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Chapter One

T H E O R I E S  O F  A M E R I C A N  AT T I T U D E S

T O WA R D  WA R FA R E

Perhaps the most important task that American citizens entrust to their
elected officials is the decision to deploy the country’s military forces 
in combat. In making such decisions, leaders place the lives of American
citizens—and the citizens of other nations—in the balance. For decades
scholars and politicians have sought to understand the conditions under
which Americans are willing to support their leaders’ decisions to use
military force. In this book, we show that many conditions are important
for shaping the public’s willingness to bear the human costs of war, but
most important of all is the public’s expectations that the military opera-
tion will be successful. 

Initially, scholars believed that the public was not capable of placing
constraints on the use of force either because Americans would reflexively
“rally ’round the flag” (Verba et al. 1967), or because their attitudes to-
ward foreign policy lacked structure and content (Lippmann 1955; Con-
verse 1964). Later work examining the reaction to the Vietnam War con-
tinued to see the public’s reaction to the use of military force as reflexive
and unthinking, but drew the opposite conclusion about the direction of
that reaction, seeing the public as unwilling to tolerate any use of military
force that resulted in even a few American deaths (Luttwak 1996; Klare-
vas 2000). 

Ever since the Vietnam War, policymakers have worried that the Ameri-
can public will support military operations only if the human costs of the
war, as measured in combat casualties, are trivial.1 The general public, so
the argument goes, is highly sensitive to the human toll, and this sets se-
vere constraints on how American military power can be wielded. Politi-
cal leaders who engage in costly military ventures will face their own sure
demise at the ballot box. Americans stop supporting military operations
that produce casualties, and voters punish political leaders who deliver

1Except where otherwise noted, we will use the term casualties to refer to deaths. We rec-
ognize that in military parlance, casualties means both the dead and the wounded, a much
higher number in any conflict. In popular usage, however, casualties has generally meant
dead. In our own polling, except where noted, we used deaths in all relevant question word-
ings so that our claims are not contaminated by any public confusion about the terms.



such policies. Indeed, ever since the rejection of the Versailles Treaty and
the rise of isolationism in the United States, but especially since the Viet-
nam War, the conventional wisdom has cited public reluctance to bear the
costs of global leadership as the Achilles heel of American foreign policy.2

The conventional wisdom is so strong that it is enshrined in Army doc-
trine and regularly invoked by U.S. leaders.3

In this book, we argue that the American public is more discerning and
deliberative than most pundits and policymakers expect, and thus Ameri-
can foreign policymakers are less constrained than the conventional wis-
dom implies. Casualties do not produce a reflexive collapse in public sup-
port. Under the right conditions, the public will continue to support even
relatively costly military operations. In a similar way, casualties are not as
toxic for public support of the president as popularly believed; combat
deaths do not translate directly into political death. To be sure, the pub-
lic is not indifferent to the human costs of American foreign policy, but
the constraints placed by American public opinion are not as limiting as
popularly believed. Instead, the public appears to take a reasonably level-
headed cost-benefit approach in forming attitudes toward military missions.

Our central argument is that—within this cost-benefit framework—
when it comes to supporting an ongoing military mission in the face of 
a mounting human toll, expectations of success matter the most. Many
factors—the stakes, the costs (both human and financial), the trustworthi-
ness of the administration, the quality of public consensus on the foreign
policy goal in question, and so on—affect the robustness of support. But
the public’s expectation of whether the mission will be successful trumps
other considerations. When it comes to voting on a president who has led
the country into a costly war, the relative weights of factors shift; expec-
tations of success still matter, but the most important factor appears to be
whether the public views the initial decision to start the war as correct.

Of course, actual success, let alone perceptions of success, are not en-
tirely under the control of policymakers; nor are public judgments about
the rightness or wrongness of the initial resort to military force. The presi-
dent has neither a free hand nor a blank check. But the image of the
American public as a paper tiger—a mirage of strength that collapses in
the face of casualties—is as incorrect as it is popular.

2 C H A P T E R  O N E

2While each presents this view in a different way with distinctive emphasis and insight,
this is the bottom line of the following authors: Bernstein and Libicki (1998); Coker (2001,
2002); Eikenberry (1996); Gentry (1998); Huelfer (2003); Hyde (2000); Klarevas (2000);
Kober (2003); Lane (1998); Luttwak (1994, 1995, 1996, 1999); Moskos (1995, 1996/97);
Mueller (1994, 2002); Sapolsky and Shapiro (1996); Sapolsky and Weiner (1994). Of course,
the conventional view is also ubiquitous in media commentary, too numerous to list. For il-
lustrative examples, see Brown (2000); Kilian (2002); Knickerbocker (2003); McManus
(2003). For a good critical review of the conventional wisdom, see Lacquement (2004).

3Unattributed (1993); Kull and Destler (1999).



We show that our argument makes the best sense of the voluminous
survey data that are now available on this subject. We make wide-ranging
use of surveys administered by others, but the centerpiece of our book is
data from proprietary national surveys that we designed and conducted
from October 2003 through November 2004. These data, representing
the results of some 8588 interviews with adult Americans, are an un-
matched resource of information, the most extensive and detailed compi-
lation of public attitudes toward casualties of which we are aware. The
coincidence of our field research with the ongoing war in Iraq provided
an unprecedented, albeit tragic, opportunity to gauge public attitudes to-
ward casualties as events on the ground evolved—and also allowed us to
reshape our research focus accordingly.

