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preface

History has a way of playing tricks on planners and predictors.

Rare events and extreme behaviors are difficult to forecast. Popular uprisings and the outbreak 
of war fit into this category: they are nearly immune to prediction by experts and scientific models 
alike. But predicting how societies respond to those events is difficult as well—not only whether 
they will respond but also how they will respond and how their response will work out for them 
in the end. For decisionmakers faced with such a crisis, history and historical data can offer only a 
glimpse of the range of possibilities, but they also offer reminders of the constraints that limit what 
one society can achieve by intervening in another. 

This report presents the results of research on how the United States has responded to social 
unrest and political crises in foreign countries over the past two decades. We did not include all the 
kinds of foreign crises that the United States might respond to, such as natural disasters, short-lived 
riots, terrorist activities, the development of weapons of mass destruction, or the emergence of an 
authoritarian or anti-American leader. We included only those events that counted as what we call 
“potential transitions”: protests, armed conflicts, and coups that threaten a country’s political leaders 
seriously enough to trigger a defensive response of some kind. We also did not include every re-
sponse option available to the United States; covert actions, especially, could not be studied systemat-
ically for perhaps obvious reasons, and while economic aid was studied as one set of options, the rich 
variety of aid approaches was not fully captured in our research methods. Still, 25 types of response 
were included, ranging from civilian responses such as executive-branch statements and diplomatic 
efforts, to military responses such as the withdrawal of military support and direct military action.

What we found tells an important story about civilian power. While the United States has a lot of 
policy tools available to respond to crises—perhaps more than most countries—there is a clear ten-
dency for U.S. policymakers, regardless of political party, to prefer using civilian tools over military 
tools (and an even clearer tendency to prefer not to have to respond at all). Yet America’s military 
tools are, as the report observes, “more readily available, more strategically postured, and certainly 
better resourced” than its civilian tools. The agonizing debates about whether and how to respond to 
foreign crises often seem to center on how to avoid involving the U.S. military. That job would be far 
easier if a more robust set of civilian tools was available.

The imbalance between military and civilian capacities is a self-imposed constraint on Amer-
ica’s ability to influence foreign crises, when there are already enough other constraints to stymie 
even military efforts. A logical response to this imbalance would be to build a more robust civilian 
response capacity. For that reason, we recommend a global civilian posture review to determine 
whether the United States has the right civilians with the right skills in the right places worldwide, 
given U.S. strategic interests, values, and demands.

The United States will never be able to predict with certainty when any of its elements of national 
power will need to be deployed, and the world will not easily predict when or how the United States 
will deploy them—nor whether we will succeed if we do. But our research suggests one thing that can 
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be predicted with some confidence: civilian power will continue to be in demand, and that demand 
will, in all likelihood, continue to exceed the supply unless policy changes are made to strengthen it.

This project began with a query from the Smith Richardson Foundation’s Nadia Schadlow to 
CSIS’s president and CEO, John Hamre, asking for a short paper describing how CSIS would do re-
search into “potential transitions.” This query came at the height of the popular uprisings in the Arab 
world and the concomitant questions about how the United States should respond when it was still 
uncertain whether the opposed regimes would survive or be replaced. I am extremely grateful to Dr. 
Schadlow and to Smith Richardson’s senior vice president and director of programs Marin Strmecki 
for requesting a proposal and for so generously supporting this project.

A number of experts provided assistance and advice at different stages of this project. Craig 
Cohen and Mark Quarterman offered important feedback at the proposal stage. Scholars from CSIS’s 
regional programs helped us identify events for inclusion in the dataset, including Jon Alterman, 
Ernie Bower, Heather Conley, Jennifer Cooke, Richard Downie, Mike Green, Stephen Johnson, Andy 
Kuchins, Greg Poling, Farha Tahir, and Terry Toland. I am extremely grateful to our external review-
ers, Kathryn Stoner, Philip Schrodt, and Tim Gulden, for their feedback and advice, and to Kevin 
Jones, the project’s senior consultant, who advised us on dataset structure, variable specification, and 
many other practical and methodological issues. Marie Claire Vasquez Durán provided useful and 
timely analytic support as well. David Berteau and Stephanie Sanok offered very practical feedback in 
the final phase of the project.

This work could not have been completed without the research team at CSIS’s Program on Crisis, 
Conflict, and Cooperation (C3). Kathryn Mixon and Joy Aoun were key contributors to the case re-
search and other background materials that filled in important details that could not be captured by 
the dataset. Research intern Adam Parker was the data manager for this project and a key contribu-
tor to the data analysis as well. Liora Danan provided editing support and constant encouragement. 
The C3 program’s research interns were critical to the development of the dataset and cases, as well 
as to the intense data-collection effort, especially Edgar Chávez, Kathy Gilsinan, Andrew Halterman, 
Katie Quinn, Cristina Sima, Sarah Smith, Aimee Stoltz, and Svetlana Sytnik.

Thanks must go especially to my chief of staff and coauthor, Sadika Hameed, who was the project 
manager for the duration of the research and was promoted from associate to fellow during its final 
phases. Her intelligence, good humor, and tough insistence on productive teamwork helped the research 
team accomplish far more than we otherwise might have done. I am grateful to have her as a colleague.

It seems likely that I have not taken all of the advice that I should have, and perhaps took some 
advice I should not have, but, as the principal investigator, any errors of fact or omission should be 
attributed to me alone and not to my coauthors or advisers.

As funding becomes available, our program intends to update the CSIS Potential Transitions 
Dataset annually, refine our variables, and employ new analytic techniques to continue gaining 
insights into the key questions that this report can only begin to answer. I invite members of the 
public to download the dataset from the CSIS website, use it in your own research, report errata if 
discovered, and offer suggestions for how we might make it even more useful to researchers and 
decisionmakers in the future. Please feel free to e-mail me directly at rdlamb@csis.org.

Robert D. Lamb 
Washington, D.C. 
February 2013
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Early in the first term of the Obama administration, as popular uprisings spread from Tunisia 
to Egypt and then to much of the rest of the Arab world, American officials publicly encour-

aged democratic reforms. In Cairo, President Obama declared, “These are not just American ideas; 
they are human rights. And that is why we will support them everywhere.” But supporting them 
everywhere turns out to be tricky, as the unfolding of the various Arab uprisings has well dem-
onstrated. However worthy, democratic and humanitarian goals are difficult to promote amid the 
complicated politics and competing priorities of U.S. foreign policy. Intervening in the internal 
politics of other countries is fraught with risks and potentially unpleasant consequences. But 
enough policymakers believe that intervention can work that the option (or temptation) re-
mains on the table for those occasions when foreign political crises do arise.

This report presents the results of research on U.S. policy responses to potential transitions: 
protests, armed conflicts, and coup attempts that threaten a country’s political leaders seri-
ously enough to trigger a defensive response of some kind. They are “potential” transitions in 
the sense that the attempt by challengers to effect major changes in leadership might succeed in 
removing the regime, government, party, or top leader from power—or the attempt might fail. 
It might result in immediate reforms or a gradual transition to democracy—or it might lead to 
bloodshed. How has the United States historically responded to the possibility of a regime or 
leadership change in a foreign country?

The CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset (v1.0) has new data on 396 protest movements, 
minor armed conflicts, major armed conflicts, and attempted coups worldwide between 1989 
and 2010. The dataset, available at http://c3.csis.org, includes all instances of social or political 
disruptions in which an incumbent regime, government, party, or leader was faced with a politi-
cal or social opposition movement (peaceful or violent) that was significant enough to warrant 
some material, defensive response.1 Each event was divided into event-years (one event during 
one year); the full dataset includes 758 event-years. For each observation, data were collected 
for 20 new variables describing how the incumbents responded to the challengers and 31 new 
variables describing whether and how the United States responded to the events. In addition, 18 
significant interventions by the United States were studied to tease out details of the decision to 
respond.

executive summary

1.The dataset does not include all types of foreign crises, such as natural disasters, terrorist and nuclear 
concerns, or the emergence of an anti-American leader. It also does not include U.S.-initiated regime changes 
or interventions undertaken covertly.
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Summary of Findings
The number of potential transitions has been generally declining since the mid-1990s, as conflicts 
along the so-called arc of instability2 diminished and the post–Cold War transitions stabilized.3 
The United States tends not to intervene in potential transitions in general, but it is even less 
inclined to intervene in crises with less violence, fewer strategic interests, or more regional con-
straints.4 When it does intervene, it almost always uses civilian capabilities first—and far more fre-
quently overall than military capabilities. When it does intervene with military force, it is almost 
always as a last resort and almost always as part of a multilateral operation. Civilian and military 
interventions often work out reasonably well for the United States, but enough interventions have 
had negative or ambiguous outcomes that caution and moderation should be the guiding princi-
ples for decisionmaking. The patterns in the historical data are simply not clear enough to recom-
mend otherwise.

Summary of Recommendations
These recommendations do not focus on any particular crisis or offer any new doctrine for inter-
vention. Rather, they focus on the response options and specifically on understanding the factors 
that restrict those options: the inherent complexity of crisis situations and the policy tools avail-
able for responding to them. Regarding the policy tools, it is recommended that the new Congress 
work with the Obama administration’s second-term foreign policy team to review the need and 
demand for civilian response capabilities and to ensure that the needed capabilities are appropri-
ately supported, resourced, and postured. Regarding complexity, the authors recommend cau-
tion in deciding which crises merit intervention and modesty in determining the objectives and 
scale of any specific intervention. To facilitate deliberation on particular crises, the authors offer 
a framework for identifying the contradictory reasons for and against intervention and the key 
issues that complicate action.

Recommendation 1: Review and rebalance civilian power. American decisionmakers, regard-
less of political party, clearly prefer civilian tools over military power when they have decided to 
respond in some way to a major political crisis. Is the capacity for civilian response commensurate 
with the demand? Although U.S. military power seems more readily available, more strategically 
postured, and better resourced than U.S. civilian power, further study is needed to determine the 
degree to which civilian capacity might be inadequate to the demand. The authors recommend 
a global civilian posture review, asking whether the United States has the right civilians with the 
right tools and skills in the right places in the world. What are the strategic interests, values, and 
demands that require civilian capabilities, both at the global level and by region? What civilian 

2. The arc of instability is generally understood to include a range of countries from Central Africa through 
South Asia to Southeast Asia that were experiencing conflict in the late 1990s and early 2000s. The number of po-
tential transitions within this arc has declined since then, making the arc a less coherent pattern than it once was.                                                                                                           

3. Preliminary findings from ongoing research at CSIS suggest that the countries still experiencing potential 
transitions worldwide tend to be ethnically divided, postcolonial states with “artificial” borders (results from this 
ongoing research will be published separately).     

                                                                                                            4. Preliminary findings from additional ongoing research suggest that the United States is also less likely to 
intervene in crises with less congressional interest and less involvement by multilateral institutions (final results 
will be published separately).
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capabilities are most needed to promote those interests and values and to meet those demands? 
Does the United States have personnel with those capabilities, and does it have the right mix of 
capabilities in the right places worldwide? Do civilians have the training, support, flexibility, and 
incentives that they need in those places to do their jobs? Such a review would enable Congress 
and the administration to determine what legislative changes and executive actions are needed to 
ensure that decisionmakers have a robust set of civilian options readily available that will allow the 
United States to reduce the expense and risk of military intervention.

Recommendation 2: With intervention decisions, err on the side of caution. Many of the nearly 
400 foreign crises studied for this project emerged and unfolded in ways that were not foreseen, 
and the U.S. response was neither consistent nor consistently successful. Popular uprisings and the 
outbreak of war are nearly immune to prediction by experts and scientific models alike. Predict-
ing how foreign powers will respond to those events and how their response will work out for 
them in the end is equally difficult. The practical and moral issues involved in deciding whether 
to get involved in another society’s internal struggles are not usually straightforward, and the facts 
needed for a well-informed decision are not always immediately available. It is therefore important 
for U.S. policymakers to be cautious when deciding which crises merit intervention and, in those 
that do, to be modest in defining the scale and objectives of the effort. Things often do work out 
reasonably well for the United States when it intervenes, but the evidence for such success is not 
so overwhelming that it should encourage intervention. There are real constraints on what can be 
done to bring about an outcome consistent with U.S. interests and values.

Basic Findings
In these findings, an important distinction is made between a response and an intervention. 
Response is the broader category, including immaterial responses such as public statements and 
other activities intended only to express an opinion or protect Americans, as well as any civilian 
or military activities that are intended to influence the outcome. An intervention is restricted only 
to those activities intended to influence the outcome, including economic and diplomatic efforts, 
military support such as arms and training, and direct military actions whether carried out in 
multilateral or unilateral operations. In each of the following nine findings, the authors indicate 
parenthetically the degree of confidence they have in the supporting evidence.

1. The United States favors nonintervention over intervention and civilian response over mili-
tary response (strong evidence). On the question of whether to intervene in a potential transition, 
the United States clearly prefers not to. On the question of how to intervene once a decision to do 
so has been made, the United States clearly prefers to use civilian tools over military power. It did 
not intervene in more than four-fifths of the potential transitions it faced every year and did not 
even respond to about two-thirds. Of those to which it did respond each year, it responded exclu-
sively with civilian tools about two-thirds of the time, responded immaterially about half the time, 
and responded militarily about a quarter of the time. This preference for nonintervention over 
intervention and civilian tools over military tools is particularly clear when the data are broken 
down into the main categories of response. The United States did not respond to 64 percent of 
the event-years, issued statements in 32 percent, provided economic aid or sanctions in 9 percent, 
undertook diplomatic efforts in 8 percent, offered military support such as arms and training in 
about 4 percent, participated in multilateral military actions in 4 percent, and undertook a unilat-
eral military action in less than 1 percent.
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2. The United States intervenes more in major armed conflicts than in less violent potential 
transitions (strong evidence). There is a fairly linear relationship between the level of violence 
of an event and the propensity of the United States to intervene: the more violent the event, the 
higher the proportion of interventions. The United States has intervened in more than half the 41 
major conflict events (and more than a third of the 167 major conflict event-years), a far higher 
rate of intervention than for minor armed conflicts, coups, and protests. For those types of event, 
the intervention rate was only 16–18 percent.

3. The United States intervenes less in the Middle East and North Africa and in South and 
Central Asia than in regions with fewer geopolitical constraints (strong evidence). The United 
States has intervened in 31 percent of the potential transitions in East Asia and the Pacific, 25 per-
cent of those in Europe, 23 percent of those in the Americas, 21 percent of those in sub-Saharan 
Africa, 11 percent of those in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), and 11 percent of those 
in South and Central Asia. Of the 28 events in MENA, the United States did nothing in 12, re-
sponded immaterially (e.g., by issuing public statements) in 13, and intervened in only 3. Likewise 
in South and Central Asia, of the 45 events there, the United States did nothing in 28, responded 
immaterially in 12, and intervened in only 5. It seems to be the case that, where U.S. values are at 
stake and the constraints to action are low (e.g., sub-Saharan Africa), the United States intervenes 
more. Where its interests are at stake and the constraints are low (e.g., Europe and Latin America), 
the United States also appears to intervene more. Where its interests are at stake but the con-
straints are high (e.g., MENA and South and Central Asia), the United States intervenes less but 
issues a lot of statements.

4. Strategic and in-country factors have more influence on intervention decisions than U.S. 
domestic factors (modest evidence). Strategic significance, the quality of the country’s relation-
ship with the United States, and regional and geopolitical factors such as a country’s relationship 
with Iran or China are difficult to quantify in a meaningful way. But a qualitative review of the 
intervention cases found that decisionmakers were concerned about geopolitical competition, ter-
rorism and nuclear proliferation, risks that an internal conflict might draw neighboring countries 
into a war, and other strategic factors. The dataset and the cases both suggested a strong concern 
for the level of violence, the quality of governance, and other regime behaviors. Decisionmakers 
were somewhat affected by political and economic pressures in the United States, but these factors 
seemed to have less weight overall.

5. As a policy tool, the United States treats military intervention as a last resort (strong evi-
dence). The historical data show clearly that military tools are the least preferred policy instru-
ments for dealing with potential transitions, reserved, apparently, for the most severe cases, which 
are the least common. Once the United States has decided to intervene in a potential transition, it 
has nearly always used more than one method to achieve its desired objectives. But it responds to 
a wide range of incumbent behaviors with civilian tools but to only a very narrow range of incum-
bent behaviors with military tools. The cases show that almost every U.S. military intervention in a 
potential transition took place only after the United States had exhausted all the civilian options.

6. The United States is not generally biased toward either incumbents or challengers (incon-
clusive evidence). The research team tested for patterns in the identity of the groups the United 
States tends to support but found no evidence of a clear pattern. It seems that the reality of U.S. 
support is often ambiguous, even to decisionmakers themselves. Even in cases where the United 
States has had a long-standing relationship with one side or the other in an internal conflict, it has 
not always clearly sided with that partner, often opting instead to mediate or even to use its influ-
ence with that partner to encourage restraint and reform—with mixed success.
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7. Protests seem to be the most successful strategy for challengers (inconclusive evidence). 
Protest movements have by far the highest rate of unambiguous success for challengers compared 
to the other types of event: a 42 percent success rate, compared to 28 percent for coups, 12 percent 
for major conflicts, and 10 percent for minor conflicts. The evidence is mixed, however, because of 
a likely selection bias affecting these figures: for a protest to appear in the dataset, it has to be fairly 
significant, and presumably most smaller protests fade away or get crushed before they can grow 
into movements; and at least some protests that do grow are probably focused on some situation 
that people have hope of actually changing. By contrast, violent conflicts might be violent because 
the conditions that challengers are trying to change have already proven intractable through 
peaceful means, and thus there would naturally be a lower probability of success.

8. U.S. interventions affect outcomes (inconclusive evidence). The historical data show that 
challengers are successful at meeting their objectives in a potential transition only about a fifth 
of the time. But even if one divides the potential transitions into those in which the United States 
intervened and those in which it did not, the challengers still succeed only about a fifth of the time 
in both sets. It is not usually clear which side the United States actually supports in any given cri-
sis, but a closer look at those cases where it is clear does suggest that the United States tends to get 
its way when it intervenes. Because success and failure in complicated situations such as potential 
transitions are not black and white, this finding should be taken with caution. U.S. intervention 
sometimes seems to affect the outcomes of events, but overall it might not be decisive.

9. U.S. interventions tend to have favorable outcomes for the United States (modest evidence). 
A review of U.S. interventions found generally favorable outcomes for the United States, both im-
mediately and in the long run. The United States met or partially met its objectives and developed 
or maintained positive relations with the country somewhat more often than not. Still, given that 
enough interventions did not work out so well, this finding should not be interpreted as encourag-
ing intervention.

Decision Framework
This framework is not intended to be a comprehensive analytic tool (conflict assessment tools 
already exist) but simply a guide to some of the key questions that this research found to be central 
to the concerns of decisionmakers in a variety of contexts. These questions are divided into three 
sections: practical considerations, moral considerations, and historical evidence.

1. Practical considerations. Decisions are based on practical considerations that are relevant in 
three contexts: on the ground (i.e., in the country experiencing the crisis), in the world (including 
that country’s relationship with the United States and any number of international and regional 
considerations), and at home (i.e., economic and political pressures within the United States):

 ■ On the ground. Who are the challengers and the incumbents, and what are they doing? Whom 
is the crisis affecting? How many people are being killed, injured, displaced, or otherwise 
harmed? What do those not participating in the conflict believe or want (especially regarding 
outside intervention), and how unified are they in those desires? Who has formal and informal 
power? How has social change traditionally taken place? What is the quality of formal and in-
formal institutions? What is the state of ethnic and economic relations? How does the country 
relate to its neighbors in the region? What other details about the political economy and the 
society in general are available?
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 ■ In the world. What are the U.S. foreign policy priorities in that country and region? Is the 
country in the sphere of influence of a powerful country such as Russia, China, Iran, or Saudi 
Arabia? What are the level and sources of foreign influence in general? How close is it to the 
U.S. homeland or U.S. allies? Are chemical, biological, radiological, or nuclear materials, stock-
piles, or weapons present? Are there transnational illicit networks, and how much of a threat 
are they now or in the future? Are there natural resources that are important to the United 
States or to the world economy? What is the historical relationship between the United States 
and that country, including development aid, security cooperation, and bilateral trade flows? Is 
a regional or multilateral institution willing to get involved?

