 
First, they interpret negotiations through their own preexisting values, 
evaluating whether the negotiations were handled in a manner con-
sistent with their core values. Second, they will look to political elites 
to make inferences about the negotiations. In the case of international 
negotiations, whether an agreement is proposed by the home coun-
try’s leader as opposed to the foreign leader, and the partisanship of the 
domestic leader, can provide a salient cue that shapes public attitudes 
toward the negotiation. Although these mental shortcuts are quite dis-
tinct from each other (one being bottom-up and the other top-down), 
they should function as complements given that the persuasion litera-
ture shows that cues are most likely to resonate with the public when 
they tap into individuals’ underlying orientations or beliefs.51

The core values that are likely to shape attitudes toward international 
negotiations and foreign policy orientations are the same values that 
shape attitudes and political coalitions in domestic politics. Recent stud-
ies emphasize that “domestic and foreign policy [attitudes] share a very 
similar if not identical structure, suggesting that both emerge from com-
mon core values”52 and that “the same fundamental values that shape our 
beliefs and behavior in our daily lives also predict our foreign-policy 
preferences.”53 One dimension of these values contrasts self-transcendence  
values, which emphasize concern for the welfare and interests of others, 
including the global community, with self-enhancement values, which 
emphasize relative success and dominance over others.54 ir scholars have 
found that the self-transcendence values strongly predict foreign policy 
orientations and policies.55 With regard to international negotiations, 
those high in self-transcendence should exhibit heightened concern for 
the other party in the negotiations and, through universalism, should 

48  Herrmann, Tetlock, and Visser 1999; Hurwitz and Peffley 1987.
49  Brutger and Rathbun Forthcoming; Rathbun et al. 2016; Rathbun 2007.
50  Gigerenzer 2008.
51  Brewer 2001; Druckman 2001.
52  Rathbun 2007.
53  Rathbun et al. 2016.
54  Schwartz 2012.
55  Rathbun et al. 2016.
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perceive less of a gap between the in-group and out-group, making such 
individuals more likely to support compromises that reflect the interests 
of all parties. By contrast, those who value relative success and domi-
nance should place a higher value on seeing their in-group dominate 
the negotiation and should be less supportive of their leader accepting a 
compromise, as opposed to standing firm or seeing their leader propose 
a compromise. A second dimension of core values contrasts conserva-
tion values, which emphasize order, resistance to change, and security, 
with openness to change.56 This dimension should also shape attitudes 
toward compromise, given that being open to change is critical to ac-
cepting a leader’s change in position, whereas individuals who are re-
sistant to change should be most likely to punish leaders for backing 
down on their commitment. These core values provide the microfoun-
dations for understanding why some people are more likely to support 
compromise than others.

Individuals’ core values not only shape attitudes toward foreign pol-
icy, but are also distributed along the ideological spectrum such that we 
should expect liberals to be more supportive of compromise than con-
servatives. A large literature on the psychological foundations of politi-
cal ideology finds that across countries conservatives are more resistant 
to change, oppose ambiguity, and prefer definitive outcomes that pro-
vide closure,57 which suggest that conservatives should be more likely 
than liberals to disapprove of leaders who change their minds or shift 
strategies. For example, in a meta-analysis of individuals’ epistemic mo-
tivations covering fifty studies in seven different countries, John Jost 
finds that conservatives exhibit significantly higher dogmatism, which 
entails “the conviction that ‘To compromise with one’s political oppo-
nents is dangerous’....”58 Similar ideological differences are found across 
countries and studies, showing that conservatives are less tolerant of 
ambiguity and have greater cognitive rigidity,59 which contribute to 
conservatives’ opposition to leaders who change their bargaining posi-
tion and compromise in international negotiations. By contrast, liberals 
are more accepting of uncertainty,60 more likely to be accommodationist 
and to support cooperative internationalism,61 and more likely to em-
brace egalitarian values that emphasize community and a broad concern 

56  Schwartz 2012.
57  Jost et al. 2003; Jost et al. 2007; Jost, Federico, and Napier 2009; Golec de Zavala, Cislak, and 

Wesolowska 2010.
58  Jost 2017, 171.
59  Jost 2017.
60  Jost, Federico, and Napier 2009.
61  Holsti and Rosenau 1993, 1996.
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for others.62 Each of these components make it more likely that liberals 
will value leaders who pursue compromises and that they will be more 
supportive of flexibility and recognition of other actors’ interests in ne-
gotiations. Given the general differences in core values and the diver-
gent manner in which people across the ideological spectrum respond 
to ambiguity, uncertainty, and flexibility, on average we should expect 
that liberals will have a higher baseline level of support for compromise 
than conservatives.

In the United States, ideology and partisanship have increasingly 
aligned, meaning that the preceding analysis can be extended by integrat-
ing partisanship into a theory of attitudes toward compromise. As Lil-
liana Mason emphasizes, changes in partisan and ideological alignment 
have “brought our ideological and partisan identities into agreement, and 
this new alignment has increased the strength of those identities.”63 This 
alignment implies that Republicans should be more skeptical of com-
promises in international negotiations than Democrats, and that the 
magnitude of these differences should have increased over time as ide-
ology and partisanship have increasingly aligned and reinforced the im-
portance of partisan identities.64

—Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Liberals (Democrats) will have higher ap-
proval for compromise than conservatives (Republicans).

Proposal Power

Although individuals’ core values contribute to how they interpret and 
respond to international negotiations, I argue that these values and as-
sociated political and ideological identities also interact with cues pro-
vided by the negotiation process, most notably proposal power and 
partisanship. The cues provided by the negotiation process shape atti-
tudes in a number of ways, and one of the most important of these is 
an elite in-group endorsement. Because international negotiations are 
ill-structured problems, the public looks for and responds to cues about 
how the in-group is affected by the negotiation. But how the in-group 
is defined and the salience of the in-group cue will vary based on indi-
viduals’ core values.