Indeed, it is impossible to investigate a topic like this today without
having the ongoing conflict in Iraq uppermost in mind, and we do look
very closely at public opinion on the Iraq war. Concern, however, for
what might be called “the public’s stomach for costly military action”
predates the Iraq war (as does our initial research design).

The issue, in fact, is as old as the Republic. General George Washing-
ton and the Continental Congress worried about the willingness of the
American colonists to continue to pay the costs of war with Britain.
“There is a danger,” the general wrote to the Congress, “that a com-
mercial and free people, little accustomed to heavy burdens, pressed by
the impositions of a new and odious kind, may not make a proper al-
lowance for the necessity of the conjuncture, and may imagine that they
have only exchanged one tyranny for another.”4 President Lincoln like-
wise confronted the issue in the Civil War. From Lincoln’s vantage point,
the mounting human toll of the war seemed on a collision course with the
1864 election.5 His concerns seemed justified, moreover, in light of the
impact that war casualties had on Republican candidates in the 1862–63
midterm elections.6 President Wilson spoke eloquently about the waste-
fulness of war, opining that “never before have the losses and the slaugh-
ter been so great with as little gain in military advantage.”7 The terrible
human toll of World War I left what one scholar called a “dark shadow”
on the American public, and enshrined the “casualty issue” as a crucial
constraint on American foreign policy.8 Concern over casualties drove
U.S. efforts in the 1930s to avoid involvement in another major European
war, and shaped the way the war was ultimately fought.9 Of course,
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4Washington (1937:107). See also Fisher (1908:244–45) for a discussion of ebbing pub-
lic support for the Revolution in the face of mounting costs.

5Parish (1981:346).
6Carson et. al. (2001).
7Quoted in Hughes and Seligmann (2000:69).
8Huelfer (2003).
9Huelfer (2003:181–211).



World War II proved to be the bloodiest American war (not counting the
Civil War) and, compared with every military operation since, World War
II is held up as the exceptional instance of the American public having a
strong stomach for war. At the time, however, President Roosevelt and his
military commanders worried greatly about public casualty tolerance and
went to extraordinary lengths to manage the public’s reception of adverse
news.10 On the other side, both Adolf Hitler and Japanese leaders were con-
vinced that the ethnic composition of the American public, and the dem-
ocratic government’s responsiveness to that public, meant that the eco-
nomic and military potential of the United States would not be realized in
combat; the United States might look tough on paper but, once bloodied,
it would collapse.11

Concern over the public’s tolerance for casualties was arguably a defin-
ing feature of the major military operations of the Cold War: Korea and
Vietnam. Vietnam, in particular, is remembered as the war that estab-
lished beyond dispute that the American public will not support a “long
and bloody conflict in a faraway land,” as one North Vietnamese leader
put it.12 Each of the leaders who brought the United States into these wars
saw his political headaches multiply with the mounting combat toll, and
each was denied a second term as a result. America’s enemies drew the
predictable inference about the United States: In the words of Chairman
Mao, “[I]n appearance it is very powerful but in reality it is nothing to be
afraid of, it is a paper tiger.”13 Vietnam thus raised the question, “Why
do big nations lose small wars,” and the answer lay in the difficulty of sus-
taining popular support in the face of mounting costs.14

Since Vietnam, of course, the issue has only grown in prominence. The
hasty exodus from Beirut after the tragic Marine barracks bombing in
October 1983, the hasty retreat from Somalia after the infamous “Black
Hawk Down” Ranger raid in October 1993, the force protection mind-
set in the Bosnia and Kosovo missions—all reflect a conventional wisdom
that the American public will reflexively turn on any military mission that
involves a human toll. Political leaders’ fears of public casualty phobia
further help explain decisions against U.S. military intervention in such
places as Rwanda, Congo, or Sudan. Edward Luttwak summarized the
conventional wisdom well: “The prospect of high casualties, which can
rapidly undermine domestic support for any military operations, is the
key political constraint when decisions must be made on which forces to

4 C H A P T E R  O N E

10Giangreco (2004).
11Friedlander (1967:10); U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey Summary Report (Pacific War),

July 1, 1946; and Donald Chisholm, “The Risk of Optimism in the Conduct of War,” Pa-
rameters 33, no. 4 (2003):114–32.

12Quoted in Lewy (1978:432).
13Mao (1977:310).
14Mack (1975).



deploy in a crisis, and at what levels.”15 The Weinberger/Powell doctrine
further enshrined the view that public support for military operations was
a scarce resource—difficult to mobilize and easy to lose.16 The view that
public resolve was easily overcome was further reinforced by the fact that
three influential groups bought into the idea: determined enemies of the
United States, media elites, and policymakers. Thus, Saddam Hussein
premised his strategy in the first Gulf war on the idea that casualties
would defeat the U.S. popular will, even if it did not defeat the military.17