 ■ At home. Are media reporting and interest groups, including diaspora populations living in 
the United States, raising public awareness? How much would the intervention cost, and what 
are the opportunity costs of intervening? Is funding appropriated and authorized? How would 
intervention affect trade relations? How much congressional and public support is there for 
intervention?

2. Moral considerations. Decisions about intervening are supposed to be difficult. In addition to 
being about practical matters, such decisions present real moral dilemmas. In moral philosophy, 
moral decisions can be framed as questions of principle (right and wrong), consequence (good 
and bad), or character (virtue and vice). And an intervention can be simultaneously right and 
wrong, good and bad, and virtuous and vicious, all for different reasons that can exist simultane-
ously.

 ■ Right and wrong. What principles (e.g., rights, self-determination, “do not kill,” “mind your 
own business,” or “do to others what you would have them do to you”), norms (e.g., manners, 
etiquette, mores, and even international norms such as sovereignty or the “responsibility to 
protect”), rules (e.g., laws, regulations, and treaties), and membership obligations (e.g., for mul-
tilateral organizations) would require the United States to intervene? Which ones would permit 
it to do so? And which ones would prohibit an intervention?

 ■ Good and bad. Who would benefit and who would be harmed by a decision to intervene—and 
also by a decision not to intervene? How might valuable relationships be affected? What would 
the costs and benefits be? What might the range of possible unintended consequences be? 
What are the possible “good” outcomes (e.g., lives protected, a dictator deposed, economic ac-
tivity rejuvenated)? What are the possible “bad” outcomes (e.g., prolonged conflict, the delegiti-
mation of the U.S. partner as a foreign puppet, mission creep, the growth of costs far outweigh-
ing the benefits)? What is the relative importance of any moral harms to others compared to 
the practical benefits to the United States?

 ■ Virtue and vice. What would intervening or not intervening say about the kind of country the 
United States wants to be? What would the particular way we intervene say about our na-
tional character? What virtues would be demonstrated by intervening or not intervening (e.g., 
we would show leadership and integrity by living up to our vision of ourselves as a force for 
prosperity and democratic progress in the world; we would act with courage and restraint in 
the face of violent threats; or we would be generous with our lives and resources for the sake 
of helping others)? What vices would be demonstrated (e.g., the arrogance of believing that 
outsiders can or should transform another society; the hypocrisy and injustice of helping some 
and not others; or the ignorance and cruelty that often accompany efforts to influence social 
and political behavior in violent environments)? 
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3. Historical evidence. It is notoriously difficult to find a precise historical analog for any crisis 
situation in the present. But for decisionmakers faced with a potential transition, history can offer 
a glimpse of the range of possibilities and reminders of the constraints that limit what one society 
can achieve by intervening in another. Implicit in the findings of this report is a logical sequence 
of questions asking how the United States has responded historically (using the dataset of 758 
event-years):

 ■ If the United States faces a potential transition, should it respond somehow? As noted in the sec-
tion on basic findings, a “response” includes public statements and other activities intended 
only to express an opinion or protect Americans, as well as any civilian or military activities 
that are intended to influence the outcome. The historical chance of a U.S. response in any 
given year is 36 percent (275 out of 758 event-years).

 ■ If it decides to respond, should it intervene? An “intervention” includes civilian and military 
activities that are intended to influence the outcome of the crisis, including economic and dip-
lomatic efforts, military support such as arms and training, and direct military actions whether 
carried out in multilateral or in unilateral operations. The historical chance of a U.S. interven-
tion is 18 percent overall (134 out of 758), or 49 percent of all U.S. responses (134 out of 275 
responses).

 ■ If it intervenes, should it use civilian capabilities? Should it use only civilian capabilities? A 
civilian intervention includes economic and diplomatic activities that are intended to materi-
ally influence the outcome of the event (even if some military capabilities are also used). The 
historical chance of civilian intervention is 14 percent (108 out of 758), or 81 percent of all U.S. 
interventions (108 out of 134 interventions). The historical chance of a nonmilitary interven-
tion (i.e., using civilian capabilities only) is 9 percent (70 out of 758), or 65 percent of all civil-
ian interventions (70 out of 108 civilian interventions).

 ■ If it intervenes, should it use military force? Should it use only military force? Should it use mili-
tary force unilaterally? A military response involves material military support, such as weapons 
and training, or the use of force by U.S. military personnel in either a unilateral or a multilater-
al operation. Military support alone does not count as a military intervention, which by defini-
tion must involve the use of force (or at least the deployment of troops). The historical chance 
of a U.S. military response is 8 percent (64 out of 758), or 48 percent of all U.S. interventions 
(64 out of 134 interventions), while the historical chance of military intervention is 5 percent 
(37 out of 758), or 28 percent of all U.S. interventions (37 out of 134 interventions). The histori-
cal chance of a unilateral military intervention is less than 1 percent (3 out of 758), or 8 percent 
of U.S. military interventions in potential transitions (3 out of 37 military interventions).

Future Research
The record on foreign interventions into internal turmoil of all sorts is extremely mixed. Given the 
complexity and uncertainty of potential transitions, it is often difficult to determine what is actu-
ally happening on the ground, much less what a favorable outcome might be. Helping challengers 
topple an autocratic regime might lead to democracy, might empower a new group of autocrats 
posing as democrats, or might empower a democratic regime less friendly to U.S. interests than 
the deposed autocrats. Promoting one set of U.S. interests could harm another set of interests or 
violate U.S. values. Promoting one set of values could violate another set of values or harm U.S. in-
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terests. And the United States does not always get its way whatever values and interests it pursues. 
If such situations are so complex for decisionmakers at the point of decision, then it should come 
as no surprise that they are too complex either to allow for prediction of future decisions or to 
generate many clear patterns in data about past decisions.

The CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset can provide some historical insight into what earlier 
decisionmakers have faced. But the findings in this report raise additional questions of interest 
to decisionmakers and scholars alike. When the United States does not intervene, is it because it 
has no interests or values at stake, because it faces too many geopolitical constraints, or because it 
does not need to intervene since another institution is doing so instead? Does intervening lead to 
better outcomes than not intervening? Does congressional pressure increase the likelihood of U.S. 
intervention, and does it improve the outcomes of intervening? Does the U.S. military use troops 
more for internal political crises, such as the potential transitions studied here, or more for major 
combat operations? And, most important, under what circumstances should the United States 
intervene (for example, in the Syrian conflict)?

No dataset by itself contains enough information to answer all these questions. The first ver-
sion of the CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset, for example, does not include data on the number 
of congressional resolutions passed for each event year (a potential proxy for political pressure to 
intervene) and does not offer a satisfying measure of how well U.S. interventions have worked out 
for the United States in the past. Those and other questions are a matter for future updates of the 
dataset, and CSIS is undertaking additional research on these policy questions using the current 
version as the key resource. Other researchers are encouraged to do the same.





      | 1

introduction

Early in the Obama administration’s first term, as popular uprisings spread from Tunisia to Egypt 
and then to much of the rest of the Arab world, American officials publicly encouraged demo-

cratic reforms. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, speaking in Doha, Qatar, in January 2011, pre-
sciently warned that “the region’s foundations are sinking into the sand.”1 Even before the Arab upris-
ings began, President Obama had set out his vision for partnership in his June 2009 speech in Cairo:

I do have an unyielding belief that all people yearn for certain things: the ability to speak your 
mind and have a say in how you are governed; confidence in the rule of law and the equal ad-
ministration of justice; government that is transparent and doesn’t steal from the people; the 
freedom to live as you choose. These are not just American ideas; they are human rights. And 
that is why we will support them everywhere.2

Supporting them everywhere has turned out to be tricky. Amid the protests in Cairo in 2011, 
President Obama called Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak to encourage him to step down and 
make way for democratic elections; those elections brought the Muslim Brotherhood to power, 
along with questions about whether U.S. interests can now be protected to the same degree as 
they had been under Mubarak. In Libya, the United States sided with the challengers in a way that 
accelerated Muammar el-Qaddafi’s fall from power, but stability is still a long way off, and it is not 
clear what kind of government—how strong, how democratic, how friendly to U.S. interests—
might ultimately emerge. In other cases—Bahrain and Yemen, for instance—the United States did 
not side with the challengers, choosing instead to encourage reform and restraint. A democratic 
and humanitarian vision of governance is difficult to achieve amid the complicated politics and 
competing demands and priorities of U.S. foreign policy.

For the foreseeable future, any transformational ambitions in U.S. foreign policy are likely to 
continue being constrained by pragmatic considerations, such as budgetary limits and growing 
multipolarity, and by a shift in strategic focus toward Asia. These constraints will probably limit 
the amount and type of support American leaders will be able to offer during foreign internal 
crises and will probably increase the pressure to find more efficient solutions to these complex 
problems.

1.  Hillary Rodham Clinton, remarks (Forum for the Future, Doha, Qatar, January 13, 2011), http://
www.cfr.org/middle-east/clintons-remarks-forum-future-january-2011/p23831.

2.  Barack Obama, remarks (Cairo University, Cairo, Egypt, June 4, 2009), http://www.whitehouse.gov/
the-press-office/remarks-president-cairo-university-6-04-09. In August 2011, President Obama directed 
his staff to review the full range of policy options and capabilities the United States has for responding 
to mass atrocities, which in principle would include violent crackdowns on protesters. See White House, 
Office of the Press Secretary, “Presidential Directive on Mass Atrocities,” Presidential Study Directive 10 
(PSD-10), Washington, D.C., August 4, 2011, http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/08/04/
presidential-study-directive-mass-atrocities.
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This report presents the results of research on U.S. policy responses to potential transitions: 
protests, armed conflicts, and coup attempts that threaten a country’s political leaders seriously 
enough to trigger a defensive response of some kind. They are “potential” transitions in the sense 
that the attempt by challengers to effect major changes in leadership might succeed in removing 
the regime, government, party, or top leader from power—or the attempt might fail. It might result 
in immediate reforms or a gradual transition to democracy—or it might lead to bloodshed. As the 
protests grow, or as the casualties mount, or as the coup leaders plot, the outcome remains uncer-
tain; and it is in this uncertain environment that American foreign policy officials are faced with 
decisions about whether to respond and how to respond:3

 ■ Whether to respond. Under what circumstances should the United States do something in 
response to the possibility of a regime or leadership change in a foreign country, particularly 
when the incumbent regime is autocratic and the challengers are demanding democratic 
change? Some American presidents, high officials, and advisers have attempted to develop 
policies specifying the circumstances that would justify military and other actions in foreign 
territory. Such doctrines have at times acted as useful guides to behavior. But not all American 
leaders have developed doctrines, preferring pragmatism to general principles, and even for 
those who have, it has not been possible to apply them consistently or successfully.

 ■ How to respond. Should the United States support the incumbents or the challengers? Can it 
effectively steer a more neutral path, calling for reform while continuing to maintain effec-
tive relations with the incumbents? Should it sometimes support autocrats or always support 
democrats? Whichever party the United States does support, should the support be limited to 
words of encouragement, or should it include something materially useful? Should the United 
States use military force to tip the balance, or might civilian tools be sufficient? How strong a 
response is needed?

The record on foreign interventions into internal turmoil of all sorts is extremely mixed. Given 
the complexity and uncertainty of potential transitions, it is no simple matter to determine which 
course of action will be the most effective in any particular situation. In many cases, it is difficult to 
determine what a favorable outcome would even look like. Helping challengers topple an autocrat-
ic regime might not end well, for either the United States or the masses of challengers demanding 
democracy: the regime could be replaced by a new group of autocrats posing as democrats, or it 
could be replaced by a democratic regime less friendly to U.S. interests than the deposed autocrats. 
Promoting one set of interests could harm another set of interests or violate U.S. values. Promoting 
one set of values could violate another set of values or harm U.S. interests. And the United States 
does not always get its way whatever values and interests it pursues.

What can be learned from previous policy debates about U.S. responses to foreign crises, 
democratic transitions, and authoritarian crackdowns? There has never been a consensus (among 
either theorists or practitioners) on the role the United States should play in other countries’ 
internal politics. But it does seem clear that every debate somehow involves considerations of what 
interests, what values, and what constraints are in play. A clearer understanding of when, where, 
how, and how effectively U.S. influence has been brought to bear on such situations in the past 
could help policymakers base their decisions on a better foundation of evidence.

3.  See Richard N. Haass, Intervention: The Use of American Military Force in the Post–Cold War World, 
rev. ed. (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1999).
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To develop that foundation of evidence, the authors of this report created a new dataset of 
396 potential transitions between January 1, 1989, and December 31, 2010. The CSIS Potential 
Transitions Dataset includes all protest movements, minor armed conflicts, major armed con-
flicts, and coup attempts, in which an incumbent regime, government, party, or leader was faced 
with a political or social opposition movement (peaceful or violent) that was significant enough 
to trigger some material, defensive response. The dataset excludes humanitarian crises involving 
no significant opposition and excludes interstate wars unless some internal opposition emerged 
or was empowered as a byproduct of the larger war. (It also excludes U.S.-initiated regime changes 
and U.S. responses to crises other than potential transitions.) The authors collected data for 20 
new variables describing how the incumbents responded to the challengers and 31 new variables 
describing whether and how the United States responded to the events; 25 of the U.S. response 
variables describe different response options—civilian and military—ranging from public state-
ments to military occupation.

In addition, the authors analyzed 18 cases in which the U.S. response involved high-level 
diplomacy, economic sanctions, military support, or military action and collected data on possible 
factors that could have contributed to the decisions about how to intervene and the immediate and 
longer-term outcomes of the interventions. Finally, the authors reviewed five cases of popular up-
risings in the Arab world during 2011 and 2012—Bahrain, Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, and Yemen—to 
analyze U.S. decisionmaking and outcomes in more depth.

This report proceeds as follows. The second chapter is a brief history of how American leaders 
have attempted to account for U.S. interests and values in policies for intervening in the internal 
politics of foreign countries, followed by a short discussion of the research literature on U.S. inter-
vention. After that is a methodological note on how the authors developed and analyzed the cases 
and the dataset, which includes 396 events over 22 years, or 758 observations when multiyear 
events are separated into “event-years” (one event during one year).

The fourth chapter reports the findings. Despite an apparent reluctance to intervene (there 
was no intervention in four-fifths of the potential transitions in the dataset), the United States has 
nonetheless intervened in a potential transition about once every two months, on average, since 
1989. In those interventions, there was an unmistakable preference for using civilian tools over 
military tools. In fact, not only were civilian interventions more common than military interven-
tions, but also the military interventions were almost always preceded by civilian efforts (diploma-
cy, sanctions, changes to aid, advisers, etc.) even in major armed conflicts, the only type of event 
in which the United States intervened more often than not. Geopolitical and regional constraints 
have limited where the United States could intervene. But domestic considerations at home—po-
litical or economic—seemed not to have much influence over decisions about whether to inter-
vene. U.S. interventions seem to have had reasonably positive outcomes, but the evidence is not so 
overwhelming that it should be interpreted as encouraging intervention. In fact, the evidence, on 
balance, encourages caution.

The final chapter discusses some considerations that policymakers might usefully account for 
when deciding whether and how to intervene. It recommends caution and modesty in decision-
making and a civilian posture review to determine whether the United States has the right civil-
ians with the right skills in the right places, given the clear preference that policymakers have 
for civilian over military tools.
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During the first century of the American republic, the dominant policy toward foreign self-
determination movements (outside of North America) was to avoid intervening in any mate-

rial way, the same basic approach American leaders took toward most interstate wars and foreign 
internal affairs in general. Any material interventions that did take place were justified by refer-
ence to self-defense or national interest, mostly defined in narrow, territorial terms (e.g., territorial 
expansion in “defense” against Indians or defense against European meddling in North America).

In his Farewell Address of 1796, President Washington argued forcefully against participating 
in wars not involving direct self-defense. That principle was repeated in 1801 by President Jeffer-
son during his inaugural address, when he advocated “peace, commerce, and honest friendship 
with all nations, entangling alliances with none.”1 In 1821, President Monroe’s secretary of state, 
John Quincy Adams, captured this sentiment when he observed that America had consistently 
“abstained from interference in the concerns of others” throughout its history:

Wherever the standard of freedom and independence has been or shall be unfurled, there will 
her heart, her benedictions, and her prayers be. But she goes not abroad, in search of monsters 
to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is the champion 
and vindicator only of her own.2

Even by then, however, the principle of territorial self-defense was no longer the sole criterion 
for military intervention abroad; it had already been interpreted to include a broader national-in-
terest exemption, as in 1801 when Jefferson himself ordered the young American navy to Tripoli—
far beyond the coastal waters to which he previously had argued it should be confined—to protect 
American merchant ships against the Barbary pirates. Monroe elaborated the national-interest 
principle in his 1823 address to Congress, arguing for the right to intervene (militarily or other-
wise) anywhere in the Americas: 

the American continents, by the free and independent condition which they have assumed 
and maintain, are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any 
European powers . . . and we should consider any attempt on their part to extend their system 
to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to our peace and safety.3 

1.  George Washington, “Farewell Address,” September 17, 1796, in George Washington Papers, Manu-
script Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C., http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/gwhtml/gwhome.
html; Thomas Jefferson, “Inaugural Address,” in The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, vol. 33 (Princeton University 
Press: Princeton, N.J., 2006), 134–52, http://www.princeton.edu/~tjpapers/inaugural/infinal.html.

2.  John Quincy Adams, “Address on Foreign Policy” (U.S. House of Representatives, Washington, 
D.C., July 4, 1821), Miller Center, University of Virginia, http://millercenter.org/scripps/archive/speeches/
detail/3484.

3.  James Monroe, “Seventh Annual Message to Congress” (U.S. House of Representatives and U.S. Sen-
ate, Washington, D.C., December 2, 1823), Miller Center, University of Virginia, http://www.archive.org/

american interventions 
interests, values, and constraints2
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This principle, which became known as the Monroe Doctrine, was meant to reserve the entire 
Western Hemisphere as an American sphere of influence, under the theory that curtailing Euro-
pean influence in both North and South America would protect America’s domestic territorial 
integrity.

Beyond self-defense and national interest, the rhetoric of American nonintervention has 
always included references to American values as well, especially the right to self-determination, 
the colonial era’s closest analog to today’s democratization movements. While Washington argued 
against American intervention in the affairs of other nations in general, his argument was that 
America should provide moral but not material support to foreign self-determination. Monroe 
advocated explicitly in favor of American intervention to protect independent countries from Eu-
ropean intervention, arguing that this approach was consistent with both American interests and 
American values, but self-determination movements in existing European colonies were exempted 
from this support. There has always been a tension between interests and values as American lead-
ers have deliberated whether or how to respond to foreign crises.

From Isolation to Intervention
This tension has only grown since Monroe’s time. By the end of the nineteenth century, American 
military forces had gone to the Philippines to intervene in the insurgency against Spanish colo-
nists—the most important material intervention in a potential transition up to that point. The 
decision to intervene was justified not primarily by a desire to support Filipino self-determination, 
however, but by the national interest in defeating Spain in the broader Spanish-American war. 
When that war ended, the peace treaty formally handed control over the Philippines to the United 
States, not to the insurgents, who then went to war against what turned into an American occupa-
tion. The U.S. counterinsurgency was brutal, and the occupation itself was extremely controversial 
at home. Decisions about whether to continue an expensive occupation or to draw down forces 
were surrounded by questions about what national interests the occupation served, whether it 
promoted American values (occupation forces were building democratic institutions) or whether 
it violated the American value of self-determination.

During the nineteenth century, the growth of global transportation and communication 
networks was already increasing rapidly, and so threats seemed closer—and were faster to arrive—
and injustice was more easily seen than ever before. Communications and printing technologies 
had developed to the point where Samuel Clemens (as Mark Twain) could learn quickly about and 
report broadly on the conduct of the Filipino counterinsurgency. Shipping likewise had evolved 
from the slower pace of Washington’s time to a point where “gunboat diplomacy”—in which 
Europeans used naval forces to pressure small countries to pay their debts—made it necessary for 
President Theodore Roosevelt to clarify the U.S. policy on intervention at the beginning of the 
twentieth century.