The importance of in-group cues will be moderated by how salient 
the in-group is to an individual and how restrictively the in-group is 
defined. For conservatives and Republicans, who are high in self- 
enhancement values, in-group cues will be highly salient and the in-

62  Rathbun 2007.
63  Mason 2015.
64  Mason 2015.
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group will be narrowly defined. By contrast, liberals and Democrats, who 
are high in self-transcendence values and universalism, will place less  
emphasis on the in-group and will have a broader conception of what 
defines that group. Therefore, we should expect Republicans will re-
act more strongly to in-group cues provided by the negotiation process, 
whereas Democrats will be relatively less focused on in-group cues.

In the context of international negotiations, I focus on two salient 
forms of elite in-group cues: proposal power and partisanship. Proposal 
power, the framing of a negotiated settlement such that the leader is 
viewed as initiating the agreement as opposed to accepting it, shapes 
audiences’ perceptions of leaders’ handling of negotiations in numer-
ous ways. First, proposal power functions as an elite in-group cue with 
the in-group defined at the national level. Since in-group favoritism 
and out-group anxiety play an important role in shaping foreign pol-
icy attitudes,65 the domestic leader proposing an agreement provides a 
strong cue that the leader of the national in-group endorses the agree-
ment. When the leader exercises proposal power, those who identify 
with the national in-group are likely to rally behind the leader and to 
infer that the agreement is in their interest. Indeed, in an unpublished 
study, Constance Stillinger and colleagues test support for a US-USSR 
nuclear disarmament deal66 that was attributed to either Mikhail Gor-
bachev or Ronald Reagan. As expected, the US respondents who be-
lieved Reagan initiated the deal thought it was good for the United 
States and those who thought it was Gorbachev’s deal thought it was 
bad for the United States.67 Furthermore, individuals (conservatives) 
who perceive a greater divide between themselves and the out-group 
are likely to view it as more concerning when a foreign leader pro-
poses an agreement, whereas those concerns should be allayed when 
the agreement is proposed by a domestic leader, who is more likely to 
be seen as a part of the in-group and more likely to be perceived as act-
ing in the interest of the nation.

Proposal power also has the potential to affect perceptions of the ne-
gotiation and outcome through a psychological process known as reac-
tive devaluation. Reactive devaluation, the fact that an offer’s perceived 
value may be diminished, is especially strong when “the offer comes 
from an adversary.”68 In a series of studies on the Israeli-Palestinian  
peace process, Ifat Maoz and colleagues find that proposals are viewed 

65  Mansfield and Mutz 2009; Mutz and Kim 2017.
66  Stillinger et al. 1990, cited in Maoz et al. 2002, 518.
67  Maoz et al. 2002.
68  Ross 1995.
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as much worse if they are attributed to the other side.69 A similar pro- 
cess was recently documented in ethnic-civil conflict, in which pub-
lic support for a peace deal declined when the deal was endorsed by 
an ethnic out-group leader.70 By triggering reactive devaluation among 
some members of the public, especially those who perceive a strong  
in-group–out-group divide, proposal power results in the devaluation 
of compromises proposed by foreign leaders.

When the domestic leader exercises proposal power, it also shapes 
the public’s perception of the negotiator’s leadership qualities and the 
public’s feelings toward the agreement. For individuals who value hi-
erarchy and enhancing one’s position over others (conservatives), pro-
posal power will help the leader gain support among this portion of the 
public. This increase in support stems from exercising proposal power 
and having that proposal accepted, which suggests that the in-group’s 
leader achieved what she wanted, at least in part, and exercised some 
power or authority in the negotiation. Exercising authority is consis-
tent with the core values of many conservatives and helps to demon-
strate that the leader is seeking “success for oneself [which] tends to 
strengthen and to be strengthened by actions aimed at enhancing one’s 
own social position and authority over other[s].”71 This logic implies 
that a leader exercising proposal power will be viewed as a strong leader 
by those who value authority and hierarchy, and that this may help pre-
serve the leader’s reputation while also enhancing support for the ne-
gotiated outcome.

Although the importance of proposal power is new to international 
negotiations, it has been shown to be an effective strategy in other ar-
eas of social and economic life. For example, leadership studies find 
that when leaders take initiative, audiences and followers tend to give 
them higher ratings.72 Experimental studies of leadership show that 
those who take initiative, such as exercising proposal power, are more 
likely to be nominated as leaders in the future,73 suggesting that voters 
are more likely to support and reelect politicians who take the initiative 
and propose agreements. Although these results are drawn from differ-
ent fields of research, we should expect proposal power to play a simi-
lar role in international negotiations given that “the same fundamental 
values that shape our beliefs and behavior in our daily lives also predict 
our foreign-policy preferences.”74

69  Maoz et al. 2002.
70  Haas and Khadka 2020.
71  Schwartz 2012.
72  Van Vugt 2006.
73  Kremer and Mack 1983.
74  Rathbun et al. 2016.
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—Hypothesis 2a (H2a). Leaders who propose compromises will have 
greater public approval than those who accept foreign leaders’ compromise 
proposals.

In the political realm, we should expect partisanship to play an im-
portant role in shaping how audiences respond to compromise propos-
als. Similar to proposal power, partisanship is a salient reference point 
for domestic audiences that allows people to seek out cues from like-
minded elites.75 Much like proposal power’s cue to audiences, partisan-
ship provides an even more specific cue about the negotiation. If the 
leader who initiates the proposal is a member of a constituent’s party, 
then the value of proposal power is likely to be amplified because the 
audience sees a member of their own party initiating the agreement. 
The in-group leader’s proposal sends a powerful cue to party followers 
that the compromise agreement is supported by the leader of the coun-
try and party, which should generate strong support among those who 
identify with the party.