Slobodan Milosevic knew that he could not directly defeat NATO’s mili-
tary might in the Kosovo war, but believed that inflicting even modest at-
trition on NATO forces would be sufficient to prevail politically.18 And in
his infamous November 1996 fatwa, Osama Bin Laden quite explicitly
invoked American casualty phobia in Somalia as evidence for his strate-
gic premise that the United States could be defeated with only a relatively
modest level of damage: “[W]hen tens of your soldiers were killed in
minor battles and one American pilot was dragged in the streets of Mo-
gadishu, you left the area carrying disappointment, humiliation, defeat
and your dead with you. Clinton appeared in front of the whole world
threatening and promising revenge, but these threats were merely a prep-
aration for withdrawal.”19 As Steven Kull and I. M. Destler show persua-
sively, American media elites and policymakers agreed.20

The terrorist attacks of 9/11 did not erase the issue from public com-
mentary. Indeed, within a few weeks, pundits were fretting about the
bleak prospects for the military operation in Afghanistan and warning
that victory would require an unacceptably high military commitment.21

Even with the Taliban routed and al Qaeda in full retreat, the question of
casualty tolerance continued to dog the war, most famously in disputed
allegations that a fear of casualties drove the administration to withhold
American troops from the assault on Tora Bora in December 2001.22

Pundits were once more invoking the “lesson of Vietnam” as the war
with Iraq loomed, arguing that the public simply did not have the stom-
ach for the kind of bloody fighting required in Iraq.23 Based on reports of
interviews with former Iraqi commanders, Saddam Hussein himself evi-
dently thought as much, specifically invoking the Somalia incident as proof
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15Luttwak (1996:36).
16Campbell (1998:357).
17Lacquement (2004).
18Lacquement (2004).
19Bin Laden (1996). 
20Kull and Destler (1999:88–92). For a particularly poignant version, see Thomas Fried-

man’s (2001) pre-9/11 oped on this subject—a column in which he pretends to be Bin Laden
celebrating American casualty phobia.

21Mearsheimer (2001). 
22Franks (2004).
23Schmitt and Shanker (2002); Ricks (2003a); Boyer (2003).



that the American public was casualty phobic.24 The war was barely a week
old, when observers began to worry that news of combat fatalities would
cause public support to collapse.25 As the security problems in Iraq per-
sisted long after “major combat operations” had ended, the daily reminders
of a mounting human toll were carried in grim headlines, often paired with
analyses that warned that public support was eroding precipitously.26 The
bloody toll in Iraq featured prominently in the 2004 electoral campaign,
and countless observers speculated that President George W. Bush, like Pres-
idents Johnson and Truman before him, would find his electoral hopes lost
in a far and distant war. Bush did defy the expectations and win reelection,
but the political toll of the Iraq war remained a preoccupation for political
observers of all stripes—and for the administration as well.

The relative popularity of the war ebbed and flowed, but as this book
went to press (fall of 2008), public opinion had turned sharply negative
according to a number of measures, and we could observe some substan-
tial public pressure to begin withdrawing U.S. forces from Iraq. In Janu-
ary 2007 the president increased the number of U.S. troops in Iraq in re-
sponse to the continuing civil violence there. The president’s policy was
widely unpopular, but the intensity of public pressure to withdraw troops
remained somewhat difficult to gauge. Surveys demonstrated substantial
shifts in opinion about the conditions for withdrawing U.S. troops depend-
ing upon the specific phrasing used in the question. For example, CBS sur-
veys done in both April and May 2007 asked respondents a simple “yes
or no” question regarding whether they support setting a specific time-
table for withdrawing American forces from Iraq and found that nearly
65 percent of the public favored such a timetable. Questions that allowed
respondents to express support for a specific withdrawal timetable, or 
for a more flexible policy that would link funding of the war to speci-
fic “benchmarks” of progress by the Iraqi government, indicated that
“benchmarks” was the median position. Specifically, a Fox News poll in-
dicated that 39 percent supported setting a timetable, 32 percent sup-
ported “benchmarks,” and 24 percent supported giving the president’s
policies more time to work. Thus while the public has become increas-
ingly dissatisfied with the Bush administration’s handling of this conflict,
the public pressure to end U.S. participation in the war has been remark-
ably slow to materialize. At first blush, then, the Iraq war did not settle
the question of whether or not the American public was casualty phobic. 

The effect of casualties on American public opinion, whether measured
in terms of support for the military operation or support for reelecting the

6 C H A P T E R  O N E

24Zucchino (2003); Shanker (2004).
25Ricks (2003b); Purdum (2003); Elder and Nagourney (2003). 
26Morin and Deane (2003); Matthews and Bowman (2004). Louis Klarevas (2003) even

speculated that “the public’s KIA threshold could be as low as 500 deaths.”



leader who opted for war, is thus both an enduring and timely issue. It is
also a question of great importance. Concerns about casualties drive both
American foreign policy and American electoral campaigns. It also drives
the behavior of America’s most determined foes. In short, the issue is wor-
thy of the sustained attention we give it here, and so we proceed as fol-
lows. In the rest of this chapter, we contrast the conventional wisdom
with the existing scholarly literature in two separate areas: first, public
opinion on casualties; and second, the role of foreign policy in elections.
We finish the chapter by laying out a summary of the theoretical argu-
ment that we will test in the rest of the book. 