Roosevelt proclaimed an American right to act as an “international police power” against any 
country in the Americas whose internal affairs had become so chaotic or so unjust that it would be 
unable to meet its international obligations or would destabilize the region.4 This controversial in-

stream/monroedoctrineal00unit/monroedoctrineal00unit_djvu.txt.
4.  Theodore Roosevelt, “Fourth Annual Message to Congress” (Washington, D.C., December 6, 1904), 

American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=29545.
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terpretation of the Monroe Doctrine opened the door to several decades of repeated interventions 
in the Americas (especially Central America and the Caribbean), taking sides in civil disturbances 
and internal wars in, for example, Nicaragua from 1909 to 1933 and Haiti from 1914 to 1934. But 
in its rhetoric the Roosevelt Corollary also introduced the possibility of what later would become 
known as humanitarian intervention:

Nevertheless there are occasional crimes committed on so vast a scale and of such peculiar 
horror as to make us doubt whether it is not our manifest duty to endeavor at least to show 
our disapproval of the deed. . . . But in extreme cases action may be justifiable and proper. 
What form the action shall take must depend upon the circumstances of the case; that is, upon 
the degree of the atrocity and upon our power to remedy it. The cases in which we could inter-
fere by force . . . are necessarily very few.5

Thus by the early twentieth century, most of the factors considered relevant to decisions 
regarding intervention—and in particular, intervention in what here are called potential transi-
tions—were already identified in the public discourse: whether to intervene involved questions 
of self-defense, national interests, and American values; how to intervene involved questions of 
expense, proportionality, capability, justice, risk, and any number of other moral and practical 
constraints; and the options ranged from moral support to material support to direct military 
action.

These factors continue to be debated in today’s interventions, although the range of options for 
how to intervene has evolved over the past century, as the globalizing trends accelerated. Global 
communication became instantaneous, first through the telephone, later by satellite television and 
the Internet, and in the past decade by electronic social networks. The growing accessibility of air 
travel made much of the world seem less distant than it once was. The growing pace of interna-
tional finance and trade made national economies increasingly interdependent. And the advent 
of ballistic missiles made the delivery of mass death, without warning, a real prospect. With a 
changing world came changing notions of self-defense, national interest, American values, and the 
wisdom or necessity of democracy promotion.

Included among those changing notions was the question of how U.S. territorial integrity 
could best be defended. President Wilson kept the United States out of World War I for reasons 
that were generally consistent with the most noninterventionist policies of the past (it was only 
when Germany encouraged Mexico to retake Texas that he changed his mind). But the world’s 
growing connectedness suggested to him that some mechanism of cooperative security was 
needed to prevent future world wars: constraining everyone’s right to intervene without interna-
tional consensus would reduce the risk of needless wars.6 His opponents, however, argued that 
institutions such as his proposed League of Nations constituted precisely the sort of “entangling 
alliance” that Jefferson had warned against and that greater isolation from the internal affairs of 
other states, not greater engagement with them, would be the more direct route to the avoid-
ance of needless wars. This isolationist sentiment eventually won the day, and during the 1930s 

5.  Ibid.
6.  Woodrow Wilson, “Fourteen Points” (message to Congress, Washington, D.C., January 18, 1918), 

U.S. Department of State, Office of the Historian website, http://history.state.gov/milestones/1914-1920/
FourteenPoints.
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pressure to disengage from foreign internal affairs resulted in fewer interventions and eventually 
to bitter debates leading to the entry of the United States into World War II and a new era of 
engagement.

The Era of Cold War Intervention
With the onset of the Cold War, isolationists such as Senator Robert Taft themselves became 
increasingly isolated, and a sort of golden age of interventionism began. Decisions about how to 
intervene included a full set of options: public statements, multilateral diplomacy, legal action, 
money, equipment, training, military support, war by proxy, and sometimes direct military 
action. Decisions about whether to intervene, however, were made in a context that was domi-
nated by bipolar competition between the United States and the Soviet Union.

President Truman’s concerns over Soviet expansion led him to provide financial support to 
Greece and Turkey against Soviet influence—the first implementation of the doctrine of defen-
sive “containment” of Soviet expansion. This doctrine evolved into active containment, which 
became the basis for nearly every intervention the United States engaged in for the next four 
decades (either directly, by proxy, or covertly), including Korea and Vietnam beginning in 1950, 
Iran in 1953, Guatemala in 1954, Hungary in 1956, Congo in 1960, Vietnam again in 1964, 
Chile in 1973, Afghanistan beginning in 1978, Nicaragua beginning in 1981, and Grenada in 
1983, among others. The principle behind the containment doctrines was laid out in Truman’s 
1947 address to Congress:

To ensure the peaceful development of nations, free from coercion, the United States has 
taken a leading part in establishing the United Nations. The United Nations is designed to 
make possible lasting freedom and independence for all its members. We shall not realize 
our objectives, however, unless we are willing to help free peoples to maintain their free 
institutions and their national integrity against aggressive movements that seek to impose 
upon them totalitarian regimes. This is no more than a frank recognition that totalitarian 
regimes imposed on free peoples, by direct or indirect aggression, undermine the founda-
tions of international peace and hence the security of the United States.7 

Claims about American leadership in international peace and the contrast between the 
United States and its allies, on the one hand, and “totalitarian regimes” (i.e., the Soviet Union 
and its allies and sometimes China), on the other, came to dominate the rhetoric surround-
ing interventionist policies during the course of the Cold War. The United States had become, 
in the dominant interventionist account, the leader of the “free world” and the main defender 

7.  Harry S. Truman, “Address to Congress” (U.S. House of Representatives and U.S. Senate, Washing-
ton, D.C., March 12, 1947), http://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.phpflash=true&doc=81&page=transcri
pt. See also George F. Kennan, telegram to George Marshall (“Long Telegram”), February 22, 1946, Harry 
S. Truman Administration File, Elsey Papers, Truman Library, http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/
study_collections/coldwar/documents/pdf/6-6.pdf; X [George F. Kennan], “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” 
Foreign Affairs 25, no. 4 (1947): 566–82; Clark Clifford and George Elsey, “American Relations with the 
Soviet Union: Report to the President,” September 24, 1946, Conway Files, Truman Library, http://www.
trumanlibrary.org/4-1.pdf; “A Report to the National Security Council: NSC 68,” April 12, 1950, President’s 
Secretary’s Files, Truman Papers, Truman Library, http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collec-
tions/coldwar/documents/sectioned.phpdocumentid=10-1&pagenumber=1&groupid=1.
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of democracy, and as such it had responsibilities to its allies and other friendly regimes. Thus 
democracy became something to promote and democratic transition something to encourage, 
at least in principle.

In practice, countries where democratic institutions would put ideologically leftist regimes in 
power were generally exempted from American support, and some became targets of American 
opposition. President Reagan thus interpreted “national interest” broadly in his justifications for 
intervening against Communist and Socialist movements, mainly in the Americas (although he 
also deployed military trainers and combat forces in unilateral and multinational missions world-
wide). Undermining leftist democrats and supporting antileftist autocrats was a controversial for-
eign policy whenever its practice was discovered, and over the course of the Cold War (especially 
in the wake of the Vietnam War) the controversy deepened among both theoreticians (e.g., realists 
versus idealists) and practitioners (e.g., liberals versus conservatives). 

Even among those who advocated support to antileftist autocrats, however, the language of 
democracy and responsibility was often used as a justification. For example, Jeanne Kirkpatrick ar-
gued in 1979 that the United States was justified in supporting certain kinds of autocratic regimes 
against internal opponents who were sympathetic to Communist or Socialist systems, because the 
“totalitarian” sympathies of such opponents made them even less democratic, in her view, than 
the autocratic regimes they opposed.8 In fact, it happened in a number of Cold War cases that the 
United States made its continuing support to such autocrats contingent upon some degree of liber-
alization and democratic reforms, although this practice was far from universal. Still, such require-
ments arguably contributed to the wave of democratic transitions that took place in Latin America 
beginning in the late 1970s.9

Reagan’s secretary of defense, Caspar Weinberger, made a speech at the National Press Club in 
1984 that argued in favor of intervention when the purpose was to achieve objectives “vital to our 
survival as a free nation and to the fulfillment of our responsibilities as a world power.” Wein-
berger argued forcefully, however, that the national-interest justification for intervention—which 
extended to allies’ national interests—was not a blank check. He offered a set of principles to guide 
(and delimit) decisions on whether and how to intervene: the objectives should be related to vital 
interests, broadly supported, clearly defined, and adjusted as needed; and military force should be 
a last resort but, if used, should be scaled to ensure victory.10 Many military officials and advisers 
hoped the Weinberger Doctrine would influence their civilian leaders’ decisions about whether 
and how the United States should intervene in other countries’ internal affairs. Colin Powell, as 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff under the first president Bush, went so far as to adapt the doc-
trine to the post–Cold War security environment.11 As a practical guide to decisions about how to 
respond to potential transitions and other foreign challenges, it seems not to have fared any better 
than previous doctrines. Still, because of its prominence in the American foreign policy establish-
ment, the Weinberger-Powell doctrine stands as the default model against which any new frame-
work for such decisions has been compared.

8.  Jeane Kirkpatrick, “Dictatorships and Double Standards,” Commentary 68, no. 5 (November 1979): 
34–45.

9.  See, for example, Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late 20th Century 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991).

10.  Caspar Weinberger, “The Uses of Military Power” (speech, National Press Club, Washington, D.C., 
November 28, 1984), http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/military/force/weinberger.html.

11.  Colin L. Powell, “U.S. Forces: Challenges Ahead,” Foreign Affairs (Winter 1992/93).
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Intervention since the End of the Cold War
After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the United 
States found itself faced not with a single set of enemies but with a wider range of lower-intensity 
threats. Some policymakers and analysts began to take a much more global view both of American 
interests (e.g., basic stability and justice in fragile states to prevent “contagion” of their social ills 
beyond their borders) and of the mechanisms through which those interests could best be pro-
tected (e.g., through multilateral or cooperative action).12 For example, Leslie Gelb criticized poli-
cymakers and commentators who seemed to be planning for a world with another Soviet Union, 
rather than for one in which Americans were at risk of being

overwhelmed by the all-corrosive danger that stares us down daily—the teacup wars filled 
with countless bodies and horrors, the scourge of civil and ethnic violence. If we fail to ame-
liorate and check this scourge, both the victims and the unpunished killers will undo much of 
what we value and undermine efforts to mold a just and stable international order. Without 
such an order, there can be little hope to tend the planet, nurture more tolerant societies, sus-
tain economic progress, or contain the perilous spread of military and nuclear power.13

Humanitarian disasters and wartime atrocities were redefined as threats to global order, and 
the United States, being the dominant power in the world, had the greatest interest in a stable 
global order. Sovereignty was redefined in such a way that states now had a “responsibility to 
protect” their own citizens, and a failure of that responsibility constituted a partial abdication of a 
state’s right to nonintervention.14 Thus, when faced with a potential transition in such a country, 
U.S. policymakers now had an additional justification (if desired) for a U.S.-led multilateral inter-
vention in support of those demanding change: the imperative to protect against atrocity.

President Clinton was criticized from the antiwar Left and the political Right for adopting 
what some considered a far-reaching interventionist doctrine along globalist lines, which seemed 
to justify stabilization operations and “humanitarian interventions” anywhere in the world, or for 
pretending that such a doctrine could guide foreign policy in any consistent way. From the Left, 
for example, Michael Klare warned that such a far-reaching principle would be used to justify 
expanding—and increasingly using—the expeditionary capacity of American and North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO) military forces, leading to American involvement in more and 
more small wars. From the Right, Charles Krauthammer wrote that “highfalutin moral principles 
are impossible guides to foreign policy” and offered as evidence the difference between the sup-
port the Clinton administration itself provided in Bosnia and Kosovo and its “utter indifference 
and silence to the teacup civil wars, far more deadly, brutal, and enduring, raging in Sierra Leone, 

12.  See, for example: John D. Steinbruner, Principles of Global Security (Washington, D.C.: Brookings 
Institution Press, 2000); Robert I. Rotberg, “The New Nature of Nation-State Failure,” Washington Quarterly 
25, no. 3 (2002): 85; and Christopher Clapham, “The Global-Local Politics of State Decay,” in When States 
Fail: Causes and Consequences, ed. Robert I. Rotberg, 77–93 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
2004).

13.  Leslie H. Gelb, “Quelling the Teacup Wars: The New World’s Constant Challenge,” Foreign Affairs 
73, no. 6 (Nov./Dec. 1994): 2.

14.  Gareth Evans and Mohamed Sahnoun, “The Responsibility to Protect,” Foreign Affairs 81, no. 6 
(2002): 99.
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Congo, Sudan, [and] Sri Lanka.”15 Why help along the political transitions in one country and not 
the others? Why provide military and diplomatic support to one regime and little more than moral 
support to others?

While some analysts and policy advisers advocated interventionist policies to protect na-
tional interests against the risk of “contagion,” others advocated interventionist policies to protect 
national interests against “rogue” regimes—those that pursue nuclear weapons (such as the “axis 
of evil” states of Iran, Iraq, and North Korea) or support terrorist organizations (such as Syria, 
which supports Hezbollah). The American value of promoting democracy played a role here, too, 
as those who advocated regime change in rogue states generally wanted to replace those regimes 
with democratic systems more aligned with the global order (or at least with American interests).16 
As the second president Bush put it in his State of the Union message after the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001: “America is no longer protected by vast oceans. We are protected from attack 
only by vigorous action abroad, and increased vigilance at home.” 17

As with all previous interventionist innovations, significant controversy followed the shift 
from the principle of taking action against an impending threat to a principle of taking “vigor-
ous action abroad” before the threat fully materializes. In fact, the maximalist notion of American 
interventionism—the right of the United States to intervene, in effect, wherever and whenever it 
wanted—seemed to be at its peak in the years following 9/11 and was summarized eloquently by 
Thomas Donnelly in early 2003:

Taken together, American principles, interests, and systemic responsibilities argue strongly 
in favor of an active and expansive stance of strategic primacy and a continued willingness to 
employ military force. Within that context, and given the ways in which nuclear weapons and 
other weapons of mass destruction can distort normal calculations of international power re-
lationships, there is a compelling need to hold open the option of—and indeed, to build forces 
more capable of—preemptive strike operations. The United States must take a wider view of 
the traditional doctrine of “imminent danger,” considering how such dangers might threaten 
not only its direct interests, but its allies, the liberal international order, and the opportunities 
for greater freedom in the world.18

The notion that the United States was (or should work to become) a benign “hegemonic” 
power in a “unipolar” world—creating a “Pax Americana” (or American-led peace)—was accepted by 
some Americans, mainly on the political Right, during the Bush administration. But just as the hu-

15.  Michael T. Klare, “The Clinton Doctrine,” Nation, April 1, 1999, http://www.thenation.com/ article/
clinton-doctrine; Charles Krauthammer, “The Clinton Doctrine,” Time Magazine, April 5, 1999, http://www.
cnn.com/ALLPOLITICS/time/1999/03/29/doctrine.html.

16.  See, for example, Project for a New American Century, January 26, 1998, open letter to President 
Clinton, from Elliott Abrams, Richard L. Armitage, William J. Bennett, Jeffrey Bergner, John Bolton, Paula 
Dobriansky, Francis Fukuyama, Robert Kagan, Zalmay Khalilzad, William Kristol, Richard Perle, Peter W. 
Rodman, Donald Rumsfeld, William Schneider, Jr., Vin Weber, Paul Wolfowitz, R. James Woolsey, and Rob-
ert B. Zoellick, http://www.newamericancentury.org/iraqclintonletter.htm.

17.  George W. Bush, “Annual Message to Congress” (U.S. House of Representatives and U.S. Senate, 
Washington, D.C., January 29, 2002), http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2002/01/
print/20020129-11.html; see also George W. Bush, graduation speech, June 1, 2002, West Point, N.Y., http://
www.nytimes.com/2002/06/01/international/ 02PTEX-WEB.html.

18.  Thomas Donnelly, “The Underpinnings of the Bush Doctrine,” AEI Online, American Enterprise 
Institute, Washington, D. C., February 2003, http://www.aei.org/outlook/15845.
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manitarian justifications for intervention bumped into the realities of places such as Somalia during the 
Clinton administration, the hegemonic justifications for intervention bumped into the realities of Iraq 
and Afghanistan, where the initial successes in regime change—which clearly demonstrated American 
military power—were effectively challenged by insurgents engaged in asymmetric warfare against the 
new regimes and allied forces. And just as the humanitarian justification was chastened and softened 
during the 1990s, so was the hegemonic justification chastened and softened during the 2000s.

President Obama has not generally been credited with having a “named doctrine” like some 
of his predecessors, since he has offered no interventionist innovations, despite his foreign policy 
approach having been labeled as “leading from behind” or “consequentialist.” He has adopted the 
traditional American rhetoric about supporting freedom and other American ideals “everywhere” 
but has not otherwise suggested how or when that might be applied in real terms, noting only the 
need to understand how the results of U.S. interventions would affect the ideals-values balance. 
The closest thing to an Obama doctrine is pragmatic burden sharing: encouraging other countries 
not to be free riders on any Pax Americana but instead to contribute materially to humanitarian, 
stabilization, and other efforts so that the United States does not need to bear the costs or respon-
sibility of being some kind of world police.19

The length, expense, and uncertainty of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have led some 
Americans to argue for less military engagement with the world. Yet the uprisings in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) have presented the United States precisely the challenge of decid-
ing whether and where military engagement or some other form of material support is needed 
to promote American interests or American values. That challenge has arisen in the past and will 
arise again in the future. Any temptation toward isolationism will probably be countered again by 
fears about national interests and concerns about American values. Any temptation toward inter-
ventionism will probably be countered again by pragmatic considerations of the multitudinous 
constraints that throughout history have limited what one country can achieve inside another.

Research on U.S. Intervention
Many authors have analyzed U.S. responses to specific cases of potential transition to determine 
what might explain decisions on whether, how, and how strongly to respond. Frank Mora found 
that strong material support to the leaders of the 1954 coup in Paraguay was based largely on 
considerations fully consistent with classic containment doctrine. By contrast, Laszlo Borhi found 
that the very weak material support to insurgents during the 1956 Hungarian Revolution was due 
largely to a fear of triggering a wider conflict with the Soviet Union in that region. American of-
ficials made public statements criticizing the 1989 suppression of the Tiananmen Square protests 
in China but did nothing else to support the opposition, and Taifa Yu found that that weak re-
sponse was due largely to a desire not to disrupt economic relations. Similarly, Mohindra Rupram 
found that monetary support to the regime in Pakistan continued during early phases of the 2008 

19.  Nina Hachigian and David Shorr, “The Responsibility Doctrine,” Washington Quarterly 36, no. 1 
(Winter 2013): 73–91; Michael Crowley, “Obama’s Libya Speech: No ‘Doctrine,’ but a Peek at Priorities,” 
Time Magazine, March 31, 2011, http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,2062481,00.html; Ryan 
Lizza, “The Consequentialist: How the Arab Spring Remade Obama’s Foreign Policy,” New Yorker, May 2, 
2011, http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2011/05/02/110502fa_fact_lizza; and Josh Rogin, “Who Really 
Said Obama Was ‘Leading from Behind,’” The Cable blog, October 27, 2011, http://thecable.foreignpolicy.
com/posts/2011/10/27/who_really_said_obama_was_leading_from_behind.
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prodemocracy demonstrations due to the U.S. interest in the regime’s continued support to U.S. 
counterterrorism efforts.20 While such works are useful as sources of raw data for a broader study, 
they do not in themselves help explain patterns through history or across cases.