The effect of partisan proposers should also vary depending on how 
narrowly audience members define their in-group. Conservatives, who 
view the world as more threatening and have a narrower sense of their 
in-group than liberals, ought to be more discerning when it comes to 
following elite cues. Conservatives and Republicans are most likely to 
need strong reassuring cues about the negotiation, and are most likely 
to support the outcome when their party leader proposes a compro-
mise because it shows their own party leader initiating an agreement 
that ought to benefit the party and the country. By contrast, liberals and 
Democrats are more likely to be supportive of compromise in general, 
and to be influenced by a broader range of cues. Since liberals are more 
likely to embrace universalism, we should expect them to be more likely 
to respond favorably when either a national leader proposes a compro-
mise or when a Democrat is involved in proposing or accepting a com-
promise. In the former case, a national leader proposing a compromise 
sends a signal that the national in-group is being represented, and in the 
latter case, a party leader accepting a compromise sends a more specific 
cue that liberal values are represented in the agreement. In both cases, 
Democrats should be reassured that the compromise is something they 
can support.

—Hypothesis 2b (H2b). Republicans are most likely to respond favor-
ably to proposal power when a Republican initiates a proposal, whereas 
Democrats are likely to respond favorably to proposals from Democrats 
or Republicans.

75  Berinsky 2007; Cohen 2003; Nicholson 2012.
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Experimental Methods

To analyze how the public responds to leaders’ strategies in interna-
tional negotiations, I analyze a series of four experiments. The first 
three build on experiments that use the classic repel-an-invader sce-
nario, while the fourth employs an economic scenario (an investment 
dispute) to test whether the theory has support across issue areas. I em-
ploy four distinct studies to address potential inferential concerns and 
to test the theories in a variety of realms, including hypothetical versus 
real leaders, security versus economic issues, and fixed versus varied out-
comes, and find that the results are remarkably consistent across design 
variations, sample populations, and time. Experimental studies are par-
ticularly well suited to isolate changes in public approval in negotiation 
scenarios, given that they allow the researcher to hold the context con-
stant across a range of strategies and outcomes, ensuring internal va-
lidity of the study. Recent experiments have found domestic reputation 
and approval costs to be present across a range of contexts and coun-
tries, providing a robust literature on which I build.76 But no experiment 
has examined how the public reacts when a leader escalates an interna-
tional negotiation, fails to follow through on a threat or promise, and 
then negotiates a compromise.

Using a framework similar to previous studies, I fielded a series of 
online survey experiments. Experiment 1 was fielded in the summer 
of 2014 on a sample of 604 American respondents. Experiment 2 was 
fielded in spring of 2013 on a sample of 1,204 American respondents. 
Both studies recruited respondents using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
(MTurk). A discussion of the demographics of the samples and the 
limitations and advantages of them is provided in section 1 of the sup-
plementary material.77 Although Adam Berinsky, Gregory Huber, and 
Gabe Lenz have shown the reliability of MTurk results in many areas,78 
Experiment 3 fielded a truncated version of the experiment on a more 
representative sample of 613 American respondents administered by 
Survey Sampling International (ssi) in the spring of 2016.79 The three 
 

76  Brutger and Kertzer 2018; Davies and Johns 2013; Levendusky and Horowitz 2012; Schwartz 
and Blair 2020; Tomz 2007; Trager and Vavreck 2011. For further discussion on the appropriateness of 
experiments for this project, see the supplementary material, section 1; Brutger 2020b.

77  Brutger 2020b.
78  Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012.
79  Additional details regarding the national sample and a comparison of core results across studies 

are provided in the supplementary material, section 5; Brutger 2020b. For examples of publications in 
leading political science journals using SSI studies, see Berinsky, Margolis, and Sances 2014; Kertzer 
and Brutger 2016; Malhotra, Margalit, and Mo 2013.
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experiments find consistent results across four years of study, different 
sample populations, and variations of the treatments designed to test 
the robustness of the results (discussed below), showing that the results 
are not a function of time or sample method.

Experiment 4 was fielded by ssi on a sample of 543 registered US 
voters in the spring of 2016. This experiment was designed to test the 
theories of compromise and proposal power in a different issue area—
international economics. Because the public’s perception of the high 
politics of national security may differ from how it views the low poli-
tics of international economics, it is important to test whether the the-
ory explains perceptions of negotiation strategies and foreign policy 
across issue areas. The results of Experiment 4 provide further support 
for the theory of proposal power and the partisan nature of public opin-
ion toward compromise. I return to Experiment 4 after a discussion of 
the three security-focused experiments.

The first three experiments began with a script that read:

The following questions are about US relations with other countries around the 
world. You will read about a situation our country has faced many times in the 
past and will probably face again. Different leaders have handled the situation 
in different ways. We will describe one approach US leaders have taken, and ask 
whether you approve or disapprove.

Respondents next read about a crisis in which a country sent its mil-
itary to take over a territorial region in a neighboring country. To avoid 
country-specific confounders and to maintain comparability with previ-
ous studies, the scenarios deliberately avoided using any country names 
for the foreign parties. After reading the background on the crisis, re-
spondents were randomly assigned one of the president’s strategies.

I begin by introducing the text from Experiment 1 and then prog-
ress through a discussion of the modifications made to the treatments 
in experiments 2 and 3. In the baseline condition, labeled “stay out,” the 
president does not engage in the crisis.

—Stay Out. The US president, who was a Democrat (Republican), said 
the United States would stay out of the conflict. The attacking country 
continued to invade and the conflict ended with the attacking country 
taking control of 20 percent of the contested territory.

In each of the remaining treatment conditions, the US escalated with 
a threat and then the respondent was randomly assigned to either the 
compromise or not-engage condition.
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—Threat. The US president, who was a Democrat (or Republican), 
said that if the attacking country continued to invade, the United States 
military would immediately engage and attempt to push out the attacking 
country. The president sent troops to the region.

—Compromise. The attacking country continued to invade, but the 
president did not immediately engage. The president, and all of the parties, 
agreed to a compromise settlement and the conflict ended with the attack-
ing country taking control of 20 percent of the contested territory.80

—Not Engage. The attacking country continued to invade. The US 
president ordered the military not to engage. The attacking country con-
tinued to invade and the conflict ended with the attacking country taking 
control of 20 percent of the contested territory.