Chapter 2 assesses our argument in light of aggregate data on public
opinion from surveys conducted by others during times of military con-
flict. We begin by focusing on five military operations that are most often
invoked by the conventional wisdom—Korea, Vietnam, Lebanon, Soma-
lia, and Kosovo. Then we look in-depth at the most recent military opera-
tion in Iraq, through the U.S. presidential election in 2004. In chapter 3
we argue that many of the debates and issues raised in chapter 2 cannot
be definitively answered through an examination of aggregate data
alone—as is most commonly done. We examine individual belief systems
about the use of force and demonstrate that key arguments in this litera-
ture can be measured and tested at the level of individual attitudes. In
chapter 4 we return to the theoretical debates described in this chapter
and test them at the individual level with a series of survey experiments
about hypothetical military missions. Chapter 5 builds upon the results
of our survey experiments by applying our argument to an ongoing real-
world conflict—the Iraq War. We examine a series of proprietary surveys
completed between October 2003 and October 2004. Chapter 6 extends
our argument by examining the impact of the Iraq War on the 2004 presi-
dential election and shows how our argument can help explain the Bush
victory. Chapter 7 investigates the question left hanging by our argument:
If the key attitudes in support for war and vote choice are “expectations
of success” and “belief in the rightness of the war,” what deeper factors
explain those key attitudes? Chapter 8 is a brief conclusion, summarizing
our results and identifying questions for future research.

Scholarly Research on Public Attitudes toward
Casualties: Logarithmic Decline, Cost-Benefit Calculi,
and the Elasticity of Demand for Military Missions

Casualty tolerance is a difficult concept to study, but over the years a
fairly substantial body of scholarship addressing the issue has accumu-
lated. Following our own earlier work, we distinguish between a variety
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of terms that are often treated as synonymous in popular discourse, but
that are analytically quite distinct.27

By the noun forms of casualty tolerance, casualty sensitivity, and casu-
alty shyness, we mean the overall willingness of the public to continue to
support a military operation even as the human toll is rising; in theory,
the public’s tolerance/sensitivity/shyness could be absolute, high, moder-
ate, limited, or nonexistent. By the adjectival forms of casualty tolerant,
casualty sensitive, and casualty shy, we mean specific claims about how
casualties affect public support. Thus, the claim that the public is casualty
tolerant is a claim that casualties do not substantially undermine public
support for a mission; the opposite claim that the public is casualty shy
means that casualties do substantially undermine public support. The claim
that the public is casualty sensitive is simply a claim that the public views
casualties as a negative, preferring less if possible. Virtually all research—
including ours in this book—assumes that the public is casualty sensitive
in this minimal sense. This is another way of saying that casualties are a
human cost of war; we would prefer the same benefit, the goals of the
war, at lower cost if possible.

The conventional wisdom described earlier, however, goes a step fur-
ther, and claims that the public’s casualty tolerance is so low that even
historically low numbers of casualties will undo public support for a mili-
tary mission. We call this extreme form of casualty sensitivity “casualty
phobia.”28 Casualty phobia is different from pacifism. Pacifism is oppo-
sition to any use of force; casualty phobia involves initial support for the
use of force, but the support evaporates rapidly and irrevocably at the
sight of body bags. 

Finally, for the sake of clarity, we will use the terms casualty averse and
casualty aversion to refer to the policies and behaviors that political lead-
ers and the military implement with regard to this issue. Thus, the mili-
tary can adopt casualty averse rules of engagement, depending on their
understanding of the casualty aversion policies of the political leadership;
these policies are themselves at least partly in response to political lead-
ers’ personal casualty tolerance and also their beliefs about whether the
general public is casualty shy or even casualty phobic.

The conventional wisdom is that the public is casualty phobic, but the
scholarly consensus is otherwise. The scholarly consensus has evolved
over time, partly in response to the growing sophistication of methods of
assessing public opinion and partly in response to perceived changes in
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27The following section draws on and refines the parallel section in Feaver and Gelpi
(2004:98–102).

28Others have called it the “body bag syndrome” or the “Dover factor” (referring to the
airbase in Delaware that serves as the port of entry for the remains of American military
personnel killed abroad), or other similar names.



the nature of public opinion as technology and America’s role in the
world itself have evolved. The literature is best understood as three lay-
ers of interlocking (and not necessarily successive) debates. 

The first debate concerns whether casualties affect public support for the
war according to a fixed pattern of inexorable decline or whether the pub-
lic views casualties and the use of force through a rational cost-benefit cal-
culus. Early research during the Vietnam War emphasized what came to be
called the “rally ’round the flag” effect—the way public support spikes dur-
ing crises—and the degree to which determined political leaders can rein-
force public resolve through decisive action; viewed this way, public casualty
sensitivity was not a debilitating constraint on American military power.29

As the Vietnam War continued and public support eroded, the schol-
arly consensus shifted. Jeffrey Milstein was a pioneer in applying the so-
phisticated techniques of the McNamara “whiz kids” to the problem of
public support for Vietnam. He found a variety of strong correlations: As
the U.S. military commitment increased and as casualties increased, pub-
lic support dropped, whereas public support climbed when the burden
was shifted to the shoulders of the Vietnamese themselves.30

John Mueller built on this work with a landmark study of public opin-
ion in the Vietnam War (with a comparison to the Korean War).31 Mueller
is famous for arguing that public support for the Vietnam War dropped
in proportion to the log of casualties: “While [the American public] did
weary of the [Korean and Vietnam] wars, they generally seem to have be-
come hardened to the wars’ costs: They are sensitive to relatively small
losses in the early stages, but only to large losses in later stages.”32 Viewed
in toto, Mueller’s finding cuts against the casualty phobia thesis. Public
support for an ongoing military operation did not drop catastrophically
with mounting casualties. On the contrary, casualties drained public sup-
port only slowly. Mueller, however, was arguing that public support
dropped reflexively, and more to the point, inexorably. Mueller’s oft-quoted
study thus fixed in the public mind the idea that support for Vietnam
buckled as the body-bag toll mounted, and this gradually hardened into
the conventional wisdom that the public is reflexively casualty phobic. 