Broader studies of U.S. decisions about how (and whether) to intervene in foreign crises have 
found a wide range of explanations, including judgments about political and economic interests, 
domestic politics and public pressure, and geographical factors such as ease of access to the coun-
try in question.21 While the desires to promote democracy or prevent atrocity certainly have been 
reflected in policy statements about intervention throughout much of American history, these 
objectives have often been found to have much weaker explanatory power in studies of decisions 
about whether to intervene than do considerations of political and economic interests.22 Kevin 
Wang used international crisis behavior data from 1954 to 1986 to study factors influencing deci-
sions about the strength of U.S. responses to international crises that threatened U.S. interests. He 
found that “presidents select more intense responses when the economy is doing badly, when they 
are in the later stages of the electoral cycle, and when their general support in Congress, at least in 
terms of party membership, is high.”23

Much of the literature on U.S. interventions in foreign crises, however, focuses on only one 
kind of response—military force—while ignoring the fact that decisionmakers’ actual policy 
options are not limited to either doing nothing or sending in the military: the basic decision 
is between doing nothing and doing something. “Something” can be a much broader range of 
activities, but there has been very little work that considers that broader range. (One exception is 
Patrick M. Regan’s work on intervention decisions, which considers three categories of options: 
military, economic, and diplomatic.)24 Of the work that does consider civilian responses to po-
tential transitions, most is focused on transitions between authoritarian systems and democratic 
systems or on whether and how external assistance might contribute to democratization.25 For 

20.  Frank Mora, “From Dictatorship to Democracy: The U.S. and Regime Change in Paraguay, 1954–
1994,” Bulletin of Latin American Research 17, no. 1 (1998): 59–79; Laszlo Borhi, “Rollback, Liberation, Con-
tainment, or Inaction?” Journal of Cold War Studies 1, no. 3 (1999): 67–110; Taifa Yu, “The Conduct of Post-
Tiananmen U.S. China Policy: Domestic Constraints, Systemic Change, and Value Incompatibility,” Asian 
Affairs 19, no. 4 (Winter 1993): 229–47; Mohindra Rupram, “More Musharraf: The Embattled Pakistani 
President Will Stay in Power,” Harvard International Review (Summer 2008): 32–35.

21.  See, for example, Charles W. Ostrom, Jr. and Brian L. Job, “The President and the Political Use of 
Force,” American Political Science Review 80 (1986): 541–66; Peter J. Woolley, “Geography and the Limits 
of U.S. Military Intervention,” Conflict Quarterly 11, no. 4 (Fall 1991); Birger Heldt, “The Dependent Vari-
able of the Domestic-External Conflict Relationship: Anecdotes, Theories and Systematic Studies,” Journal 
of Peace Research 34, no. 1 (1997): 101–06; Jose Viloria, Evaluating the Politics of Humanitarian Military 
Interventions in Complex Emergencies: Reflections from the Case of Somalia (Canberra, Australia: Asia Pacific 
Press, 1999), https://digitalcollections.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/40409/3/cem99-8.pdf; and James Meernik, 
“Modeling International Crises and the Political Use of Military Force by the USA,” Journal of Peace Research 
37, no. 5 (2000): 547–62.

22.  Hans Morgenthau, “To Intervene or Not to Intervene,” Foreign Affairs 45 (1967): 425–36; Hedley 
Bull, Intervention in World Politics (Oxford: Clarendon, 1984).

23.  Kevin H. Wang, “Presidential Responses to Foreign Policy Crises: Rational Choice and Domestic 
Politics,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 40, no. 1 (1996): 68–97.

24.  Patrick M. Regan, “Choosing to Intervene: Outside Interventions in Internal Conflicts,” Journal of 
Politics 60 (1998): 754–79.

25.  Michael McFaul, Amichai Magen, and Kathryn Stoner-Weiss, “Evaluating International Influences 
on Democratic Development” (concept paper, Center on Democracy, Development, and the Rule of Law, 
Stanford, Calif., n.d.).
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example, Steven Finkel et al. found that countries that received democracy-promotion assistance 
from the United States between the end of the Cold War and 2003 tended to have higher scores on 
the Freedom House general democracy index, indicating that aid was making a small but signifi-
cant positive difference in democratization.26

Some work has studied the consequences of U.S. interventions or the factors contributing 
to success, but findings have been very mixed. Frederic Pearson et al. found no significant effect 
on democratization from American military interventions, while William Easterly et al. found a 
negative effect from both military and covert operations (including, however, those operations in 
which democracy was not an objective). Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and George Downs also found 
that foreign military interventions in internal wars have generally hindered democratization, since 
interveners often install autocratic leaders. Alexander Downes and Jonathan Monten found a posi-
tive association between foreign-imposed regime change and democratization in wealthy or ethni-
cally homogeneous states but a negative association in poor and ethnically heterogeneous states. 
Peter Woolley found important geographical factors in the success of U.S. military interventions 
in general, with interventions in small, geographically accessible countries tending to be more suc-
cessful overall than those in large, geographically isolated countries.27 Significantly, in his research 
into what effect U.S. military interventions had between 1972 and 1999 on political rights and civil 
liberties, William Bedford found that the results varied, depending mainly on which dataset was 
used to measure intervention and the outcomes.28

Many studies of transitions and interventions have seemed concerned more with generating, 
defending, or refuting general theories about decisions on interventions or the use of force than 
with generating insight that might be useful for guiding decisions based on a broader range of op-
tions.29 No study has been done that both focuses specifically on responses to potential transitions 
and considers a full range of response options—which side to support (if any) and which policy 
tools to use (economic, diplomatic, military, etc.) to influence the outcome.

26.  Steven E. Finkel, Anibal Perez-Linan, and Mitchell A. Seligson, with the assistance of Dinorah Az-
puru, “Effects of U.S. Foreign Assistance on Democracy Building: Results of a Cross-National Quantitative 
Study,” USAID final report, version 34, January 12, 2006, http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pnade694.pdf.

27.  Frederic S. Pearson, Scott Walker, and Stephanie Stern, “Military Intervention and Prospects for 
Democratization,” International Journal of Peace Studies 11, no. 2 (Autumn/Winter 2006); William Easterly, 
Shanker Satyanath, and Daniel Berger, “Superpower Interventions and their Consequences for Democracy: 
An Empirical Inquiry” (NBER Working Paper 13992, National Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge, 
Mass., May 2008); Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and George W. Downs, “Intervention and Democracy,” Interna-
tional Organization 60, no. 3 (Summer 2006): 627–49; Alexander B. Downes and Jonathan Monten, “FIRCed 
To Be Free: Foreign Imposed Regime Change and Democratization” (unpublished working paper, Duke 
University, Durham, N.C.); and Peter J. Woolley, “Geography and the Limits of U.S. Military Intervention,” 
Conflict Quarterly 11, no. 4 (Fall 1991): 35–50.

28.  William T. Bedford Jr., “The Effect of U.S. Intervention on Political Rights and Civil Liberties” (hon-
ors research thesis, University of Tennessee, Knoxville, Tenn., 2011).

29.  For examples of evidence-based principles for crisis response and democratization, see, respectively, 
Harlan Cleveland, “Crisis Diplomacy,” Foreign Affairs 41, no. 4 (1963): 638–49, and Samuel P. Huntington, 
The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late 20th Century (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991).
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methodology 3
This study is not intended to evaluate every kind of foreign crisis or other incident in which 

the United States might send emergency assistance or intervene diplomatically or militarily. 
It does not, for example, include natural disasters, purely humanitarian crises, interstate wars, or 
certain state behaviors that pose a regional or global threat, such as developing a nuclear weapons 
program or sponsoring terrorism.

It is focused specifically on those crises (since 1989) on which there is some significant 
disagreement between and among the people of a country over who should lead that country or 
how they should lead it and in which that internal disagreement manifests in some form of major 
opposition that threatens the continuity of that country’s political leadership. Some such events are 
peaceful (e.g., massive street demonstrations), while others are violent (e.g., insurgencies); some 
involve many people (e.g., civil wars), while others involve a small group (e.g., coups d’état). Like 
the Arab uprisings in MENA—the series of events that motivated this study—a potential transi-
tion is an event with a real, even if small, probability of changing the regime, government, party, or 
executive leader.

Developing the Dataset

Unit of Analysis: Events and Event-Years

For the purposes of this study, four categories of event were defined as having the potential to 
initiate a political transition: protest movements, minor armed conflicts, major armed conflicts, 
and attempted coups (whether successful or not). Events were identified for inclusion in the CSIS 
Potential Transitions Dataset as follows. First, three existing datasets were consulted: the Nonvio-
lent and Violent Campaign Outcomes (NAVCO) dataset (version 1.1) from Erica Chenoweth of 
the University of Denver;1 the Armed Conflict Dataset (version 4-2012) from the Uppsala Conflict 
Data Program (UCDP) and Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO);2 and the Coup d’État Events, 
1946–2010, list from the Center for Systemic Peace (CSP).3 From these datasets, a preliminary list 
of “potential transition” events was compiled:

 ■ Protest movements were identified from the NAVCO dataset using campaigns coded as “pri-
marily nonviolent” (i.e., where the nonviol variable had a value of 1). Campaigns are defined 

1.  Erica Chenoweth, Nonviolent and Violent Campaigns and Outcomes Dataset, v. 1.1, University of 
Denver, 2011, http://www.du.edu/korbel/sie/research/civilresistanceproject.html.

2.  Lotta Themnér and Peter Wallensteen, “Armed Conflict, 1946–2011,” Journal of Peace Research 49, 
no. 4 (2012); see also http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/datasets/ucdp_prio_armed_conflict_dataset.

3.  Monty G. Marshall and Donna Ramsey Marshall, “Coup d’État Events, 1946–2010 Codebook,” June 
15, 2011, http://www.systemicpeace.org/inscr/inscr.htm/.
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by NAVCO as “a series of observable, continuous, purposive mass tactics or events in pursuit 
of a political objective” and nonviolent campaigns as those using tactics that “do not directly 
threaten or harm the physical well-being of the opponent” and include “sit-ins, protests, boy-
cotts, civil disobedience, and strikes.”4

 ■ Minor armed conflicts were identified from the UCDP/PRIO dataset using “continuous armed 
conflict” events coded as “minor armed conflicts” (i.e., where the int variable had a value of 1). 
UCDP/PRIO defines an armed conflict as “a contested incompatibility that concerns govern-
ment and/or territory where the use of armed force between two parties, of which at least one 
is the government of a state, results in at least 25 battle-related deaths” and classifies an armed 
conflict as minor if it produces “between 25 and 999 battle-related deaths in a given year.”5

 ■ Major armed conflicts were also identified from UCDP/PRIO using “continuous armed con-
flict” events coded as “war” (i.e., where the int variable had a value of 2), which it defines as an 
armed conflict that produces 1,000 or more battle-related deaths in a year.6

 ■ Coups were taken from the CSP list using events coded as “attempted coup” (where the success 
variable had a value of 2) or “successful coup” (the success variable had a value of 1). A coup 
d’état is defined by CSP as “a forceful seizure of executive authority and office by a dissident/op-
position faction within the country’s ruling or political elites that results in a substantial change 
in the executive leadership and the policies of the prior regime.” A coup is considered success-
ful if “effective authority” is “exercised by [the] new executive for at least one month.”7

Second, this preliminary list of potential transitions was compared with the “regime changes” 
that are found in CSP’s Polity IV dataset.8 Any regime changes (i.e., actual transitions) that were 
missing from the CSIS list were then added. Third, the research team consulted the staff of each 
of CSIS’s regional programs to determine whether any included events should not be considered 
a potential transition, whether any potential transitions were missing from the list, or whether 
any events were duplicates. Fourth, any continuous event that escalated—a protest that became a 
minor armed conflict or a minor conflict that became a major conflict—was divided into separate 
events, under the assumption that a major escalation might trigger a response from the United 
States. (Continuous events that de-escalated were not so divided.)

Fifth, any event that began before January 1, 1989, or that was ongoing as of December 31, 
2010, was removed, since there would be no way to analyze systematically the U.S. response 
(which might have occurred before 1989 or after 2010). Some events on the working list had be-
gun before January 1, 1989, but escalated after that date; any such event was divided into separate 
events (as described in the previous paragraph), and the pre-escalation phase (i.e., that began 
before 1989) was removed, while the escalation phase (which began after January 1 of that year) 
was included as its own event. (A similar logic was used for multiphase events that were ongoing 
at the end of 2010; the pre-escalation phase was retained as its own event, and the ongoing phase 
was removed.)

Sixth, any event to which the incumbents did not respond at all—this was the case mainly 
with protests—was dropped from the dataset under the assumption that a response from the 

4.  Chenoweth, Nonviolent and Violent Campaigns and Outcomes Dataset.
5.  Themnér and Wallensteen, “Armed Conflict, 1946–2011.”
6.  Ibid.
7.  Marshall and Marshall, “Coup d’État Events.”
8.  Monty G. Marshall, “Polity IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions, 1800–2010,” 

website, Center for Systemic Peace, 2011, http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4.htm.
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incumbent is a reasonable proxy for the probability of transition: no response suggests the in-
cumbent did not feel threatened enough by the event to bother responding to it, while a response 
suggests concern.9 The exception was successful coups, which usually take place so quickly that the 
incumbent hardly has time to respond. Many coups that are initially successful end up failing after 
a month or so, often as a result of third-party intervention, and the deposed incumbent is then 
returned to power. Successful coups, therefore, were retained in the dataset, despite there being no 
incumbent response, because the authors considered it important to account for the possibility of 
a postcoup response by the United States.

Finally, the resulting events were transformed into “event-year” format (one event in one year, 
by country) to make the dataset compatible with the external data needed for the analysis (gross 
domestic product, or GDP, trade, governance, and so forth); such external data are usually avail-
able in country-year format only. The final CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset includes 758 ob-
servations (event-years), accounting for 396 events (some of which spanned multiple years) that 
began on or after January 1, 1989, and ended before or on December 31, 2010. A complete list of 
the 396 events is included in appendix A. (The dataset is available on the CSIS website in two ver-
sions: the event-year dataset with 758 observations and an event-level version, derived from the 
full dataset, with 396 observations.)

For each of the 758 observations in the dataset, CSIS collected data for 20 new variables 
describing how the incumbents responded to the challengers and 31 new variables describing 
whether and how the United States responded during each year of each event. The variables that 
are unique to the CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset are described in appendix B.

Incumbent-Response Variables
The dataset includes 14 yes/no variables describing how the incumbent regime, government, 
party, or executive leader responded to the challengers. In the event-level version of the dataset, an 
incumbent-response variable has a value of 1 if the incumbent took that particular action at least 
once during the course of the event, however many years the event lasted. In the event-year version 
of the dataset, a variable has a value of 1 if the incumbent took that particular action at least once 
during that year and had not taken that action in any previous year of that event; in other words, 
in a multiyear event, only the year in which the incumbent took that action for the first time is 
coded as a 1; subsequent years have a value of 0, regardless of whether the incumbent took that 
same action.10 The incumbent-response variables were divided into seven categories:

1. Statements. First public statement (written or oral) by the incumbent.

2. Electoral and media manipulation. First instance of (a) rigging election results; (b) canceling 
elections; or (c) banning media, reporting, or social media.

9.  This is, of course, an imperfect proxy, since no response by the incumbent could mean other things 
as well—lack of capacity, lack of support, lack of knowledge, and the like—while a response could simply be 
standard policy for all expressions of opposition.

10.  Interpreting event-years with a value of 0, therefore, is tricky, because some values of 0 represent a 
false negative: it could be 0 because the incumbent did not take that action that year or because the incum-
bent did take that action but it was not the first time it had done so. There are fewer false negatives when 
these variables are aggregated at the category level (statements, legal manipulation, and so forth). This is not 
an issue in the event-level dataset, where a value of 1 represents the incumbent’s having taken that particular 
response at least once.
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3. Legal manipulation. First instance of (a) amending political, social, or economic laws (includ-
ing election laws or electoral districts) in its favor; (b) enacting constitutional amendments 
without also changing the institutions governing the state; or (c) suspending the constitution.

4. Concessions. First instance of (a) offering concessions, entering into negotiations, fleeing the 
country, or leaving office; or (b) signing peace agreements.

5. Targeted repression. First instance of (a) deploying security forces to block the movement of 
groups of challengers; or (b) conducting targeted repression against challengers (e.g., home 
raids, travel bans, arrests, house arrests, assassinations, torture, exile, firing of cabinet members, 
or forced resignations).

6. Indiscriminate repression. First instance of (a) indiscriminate repression against the population 
(home raids, travel bans, arrests, assassinations, curfews, torture, or exile); or (b) deployment of 
security forces to disperse groups of challengers violently, including with beatings or tear gas.

7. Persistent violence. Evidence of persistent or sustained violent clashes between incumbent secu-
rity and the challengers.

In addition, five variables were coded to account for the possibility that incumbents could re-
spond in multiple ways simultaneously and to account for the sequencing of categories of response 
(e.g., the incumbent’s first set of responses included statements and legal manipulation; the second 
set of responses included targeted repression and electoral manipulation; and third, concessions). 
One variable, technically redundant, indicated whether there was any incumbent response at all.

U.S.-Response Variables
The dataset includes 25 yes/no variables describing different ways the United States responded 
to the events. In the event-year version of the dataset, a U.S.-response variable was given a value 
of 1 if the United States took that particular action at least once during that year in response to 
the event and a value of 0 if the United States did not take that particular action that year.11 In 
the event-level dataset, the value is 1 if that action was taken at least once at any point during the 
event. The U.S. response variables were divided into seven categories: 

1.   Statements. First instance (in a given year) of (a) oral or written statements by the U.S. presi-
dent expressing approval or disapproval; (b) official statements or press releases by a govern-
ment institution such as the Department of State or the Department of Defense; (c) United Na-
tions Security Council (UNSC) resolution or a statement by the UNSC president; (d) a NATO 
statement; or (e) diplomatic expressions of disapproval, such as the closing of a U.S. embassy or 
the cancellation of talks or meetings.

2.   Economic aid or sanctions. First instance (in a given year) of (a) economic, development, or 
other civilian aid to the incumbent; (b) economic, development, or other civilian aid to the 
challengers; (c) withdrawal of economic, development, or other civilian aid to either; (d) the 
removal of U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) missions; (e) economic sanc-
tions (including freezing of assets) against the incumbent; or (f) economic sanctions (including 
freezing of assets) against the challengers.

11.  The U.S. response variable, therefore, does not have the false-negative issue described in the previ-
ous footnote.
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3.   Diplomatic efforts. First instance (in a given year) of diplomatic efforts or peace talks, including 
low-level or high-level meetings or efforts to address or mediate the conflict, undertaken either 
(a) unilaterally or (b) multilaterally (e.g., through the UN or NATO).

4.   Military support. First instance (in a given year) of (a) military aid; (b) provision of arms or 
other military equipment; (c) provision of military advisers; or (d) withdrawal of aid, arms, 
equipment, or advisers.

5.   Multilateral military action. First instance (in a given year) of U.S. participation in multilateral 
military actions, including: (a) a “coalition of the willing”; (b) NATO; (c) a vote in favor of a 
UNSC resolution authorizing a peacekeeping, peace enforcement, or peace-building force; or 
(d) contributions to a UN-authorized military action (i.e., U.S. troops “on the ground”).

6.   Unilateral military action. First instance (in a given year) of a unilateral U.S. military interven-
tion (whether by land, sea, or air).

7.   Other responses. First instance (in a given year) of (a) offering asylum to a political or military 
leader; (b) evacuating U.S. or foreign citizens; or (c) closing an embassy for the protection of 
U.S. citizens (i.e., not as a diplomatic statement).

As with the incumbent responses, five U.S.-response variables were coded to account for the 
possibility that the United States could respond in multiple ways simultaneously and to account 
for the sequencing of categories of response (e.g., its first set of responses included statements and 
diplomatic efforts and then later turned to multilateral military action). One variable, technically 
redundant, indicated whether there was any U.S. response at all.

U.S.-Response Terminology
As the previous section demonstrated, this project studied a wide range of U.S. responses: 25 types 
of response, separated into seven categories. As a consequence, this report uses a wide range of 
terms (such as “immaterial response” and “civilian intervention”) to describe those responses. For 
the sake of clarity, the authors have employed a terminology that links specific terms to the catego-
ries of response that they include or exclude. Table 1 lists 17 terms (11 unique terms, 6 of which 
have two variants) that can be used to describe different U.S. policy responses to potential transi-
tions and indicates which U.S.-response categories from the CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset are 
included and excluded as part of the definition of each term.