After reading the president’s choice of action, respondents were pro-
vided a summary of the events. They were then asked whether they “ap-
prove, disapprove, or neither approve nor disapprove of the way the US 
president handled the situation” and how strongly they felt that way. 
These responses generated the dependent variable, which is an approval 
score on a seven-point scale ranging from –3 (strongly disapprove) to 3 
(strongly approve).

A challenge of evaluating public approval for leaders’ strategies in ac-
tual negotiations is that audiences are likely to have preferences about 
both the strategy used by the leader and the policy outcomes of the cri-
sis.81 Although disaggregating the audience’s preference for outcomes 
and strategies is challenging in observational studies, using an experi-
mental scenario allows the magnitude of the domestic cost to be mea-
sured while holding policy outcomes constant. To isolate the cost across 
all strategies, as noted in the treatments above, I hold the outcomes 
constant across all conditions in Experiment 1 by following the method 
used by Kertzer and Brutger, who held outcomes constant with the at-
tacking country gaining 20 percent of the territory.82 Doing so allows 
me to first test how the president’s strategy alone affects the magnitude 
of public opinion costs.

Experiment 2 uses the same framework as the first experiment while 
also testing how proposal power and variation in outcomes affect public 
approval. To test the effect of proposal power, Experiment 2 random-
izes whether the “US president proposed a settlement” or the “leader of 
the attacking country proposed a settlement” in the compromise con-
dition. Experiment 2 also randomizes the amount of territory gained by 

80  In pretests, the compromise treatment wording did not include “which was agreed to by all par-
ties,” and the results remained consistent.

81  Chaudoin 2014; Snyder and Borghard 2011.
82  Kertzer and Brutger 2016.
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the attacking country, randomly assigning whether the attacking coun-
try gained the same 20 percent of the contested territory as in Exper-
iment 1, or if the attacking country received an additional 30 percent. 
This randomization allows me to jointly test how different strategies 
and outcomes affect public support and what the strategic incentives 
for leaders are based on different outcomes.83

Experiment 3 is a modified version of the first two experiments and 
repeats the tests of proposal power and partisanship on a national sam-
ple fielded by ssi. Experiment 3 also modifies the language of the com-
promise treatment to address potential concerns regarding the lexical 
equivalence of the compromise and not-engage treatments in the first 
two experiments. In the first two experiments, the compromise treat-
ment included language that the president “did not immediately en-
gage.” This language was chosen to emphasize the inconsistency of the 
president failing to follow through on the threat to “immediately en-
gage,” and it differs from the not-engage treatment that says “the pres-
ident ordered the military not to engage.” Although the treatments 
across the experiments all emphasize the same general strategic choices, 
Experiment 3 shows that the results are consistent when the language 
is modified to “the president ordered the military not to engage” in 
the compromise condition, which is identical to the corresponding lan-
guage of the not-engage treatment of experiments 1 and 2. The exact 
wording for Experiment 3 is:

—Compromise. The attacking country continued to invade, but the 
US president ordered the military not to engage. The US president (or 
leader of the attacking country) proposed a settlement, which was agreed 
to by the parties, and the conflict ended with the attacking country taking 
control of 20 percent of the contested territory.

Results

Security Experiments

Although not the focus of this study, it is notable that the experiments 
find that significant audience costs exist for leaders in the not-engage 
condition in which the leader makes a threat, does not follow through 
on it, and has no further involvement in the crisis. In experiments 1 and 
2, the change in the seven-point approval score between the stay-out 
and not-engage treatments was –2.03 and –1.76, respectively. These 
effects are slightly larger than the total audience cost found in Kertzer 

83  The full text of the Experiment 2 treatments appears in the supplementary material, section 3; 
Brutger 2020b.
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and Brutger, suggesting that the experiments capture the baseline au-
dience cost effect found in previous studies,84 which is a useful starting 
point because the following results focus on how compromise mitigates 
or eliminates approval and reputation costs.

the effect of compromise

To assess H1a and the effect of compromise, Figure 1 displays the dis-
tribution of average approval scores for the compromise and not-engage 
treatments with outcomes held constant for the full study and broken 
down by the party of the president for experiments 1 and 2. The re-
sults show that although the president acts inconsistently in both the 
not-engage and compromise conditions, audiences prefer leaders who 
back down and negotiate compromises, even when holding outcomes 
constant. The effect of shifting from the not-engage condition to the 
compromise condition is even more pronounced when analyzing the 
percent of respondents who approve of the president’s handling of the 
situation. In experiments 1 and 2, the percent of respondents approv-
ing is 14.9 (p < 0.01) and 14.4 (p < 0.01) percentage points higher, re-
spectively, when the president compromises than when the president 
chooses not to engage.85 These results demonstrate strong support for 
H1a, showing that compromise is evaluated in a distinct manner than 
other forms of inconsistency and that the results are robust regardless 
of whether the president is a Democrat or Republican.

I next test H1b, which argues that liberals (Democrats) should have 
higher levels of support for compromise than conservatives (Republi-
cans). Figure 2 presents the approval for compromise broken down by 
ideology of the respondent, clearly showing that liberals have signifi-
cantly higher approval of compromise than do conservatives. The mag-
nitude of the difference is highlighted when considering the percent of 
respondents approving of compromise, which in Experiment 1 is 20.9 
percentage points higher for liberals than for conservatives (p = 0.03), 
and in Experiment 2 is 22.4 percentage points higher for liberals than 
for conservatives (p = 0.01). H1b also finds support when comparing 
Democrats to Republicans, which is shown in section 2 of the supple-
mentary material.86 The differences in the percent of Democrats and 

84  Davies and Johns 2013; Kertzer and Brutger 2016; Levendusky and Horowitz 2012; Tomz 2007; 
Trager and Vavreck 2011.

85  The percent approving is calculated based on those leaning toward approving, somewhat approv-
ing, and very strongly approving. Additional results using a dichotomous measure of whether respon-
dents approved of the president’s handling of the situation are shown in the supplementary material, 
section 6; Brutger 2020b.