Mueller later reinforced the “inexorable decline” view with his analy-
sis of public opinion during the first Iraq war, which emphasized that pub-
lic support was far more precarious than the euphoria over the quick vic-
tory might indicate.33 Scott Gartner and Gary Segura revised this argument
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30Milstein and Mitchell (1968); Milstein (1969, 1973, 1974).
31The central thesis is available in Mueller (1971), but the full compilation of polls is

found in Mueller (1973).
32Mueller (1973: 62).
33Mueller (1994)



somewhat, noting that support for the Korean and Vietnam wars de-
clined with logged casualties during periods when the casualty rate was
low, but in periods of high casualty rates, then public support drops with
marginal casualties, not logged cumulative casualties.34 Other research also
showed that there was a direct link between mounting casualties, antiwar
protests, and then subsequent changes in U.S. governmental policy.35

This view of a fixed pattern of declining public support with rising ca-
sualties was challenged in a series of studies that showed that public sup-
port did not inexorably decline. On the contrary, Benjamin Schwarz
showed how the rally ’round the flag effect not only inured political lead-
ers from the negative impact of casualties early on in a military operation,
but also might even have driven the public to favor escalation of a mili-
tary operation rather than the withdrawal suggested by the “body bag
syndrome.”36 Moreover, several major scholarly investigations assessing
public opinion and national security during the Cold War painted a collec-
tive picture of a “rational public,” one very capable of responding to elite
debates and weighing the complexities of foreign policy. 37 The public, in
this way, went through what Alvin Richman called a simple “ends-means”
calculus.38 Eric Larson applied this argument to the surveys originally an-
alyzed by Mueller, as well as public opinion from subsequent wars, and
found, contra Mueller, that the complex cost-benefit calculation fit the
data better than a reflexive, logarithmic response.39 Today, the scholarly
consensus is nearly unanimous in favor of the “rational cost-benefit”
model, and Larson’s oft-cited version serves as a point of departure for
most subsequent research in the field. 

The cost-benefit model, however, is not necessarily a rebuttal of the
casualty-phobia thesis, and, indeed, the model raises what can be consid-
ered the second big debate in the academic literature: If the public applies
something like an economistic rational calculation about war, how inelas-
tic is the public’s “demand” for war? 40 It is at least theoretically possible
for the public to have such an elastic demand—to be so “price sensitive”—
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34Gartner and Segura (1998).
35Lorell and Kelley (1985).
36Schwarz (1994).
37Holsti and Rosenau (1984); Russett (1990); Wittkopf (1990); Hinckley (1992); Page

and Shapiro (1992); Sniderman (1993); Zaller (1994); Richman (1995); Holsti (1996). For
a more skeptical view, but not one that dismisses polling altogether, see Althaus (2003).

38Richman (1995).
39Larson (1996).
40 In fact, the protagonists in this first wave of debate are not quite as sharply contradic-

tory as the literature implies. Part of what Mueller found in the gradual decline of public
support for the Korea and Vietnam missions may simply be a result of the fact that as the
casualty toll mounted, the “costs” for securing the goals went up, lowering the net cost-
benefit calculation. 



that even marginal numbers of casualties cause public support for the war
to collapse. Thus, in more recent work, Mueller explicitly accepts the
cost-benefit model, but, writing before 9/11, he argued that the public
saw so little benefit in most military missions that in effect the cost-benefit
calculation was functionally equivalent to a casualty-phobic posture.41

Likewise, Louis Klarevas endorses the cost-benefit model, but then else-
where argues that for some key categories of missions the public sensitiv-
ity to casualties is so high that trivial numbers of casualties can produce
a “Somalia Syndrome.”42 Most scholars who have examined public opin-
ion polls closely come down on the other side, however, concluding that
the demand, while not completely inelastic, is nevertheless not as price
sensitive as to approximate casualty phobia.43

The third debate, which our work engages head on, takes the issue of
elasticity a step further: What factors shape the “elasticity of demand” for
military missions? Put another way, under what conditions will the casu-
alties cause public support for a given mission to decline more rapidly or
more slowly?

For instance, there is a wide scholarly consensus that stakes do matter.
The more vital the public views the military mission, the higher the price
the public is willing to pay to achieve it, other things being equal. This in-
sight, however, borders on a tautology, since the way you can be sure that
the public considers the military mission to be more vital is that the pub-
lic shows a willingness to tolerate more casualties in conducting it. 

There is also a wide scholarly consensus that multiple factors may be
at work at the same time.44 What distinguishes different authors in this
third wave of debate, however, is the pride of place they give to certain
factors. One can identify in the existing debate, five different claims that
argue, in effect, that “other factors may also matter for driving casualty
tolerance but this is the factor that trumps the others.”45
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42Compare Klarevas (2002) with Klarevas (2000).
43This is the bottom line of the following poll-based analyses: Jentleson (1992); Richman

(1995); Kull (1995/96); Larson (1996); Strobel (1997); Jentleson and Britton (1998); Burk
(1999); Kull and Destler (1999); Feaver and Gelpi (1999, 2004); Everts (2000, 2001, 2002,
2005); Erdmann (1999);  Eichenberg (2004).