For example, the most important distinction is between a response and an intervention. The 
United States is considered to have “responded” to an event if any of the 25 U.S. response vari-
ables has a value of 1. Two categories of response are considered “immaterial responses”: state-
ments and other responses, i.e., the variables associated with U.S.-response categories 1 and 7, 
respectively. An “intervention” is a material response (i.e., any response other than the immaterial 
responses) and therefore includes all variables associated with categories 2 through 6: economic 
and diplomatic efforts, military support, and multilateral and unilateral military actions. A “civil-
ian intervention” includes any economic or diplomatic effort (categories 2 and 3), while a “civilian 
response” (categories 1, 2, and 3) also includes statements. A “military intervention” is any military 
action (categories 5 and 6), while a “military response” (categories 4, 5, and 6) also includes mili-
tary support (e.g., arms and training).
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These terms (in quotation marks) and the categories of variable associated with them (in 
brackets) can be summarized as follows:

 ■ “response” = {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7}

 ■ “intervention” = {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}

 ■ “immaterial response” = {1, 7}

 ■ “civilian response” = {1, 2, 3}

 ■ “civilian intervention” = {2, 3}

 ■ “military response” = {4, 5, 6}

Table 1. U.S. Responses to Potential Transitions, Sorted by Event-Year Frequency
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 ■ “military intervention” = {5, 6}

 ■ “nonintervention” = {0, 1, 7}

 ■ “nonresponse” = {0}

In this report, when any of these nine terms appears with an asterisk (*), the term is being 
used in a “nonexclusive” manner; when it appears without an asterisk (as in the list above), it is 
being used in an “exclusive” manner. For example, in a “military intervention {5, 6}” (i.e., exclu-
sive) the United States uses only policy responses associated with categories 5 (multilateral military 
actions) and 6 (unilateral military action) and no other type of response. But in a (nonexclusive) 
“military intervention {5, 6}*” the United States uses policy responses associated with categories 5 
and 6 but might also use other policy responses, such as a public statement or sanctions. To take 
another example, the nonexclusive set of interventions {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}* includes all response obser-
vations {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} minus all observations with only an “immaterial response” {1, 7}. But 
the exclusive set of interventions {2, 3, 4, 5, 6} includes all response observations {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} 
minus all observations with any immaterial response {1, 7}.

Because it is so rare for the United States to use an exclusively civilian intervention {2, 3} or an 
exclusively military response {4, 5, 6}—without any statement or other response—a much more 
useful set of terms is “nonmilitary intervention” {2, 3}† and “noncivilian response” {4, 5, 6}†. The 
daggers (†) indicate that the response in the brackets has taken place semi-exclusively (or “almost 
exclusively”): they can include statements {1}* and other responses {7}* but specifically exclude the 
military or civilian responses. In the text of this report, a “nonmilitary intervention” is equivalent 
to an “almost exclusively civilian intervention {2, 3}†,” and a “noncivilian response” is equivalent 
to an “almost exclusively military response {4, 5, 6}†.” These types of response will be used more 
than the fully exclusive versions, because they reflect the reality of how these responses are actually 
used (e.g., almost all responses include statements).

Curly brackets, asterisks, and daggers are used throughout this report to indicate the precise 
meanings of the terms used. The curly brackets indicate the categories of response included in the 
definition of that term, the asterisk indicates that other categories of response are not necessarily 
excluded from that definition, and the dagger indicates that statements and other responses are 
not necessarily excluded. Unadorned curly brackets indicate that all other categories are excluded.

Data Quality
Information for the coding of these variables was derived from open sources, mainly periodicals 
and reports, including, for example, the Congressional Research Service, the New York Times, 
the Washington Post, the Guardian, the International Herald Tribune, the BBC Monitoring Ser-
vice, Agence France-Presse, and other reputable research or news organizations, most identified 
through the LexisNexis database or (for think-tank reports) through Internet searches.

Because the yes/no format of each incumbent-response and U.S.-response variable minimized 
the need for coders to interpret the events, they could focus simply on determining whether a par-
ticular type of response took place (yes, coded as 1) or did not take place (no, coded as 0) during 
the course of that event (for regime responses) or during that event-year (for U.S. responses).

Even this format required coders to make judgments, of course. It was necessary in all cases, 
for example, to determine which type of response a particular action represented (e.g., does the 
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arrest of a journalist count as targeted repression or media censorship?). In fact, any particular 
action taken by, say, an incumbent might not count as a response at all: it might merely have been 
taken around the same time as the event (e.g., security forces firing into a crowd might not be a 
response to a protest movement if the victims were gathered for reasons having nothing to do with 
the protest), or it might actually have been the cause of the event and not a response to it (e.g., 
manipulating an electoral process).

To demonstrate that each incumbent-response and U.S.-response variable coded with a value 
of 1 was a true positive (i.e., the response actually occurred, and it was actually in response to the 
event), each coder was required to cite three independent sources reporting the same response (or 
note where that was not possible). The identity of the coder of each event-year was recorded for 
the sake of accountability.

The main challenge of having multiple coders interpreting multiple sources of information to 
code event data is ensuring that different coders would not interpret that information differently. 
To ensure intercoder reliability, all coders went through an initial training session (some went 
through multiple trainings) and were given access to a guide for coders (see appendix D). That 
guide was developed and revised iteratively in response to feedback after pilot data-collection ef-
forts and several tests.

In the first test of intercoder reliability, the authors assigned one intern to code three single-
year events; that intern was instructed to find sources of information on those events and to code 
40 variables for each event, for a total of 120 variables. The authors gave a second intern the same 
information sources that the first intern had found and assigned the second intern to code those 
same three events using only those sources of information. Of the 120 variables, 115 were coded 
identically between the two interns, for an intercoder agreement of 96 percent.

The authors then selected three single-year events from the dataset at random (these events 
were different from those in the first validity test) and assigned two research interns to code all 
three events. Both were instructed to do their own research to identify sources of information 
independently and not to share their sources or even communicate with each other during the 
coding. The intercoder agreement was 80 percent.

Subsequently, the research team standardized the research process by identifying a common 
set of information sources (available through LexisNexis) and recommending search terms and 
keywords to delimit their searches. The final test took place several weeks later, after the research 
team had been trained in the new process. Two research interns (neither of whom had partici-
pated in either of the first two tests) were assigned four events from the dataset at random (all four 
events were different from those in the first two tests). Both interns were instructed to identify 
sources of information under the new procedure and not to share their sources or even communi-
cate with each other during the coding. The intercoder agreement was 96 percent.

In addition to these formal tests, the research team spot-checked coding throughout the proj-
ect to check for accuracy and ran several informal reliability tests as well.

Additional Variables
To evaluate the relative influence of domestic, strategic, and in-country factors on U.S. response 
decisions, the authors gathered data from existing sources:
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 ■ Strategic factors had to do with the relationship between the United States and the country 
where the event was taking place and included net bilateral aid flows between the United States 
and the country in question (i.e., official development assistance), the proportion of total U.S. 
trade accounted for by a country’s bilateral trade with the United States, the number of U.S. 
military personnel stationed in a country, and the presence of a foreign terrorist organization 
in that country.

 ■ Domestic political factors included the political party in control of the presidency, the Senate, 
and the House of Representatives during a given year; the year of the presidential cycle (a value 
of 4 indicated an election year); a year with a congressional election; and the identity of the 
presidential administration. Domestic economic factors included the U.S. budget balance and 
the growth rate of the U.S. GDP in a given year.

 ■ In-country factors included the region the country is in (as defined by the U.S. State Depart-
ment), the quality of its governance (voice and accountability, political stability and absence 
of violence, government effectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of law, control of corruption, 
democracy-autocracy score, and state fragility), the size and growth of its economy (GDP 
growth rate and GDP per capita based on purchasing power parity), and the number of people 
killed in the course of the event (fewer than 25, 25–999, and 1,000 or more during a year).

Other variables were taken from the parent datasets (NAVCO, UCDP/PRIO, and CSP) and 
other datasets, including substantive data such as the objectives of the challengers and the out-
comes of the event, and administrative data such as country codes. These additional variables are 
listed in appendix E.

Selecting the Cases
From the 396 events in the CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset, the authors selected for further 
analysis a set of cases in which the United States intervened in some “significant” way. Cases were 
selected to include the most powerful responses by the United States; the criteria for inclusion 
were as follows:

 ■ U.S. or UN sanctions were imposed that specifically included an arms embargo. The authors gath-
ered data from the Special Program on International Targeted Sanctions from Uppsala Univer-
sity and the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute Database on Arms Embargoes. A 
value of 1 for two of any three of the variables usemb (U.S. arms embargoes), unemb (UN arms 
embargoes), and unsanc (UN sanctions) was considered an indicator of a “significant” inter-
vention.

 ■ U.S. economic aid, military aid, or arms transfers were significantly increased or decreased during 
the period of the event. The authors gathered data on economic and military assistance from the 
U.S. Overseas Loans and Grants (Greenbook) Database, and the provision of arms from the 
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute Arms Transfers Database, and calculated the 
percentage change year-on-year for each country year. The highest 10 percent of all changes 
(positive or negative) were given a value of 1; a value of 1 for two of any three of the variables 
arms (arms transfers), econ (economic aid), and mil (military aid) was considered an indicator 
of a significant intervention.

 ■ U.S. military personnel were involved in a multilateral military intervention, based on data from 
the CSIS dataset: a value of 1 for the variable usa5_4 was considered an indicator of a signifi-
cant intervention.
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 ■ U.S. military personnel were involved in a unilateral military intervention that had some offensive 
component, including no-fly zones, airstrikes, the commitment of troops on the ground, and 
the occupation of a country by U.S. forces, based on data from the CSIS dataset. (Evacuation 
of U.S. personnel was not included.) A value of 1 for the variable usa6_1 was considered an 
indicator of a significant intervention.

When an event met any of these criteria, it was combined with other events that were tak-
ing place in that country during the same period (e.g., a minor armed conflict that escalated to a 
major armed conflict or a coup that took place in the midst of a major armed conflict), and these 
combined events were considered a single case. This process yielded 18 cases of significant inter-
vention:

1.   Angola, 1992–2002. Postelection violence escalating to major armed conflict between the gov-
erning party and the UNITA Party.

2.   Cambodia, 1989–98. Major armed conflict following Vietnam’s withdrawal from the country.

3.   Georgia, 1992–93. Minor armed conflict, escalating to major armed conflict, between the cen-
tral government and separatists in Abkhazia.

4.   Haiti, 1991–94. Coup against Jean-Bertrand Aristide followed by military rule and violence.

5.   Haiti, 2004. Minor armed conflict amid the departure of Aristide.

6.   Iraq, 1995–96. Minor armed conflict between the central government and the Patriotic Union 
of Kurdistan.

7.   Ivory Coast, 2002–04. Major armed conflict between the central government and rebel groups 
in the western region.

8.   Kosovo, 1998–99. Major armed conflict between the Serbian government and Albanian rebels 
of the Kosovo Liberation Army.

9.   Liberia, 2000–2003. Minor armed conflict, escalating to major armed conflict, between the 
regime of Charles Taylor and several rebel groups.

10. Macedonia, 2002. Minor armed conflict between the central government and Albanian rebels 
of the National Liberation Army.

11. Panama, 1989. Coup attempt against Manuel Noriega followed by violence.

12. Philippines, 1989. Coup attempt against Corazon Aquino followed by violence.

13. Rwanda, 1994. Major armed conflict between the central government and Tutsis of the Rwan-
dan Patriotic Front.

14. Sierra Leone, 1991–2000. Minor armed conflict, escalating to major armed conflict, between 
the central government and several rebel groups.

15. Somalia, 1991–94. Major armed conflict, de-escalating to minor armed conflict, after the col-
lapse of the Siad Barre regime.

16. Sudan, 1995–2010. Major armed conflict between the central government and several rebel 
groups in the southern region.

17. Yugoslavia, 1991–95. Minor armed conflict, escalating to major armed conflict, between and 
among multiple separatist, government, and ethnic factions.
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18. Zaire (Democratic Republic of Congo), 1997–2008. Major armed conflict, de-escalating to mi-
nor armed conflict between and among the central government and several rebel groups.

For each case, the authors evaluated whether certain factors and outcomes were present (yes, 
coded as 1) or absent (no, coded as 0) without attempting to determine exactly how each factor 
influenced U.S. decisionmaking or outcomes in the country. The factors were grouped according 
to whether they were in-country factors, strategic (regional and global) factors, or U.S. domestic 
factors. The outcomes were grouped according to whether they were immediate outcomes (i.e., 
at the end of the case period) or longer-term outcomes in the years that followed. References to 
“case study” throughout this report are to these 18 cases. (See appendix C for a description of these 
dimensions.)

The dataset did not include events that started before 1989 or ended after 2010. As a conse-
quence, the Arab uprisings were not part of this case study. Because they are such important cas-
es—and because no protest movements were included in the larger set of cases (since the United 
States did not intervene materially in any such events before 2011)—the authors also analyzed five 
cases of Arab uprisings in which a major phase had been completed before August 30, 2012:

1.   Bahrain, 2011–12. Protest movement against King Hamad’s regime by prodemocracy demon-
strators and political opposition groups.

2.   Egypt, 2011–12. Protest movement against the Hosni Mubarak regime by prodemocracy dem-
onstrators and political opposition groups.

3.   Libya, 2011. Major armed conflict between the Muammar el-Qaddafi regime and several rebel 
groups.

4.  Tunisia, 2010–11. Protest movement against the Ben Ali regime by prodemocracy demonstrators.

5.  Yemen, 2011–12. Protest movement against the Ali Abdullah Saleh regime by prodemocracy 
demonstrators.

Syria was not included in this list because it was an ongoing conflict as of August 30, 2012, 
whereas the other cases had achieved resolution before that date or a major phase of the potential 
transition had been completed before that date.

Limitations and Future Research
A casual look at the list of events included in the CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset might puzzle 
some readers familiar with the history of conflict, political instability, or U.S. intervention since the 
end of the Cold War. For example, some major U.S. interventions, including Afghanistan in late 
2001 and Iraq in early 2003, are not included in the dataset. The conflict in Afghanistan was not 
included partly because it began before 1989, partly because the 2001 regime change was initiated 
by the United States (in response not to a potential transition as such, but to a terrorist attack), 
and partly because the conflict was ongoing at the end of 2010 (three coup attempts are, however, 
included). In Iraq, the regime change was initiated by the United States (similarly, not in response 
to a potential transition, but in response to concerns about weapons of mass destruction), and the 
conflict was ongoing at the end of 2010 (five events from the 1990s are included).

In addition, some important conflicts that might be expected are not included because they 
started before 1989 (e.g., those in Algeria and Sri Lanka) or were ongoing at the end of 2010 (e.g., 
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the most recent conflict between Israel and Hamas); most of the Arab uprisings began after 2010 
(or were just beginning at the end of 2010). Interstate wars are excluded if one state attacked any 
institution of the other state; cross-border events are included if a state actor attacked a group of 
challengers in a bordering territory, but only if the challengers were nonstate actors and the attack 
did not target a bordering state’s institutions (fairly common in some African conflicts). And some 
outbreaks of violence in Somalia were not included because they took place during periods when 
no regime was in power and it therefore would be impossible to code any of the “regime response” 
variables.

While many events that might seem relevant to the topic were excluded, their exclusion was 
systematic. That does suggest, however, that future versions of the dataset might usefully consider 
modifications to the inclusion-exclusion criteria so that more of these relevant events could be 
included. Some back-of-the-envelope calculations suggest that the excluded events would not 
have made a particularly strong difference to the overall findings in this report: even if 15 two-year 
events were added and the United States had intervened militarily in most of them, the overall 
pattern of a preference for civilian over military tools would not be much affected. The difference 
would come not in the numbers, however, but in the analysis: Iraq and Afghanistan, for example, 
were such costly endeavors that they certainly affected decisions about whether and how to inter-
vene in other crises.

Likewise, the way that some of the dataset’s variables have been specified might strike some 
readers as unduly limiting. The incumbent-response variables code only the first response to a 
given event, and the U.S.-response variables code only the first response to a given event during a 
given year. This approach requires the analyst to interpret these responses as having happened “at 
least once,” which is adequate for the purposes of this report. But the dataset would be even more 
useful if it coded all instances of each response. In addition, all of these variables are binary (yes/
no) in this dataset; a much richer analysis could be done if at least some of these variables were 
coded for the magnitude of each response as well. These variable specifications (“at least once” and 
“yes/no”) were adopted to make it possible to collect and validate nearly 40,000 bits of data in less 
than a year; a broader specification (“all instances” and “magnitude”) will be considered in future 
updates of the dataset.

Despite the precautions taken to ensure the validity of the data, the volume of data collected 
in so short a time makes it likely that some unknown percentage of the incumbent-response and 
U.S.-response variables are miscoded. False negatives (coded as 0 even though the response hap-
pened) could have arisen if the responses were not widely reported in the media and the coder 
simply missed it. False positives (coded as 1 even though the response did not take place) could 
have arisen if a coder interpreted a response incorrectly (e.g., an arms embargo was coded as a 
“withdrawal of military support” rather than as a “sanction” on the incumbent). Such errata will be 
corrected in future updates of the dataset.

Coups presented a particular challenge. First, some coups are accompanied by violence that 
sometimes lasts many months beyond the coup and produces more than 25 deaths within a year. It 
is therefore ambiguous whether the event should be coded as a coup, as a minor armed conflict, or 
as both. This ambiguity has not been addressed systematically in this initial version of the dataset; 
some events might therefore be miscategorized.

Second, however, because coup events are sometimes very brief, an incumbent who is the tar-
get of a coup does not always have time to respond. For this project, an incumbent response was 
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considered a proxy for a judgment that there was a potential for a transition; yet clearly a serious 
coup attempt is a potential transition, even if the incumbent does not have time to respond. The 
research team got around this dilemma essentially by fiat, declaring that successful coups would 
be included. But doing so did not make it easier to define who the “incumbent” is: the executive 
leader who is the target of the coup or the coup leaders who succeed in deposing him? The short-
term solution was to consider the target of the coup as the “incumbent” if he managed to defeat 
the coup attempt or returned to power within a month and to consider the coup leaders as the “in-
cumbent” if the coup succeeded and they stayed in power for at least a month. But it seems likely 
that a more elegant treatment of this incumbent dilemma in coups is possible.

For the days and months on which an event began and ended, the research team generally 
used the data provided by the parent datasets (NAVCO, UCDP/PRIO, and CSP). But doing so 
provided an unusually high number of events that ended in December compared to every other 
month, leading the authors to suspect that the parent datasets were coding dates inconsistently. 
Future updates to the dataset should include a systematic attempt to determine accurate start and 
end dates for each event (at least month if not day and month).

Finally, the dataset contains no satisfying outcome variable: whereas there are 31 variables 
describing U.S. responses, none describes whether the event turned out in a way that was gener-
ally consistent with U.S. interests or values. That lack of an outcome variable results mainly from 
something most decisionmakers already recognize: it is not always clear what U.S. interests or 
values are at stake, and even in cases where that is clear, there is not always agreement about what 
a favorable outcome would be, in either the short or the long term. The dataset does contain a 
variable indicating whether the challengers achieved their objective, and in the analysis this turns 
out to be a useful approximation. And the significant-intervention cases do have a set of outcome 
variables that, in the context of this project, acted as a sort of “audition” for inclusion in future 
updates of the full dataset. Those outcome dimensions are used in the analysis in this report, but, 
as currently defined, they provide only a modest degree of confidence in what they suggest.