86  Brutger 2020b.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
43

88
71

20
00

01
92

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f B

ri
gh

to
n,

 o
n 

26
 M

ay
 2

02
1 

at
 0

4:
54

:1
0,

 s
ub

je
ct

 to
 th

e 
Ca

m
br

id
ge

 C
or

e 
te

rm
s 

of
 u

se
, a

va
ila

bl
e 

at
 h

tt
ps

://
w

w
w

.c
am

br
id

ge
.o

rg
/c

or
e/

te
rm

s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887120000192
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


	 power of compromise	 147

–1.5 –1.0 –0.5  0.0   0.5  1.0

             –1             0

–1.5 –1.0 –0.5  0.0   0.5  1.0

             –1             0

–1.5 –1.0 –0.5  0.0   0.5  1.0

             –1             0

Average Approval Score

Average Approval Score

D
en

si
ty

D
en

si
ty

Compromise

Not engage

Treatment

Figure 1 
Average Approval Score for Compromise vs. Not Engage a

a Figure shows the distributions of average approval scores drawn from 2,000 bootstraps for experi-
ments 1 and 2 aggregated across presidents’ parties and broken down by party of the president. The 
effects are the change in the approval scores moving from the not-engage to the compromise condition; 
p-values are calculated using a t-test. Outcomes are held constant with 20 percent territory gained 
by the attacking country. The approval score is measured on a scale from –3 (strongly disapprove) to 
3 (strongly approve).

Experiment 1

Experiment 2

Republicans approving of compromises are 29.6 (p < 0.01) and 19.1 
(p = 0.06), respectively, for experiments 1 and 2. These results dem-
onstrate that compromise in international negotiations is viewed in a 
distinct manner by liberals and conservatives, with liberals generally ap-
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proving of it and conservatives generally disapproving of it, as the the-
ory predicts.

sensitivity to outcomes

Although the preceding results provide strong support for H1a and 
H1b, the question remains whether these results are robust to variation 
in outcomes. Jack Snyder and Erica Borghard argue that the substan-
tive policy outcomes of a crisis play a significant role in determining 
public approval, which could undermine the positive effect of com-
promise on approval and reputation if leaders are punished for making 
additional concessions.87 We might imagine that when a leader backs 
down and acquiesces to the attacking country, the outcomes would shift 
in favor of the attacking country, but the compromise ought to yield a 
better outcome for the home country than completely backing down. 

87  Snyder and Borghard 2011.

–2            –1              0              1 –2            –1              0              1
Average Approval Score

D
en

si
ty

Conservatives

Liberals

Audience

Figure 2 
Average Approval Score for Compromise by Ideology a

a Figure shows the distributions of average approval scores in the compromise condition drawn 
from 2,000 bootstraps based on the ideology of the respondents from experiments 1 and 2. Ideology 
is measured from 1 (very liberal) to 5 (very conservative), with those selecting 1 and 2 counted as 
liberals and those selecting 4 and 5 counted as conservatives. The effects are the difference in approval 
scores moving from conservatives to liberals; p-values are calculated using a t-test. Outcomes are held 
constant with 20 percent territory gained by the attacking country. The approval score is measured on 
a scale from –3 (strongly disapprove) to 3 (strongly approve).
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This last point suggests that the earlier results are a conservative test 
of the effect of compromise because the only difference in scenarios is 
the strategy used to reach the outcome, as opposed to the compromise 
condition also yielding a more favorable outcome. To evaluate the ef-
fect of outcomes on public attitudes toward international negotiations, 
Experiment 2 tests the sensitivity of audiences’ approval to randomly 
varied crisis outcomes.

I begin by considering whether a compromise that gives more to the 
foreign country receives lower approval from the domestic audience, 
comparing negotiated settlements that led to the foreign country gain-
ing a baseline of 20 percent of the contested territory or an additional 
30 percent.88 The shift in average approval between the attacking coun-
try receiving 20 versus 50 percent in the compromise treatment is only 
–0.01 (p = 0.95), showing that when compromise results in a worse pol-
icy outcome, the public is willing to accept the concessions and support 
the leader. This result reinforces the finding that leaders can maintain 
significant domestic support for their foreign policy when negotiating 
compromises.

I next consider approval for compromise compared to the not-engage 
condition. For all comparisons, the compromise treatment results in a 
significantly higher approval than the not engage, as is shown in Fig-
ure 3. But when the leader backs down, chooses not to engage, and that 
results in the attacking country taking over more territory, approval 
drops even lower (–0.34, p = 0.06). Although approval for compromise 
remains stable across territorial outcomes, the drop in approval for the 
not-engage treatment when the attacking country gains more territory 
demonstrates that the results discussed above are indeed conservative 
when comparing compromise to not engage. The conservative esti-
mates presented in Figure 1 (holding outcomes constant at 20 percent) 
result in compromise having a 0.66 (p < 0.01) higher approval than 
not engage, but when the acquiescence in the not-engage condition 
results in the attacking country gaining more territory, the difference 
in approval between compromise and not engage is about 50 percent 
larger at 1.00 (p < 0.01). These results demonstrate that audiences ap-
pear more sensitive to changes in outcomes in the not-engage condi-
tion than in the compromise condition, giving leaders greater flexibility 
to reach compromises in international negotiations.

88  Pretests showed that a 20 percent shift in territorial outcome was enough to generate significant 
changes in approval across other negotiation strategies, demonstrating that the changes in outcomes 
were large enough and clear enough to respondents to potentially generate significant treatment effects.
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proposal power

A final component of compromises that is likely to affect audiences’ 
approval is the perception of the leader’s role in reaching a settlement, 
specifically whether the leader exercises proposal power. To test the ef-
fect of proposal power, Experiment 2 randomly assigns whether a com-
promise is proposed by the president or the foreign leader. As shown in 
Figure 4, the average support score for a compromise proposed by the 
domestic leader is positive, whereas approval when the foreign leader 
proposes a compromise is negative. This result provides cautious sup-
port for H2a, although the difference does not reach traditional levels 
of significance (p = 0.11). In substantive terms, 12 percent more respon-
dents approve when the domestic leader proposes the compromise than 
when the foreign leader proposes it (p = 0.08). Although these results 
shed light on H2a, the full effect of proposal power hinges on the par-
tisan interaction of the audience and the leader.