44Larson (2000); Klarevas (2002).
45Here we list only the factors that might vary from case to case in the current era. There

are a number of other arguments emphasizing different factors that would explain changes
in the underlying casualty tolerance from what it might have been in previous generations.
Thus, Luttwak (1994, 1996) argues that the public is more casualty sensitive now than in
the time of the World Wars because of the lower birth rate. Moskos (1995) argues that the
public is more casualty sensitive now because they see that children of the elite are not at
risk in most military missions. Sapolsky and Shapiro (1996) argue that casualty phobia has
driven changes in technology that have, in turn, reinforced casualty phobia by fostering



First, Bruce Jentleson argues that the “pretty prudent” public bases its
casualty tolerance on “the principal policy objective (PPO)” envisioned
by the military operation.46 PPOs involving “foreign policy restraint” will
be accepted by the public as important and thus worth even a serious
price; these included the traditional military tasks of using force to coerce
an adversary engaged in aggressive action against the United States or its
allies. Missions deemed “humanitarian intervention” enjoy public sup-
port only if the costs are relatively low. Still other missions, dubbed “in-
ternal political change,” are viewed as inherently dodgy adventures by a
skeptical public; public support for these missions is hard to come by and
easy to lose as costs mount.

Second, Eric Larson argues that public casualty tolerance follows do-
mestic elite casualty tolerance.47 When domestic elites line up in a consen-
sus behind the mission, public support will be robust even in the face of
mounting costs, but when domestic elites are divided, then even small
amounts of casualties will be highly corrosive of public support. By domes-
tic elites, Larson primarily refers to potential political rivals in Congress.

Third, Steven Kull and his colleagues argues that public support for a
military mission will be more robust if the public sees that other countries
likewise support the mission and thus the United States is not obliged to
bear the costs all by itself.48 Multilateral support may function as an elite
cue—“this mission must be justified because lots of other states are sup-
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unrealistic expectations as to what extent human toll is unavoidable in war. Numerous
people (Stech 1994; Neuman 1996; Livingstone 1997), have argued that the advent of near-
real-time television coverage of military operations has heightened public casualty sensitiv-
ity by giving the deaths a vividness and immediacy that makes them more shocking. Logi-
cally, these works belong in the first or second wave because they are claiming that the
public is, in fact, highly casualty sensitive and are blaming a factor that is largely unavoid-
able and so should apply with equal force to every military mission we might consider. In
fact, some of these factors may well be at work; a variant of Moskos argument shows up in
the social contact variable described in the text and we will give emphasis to the role of tech-
nology in the concluding chapter. Moreover, as we discuss in the concluding chapter, there
has been an order of magnitude shift in the public’s casualty tolerance. Whereas in previous
wars, casualty concerns arose after tens or even hundreds of thousands of fatalities, now the
concerns are arising even when the death toll is only in the tens or hundreds. The genera-
tional factors may help explain this phenomenon, but they do not help explain the condi-
tions under which the public is willing to continue to support particular military missions
given the environment we face today.

46Jentleson (1992); Jentleson and Britton (1998). See also Eichenberg (2005).
47Larson (1996, 2000). Larson applies Zaller’s (1994) model of how elites cue public

opinion. Larson (2000) offers a model for weighing multiple factors at the same time, in-
cluding various indices that attempt to measure the public’s perceived utility in a given mil-
itary mission, expectations of success, and leadership cuing. He gives pride of place, how-
ever, to leadership cuing.

48Kull, Destler, and Ramsay (1997); Kull and Destler (1999); Kull and Ramsay (2000);
Kull et al. (2002, 2003a, 2003c).



porting it” 49—or the public may simply prefer to have the burden distrib-
uted more evenly.

Fourth, a variety of scholars and pundits have identified what might be
called the “contact” factor in shaping robustness of the public’s stomach
for costly military ventures. One of the earliest systematic studies of the
question was Donald Rugg and Hadley Cantril’s analysis that compared
the views of person’s with draft-age family members versus those without
such members to the prospect of war before the United States entered
World War II; Rugg and Cantril concluded that there was no difference
and, at least at that time, opposition or support was not a personal mat-
ter.50 On the other hand, Scott Gartner, Gary Segura, and Michael Wil-
kening showed that individuals from counties with higher casualty rates
had greater opposition to the Vietnam War than individuals from coun-
ties with lower casualty rates; in other words, local losses increased casu-
alty sensitivity.51 Similarly, Karol and Miguel (2005) looked at county-
level aggregate data and found casualties within some counties reduced
the proportion of the vote for Bush relative to its level in 2000, though
they find that casualties had no impact in other counties. This argument
is another way of understanding the popular claim advanced by Charles
Moskos, Charles Rangel, and others that the general public, whose chil-
dren are at risk in military combat, are more sensitive to casualties than
are elites, whose children by and large do not serve in the military.52

Fifth, our own prior research identified expectations of success as the
crucial factor.53 If the public believes the mission will succeed, then the
public is willing to continue supporting the mission, even as costs mount.
When the public thinks victory is not likely, even small costs will be highly
corrosive. Note that the critical attitude specified here is expectation of
eventual future success, not necessarily assessments of how the war is
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49In Grieco (2003) this mechanism is hypothesized as the critical factor behind a public
preference for multilateralism.