This report presents most of its results as descriptive statistics. Some correlation coefficients 
were calculated as well, and several linear regression models (binary-outcome probits) were tested 
to see if some patterns in the descriptive statistics held up when controlling for other factors (they 
generally did). But the dataset contains more data than there is analysis in this report. Much more 
can be done beyond linear regressions, which are not the most appropriate choice for a dataset in 
which so many of the variables are clearly not independent and in which the events themselves repre-
sent extremes of human behavior. Finding patterns in the data beyond what is reported here will 
likely involve analytic methods designed to identify clusters of policy responses, for example, or the 
latent factors (if any) underlying different combinations of responses or, even better, outcomes.
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4 analysis and findings

Main Finding

The United States favors nonintervention over intervention and 
civilian response over military response (strong evidence). 

Even the most basic descriptive statistics tell an unmistakable story. On the question of wheth-
er to intervene in a potential transition, the United States clearly prefers not to. On the question of 
how to intervene once a decision to do so has been made, the United States clearly prefers to use 
civilian tools over military power.

The data bear out this story. Every year between 1989 and 2010, the United States has aver-
aged 34 opportunities to respond in some way to a potential transition somewhere in the world.1 
Of these 34 events per year, the United States did not intervene {0, 1, 7} in 28 of them (more than 
four-fifths), and did not even respond {0} to 22 of them (about two-thirds).

Of the dozen or so potential transitions to which it did respond each year, it responded exclu-
sively with civilian tools {1, 2, 3} about two-thirds of the time, responded immaterially {1, 7} about 
half the time, and responded militarily {4, 5, 6}* about a quarter of the time—and almost all of 
those military responses were accompanied or preceded by civilian responses.2

1.  The dataset has 758 event-years over 22 years, which averages about 34 events in any given year.
2.  “Two-thirds,” “half,” and “one-quarter” add up to more than a whole because these are overlapping 

categories: civilian responses {1, 2, 3} and immaterial responses {1, 7} both include statement {1} responses, 
and as used here military responses* {4, 5, 6}* are nonexclusive and, as noted in the text, might also include 
responses in any other category.

Figure 1. Frequency of U.S. Responses by Category

Note: * = nonexclusive.
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Strictly nonmilitary interventions were almost three times as common as strictly noncivilian 
responses. A quarter of the U.S. responses each year, on average, were nonmilitary interventions 
{2, 3}† (that is, they excluded all military responses but could have included statements {1}* and 
other responses {7}*). By contrast, less than a tenth of the responses were noncivilian {4, 5, 6}† 
(excluding civilian responses but not statements or other responses).3

This pattern—a preference for nonintervention over intervention and civilian tools over 
military tools—holds almost no matter how the data are analyzed (rare exceptions are discussed 
later in this chapter). Figure 1 shows how frequently the United States has used each of the seven 
categories of response, based on the data in table 2. The most common response category is nonre-
sponse {0}, representing 64 percent of all event-years in the dataset and twice as many event-years 
as the next most common response, statements {1}*, which themselves are more than three times 
as common as economic aid and sanctions {2}*. The least common civilian response, diplomatic 
efforts {3}*, is still between one-and-a-half times and twice as common4 as the most common mili-
tary responses, {4}* and {5}*. Figure 1 and table 2 show this hierarchy very clearly:

 ■ No response at all {0} in 54 percent of the events and 64 percent of the event-years

 ■ Statements {1}* in 43 percent of the events and 32 percent of the event-years

 ■ Economic aid or sanctions {2}* in 12 percent of the events and 9 percent of the event-years

 ■ Diplomatic efforts {3}* in 11 percent of the events and 8 percent of the event-years

 ■ Both “other” responses {7}* and military support {4}* in about 8 percent of the events and 4 per-
cent of the event-years

 ■ Multilateral military actions {5}* in 6 percent of the events and 4 percent of the event-years

 ■ Unilateral military actions {6}* in less than 1 percent of the events and event-years

Table 3 offers a bit more nuance, as it divides out the categories of response by the 26 types of 
response, each of which can be considered a policy option. Response types are sorted by how fre-
quently U.S. policymakers employed them over the 396 events. (The first number in each variable 
name refers to the category of response to which it belongs, which makes it possible to determine 

whether it is a civilian, military, or im-
material response.)

Statements {1}* and diplomatic 
efforts {3}* are clustered near the top 
of the list, and U.S. citizens are evacu-
ated (usa7_2) about three times as 
frequently as military advisers are 
deployed (usa4_3). In fact, the first 
military responses to appear on the 
list are only the ninth and tenth most 
common types of response over-
all, and those are the withdrawal of 
military support (usa4_4) and a vote 

3.  Civilian and military interventions show an even more stark contrast: the United States undertook 
an average of one exclusively civilian intervention {2, 3} per year (i.e., excluding statements and other re-
sponses) but undertook only one exclusively military intervention over the entire 22-year period.

4.  Depending on whether it is measured by events or by event-years.

Table 2. Frequency of U.S. Responses by Category
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in the United Nations to create a peacekeeping force (usa5_3). Deployments of personnel—send-
ing military advisers (usa4_3) or troops through the UN (usa5_4)—appear near the bottom of the 
list (below 17 other response types), and military actions undertaken through NATO (usa5_2) or 
unilaterally (usa6_1) are 21st and 23rd, respectively, out of 26.

Table 1 (first appearing in chapter 3 and is reproduced here as table 4 for the sake of conve-
nience) shows terms describing 17 different sets of U.S. responses, sorted by how frequently each 
set was employed over 22 years. This table also shows clear evidence of a hierarchy of preferences:

 ■ No intervention {0, 1, 7} about fourth-fifths of the time

 ■ No response at all {0} to more than half of the events and two-thirds of the event-years

 ■ About four times as many civilian responses {1, 2, 3}* as military responses {4, 5, 6}*

Table 3. Frequency of U.S. Response Types, by Event and Event-Year
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 ■ Almost three times as many civilian interventions {2, 3}* as military interventions {5, 6}*

 ■ Six times as many nonmilitary interventions {2, 3}† as noncivilian responses {4, 5, 6}† (almost 
three times as many by event-year)

Some differences begin to emerge once the data are broken down by region and event type. 
While the United States did not intervene {0, 1, 7} in 79 percent of events overall, a regional break-
down shows some differences. Sub-Saharan Africa and the Americas have about the same nonin-
tervention rate as the global average, 79 percent and 77 percent, respectively. Europe is close, at 75 
percent nonintervention, while the East Asia and the Pacific region has the lowest nonintervention 
rate, at 69 percent. The United States intervenes the least in MENA and in South and Central Asia, 
both of which have nonintervention rates of 89 percent.

Table 4. U.S. Responses to Potential Transitions, Sorted by Event-Year Frequency
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By event type, the United States did not intervene {0, 1, 7} in 84 percent of the coups, 82 per-
cent of the minor conflicts, 82 percent of the protests, and—bucking the trend, as discussed in the 
next section—41 percent of the major conflicts. 

It is not clear, based on the evidence available in the dataset, whether not responding to any 
particular event was due to a judgment that the United States had no interests at stake, that the val-
ues at stake were not worth the costs of overcoming the constraints to action, or that U.S. interests 
or values were at stake but that there was no need to respond because some other actor was taking 
the lead. Any of these reasons could be valid, but discovering them would require further analysis 
of the cases rather than the dataset.

A nonresponse could also mean that the United States responded but did so in ways that are 
not captured by the response variables used in this study. For example, it is not known how often 
the United States intervenes covertly in potential transitions. The CSIS dataset does not code for 
covert action since, by its nature, such information is not public.5 Even though many covert ac-
tions have become public, that information cannot reliably be used in a dataset analysis without 
knowing whether those actions have different characteristics from the covert actions that have not 
become public. The materials prepared for the case study do suggest covert action of some sort is 
a fairly regular tool of policymakers. In a third of the case-study events, the authors found media 
reports suggesting (i.e., reporting, implying, or reporting rumors of) involvement of the Central 

Intelligence Agency, and in 28 percent media suggested some other covert actions by the United 
States. But because in all 18 case-study events, the United States intervened in some other materi-
ally significant way as well, it is impossible to generalize these results to events where there was no 
overt intervention. Only research undertaken in a classified setting could resolve the question.

Deciding Whether to Intervene

The United States intervenes more in major armed conflicts than in 
less violent potential transitions (strong evidence).

The most important exception to the main finding was in the response to major armed conflicts. 
The United States has intervened in more than half of major conflict events (24 out of 41, or 59 

5.  The authors did not have access to classified information for this project.

Table 5. U.S. Nonresponses to Potential Transition Events
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percent) and in more than a third of major conflict event-years (59 out of 167, or 35 percent). In 
both cases, this proportion is higher than it is for other types of event, and for event-years the 
number of interventions in major conflicts is higher in absolute terms as well.

Of the 85 events in which the United States has intervened {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}* during the 22-year 
period covered by the dataset, 28 percent of the interventions were in major conflicts, 31 percent 
were in minor conflicts, 27 percent were in coups, and 14 percent were in protests. However, while 
it intervened in about the same number of major conflicts, minor conflicts, and coups (around 
two dozen each)—and only half that number of protests (a dozen)—there were far more minor 
conflicts, coups, and protests than major conflicts. As a result, the proportion of interventions in 
major conflicts was far higher than it was for the other event types: the United States intervened in 
59 percent of major conflicts but only in 16–18 percent of each of the other types of event (see the 
last column of table 6).

This seeming willingness to respond to major conflicts holds up in most regions as well (see 
table 6). The United States has been more likely than not to intervene in major armed conflicts in 
Europe (in 75 percent of the major conflict events there), sub-Saharan Africa (61 percent of major 
conflicts there), and South and Central Asia (60 percent of major conflicts there), but less likely 
than not to intervene in major conflicts in East Asia and the Pacific (43 percent) or MENA (none).

The numbers in these tables are too small to claim any statistical significance: they can repre-
sent only the historical contingencies of the 22 years covered in this dataset. But statistical insig-
nificance does not imply policy irrelevance: those 22 years are the early part of the post–Cold War 
era we live in today. While the numbers cannot help much with prediction, they can and should 
be examined for clues about what decisionmakers have considered more or less important in these 
historically contingent events.

In this light, the basic result seems to challenge a common perception that the United States 
routinely does nothing in the face of mass violence. Major armed conflicts are, by definition, the 
most violent type of potential transition, producing at least a thousand conflict-related deaths in 
a given year (many have far more casualties), while minor armed conflicts produce less than a 
thousand deaths in a year (but more than 25). Coups are not defined by the number of deaths they 
produce, but most seem not to be more violent (by number of casualties) than conflicts. And while 
the protests in this dataset are nonviolent only in the sense that the protesters generally use non-
violent tactics, the governments often do use violence against protesters. Even so, it is generally the 
case that major conflicts involve more violence than minor conflicts, which involve more violence 
than coups, which involve more violence than protests.

Table 6. U.S. Interventions {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}* by Event Type and Region (of 396 Events)

Note: * = nonexclusive; % in parenthesis.
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In fact, when U.S. interventions into these different types of event are examined on an annual 
basis (i.e., counting event-years), it becomes clear that there is a fairly linear relationship between 
the level of violence and the propensity to intervene: the more violent the event, the higher the 
proportion of U.S. interventions. Table 7 shows that a plurality of U.S. interventions have been 
in major armed conflicts (59 out of 134 interventions, or 44 percent), followed by minor armed 
conflicts (28 percent), coups (17 percent), and protests (10 percent). And this pattern more or less 
holds within each event type as well. When faced with a potential transition that is a major armed 
conflict (in a given year), the United States intervenes 35 percent of the time but intervenes in only 
16 percent of coups, 12 percent of minor conflicts, and 10 percent of protests (all measured by 
event-year).

The United States intervenes less in the Middle East and North 
Africa and in South and Central Asia than in regions with fewer 
geopolitical constraints (strong evidence).

The events to which the United States has been most likely to respond {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} were in 
the Americas, Europe, and MENA. But as table 6 shows, the events in which the United States was 
most likely to intervene {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}* were in East Asia and the Pacific (it intervened in 31 percent 
of the events in that region), followed by Europe (25 percent), the Americas (23 percent), and sub-
Saharan Africa (21 percent). Military responses were most common in sub-Saharan Africa (which 
also had the most conflicts), followed by Europe and the Americas.

In a sense, the United States has talked about events in MENA far more than it has done any-
thing about them: of the 28 events in that region, the United States did nothing {0} in 12, respond-
ed immaterially {1, 7} in 13, and intervened {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}* in only 3 events.6 Likewise in South and 
Central Asia, of the 45 events there, the United States did nothing {0} in 28, responded immateri-
ally {1, 7} in 12, and intervened {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}* in only 5 (all of which were conflict situations).

This finding held in binary probit regressions for both U.S. responses {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} and 
U.S. interventions {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}*, using the event-year version of the dataset and controlling for 
year, length of conflict, type of conflict, quality of governance, size of economy, growth of U.S. 
economy, aid relations with the United States, trade relations with the United States, and number 
of U.S. troops stationed in that country. This finding was significant at the 1 percent level (i.e., 
there was less than a 1 percent probability that the effect observed in the data was due to chance 
rather than to a real underlying pattern).

6.  Keep in mind that because no event ongoing at the end of 2010 is included in the dataset, this analy-
sis does not include the Arab uprisings, most of which the United States has responded to. In addition, 
covert actions by the United States are not included in the dataset for the obvious reason that most such ac-
tions are not known.

Table 7. Selected Responses, as Percentage of Interventions by Event Type 

Note: * = nonexclusive; % in parenthesis.
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These patterns seem to be a story about constraints on the one hand and interests and values 
on the other. Generally speaking, the United States appears to have fewer national interests in 
sub-Saharan Africa than in any other region. That region, however, has experienced the highest 
number of potential transitions and in particular the highest proportion of conflicts and coups 
and therefore the highest proportion of humanitarian concerns. But it also probably imposes the 
fewest constraints on U.S. action, since, for example, the governments are generally weak and the 
region is not naturally in the Chinese, Iranian, or Russian spheres of influence. Thus it does make 
sense that, where U.S. values are at stake and the constraints on action are low, the United States 
intervenes more.

Likewise, the United States has a high interest in Europe and the Americas, and there seem 
to be fewer constraints on U.S. action in those regions: Europe is where most of its allies reside, 
and the Americas are its traditional sphere of influence. Where U.S. interests are at stake and the 
constraints are low, the United States appears to intervene more.

By contrast, in MENA and in South and Central Asia, the number of factors that might compli-
cate U.S. action is great, including Russian, Iranian, and Chinese spheres of influence and concerns 
about nuclear proliferation and state-sponsored terrorism. Where U.S. interests are at stake but the 
constraints are high, it seems, the United States intervenes less but issues a lot of statements.7

This general explanation might be undercut somewhat by the peculiarities of the time period 
covered in this study: for nearly half that period, the United States already had a significant num-
ber of troops in Iraq and Afghanistan. A reluctance to get involved in the internal politics of other 
countries in the region might therefore have been due to the particular circumstances of over-
stretch (limited resources were already dedicated to those conflicts) and dependency (the need for 
regional support to the U.S.-initiated regime transitions).

Strategic and in-country factors have more influence on intervention 
decisions than U.S. domestic factors (modest evidence).

The authors evaluated the relative strength of strategic, in-country, and U.S. domestic influences 
on U.S. decisions about whether to respond or intervene. Strategic and in-country factors seemed 
more important than domestic factors. But the authors’ confidence in this finding is not strong, 
given the weaknesses of the methods used to test it (a regression using independent variables that 
are not fully independent and a case-study design not suited for comparisons with noninterven-
tion cases).

Strategic significance, the quality of the country’s relationship with the United States, and 
regional and geopolitical factors such as a country’s relationship with Iran or China are difficult to 
quantify in a meaningful way; the background materials prepared for the case study were therefore 
consulted to clarify how these issues came into play. From the statements released, discussion in 
the media, and reporting available about the debates that took place in the White House, it was 
reasonably clear that geopolitical competition, concerns about terrorism and nuclear proliferation, 
and fears that an internal conflict might draw neighboring countries into a war, among others, 
were all factors taken into consideration by U.S. policymakers. In every case, decisionmakers were 

7.  The East Asia and Pacific region seems to fall somewhere in between: clear interests but more con-
straints (China considers the region its sphere of influence) than in Europe and, arguably, somewhat fewer 
constraints (less land-locked and fewer complicating factors in general) than in MENA and South and Cen-
tral Asia.
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well aware that they faced peculiar sets of constraints: multilateral action was constrained by the 
veto power that China and Russia have in the UN Security Council; military intervention was con-
strained by the presence of an opposition supported covertly by Iran or overtly by Russia; aid to an 
incumbent regime was constrained by media reporting on its human rights violations; and so on. 
And clearly these factors influenced decisionmaking.

Because the 18 cases studied were all U.S. interventions, it was not possible to determine 
whether decisions not to intervene in other events were equally focused on strategic factors. But 
the substance of the discussions in the 18 intervention cases very clearly demonstrated that strate-
gic factors were foremost in the minds of the decisionmakers.

What about in-country and domestic factors? The research team had collected information 
about whether 40 factors that could influence response decisions were actually present in media 
reports about each case: 10 strategic or geopolitical factors, 17 in-country factors, and 13 U.S. do-
mestic factors. Some of these factors were present in very few cases; others were present in many 
cases. Only 9 were present in at least half the cases (in 9 or more of the 18 cases):

 ■ A humanitarian crisis (present in 78 percent of the cases)

 ■ A refugee crisis (78 percent)

 ■ A broken peace agreement, cease fire, or mandate (78 percent)

 ■ Human rights violations (72 percent)

 ■ Risks to regional stability (72 percent)

 ■ Pressure to intervene by states in the region (50 percent)

 ■ Pressure to intervene by U.S. allies (50 percent)

 ■ Pressure to intervene by the incumbent of the country (50 percent)

 ■ Pressure to intervene by members of the U.S. Congress (50 percent) 

Half of these are in-country factors, a third are strategic factors, and only one is a U.S. do-
mestic factor. The United States certainly acts in its own interests in the world and is somewhat 
affected by domestic politics. But this analysis provides modest evidence that decisionmakers 
place substantial weight on what is happening on the ground and somewhat less weight on what is 
happening in Washington.

The statistical analysis provides modest support to this finding (see appendix F). The research 
team tested strategic factors—aid, trade, and military relations—to see if they affected decisions 
about whether to intervene.8 Trade and aid relations were statistically significant in some mod-
els, but U.S. troops in a country were not. The only U.S. domestic factors found to be statistically 
significant were GDP growth and control of Congress by Democrats; the electoral cycle had no 
significance in any model tested.

In-country factors—the merits of the case, as it were—seemed to exert a fairly strong influ-
ence. Key facts about the events in question, such as region, quality of governance, and size of the 

8.  Net bilateral aid flows between the United States and the country in question (i.e., official develop-
ment assistance) were used as a proxy for aid relations; the proportion of total U.S. trade accounted for by a 
country’s bilateral trade with the United States was a proxy for trade relations; and the number of U.S. mili-
tary personnel stationed in a country was a proxy for military relations. Some other factors, such as nuclear 
weapons or proliferation concerns, could not be tested because there simply were not enough events to do 
the analysis.
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economy, were statistically significant. A U.S. response to a major conflict was much more likely 
than to a protest, an indicator that the level of violence was a likely consideration, consistent with 
an earlier finding. A separate analysis was undertaken of the correlation coefficients between U.S. 
responses and the types of actions the incumbents took in response to the challenges they faced, 
whether in opposition to the challengers or as a concession to the challengers. Electoral manipula-
tion and censorship, constitutional amendments, concessions and peace agreements, and repres-
sion were all correlated (significantly and positively, if weakly) with responses from the United 
States.

None of these findings suggests that politics and economics did not contribute to U.S. deci-
sions about whether to intervene in potential transitions. As the cases have amply demonstrated, 
each such decision took place in an environment in which different advocacy groups, other 
political constituencies, and media commentators pushed or pulled decisionmakers in different 
directions. Politics plays a qualitative role that is not easily subjected to quantitative analysis. In 
the background materials prepared for the case study, for example, the authors found significant 
evidence of congressional pressure to intervene.

Deciding How to Intervene
The decision about how to respond has two main dimensions: which policy tools to use to try to 
influence the outcome and which side to support (or oppose). The United States has intervened {2, 
3, 4, 5, 6}* in only about a fifth of the potential transitions in the dataset and has responded {1, 2, 
3, 4, 5, 6, 7} to just under half. In all of the 18 cases studied, the United States had intervened in a 
significant way.