To assess how partisanship and proposal power interact, I ana-
lyze proposal power across different combinations of the president’s 
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Gained 20% Territory
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Figure 3 
Average Approval Score for Compromise by Ideology a

a Figure shows the average approval score and 95 percent confidence intervals for the compromise 
and not-engage treatments conditional on whether the attacking country gained 20 or 50 percent of 
the contested territory. The approval score is measured on a scale from –3 (strongly disapprove) to 3 
(strongly approve).
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party and the audience’s party. I use a party match variable that indi-
cates whether the respondent and president are from the same party. As 
shown in Figure 5, Democrats consistently have favorable opinions of 
presidents who are Democrat and they agree to compromises regardless 
of whether the president proposes or accepts the compromise.

The only situation in which Democrats look unfavorably on com-
promise is when the president is a Republican and the compromise is 
initiated by the foreign leader. By contrast, and consistent with H2b, 
Republican audiences are more selective when supporting compromise. 
Republicans strongly support a Republican president when she pro-
poses the compromise, but not when the president accepts a compro-
mise initiated by the foreign country. Consistent with H2a and H2b, 
these findings support the idea that audiences take cues from their lead-
ers in international negotiations, resulting in greater support for the 
leader when that leader is a member of their party and when the domes-
tic leader initiates the compromise. The results also support a long-held 
idea that “only Nixon could go to China,” meaning that Republican 
presidents, who are more likely to be viewed as hawks, actually have 
an easier time making peace.89 A Republican president who proposes 
a compromise receives strong support from audiences of both parties, 
with support at 70 percent among Democrats and 63 percent among 
Republicans. By contrast, a Democrat who proposes a compromise re-

89  Cowen and Sutter 1998; Schultz 2005; Trager and Vavreck 2011.
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Figure 4 
Approval Score for Compromise Based on Proposal Powera

a Figure shows the average approval score and 95 percent confidence intervals for domestic leaders 
who propose compromises and domestic leaders who accept compromises proposed by foreign leaders. 
Outcomes are held constant with 20 percent territory gained by the attacking country. The approval 
score is measured on a scale from –3 (strongly disapprove) to 3 (strongly approve).
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ceives strong support from her own party, 61 percent, but only 13 per-
cent support from Republicans, which highlights the partisan nature of 
compromise.90

The results from the national ssi sample in Experiment 3 add further 
support to the influence of partisanship and proposal power on public 
opinion toward international compromises.91 Among Democrats and 
Republicans, leaders always received high approval scores from mem-
bers of their own party when they exercise proposal power and initiate 
the compromise. Additionally, the results demonstrate that differences 
in language across the experiments do not alter the underlying treat-
ment effects. Consistent with the results in Experiment 2, Experiment 

90  Additional proposal power and partisanship results based on a dichotomous measure of whether 
respondents approve are displayed in the supplementary material, section 6; Brutger 2020b.

91  The full results for Experiment 3 are displayed in the supplementary material, section 5; Brutger 
2020.
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Figure 5 
Average Approval Score for Compromise Based on Party Match and 

Proposal Powera

a Figure shows the average approval score and 95 percent confidence intervals for audiences of 
Democrats and Republicans based on whether the respondent and president are from the same party 
(party match) interacted with whether the US president or the foreign leader proposed the negotiated 
settlement; outcomes are held constant with 20 percent territory gained by the attacking country. The 
approval score is measured on a scale from –3 (strongly disapprove) to 3 (strongly approve).
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3 finds that the average approval score among Democrats is always 
positive when a compromise is reached by the Democratic leader or a 
compromise was proposed by the domestic leader. Across comparable 
conditions in experiments 2 and 3, the difference in average approval 
scores was essentially zero (0.13, p = 0.65), highlighting that the na-
tional ssi and MTurk samples generated remarkably consistent results. 
Republicans have a somewhat lower average baseline approval in Ex-
periment 3, but the comparable treatment effect of switching from a 
Democrat to Republican president proposing the compromise remains 
positive and significant (0.90, p = 0.04) among Republicans. The ro-
bustness of the results across samples, experiment wording, and time 
demonstrate that proposal power and partisanship play critical roles in 
shaping public support for international negotiations and compromise.

Economic Negotiations

To examine whether partisanship and proposal power affect percep-
tions of compromise across issue areas, Experiment 4 tests attitudes 
toward compromise in an international investment dispute. The ex-
periment was fielded in the spring of 2016 by ssi on a national sample 
of 543 American respondents. The experiment presented respondents 
with a hypothetical investment dispute in which a foreign firm sued the 
United States using investor-state dispute settlement. Rather than du-
plicating all the conditions from the three prior studies, Experiment 4 
limits its focus to proposal power, randomizing whether the US leader 
or the foreign leader proposes a compromise. The experiment also dif-
fers in that it specifies Obama as the US leader, which means the party 
of the president is not varied. Doing so has the added advantage of al-
lowing us to see how the audience’s partisanship interacts with a known 
president and the effect of that interaction on public approval.

The respondents read about an investment dispute in which Trans-
Corp, a hypothetical company from a neighboring country, sued the 
United States and the Obama administration for $15 billion.92 Similar 
to the security experiments, the situation involved the United States es-
calating the dispute with a clear promise to fight the challenge, specify-
ing that the Obama administration would “fight the challenge until the 
arbitration panel made its decision.” After reading the president’s com-
mitment, they read that either the Obama administration or TransCorp 
“proposed a settlement granting TransCorp twenty percent of the value 

92  The full text of the scenario is provided in the supplementary material, section 7; Brutger 2020b. 
The scenario and monetary value at stake were based on an actual dispute between a Canadian firm 
and the US (see King and Mauldin 2016).
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of the suit,” and that the settlement was accepted by the other party. 
Respondents were then asked the same approval question as in the ear-
lier experiments.