50Rugg and Cantril (1940).
51Gartner, Segura, and Wilkening (1997). See also Gartner (2004).
52Moskos (1995, 1996/97). Rangel (2003). Our own research confirmed that social con-

tact does affect casualty sensitivity in this way, but simply being a parent did not; we were
unable to assess the impact of being a parent of someone in the military (Feaver and Gelpi
2004:166).

53Feaver and Gelpi (1999, 2004); Feaver (2001). Kull and Ramsay (2001:223–24) reach
a similar conclusion: “Americans do not and are not likely to respond reflexively to losses
by wanting to withdraw from a military operation...provided that the public has support
for the operation in the first place and believes that it is likely to succeed.” Richard Eichen-
berg (2005) likewise agrees, noting that “successful military operations enjoy high support,
regardless of other factors that may be present.” And van der Meulen and Konink (2001),
in their analysis of Dutch public opinion surrounding the Bosnian operation, concluded that
expectations of success were the best predictor of Dutch casualty tolerance. See also Kull
(1997).



going right now or most recently. Of course, recent experience can shape
expectations of the future, but our claim was that the future judgment
was the one that matters. It is the difference between how the patient feels
right now versus how optimistic the patient is that he will get well even-
tually; the latter is the more crucial attitude for determining one’s toler-
ance for enduring pain.54

Beyond these five factors are a host of demographic factors that research
has shown affect casualty sensitivity. Race is a significant factor, with Afri-
can Americans being more sensitive to casualties than Caucasians.55 Gen-
der is also significant, with women more sensitive than men.56 Education
and age likewise matter, though they do not have a consistent effect; de-
pending on the case in question, sometimes education and age are posi-
tively correlated with casualty tolerance and sometimes they are nega-
tively correlated.57

Each of these studies establishes convincingly that the favored factor
matters (and most also show that other factors matter, too). It should 
be noted that the cost-benefit approach does not preclude the possibility
that in the very long run—something like the decade-long involvement in
Vietnam—time may itself shape the calculation. 

Every factor that is given pride of place in analyses—whether external
multilateral support, or domestic elite consensus, or prospects of victory—
is likely to be negatively affected to some degree if the war drags on
indefinitely. But from a policymaking perspective, the inexorable decline
is slow enough to provide a window for military operations, provided the
other factors are favorable. Of these other factors, the demographics are
less policy-relevant; policymakers seeking to shore up public support for
a military mission as costs mount—or war protestors seeking to under-
mine public support—are not able to do much about changing demo-
graphics. The other factors—how the mission’s purpose is framed, the
degree of elite or international consensus, the perceived likelihood of
victory—are indeed in play for policymakers. Accordingly, we single them
out for special attention.

The existing scholarly literature makes one further observation relevant
to the shaping of our current project. Most pundit commentary treats pub-
lic opinion in the aggregate with sweeping statements about overall casu-
alty phobia or overall robustness of support. In fact, however, it makes
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54 In this way, “expectations of success” is different from the attitude that Gartner and
Segura favored in their use of marginal casualty rates. In their words, “[R]ecent casualties
send a signal that the war is not going well—a signal that dominates other cost measures
when the marginal casualty level is increasing.” Gartner and Segura (1998:295). 

55Verba et al. (1967); Wilcox et al. (1993); Gartner, Segura, and Wilkening (1997); Gart-
ner and Segura (2000); Nincic and Nincic (2002); Feaver and Gelpi (2004).

56Wilcox et al. (1993); Bendyna and Finucane (1996); Gartner, Segura, and Wilkening
(1997); Nincic and Nincic (2002); Eichenberg (2002); Feaver and Gelpi (2004).

57Compare Gartner, Segura, and Wilkening (1997) with Feaver and Gelpi (2004).



more sense to view public opinion as an aggregation of different pockets
of opinion, each with different responses to casualties. Our own review
of public opinion on the use of force identified a quadripartite pattern
that seemed to recur across a variety of different cases. The public was
made up of solid hawks (roughly 30 to35 percent) who will support vir-
tually any military mission virtually regardless of the costs; solid doves
(roughly 10 to 30 percent) who will oppose essentially any mission regard-
less of costs; casualty-phobics (roughly 15 to 20 percent) who support a
mission provided it is extremely low cost; and defeat-phobics (roughly 15
to 40 percent) who support a mission, despite mounting costs, provided
that the mission is likely to succeed, but who turn on a mission provided
that it looks like it is doomed to failure.58 With such a distribution, the
public reservoir of support in the aggregate is adequate even for low-
stakes missions that involve the cost of human lives. The exact percent-
ages on any given mission vary with the stakes and a host of other fac-
tors, but in broad-brush terms one inference is that a resolved president
can count on at least 45 percent support for any successful mission; this
degree of support is adequate to carry on even as casualties mount, given
the executive branch’s privileged position on foreign affairs and the likely
nature of military conflicts that the United States would face. 

In sum, we glean from the existing literature four key insights that serve
as the point of departure for our study: 

• Public attitudes toward casualties are very difficult to assess and may
change over time.