As a policy tool, the United States treats military intervention as a 
last resort (strong evidence).

In the discussion of major armed conflicts, it was shown that the United States seems more willing 
to intervene in more violent potential transitions than it does in less violent potential transitions. 
The country also seems more willing to use more forceful policy tools in potential transitions that 
have more violence than it does in those that have less.

As table 8 shows, the United States has used military intervention {5, 6}* to respond to major 
armed conflicts as often as it has used economic aid or sanctions {2}* and diplomatic efforts {3}* 
to respond to them, suggesting that the country has been less hesitant to commit troops to foreign 
conflicts than is commonly assumed.

This conclusion might seem to contradict the finding that the United States treats military 
intervention as a last resort. But it actually supports that finding for two reasons. First, as the main 

Table 8. Selected Responses, as Percentage of Interventions by Event Type 

Note: * = nonexclusive; % in parenthesis.
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finding demonstrated, military tools are still the least preferred policy instruments for dealing 
with potential transitions overall, reserved, apparently, for the most severe cases, which are the 
least common. Second, the background materials reviewed for the case study offered compelling 
evidence that the propensity to use civilian tools more than military tools was not just a matter 
of how the responses were distributed across events but also reflected a sequencing of responses 
within events as well. In almost every case in which the United States intervened militarily, it did 
so only after exhausting all the civilian options. Only in the Philippines did the United States go in 
early with military force, and that was in response to a rapidly unfolding situation that came to a 
close in one day.

In fact, once the United States has decided to intervene {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}* in a potential transition, 
it has nearly always used more than one method to achieve its desired objectives. According to a 
correlation analysis of the event-year data, almost all U.S. response types are positively but weakly 
correlated with each other, with a high statistical significance, suggesting that multiple policy tools 
are commonly used for the same event in any given year (see table 9).9

A separate correlation analysis found that the use of most U.S. civilian tools is significantly 
correlated with almost all incumbent-response variables, both civilian (statements, electoral ma-
nipulation, legal manipulation, and concessions) and military (indiscriminate repression).10 But 
each of the U.S. military tools is correlated with fewer incumbent responses than the civilian tools 
were—mainly legal manipulation, concessions, and indiscriminate repression—and the statisti-
cal significance is generally weaker as well. In short, the United States responds to a wide range of 
incumbent behaviors with civilian tools, but only to a very narrow range of incumbent behaviors 
with military tools (see table 10).

These patterns seem to show a tendency to use more force in more severe situations, especially 
when the constraints to action are few. But given that most U.S. military interventions are preced-
ed by at least one type of civilian response, and usually more, this pattern does not contradict the 
overall finding that military intervention is a last resort, used mainly to prevent bloodshed when 
nothing else seems to be working.

9.  The statistical analysis suggests that the decision to use military force {5, 6}* is significantly affected 
by trade relations (greater trade made U.S. military intervention less likely), the length of a conflict (longer 
conflicts were less likely to be responded to with force), and the region (most likely in sub-Saharan Africa).

10.  The exception is targeted repression, which is correlated with almost nothing, since it is present in 
almost all events.

Table 9. Correlations among U.S. Response Types

Note: * = nonexclusive; +p<0.10, ++p<0.05, +++p<0.01.
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The United States is not generally biased toward either incumbents 
or challengers (inconclusive evidence).

As U.S. statements examined in the case study show, the United States almost always publicly calls 
for a peaceful resolution and restraint by all parties, but the statements also usually make it clear 
which side the United States is on. Of the 13 cases for which there was evidence of a clear and 
consistent preference for one side or the other during the entire crisis, the United States supported 
incumbents in 5 and challengers in 8. In the remaining 5 cases, the preference was ambiguous or 
inconsistent. In Angola and Cambodia, for example, the United States switched from supporting 
the challengers to supporting the incumbents. As Yugoslavia was breaking up, multiple incum-
bents and multiple challengers emerged as different regional governments were formed, and the 
United States supported incumbents in some regions and challengers in others. In Somalia, with 
no functioning central government there were multiple de facto incumbents and multiple chal-
lengers throughout the country (and capital), but the United States did not clearly support any of 
them. And in Rwanda, the United States, as part of a multilateral mission, avoided showing sup-
port for either the incumbents who were behind the genocides or the challengers who considered 
themselves the defenders of the victims.

The CSIS dataset does not contain a variable specifying which side the United States sup-
ported. As a rough proxy, the authors used data on economic and military aid and calculated 
year-on-year changes in the amounts provided to the countries involved in the 85 events in which 
the United States intervened. Increases to one side were assumed to indicate support for that 
side; decreases were assumed to indicate support for the other side. In this way, support could 
be estimated for only 41 events, and the United States supported incumbents in 11 of them (27 
percent) and challengers in 30 (73 percent). Because the coding for coups has slightly different 
ways of identifying who the incumbents are depending on whether the coup was successful, these 
results should be treated with caution. But dropping the coup figures leaves 23 events in the dataset 
in which the preferred U.S. partner could be determined (6 percent of the dataset and 27 percent of 
U.S. responses beyond statements)—too small a sample for a robust analysis. In this set of events, the 
United States supported the challengers in 13 (57 percent) and the incumbents in 10 (43 percent).

These figures might lead one to conclude that the United States tends to favor challengers. In 
fact, the proportion of support to challengers versus incumbents, in both the dataset and the case 
study, is almost certainly a function of imperfect proxies for support or ambiguous specifications 
of underlying variables (coups and attempted coups, for example). The number of events in this 
analysis is too small for these patterns to be generalized as an underlying tendency of U.S. support.

Table 10. Correlations among Regime Responses and U.S. Responses

Note: * = nonexclusive; +p<0.10, ++p<0.05, +++p<0.01.
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The reality of U.S. support is often ambiguous—even to decisionmakers themselves. In many 
cases, the United States has long supported an autocratic regime because of particular U.S. inter-
ests but, consistent with U.S. values, has used its influence with that regime to encourage restraint 
and reform as demanded by the challengers (albeit with mixed success). In the Arab uprising cas-
es, U.S. support for challengers came mainly in the form of a temporary freeze on military support 
to incumbents using excessive force. In both Yemen and Bahrain, for example, the United States 
publicly demanded restraint and postponed military aid to incumbents during the uprisings. But 
otherwise the United States was rather clearly in favor of the incumbents’ staying in power; the 
support to the challengers was secondary.

Evaluating Possible Outcomes

Protests seem to be the most successful strategy for challengers 
(inconclusive evidence).

Judging whether a potential transition became an actual transition—and a successful outcome for 
the challengers—is a relatively straightforward matter. The datasets from which the authors drew 
the event data already included variables indicating whether the challengers achieved their objec-
tives unambiguously: NAVCO’s success (but not partial success) in protests, UCDP/PRIO’s victory 
for challengers (but not peace agreements) in minor and major armed conflicts, and CSP’s suc-
cessful (not attempted) coups. What is striking is that protest movements have by far the highest 
rate of unambiguous success (for challengers) compared to the other types of event: a 42 percent 
success rate, compared to 28 percent for coups, 12 percent for major conflicts, and 10 percent for 
minor conflicts (see table 11).

A selection bias might be affecting these figures: for a protest to appear in the dataset, it has to 
be a fairly significant movement, and presumably most smaller protests fade away or get crushed 
before they can grow into movements; and at least some that do grow are probably protesting 
some issue that people have hope of actually changing. By contrast, violent conflicts might be 
violent because the issues that challengers are trying to change have already proven intractable 
through peaceful means, and thus there would naturally be a lower probability of success. (Unfor-
tunately, the cases do not help adjudicate whether protest movements self-select for success: none 
of the cases is a protest event.)

U.S. interventions affect outcomes (inconclusive evidence).
Notably, the overall results shown in table 11 do not change much if events in which the United 
States actually intervened {2, 3, 4, 5, 6} are removed from the calculation: when the United States 
does not intervene {0, 1, 7}, challengers still succeed about 21 percent of the time overall, and the 
success rate for each type of event is about the same as well.

Of the 23 events in the dataset when the preferred U.S. partner could be determined by proxy, 
the United States supported the challengers in 13, and the challengers achieved their objective 
in 4 of them: that is, the United States achieved its objective in 31 percent of the events. It sup-
ported the incumbents in 10 events, and the challengers did not fully achieve their objectives in 4 
of those, a 40 percent success rate. The only other notable result here is that the United States has 
tended to get its way when it has supported incumbents (7 U.S. successes out of 10) but not chal-
lengers (1 U.S. success out of 7). 
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Success and failure in complicated situations such as potential transitions are not as black and 
white as these figures would suggest. As noted earlier, the United States supported the incumbent 
regimes of Bahrain and Yemen while encouraging them to undertake reforms, a secondary form of 
support to the challengers. In Bahrain, the incumbent stayed in power and undertook few reforms, 
while in Yemen the incumbent stepped down and his successor—part of the same regime—also 
undertook few reforms. In both cases, the overall U.S. support to the incumbent regime was vindi-
cated (technically a U.S. success, as its preferred partners stayed in power), but its partial support 
to the challengers was not (a partial U.S. failure). But given the difficulties of clearly determining 
which side the United States has “actually” supported, these results should be taken with caution.

Table 11. Outcomes of Events, as Percentage of Total Count of Event Type

Note: % in parenthesis.

U.S. interventions tend to have favorable outcomes for the United 
States (modest evidence).
A more systematic review of the events in the case study is a bit more revealing. The research team 
had collected information about 29 possible outcomes, including 10 short-term and 19 long-term 
outcomes. Three short-term outcomes and five long-term outcomes were present in more than 
half the cases. The most common short-term outcomes were that a UN mission was implemented 
(in 72 percent of the cases), that the incumbent stayed in power (in 67 percent), and that the 
United States generally met its objectives (in 56 percent). (Notably, the United States partially met 
its objectives in an additional 39 percent of the cases, and the challengers gained power in 39 per-
cent of the cases, including in power-sharing arrangements with the incumbents.) The longer-term 
outcomes that were most common were that the United States maintained or renewed economic 
relations with the country (72 percent of the cases), that the United States maintained or renewed 
good overall relations with the country (67 percent), that the country remained (or became) a 
partial or flawed democracy (67 percent), that the UN mission was at least partly successful (50 
percent), and that the UN mission’s mandate was renewed or replaced (50 percent).

It is difficult to say with much certainty how much the U.S. intervention contributed to these 
results. But these are generally positive outcomes; negative outcomes are more concentrated at the 
lower end of the frequency distribution. If nothing else, the cases suggest that materially signifi-
cant interventions by the United States generally seem to work out well for the United States (and 
often for the people affected by the events on the ground). The United States has met or partly met 
its objectives in most cases it has tried to influence.
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recommendations and
decision framework5

When faced with political crises such as the ongoing conflicts in Mali and Syria, how should 
the United States respond? As the literature review in chapter 2 demonstrated, there is no 

shortage of opinion on the subject. In this final chapter, we do not recommend action in any par-
ticular crisis or offer any new doctrine for intervention. Rather, we focus on the response options 
and specifically on understanding the factors that restrict those options: the inherent complexity 
of crisis situations and the policy tools available for responding to them.

Regarding the policy tools, we recommend that the new Congress work with the Obama 
administration’s second-term foreign policy team to review the need and demand for civilian 
response capabilities and to ensure that the needed capabilities are appropriately supported, re-
sourced, and postured.

Regarding complexity, we recommend caution in deciding which crises merit intervention 
and modesty in determining the objectives and scale of any specific intervention. To facilitate de-
liberation on particular crises, we offer a framework for identifying the contradictory reasons for 
and against intervention and the key issues that complicate action.

Recommendation 1:                                                              
Review and Rebalance Civilian Power
As the findings in this report demonstrated, American decisionmakers, regardless of political 
party, clearly prefer civilian tools over military power when they have decided to respond in some 
way to a major political crisis. Military intervention is nearly always the last resort. And while 
U.S. interventions are rare in comparison to the total number of potential transitions—there is 
about one new potential transition in the world every 20 days—the United States still intervenes in 
potential transitions about once every two months. It uses strictly nonmilitary capabilities in those 
interventions about five times per year and noncivilian capabilities only about once a year.

The question is, then, whether the civilian capabilities available for responding to this 
type of foreign crisis are equal to the high demand. There are enough constraints on U.S. action in 
the world as it is, from inadequate knowledge of local conditions to multipolar competition over 
spheres of influence. But having inadequate civilian-response capacity would be a self-imposed 
constraint on the ability of the United States to promote its interests or values in these situations. 
Is the capacity for civilian response commensurate with the demand? It is not unreasonable to as-
sume that the capacity is inadequate, but further study is needed to determine the degree to which 
that might be the case.
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The United States has undertaken reviews of its global military posture, its nuclear posture, 
and its space posture, and NATO has undertaken a deterrence and defense posture review.1 These 
posture reviews have influenced the way the United States uses many of its military capabilities 
around the world.

But there has never been a posture review focused on civilian power. The closest analog was 
the Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review (QDDR), a study the State Department 
and the U.S. Agency for International Development undertook in 2010 asking whether the United 
States has the civilian capabilities it needs to achieve its objectives in the world. The content of the 
QDDR was at a degree of abstraction appropriate to a high-level policy document.

By contrast, we recommend a global civilian posture review that would go deeper, asking 
whether the United States has the right civilians with the right tools and skills in the right places in 
the world, given U.S. strategic interests, values, and demands. Moreover, a civilian posture review 
would also go beyond the QDDR’s focus on institutions for diplomacy and development and 
include capabilities of other civilian institutions as well, such as commerce and justice. This pos-
ture review would ask, What are the strategic interests, values, and demands that require civilian 
capabilities, both at the global level and by region? What civilian capabilities are most needed to 
promote those interests and values and meet those demands? Does the United States have person-
nel with those capabilities, or does it rely on contractors? Should it have more of those capabilities 
in-house? Does it have the right mix of capabilities in the right places worldwide? Do civilians 
have the support, flexibility, and incentives that they need in those places to do their jobs?2 What 
capabilities are most lacking, and where? Is the current system for recruiting, training, educating, 
and paying civilians adequate for ensuring the qualifications needed and for encouraging person-
nel to be posted or temporarily deployed to where they are needed most?

While Congress does not mandate the QDDR, the State Department might well undertake 
a second quadrennial review in 2014. Whether that happens or not—and in the authors’ view it 
should—the Obama administration should initiate a global civilian posture review in 2013, partly 
to inform the 2014 QDDR but mainly as the basis for changes to the U.S. civilian posture more 
generally. Where legislative changes are needed, it should work with the appropriate committees to 
pass the necessary authorizations.

It is not necessary—and possibly not desirable—that U.S. civilians be physically located in the 
countries most likely to experience a political crisis. But particularly amid the drawdown of U.S. 
troops from Afghanistan and the inevitable drawdown and redistribution of civilians, it is timely 
to ask whether the United States has too many civilians in some embassies and too few in others. 
Does it have too few civilians outside of the embassies to achieve U.S. objectives in those countries 
and regions? Do the civilians stationed overseas have adequate training, support, flexibility, and 
freedom of movement to succeed in their work? If the review determines it necessary, the admin-

1.  See U.S. Department of Defense, Strengthening U.S. Global Defense Posture: Report to Congress 
(Washington, D.C.: Department of Defense, 2004); U.S. Department of Defense, Nuclear Posture Review 
Report (Washington, D.C.: Department of Defense, 2010); U.S. Department of Defense, National Security 
Space Strategy (Washington, D.C.: Department of Defense, 2011); North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 
Deterrence and Defense Posture Review (May 2012). See also David J. Berteau and Michael J. Green, U.S. 
Force Posture Strategy in the Asia Pacific Region: An Independent Assessment (Washington, D.C.: CSIS, 
2012), http://csis.org/publication/pacom-force-posture-review.

2.  It does no good to have qualified people in exactly the right place if, once there, they cannot leave the 
embassy or are restricted in whom they can even talk to.
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istration could use that determination as the basis for a realignment of the civilian posture world-
wide, consolidating staff in some embassies and consulates, expanding staff in others, shifting the 
balance of skills, and changing the rules of engagement with foreign nationals where needed.

Such a realignment might be necessary to ensure that American political leaders have the 
tools and staff they need to respond to potential transitions and other foreign crises when it is 
determined that a response would promote U.S. interests or values. Obviously, having the military 
option, even when not used, can be an incentive for foreign actors to respond favorably to U.S. ci-
vilian efforts. Still, it is clear that, when it comes to the policies actually implemented, the demand 
for civilian-response capabilities is higher than the demand for military-response capabilities. Yet 
for the United States, military power is more readily available, more strategically postured, and 
certainly better resourced than its civilian tools. And even with that, the outcomes of U.S. inter-
ventions, while generally favorable to the United States, are not so unambiguously favorable that 
anyone can claim there is no room for improvement. 

This study has demonstrated that, most of the time, U.S. policymakers try almost everything 
in their power to avoid bearing the expense and risk that involving the U.S. military in these situa-
tions would bring. With a more robust—and more readily available—set of civilian tools, efforts to 
avoid costly military interventions would be more likely to succeed and could well keep the overall 
costs of foreign engagement under control. Civilian engagement and prevention are less costly 
than military intervention.

Recommendation 2: With Intervention Decisions, 
Err on the Side of Caution
Many of the nearly 400 foreign crises studied for this project emerged and unfolded in ways that 
were not foreseen, and the U.S. response was neither consistent nor consistently successful. As 
machete-wielding mobs murdered hundreds of thousands of Tutsis in Rwanda beginning in April 
1994—a genocide that few saw coming the year before—the rest of the world did almost nothing 
to stop it. But in March 2011, amid international concern that hundreds of thousands of Libyans 
were at risk of being killed in rebel strongholds—in a civil war that few had predicted—NATO 
bombed Libyan troops loyal to Muammar Qaddafi to prevent the mass killings.

Likewise, the social unrest the Arab world has experienced over the past two years had been 
largely unforeseen, and the responses to it—both by the incumbent regimes in those countries and 
by other governments worldwide—have been widely divergent. Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak reluctantly 
agreed to a political transition after a relatively brief period of violence, while Syria’s Bashar al-Assad 
waged a full-scale military assault against challengers in a civil war that is soon to enter its third year. 
The United States encouraged restraint and reform by Yemen’s Ali Abdullah Saleh regime. It did the 
same in Bahrain but also did nothing to discourage the regime’s brutal crackdown, supported by Gulf 
Cooperation Council troops. By contrast, in Libya the United States intervened militarily in a way 
that accelerated the fall of Muammar Qaddafi and the country’s political transition.

This report has shown some patterns in the data on potential transitions and the responses 
to them. But, as the cliché goes, past performance does not guarantee future results. The research 
team tested more questions about these situations than are reported here and found very few 
unambiguous patterns. While the default position of the United States seems to be not to take any 
action to influence outcomes, the decision about whether or how to intervene in any particular 
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case is sometimes quite agonizing. The practical and moral issues involved in deciding whether to 
get involved in another society’s internal struggles are not usually straightforward, and the facts 
needed for a well informed decision are not always immediately available. If such situations are so 
complex for decisionmakers at the point of decision, then it should come as no surprise that they 
are too complex either to allow for prediction of future decisions or to generate many clear pat-
terns in data about past decisions. Rare events and extreme behaviors are difficult to model and 
forecast. Popular uprisings and the outbreak of war are nearly immune to prediction by experts 
and scientific models alike. Predicting how foreign powers will respond to those events and how 
their response will work out for them in the end is equally difficult.

It is therefore important for U.S. policymakers to be cautious when deciding which crises 
merit intervention and, if a decision to intervene is made, to be modest in defining the scale and 
objectives of that intervention. There are real constraints on what can be done to bring about an 
outcome consistent with U.S. interests and values. That is partly because the United States has a lot 
of different interests, and they do not always coincide. The American people also have a self-image 
that encourages their leaders to include certain values as part of their national-interest calcula-
tions, mainly self-determination and humanitarian protection. And those values do not always 
coincide with each other or with national interests.