The results, which are displayed in Figure 6, show that exercising 
proposal power works to the advantage of the leader even in economic 
negotiations. For the full sample, when the US leader proposes the set-
tlement, the leader’s approval score goes up by 0.4 on a seven-point 
scale (p = 0.05). The effect of proposal power based on the partisanship 
of the audience when Obama proposes a compromise shows that the 
Democrats’ approval score increases by 0.65 (p = 0.04), whereas Repub-
licans do not have a significant change in approval, with a shift in ap-
proval score of just 0.27 (p = 0.51). To highlight the magnitude of these 
effects, consider the change in the percent of Democrats and Repub-
licans who support the settlement based on proposal power. Only 32 
percent of Democrats support the settlement when the foreign leader 
proposes it, but support jumps to 63 percent when the US leader pro-

            –1            0             1             –1            0             1
Average Approval Score

D
en

si
ty

Foreign leader proposes

President proposes

Treatment

Figure 6 
Average Approval Score for Compromisea

a Figure shows the distributions of average approval scores from Experiment 4 drawn from 2,000 
bootstraps based on the party of the respondent and the proposer. The effects are the average treat-
ment effects; and p-values are calculated using a t-test. The approval score is measured on a scale from 
–3 (strongly disapprove) to 3 (strongly approve).
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poses the agreement (p < 0.01). By contrast, 24 percent of Republicans 
support the agreement when the foreign leader proposes, and 27 per-
cent support when the US leader proposes it (p = 0.70).93 These results 
add additional support to the findings that Republicans do not sup-
port international compromises proposed by Democrats and they have 
a lower baseline level of support for compromise as well.

The results of the investment experiment provide the first analysis 
of how public opinion toward compromise and proposal power trans-
late across issue areas. Although the investment experiment does not 
include every potential treatment condition to test each hypothesis, the 
results support H1b, H2a, and H2b, showing that proposal power and 
partisanship have a significant effect on support for negotiated out-
comes and compromise. The evidence presents a strong case that opin-
ions toward compromise and the ideological and partisan foundations 
that influence them apply to both the high politics of security issues and 
the low politics of international economics.

Testing Theoretical Extensions

The main findings of this work demonstrate that the public often sup-
ports compromise and that proposal power and partisanship play a ma-
jor role in shaping public opinion about international negotiations. The 
results also inspire a number of important and theoretically interesting 
questions, two of which I address in this section. The first is whether 
leaders would be better off avoiding making a threat or a promise in the 
first place, and the second is whether they would be better off following 
through on their threat as opposed to proposing a compromise. These 
questions go beyond the main research agenda of this article, but they  
have important implications for international bargaining, so each is  
briefly addressed and experimentally tested. I also ask what drives sup-
port for compromise. Using causal mediation analysis, I show that the  
most important factor influencing support for compromise is the strength 
of the leader’s reputation and that negotiating compromises strengthens 
the domestic audiences’ perception of the leader’s reputation.

When to Threaten? When to Follow Through?
One criticism that could be raised against the scenarios of the experi-
ments is that each includes an ultimatum threat or promise prior to the 
leader reaching a compromise. This sequence of negotiation events was 

93  The difference in difference of proposal power among partisan groups for percent supporting is 
statistically significant (p < 0.01). Fearon 1994.
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chosen to explicitly show that the leader was reaching a compromise 
in which she clearly backed down from her earlier bargaining position. 
But because political negotiations are inherently strategic, I now con-
sider whether the leader would have been better off choosing a differ-
ent path through the bargaining process. I first ask whether the leader 
would have been better off never making a threat or promise, and then I 
assess whether the leader would have been better off making the threat 
and following through on it.

To test the first of these questions, Experiment 4 includes an addi- 
tional treatment condition in which Obama never issues a threat or 
a promise, but the same agreement is reached. In this final scenario, 
respondents read, “The Obama administration proposed a settlement 
granting TransCorp twenty percent of the value of the suit, and Trans-
Corp accepted the settlement.” This condition is identical to the condi-
tion in which Obama proposes the settlement, with the exception that 
it does not include the threat to fight the dispute to the end. The expec-
tation among scholars who assume compromise is punished is that ap-
proval would be lower for a leader who makes a threat and then backs 
down from it to reach a compromise than for a leader who reaches the 
same agreement without the threat. But the results show that there is 
not a significant difference between making the threat and then reach-
ing a compromise and reaching the same agreement without the threat. 
The difference in approval scores between the two conditions among 
the full sample is 0.14 higher on a seven-point scale when the leader 
compromises after the threat (p = 0.50). Breaking down the results by 
respondents’ party shows that the approval score among Democrats is 
0.38 higher (p = 0.25) and among Republicans is 0.17 lower (p = 0.69) 
when the leader first makes a threat. These findings show that once 
compromise is factored in, domestic public opinion does not provide an 
incentive for the leader to refrain from making a threat in the economic 
scenario—a finding that deserves further attention in future research.

In the negotiation process, leaders also have the option to follow 
through on their threat, which is what the audience-cost literature ar-
gues will occur if a leader becomes locked in and the adversary does not 
acquiesce.94 Although I have shown that the public supports the lead-
er’s decision to compromise, especially when that leader proposes the 
compromise, a remaining question is whether the leader would have 
been better off following through on her threat. To test this question, 
Experiment 2 includes an additional treatment condition in which the 

94  Kertzer and Brutger 2016.
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leader follows through on the threat to engage militarily, which follows 
Kertzer and Brutger’s experimental design.95 If approval of the leader’s 
handling of the situation is higher in the engage treatment, then the 
leader is locked in. But if approval is higher when the leader proposes 
a compromise, it suggests that the leader is better off reaching a com-
promise and that the initial threat or promise was not a credible com-
mitment.