• The public is not casualty phobic, but casualties do affect public support
for military operations by counting as the costs in a cost-benefit calculus.

• A range of factors shape the elasticity of demand for military operations—
the rapidity with which casualties might undermine public support in any
given mission. At present, however, no study is able to show how much one
factor matters compared to the other relevant factors.59

• While judgments are possible about public opinion in the aggregate, in fact
individuals respond to casualties differently. 

Foreign Policy and Elections

In this book, we also examine the way that casualties and attitudes to-
ward the war in Iraq affected the 2004 election results, and in so doing
we encounter yet another bit of conventional wisdom—this time about
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contact variable against other demographic variables. They do not, however, compare it
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the link between foreign policy and elections.60 The conventional view is
summarized by the pithy aphorism attributed to then-candidate Clinton’s
campaign advisors in 1992: “It’s the economy, stupid.” Public opinion in
general has been considered to be ill informed and unsystematic.61 For-
eign policy evaluations in particular have been suspect and not considered
likely to shape vote choice. When forming attitudes about the perfor-
mance of the economy, citizens have their personal experience to fall back
on. But foreign policy is so removed from the everyday lives of most citi-
zens, it was argued, that it is simply unreasonable to think that what
happened beyond U.S. borders would have a large impact on Americans’
political behavior. In support of this claim, many studies showed, at best,
only weak evidence that foreign affairs affects the voting decision.62

This skeptical view was gradually challenged by scholarship that iden-
tified a “rational public,” capable of making reasonable or competent de-
cisions from limited amounts of information.63 Indeed, research showed
that citizens have reasonably structured attitudes concerning foreign pol-
icy; attitudes of foreign policy affect political evaluations; and citizens re-
spond in understandable ways to changing world events.64 The public
may not be very good at quiz bowl questions about international current
events, but the public as a whole has stable and reasonable opinions that
change in response to changes in the real world.65 Public opinion may be
“latent” on many issues, but when activated by news events and espe-
cially by prominent debates within the elite over foreign policy options, it
becomes a factor that policymakers must address.66

If the public has rational views about foreign policy, it is not so unrea-
sonable to think that the distant world of foreign affairs can have a mean-
ingful impact on political behavior like vote-choice. Voting, as Morris
Fiorina has argued, involves both retrospective and prospective judg-
ments, as shaped by an individual voter’s political predispositions.67 How
well have these candidates performed in the past and which is likely to do
the best job in the future, are questions to be measured against an indi-
vidual’s own ideology, especially in terms of defining phrases like “how
well” and “best job.” 

It has long been known that economic evaluations have an effect on
presidential approval and vote choice.68 An increasing amount of evidence
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60This section draws on material published in Gelpi, Reifler, and Feaver (2005).
61Campbell et al. (1960); Converse (1964).
62Almond (1950); Stokes (1966).
63Popkin (1991); Page and Shapiro (1992); Sniderman (1993); Lau and Redlawsk (1997);

Lupia and McCubbins (1998).
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has emerged showing that foreign policy judgments matter as well as, and
in roughly equal magnitude to, economic evaluations. In an analysis of
the 1980 and 1984 presidential elections, Aldrich, Sullivan, and Borgida
find that foreign policy issues were just as powerful a vote determinant as
domestic issues.69 Likewise, in a time-series analysis of aggregate quar-
terly presidential approval data, Nickelsburg and Norpath show that the
president is as much “commander-in-chief” as “chief economist.”70 Adding
major foreign policy events as predictor variables to their model, these in-
ternational events matter at least as much as economic evaluations. Using
individual-level data from several national random sample surveys con-
ducted from 1983 to 1987, Wilcox and Allsop (1991) find that approval
of Reagan’s foreign policy is consistently a good predictor of his overall
approval, though, as a predictor, the strength of foreign policy approval re-
lative to domestic issues does depend on the salience of economic or for-
eign policy issues at a given time.71 Nincic and Hinkley (1991) and An-
nand and Krosnik (2003) also show that foreign policy attitudes affect the
evaluation of presidential candidates. One intriguing study even found a
link between the casualty rates at the district level and the electoral for-
tunes of members of Congress running in the 1862–63 congressional 
elections; the higher the level of casualties in a specific congressional dis-
trict, the worse the incumbent fared in the election, though the substan-
tive effect was quite small (an incumbent lost less than 1 percent of the
two-party vote for every one hundred casualties in his district).72

The precise impact of foreign policy on electoral choice does appear to
wax and wane with the flow of current events. Survey responses regard-
ing the nation’s “most important problem” suggest that the economy is
nearly always salient in the minds of voters, while concern about foreign
affairs varies substantially, depending on world events. Foreign affairs
will play a less prominent role in elections during a relatively quiet time
internationally, say 1996, than they will in an election during the middle
of a controversial war, say 2004.

In sum, we glean from the existing literature four key insights that serve
as the point of departure for our study: 

• Foreign affairs in general, and political salient matters like war casualties
in particular, do affect vote-choice.

• Both retrospective and prospective judgments come into play when individ-
uals make a vote-choice.

• Behavior seen in the aggregate—for example, elections won or lost—are a
function of individual-level choices, that is, individual voters choosing one
candidate over another based on a host of factors, including foreign issues.
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