To evaluate the incentives of the leader, I compare the approval score 
of the leader’s handling of the situation when she proposes the compro-
mise versus approval when she follows through on the threat and en-
gages. As with the earlier analysis, the policy outcome is held constant 
across comparisons. The results show that approval levels are statisti-
cally indistinguishable across the compromise and engage treatments, 
with the difference being –0.12 for the full sample (p = 0.67). Con-
sistent with the full sample, the approval scores are indistinguishable 
across treatment conditions for Democrat and Republican presidents, 
with the differences being –0.27 (p = 0.52) and 0.04 (p = 0.92), re-
spectively. These results indicate that the leader does not receive sig-
nificantly greater support for following through on her threat. These 
findings highlight the public’s support for compromise and demon-
strate the challenge of using public rhetoric to send credible signals of 
resolve in international relations.

Analyzing the Mechanisms

To understand why audiences tend to favor compromise, Experiment 2 
tests what factors are responsible for peoples’ reactions to compromise. 
The study includes a measure of the most prominent explanation for 
why audiences may punish leaders’ inconsistency—reputational con-
cerns96—and also includes other potential mediators, such as whether 
the respondent was proud, angry, hopeful, worried, or frightened. To 
measure concerns about reputation, each respondent was asked, “On 
a scale of 1–5, how much damage do you think there would be to the 
president’s reputation as a result of the president’s handling of the sit-
uation?” For the other mediators, respondents were asked to indicate 
whether any of the options describe their feelings about the president’s 
handling of the situation.97 When leaders choose to reach a compro-
mise after backing down from a threat as opposed to not engaging, 

95  A discussion of the engage treatment is provided in the supplementary material, section 4; Brut-
ger 2020b.

96  Brutger and Kertzer 2018; Fearon 1994; Guisinger and Smith 2002; Weeks 2008; Tomz 2007.
97  A discussion of the mediators, their measures, and analysis is included in the supplementary 

material, section 8; Brutger 2020b.
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they receive a significant improvement in their perceived reputation 
(0.51, p < 0.01). The importance of reputation is highlighted in media-
tion analysis,98 which tests how the potential mediators affect approval 
of the president’s handling of the situation. When examining the in-
crease in approval from the not-engage to the compromise condition, 
the mediating effect of reputation is responsible for 58 percent of the 
increase in approval (p < 0.01). Although many of the mediators had a 
significant effect on approval, reputation had the strongest effect and 
was responsible for the greatest proportion of the total effect of com-
promise.99 The next most important mediator was whether or not peo-
ple were proud of how the president handled the negotiation, with 12 
percent more of the respondents being proud of how the president han-
dled the negotiation when a compromise was reached (p < 0.01). These 
findings demonstrate that leaders who are concerned about their repu-
tations among domestic audiences can preserve or enhance their repu-
tations by reaching diplomatic compromises.

Conclusion

The evidence in this article builds a case for a reformulation of how we 
think about public opinion and commitments in international bargain-
ing. Three critical points emerge for understanding the role of the do-
mestic public in international negotiations. First, leaders can influence 
the level of public approval when negotiating a compromise by exercis-
ing proposal power. When leaders negotiate settlements and are per-
ceived as the proposer, they are able to protect their reputations, which 
allows them to mitigate or eliminate public disapproval. Proposal power 
introduces to the bargaining dynamic a new component that allows 
leaders to frame the bargaining outcome for their home audience and 
provides greater flexibility for the leader to negotiate concessions.

Second, the composition of a leader’s audience is of vital importance 
when evaluating whether publics constrain leaders’ behavior and cre-
ate costly signals on the international stage. Whereas prior studies find 
that audience costs are nonpartisan,100 I find that ideology and partisan-
ship significantly affect approval for compromise when both the audi-
ence and the leader’s partisanship are taken into account.101 Given how 

98  Imai et al. 2010.
99  The mediation results for all mediators are shown in the supplementary material, section 8; 

Brutger 2020b.
100  Levendusky and Horowitz 2012; Trager and Vavreck 2011.
101  Although compromise appears to be a partisan issue, the experiments found that Republicans 

and Democrats impose audience costs for the traditional audience cost treatment effect, which is con-
sistent with earlier findings.
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individuals’ core values and ideology interact with proposal power in 
international negotiations, Republican presidents have greater leeway 
to negotiate compromise settlements and receive strong support from 
Democratic and Republican voters when they propose them. By con-
trast, presidents who are Democrats are more constrained, and receive 
support only from their own party when they propose compromises. 
The role of partisanship in shaping public approval of foreign policy 
strategies adds further support to a growing literature that argues that 
increasingly, politics does not stop at the water’s edge.102

Third, when the possibility of compromise is included, audi-
ences rarely lock in leaders in international negotiations and domes-
tic approval concerns are at best, inconsistent signals of leaders’ resolve. 
Rather than assume publics disapprove of compromise as Morgenthau 
argues,103 these results fundamentally change how we think domestic 
audiences respond to international diplomacy. The results presented in 
this article suggest that many leaders can pursue foreign policy compro-
mises without jeopardizing their domestic support or reputations. For 
example, in the Agadir Crisis, Britain made a clear and public threat, 
but then chose to embrace a diplomatic compromise that was supported 
by the domestic audience. The public’s propensity to support compro-
mise, and the ideological divide of that support, was also evident in its 
reaction to President Obama’s compromise in the Syrian crisis, during 
which Democrats strongly supported the compromise and even Repub-
licans viewed it relatively favorably, although significantly less so than 
Democrats. These examples and the experimental evidence highlight 
the need to reevaluate the theories connecting public opinion to dip-
lomatic compromise and the role of the public in constraining leaders’ 
negotiating strategies.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary material for this article can be found at https://www.doi.org/10.10 
17/S0043887120000192.

Data

Replication files for this article can be found at https://www.doi.org/10.7910/
DVN/SYH7UN.
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