An autocratic leader might maintain order but by definition undermines democratic aspira-
tions. If the United States helps people overthrow such leaders for the sake of self-determination, 
that support might lead to bloodshed and a humanitarian crisis. The rebels might begin fighting 
among themselves afterward—and the anti-American extremists among them might win that 
fight. Yet if the United States does nothing to support those challenging the status quo, its real or 
perceived support to the autocrats might play into existing anti-American narratives present in 
certain countries, and that might further constrain U.S. influence there. In addition, intervening 
costs money, in some circumstances can cost American lives, and has the potential to put diplo-
matic relations at risk as well.

These dilemmas are almost always present in potential transitions: decisions about how to re-
spond have to account for a wide variety of interests, values, and constraints, and these differ from 
situation to situation.

While some of our research does suggest that things often work out reasonably well for the 
United States when it intervenes, the evidence for such success is not so overwhelming that it 
should be interpreted as encouraging intervention. On the contrary, our research generally sug-
gests caution and moderation, since “worked out reasonably well” is a judgment subject to in-
terpretation and caveats. In fact, as part of this project, we had difficulty defining a measurable, 
universal “outcome” variable that we felt could reasonably capture those judgments and caveats or 
the overall complexity of the outcomes in a nontrivial way. Decisionmakers seem to have the same 
problem. The truth is, when faced with any particular case, nobody knows whether intervening 
will “work” or whether certain forms of intervention will work better than others.

We can conclude, however, that asking hard questions about these complex issues and answer-
ing them using evidence drawn from the past are critically important steps when faced with such 
a decision. To that end, the next section offers a rough structure for asking those questions and 
gathering that evidence.
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Decision Framework
This framework is intended to help answer the question, Should the United States intervene in (a 
specific ongoing crisis)? For an answer to that question, it is useful both to look at how the United 
States has intervened in similar crises in the past and to consider a structured series of questions 
about the ongoing crisis. This process helps identify the interests and values at stake and the con-
straints on U.S. action and influence.

However, this framework does not suggest how to answer these questions or how to weight 
the significance of the answers. Each crisis presents its own challenges and opportunities, and each 
takes place at a specific moment in history, the contours of which cannot possibly be predicted or 
accounted for in a balance sheet. A decision framework can provide a rough checklist of things to 
take into consideration and ensure that the decision is at least based on a reasonable understand-
ing of its historical, practical, and moral context. But at the end of the day, decisions will almost 
always be made based on incomplete information, imperfect forecasting, and the instinct or judg-
ment of key decisionmakers.

This framework is not intended to be a comprehensive analytic tool; the United States already 
has conflict assessment tools to provide extremely detailed information about the conflict itself.3 
Rather, it is intended simply to capture some of the key issues that, in the course of our collecting 
and analyzing the data and cases, were found to be central to the concerns of decisionmakers in 
a wide variety of contexts. These issues are divided into three sections: practical considerations, 
moral considerations, and historical evidence.

Practical Considerations
This project found that the United States generally takes both strategic and in-country consider-
ations into account when making intervention decisions (see chapter 4). But U.S. decisionmakers 
also take domestic considerations into account often enough that it makes sense to include U.S. 
domestic political and economic pressures in the decision framework. The practical issues to con-
sider are relevant in three contexts: on the ground (i.e., in the country experiencing the crisis), in 
the world (including that country’s relationship with the United States and any number of interna-
tional and regional considerations), and at home (i.e., economic and political pressures within the 
United States).

On the ground. In-country factors are those affecting the actual crisis itself: who the chal-
lengers and the incumbents are, what they are doing, whom the crisis is affecting, and how many 
people are being killed, injured, displaced, or otherwise harmed. These factors also include facts 
about the people affected by the conflict (especially those not participating in it) and what they 
believe, what they desire (especially regarding outside intervention), and how unified they are in 
those desires. Details about the political economy and the society in general are relevant as well: 
who has formal and informal power, how social change has traditionally taken place, the quality 

3.  For example, see John Agoglia, Michael Dziedzic, and Barbara Sotirin, eds., Measuring Progress in 
Conflict Environments: A Metrics Framework (Washington, D.C.: United States Institute of Peace, 2010), 
http://www.usip.org/files/resources/MPICE_final_complete%20book%20(2).pdf; U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development, Conflict Assessment Framework: Application Guide (Washington, D.C.: USAID, 2012); 
and U.S. Agency for International Development, Tactical Conflict Assessment and Planning Framework 
(Washington, D.C.: USAID, 2010).
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of formal and informal institutions, the state of ethnic and economic relations, how that country 
relates to its neighbors in the region, the size and growth of its economy, the structure of its politi-
cal system, geography, political and social grievances, the availability of jobs, rule of law, corrup-
tion, regulatory quality, government effectiveness, and many other facts about that society that any 
good conflict assessment tool or political-economy analysis would uncover.

In the world. Strategic factors have to do with the relationship between the United States and 
the country where the crisis is taking place, as well as its international context. In no specific order, 
these factors can include—but certainly are not limited to—U.S. foreign policy priorities in that 
country and region; whether the country is in the sphere of influence of a powerful country such 
as Russia, China, Iran, or Saudi Arabia; the level and sources of foreign influence in general (e.g., 
Pakistan in Afghanistan); physical proximity to the United States or U.S. allies; the presence of 
chemical, biological, radiological, or nuclear materials, stockpiles, or weapons; the presence of 
transnational illicit networks and how much of a threat they might be (now or in the future); the 
presence of natural resources important to the United States or to the world economy; the histori-
cal relationship between the United States and that country, including development aid, security 
cooperation, and bilateral trade flows; and whether a regional or multilateral institution is willing 
to get involved.4

At home. Domestic pressure might not be the primary factor in determining whether to 
intervene in most potential transitions, but certainly it is taken into consideration. Media report-
ing and interest groups, including diaspora populations living in the United States, can certainly 
raise public awareness. That level of awareness varies greatly, however, depending on how media 
savvy the participants are (some hire public relations and lobbying firms), what their relationships 
are with international activist networks (sometimes including celebrities), and many other factors. 
In this study, economic figures, including the U.S. budget balance and growth of gross domestic 
product, were not found to be highly significant factors in intervention decisions. But certainly it 
would be reasonable for decisionmakers at least to consider, for example, the cost of a proposed 
intervention or its effect on trade in the region. Political factors, such as the election cycle and the 
party in control of the presidency or Congress, were also not found to be particularly significant. 
But as the case study showed, Congress certainly expresses interest in some crises (for example, by 
passing resolutions intended to pressure the president to intervene). And even if political pressure 
rarely seems to be decisive, it is still not unreasonable to assume that the president at least takes 
congressional and public support for an intervention into account when making a decision. Given 
the demands of foreign intervention, it would be foolish not to.

Moral Considerations
Whether to intervene in another country’s internal politics is not an easy decision. In fact, deci-
sions about intervening should be difficult. In addition to having a wide range of pragmatic impli-
cations, intervention decisions are fundamentally moral decisions. (The U.S. decision to bomb the 
Libyan forces driving across the desert to attack Benghazi in 2011 had more to do with a moral 
consideration—namely, that with relatively minimal effort the United States could save hundreds 

4.  Some of these strategic factors are drawn from the framework published in Robert D. Lamb, Un-
governed Areas and Threats from Safe Havens, final report of the Ungoverned Areas Project prepared for 
the Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy (Washington, D.C.: Department of Defense, 2008), 
http://www.ntis.gov/search/product.aspx?ABBR=ADA480885.
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of thousands of lives—than with U.S. interests, which were generally believed to be minimal in 
that country.) Moral decisions are rarely as black and white as public debates over morality would 
suggest—or even as some moral philosophers seem to believe. In moral philosophy, ethical deci-
sions can be framed as questions of principle (right and wrong), consequence (good and bad), or 
character (virtue and vice).5 And an intervention can be simultaneously right and wrong, good 
and bad, and virtuous and vicious, all for different reasons that can exist simultaneously.

Right and wrong. Matters of right and wrong are highly contested, both within and especially 
across cultures. They include principles (e.g., the Ten Commandments, the Categorical Impera-
tive, the Golden Rule, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights), norms (e.g., manners, 
etiquette, mores, and even international norms such as sovereignty or the “responsibility to pro-
tect”), rules (e.g., laws, regulations, and treaties), and membership obligations (e.g., for regional 
cooperation organizations such as the Arab League). In any particular case, one might believe that 
intervening is the right thing to do, a moral obligation to prevent human suffering, for example, 
or support the right to self-determination. But for every reason to believe intervening is the right 
thing to do, one could offer compelling reasons it would also be the wrong thing to do: the likely 
death of innocents, a violation of sovereignty or international law, an undesirable intrusion into 
another society’s affairs, and so on. For any given crisis, decisionmakers should (and often do) ask, 
What moral principles, cultural or international norms, legal rules, or other obligations would re-
quire the United States to intervene? Which ones would permit it to do so? And which ones would 
prohibit an intervention?

Good and bad. Similarly, one can imagine a set of “good” outcomes that might result from the 
intervention: lives protected, a dictator deposed, economic activity rejuvenated, and so on. But 
for every good outcome, one can imagine any number of possible “bad” consequences: prolonged 
conflict, the delegitimation of the U.S. partner as a foreign puppet, mission creep, the growth of 
costs far outweighing the benefits, and other perverse results that might not be foreseen. Account-
ing for consequences is a difficult matter of understanding who benefits and who is harmed from 
a decision, how an intervention would affect valuable relationships, what the costs and benefits 
would be, and what the range of possible unintended consequences might be. Intervening will 
harm some people and benefit others; not intervening will allow harm to be done to some people 
and allow others to benefit. The decision is even more stark when military intervention is being 
considered in response to an armed conflict: by intervening, one is deciding to kill some people, 
but, by not intervening, one is deciding to allow others to be killed. That painful fact must be 
balanced against the question of whose lives might also be saved, and how many. On balance, 
therefore, the decision is not usually between good and bad, but between different combinations of 
bad. At some point, a decision needs to be made about the relative importance of moral harms to 
others versus practical benefits to the United States.

Virtue and vice. Questions of individual character affect the kind of decisions policy makers 
are likely to make, while questions of national character can constrain what decisions political 
leaders can make on behalf of their citizens. It is sometimes proposed that a particular interven-
tion would be virtuous or consistent with our national character: we would show leadership and 
integrity by living up to our vision of ourselves as a force for prosperity and democratic progress 
in the world; we would act with courage and restraint in the face of violent threats; or we would 

5.  See Robert D. Lamb, Microdynamics of Illegitimacy and Complex Urban Violence in Medellín, Co-
lombia (doctoral thesis, University of Maryland School of Public Policy, 2010), 502.
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be generous with our lives and resources for the sake of helping others. But for every virtue, one 
can imagine a set of vices that might be unleashed in the process as well: the arrogance of believ-
ing that outsiders can or should transform another society, perhaps to match our own vision of the 
good life, discounting the opinions of locals; the hypocrisy and injustice of helping some and not 
others, despite similar circumstances or identical proclamations of principle; or the ignorance and 
cruelty that often accompany efforts to influence social and political behavior in violent environ-
ments. A leader whose vices include arrogance might be at risk of making decisions without due 
consideration of facts or alternative viewpoints. Gratuitous cruelty during an intervention could 
violate a people’s sense that their country is a force for good in the world. Decisionmakers should 
ask, What would intervening or not intervening say about the kind of country the United States 
wants to be? What would the particular way we intervene say about our national character?

Historical Evidence
It is notoriously difficult to find a precise historical analog for any crisis situation in the present, 
when decisionmakers might not have all the facts needed to determine even what category of crisis 
they are facing, much less what the second-order effects and ultimate outcomes of each response 
option might be. But for decisionmakers faced with such a crisis, history can offer a glimpse of the 
range of possibilities and reminders of the constraints that limit what one society can achieve by 
intervening in another. When considering whether and how to respond to future potential transi-
tions, therefore, decisionmakers will find it instructive to consider how these questions have been 
answered historically. Implicit in the findings of this report is a logical sequence of questions ask-
ing how the United States has responded historically:

 ■ If the United States faces a potential transition, should it respond somehow?

 ■ If it decides to respond, should it intervene (i.e., try to influence the outcome)?

 ■ If it intervenes, should it use civilian capabilities? Should it use only civilian capabilities?

 ■ If it intervenes, should it use military force? Should it use only military force? Should it use 
military force unilaterally?

These are only the most basic questions that need to be asked about any particular potential 
transition; the choice of specific civilian or military tools, while certainly relevant to policy, is usu-
ally a matter of operational and tactical judgment. Below, we show how these questions have been 
asked historically, to demonstrate the overall tendencies of U.S. intervention behavior. But in the 
context of a particular decision, this analysis should be undertaken using a subset of the data to 
see how the United States has responded to similar cases and how those cases worked out in the 
end. This form of analysis is then applied to the crisis in Syria. 

Should the United States respond to a potential transition? As defined in this report, a “re-
sponse” {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} includes public statements and other activities intended only to express 
an opinion or protect Americans, as well as any civilian or military activities that are intended to 
influence the outcome. Before answering the question of whether the United States should re-
spond in any particular case, decsionmakers will find it useful to know how the United States has 
responded to similar cases historically. Overall, it has not responded at all {0} to more than half the 
potential transitions, or 212 out of 396 events and 483 out of 758 event-years. It has responded to 
only 184 of the 396 events and to only 275 of the 758 event-years in the dataset—less than half the 
time.
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Should the United States intervene in a potential transition? An “intervention” {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}* 
includes civilian and military activities that are intended to influence the outcome of the crisis, 
including economic and diplomatic efforts, military support such as arms and training, and direct 
military actions whether carried out in multilateral or unilateral operations. U.S. decisionmakers 
in the past have not intervened materially {1, 7} about half the time—in 99 of its 184 responses to 
events and in 141 of its 275 responses to event-years—and have intervened in only 85 of its 184 
responses to events, or 134 of its 275 responses to event-years.

Should it be a civilian (or nonmilitary) intervention? A “civilian intervention” {2, 3}* includes 
economic and diplomatic activities that are intended to materially influence the outcome of the 
event. It is a civilian intervention even if military force is also used in the same crisis. A civilian 
intervention in the absence of military force is, in the terminology of this report, a “nonmilitary 
intervention.” The United States has included these civilian capabilities in about four out of every 
five interventions (in 70 of its 85 interventions in events and in 108 of its 134 interventions in 
event-years). In fact, civilian capabilities have been included in 50 percent more interventions than 
military capabilities have been. The United States has excluded military capabilities {2, 3}† from 
about three out of every five civilian interventions: 42 of its 70 civilian interventions by event, and 
70 of 108 by event-year, were nonmilitary interventions. In fact, nonmilitary interventions {2, 3}† 
have been six times more common than noncivilian responses {4, 5, 6}† by event and almost three 
times more common by event-year.

Should it be a military (or noncivilian) response or intervention? A military response {4, 5, 6}* 
involves material military support, such as weapons and training, or the use of force by U.S. mili-
tary personnel in either a unilateral or a multilateral operation. Military support {4} alone does not 
count as a military intervention; a military intervention {5, 6}* involves the use of force (or at least 
the deployment of troops). The United States has not included military capabilities in about half 
of its interventions: a military response {4, 5, 6}* has been used in only 47 of its 85 interventions 
in events and 64 of its 134 interventions in event-years. And only about half of those responses 
involved the use of force: only 25 of its 47 military responses by event and 37 of 64 by event-year 
have been military interventions. Almost all of those have been multilateral military interventions. 
Unilateral military intervention has been rare, used in only 3 of the 25 military interventions by 
event and 3 of the 37 military interventions by event-year.

The preceding analysis used the entire CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset to find historical 
trends. When faced with an intervention decision, decisionmakers should apply this backward-
looking portion of the framework to a subset of the data: those events or event-years that are 
similar in some key ways to the crisis to which the decisionmakers are debating a response. To 
demonstrate how this would work, consider the situation in Syria.

In early 2013, the United States was under a lot of pressure to do something about the major 
armed conflict in Syria that was the most prominent potential transition at the time (but not the 
only one: during the last week of 2012, the United States closed its embassy in the Central African 
Republic and evacuated its citizens as rebel groups closed in on the capital). How has the United 
States responded to major armed conflicts in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) in the 
past, and can those responses tell us anything about what it might do—or should do—in Syria?

The CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset lists only one potential transition that was a major 
armed conflict in the MENA region between 1989 and 2010.6 That was the war between forces of 

6.  The countries included in this region are defined here by those under the authority of the State De-
partment’s Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs. The war in Iraq that began in 2003 is not included in the dataset 
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northern and southern Yemen in 1994, and the only U.S. response was its support to UN Security 
Council Resolution 924 demanding a cease-fire. The dataset does have 14 minor armed conflict 
events (36 event-years) in seven MENA countries that could be used to see if there are any analogs to 
Syria. Of these 15 conflicts (including the major conflict), the United States intervened in only three:

 ■ Unilateral diplomatic efforts {3}* in Egypt in 1993–98 (attacks by al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya)

 ■ Unilateral military action {6}* in Iraq in 1995–96 (conflicts with Kurds)

 ■ Economic aid {2}* to Yemen in 2009–10 (fight against Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula)

The United States did not respond at all {0} to six of the conflicts: Djibouti in 1991–94 and 
1999 and Iran in 1990, 1993, 1996, and 1997. And it responded only immaterially {1, 7} in six: 
Algeria in 1991–93, Iran in 1991–93 and 1999–2001, Iraq in 1991–96,7 Lebanon in 1989–90, and 
Yemen in 1994.

To these can be added five events from the Arab uprisings of 2011 and 2012 that are not 
included in the 1989–2010 dataset: one major armed conflict (in Libya) and four minor armed 
conflicts (in Bahrain, Egypt, Tunisia, and Yemen). By issuing statements {1} only, the United States 
responded immaterially in Tunisia during 2010–11. But it intervened in the other four:

 ■ High-level diplomatic efforts {3}* and withdrawal of military support {4}* to Bahrain during 
2011–12

 ■ High-level diplomatic efforts {3}* in Egypt in 2011

 ■ High-level diplomatic efforts {3}* and withdrawal of economic aid {2}* in Yemen during 
2011–12

 ■ Civilian responses {1, 2, 3}* followed by a multilateral military intervention {5}* in Libya in 
2011

With these 20 events—the 15 conflicts in the dataset and the 5 Arab-uprising cases—the his-
torically defined chances of different U.S. responses can be determined:

 ■ The United States has responded to about two-thirds of conflicts in MENA. It has not responded 
to 6 of the 20 conflicts in MENA (30 percent) and has responded to 14 of them (70 percent).

 ■ The United States has intervened in half the conflicts in MENA that it has responded to. In 7 of 
the 14 conflicts that the United States has responded to, the response was immaterial {1, 7}*—
which means it has intervened {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}* in half the conflicts it has decided to respond to in 
the region (and about a third of the conflicts in MENA overall).

 ■ Almost all U.S. interventions in conflicts in MENA have been civilian interventions. Of the seven 
interventions, six were civilian interventions {2, 3}* (Iraq was the exception). Of these six civil-
ian interventions, four were strictly nonmilitary interventions (only in Bahrain and Libya was a 
military response of some sort included).

 ■ Less than half the U.S. interventions in conflicts in MENA have been military responses. Only 
three of the seven interventions included military responses {4, 5, 6}* (Bahrain, Iraq, and Lib-
ya). Of those three military responses, two were military interventions {5, 6}*: Iraq and Libya 
(it only withdrew military support from Bahrain). In other words, the United States responded 

for reasons discussed in chapter 3.
7.  A minor armed conflict between Iraq and the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq.
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to only 10 percent of the conflicts in MENA with a military intervention. The rest involved 
civilian tools or the withdrawal of military support. And only in Iraq was the military interven-
tion undertaken unilaterally.

If the United States follows the historical pattern that emerges from these questions, the U.S. 
response to Syria’s potential transition would look something like this. The United States would 
probably respond (70 percent chance), but if it did, it might or might not intervene (50 percent). If 
it were to intervene, the intervention would almost certainly use civilian capabilities (86 percent), 
and it would be more likely than not to use only nonmilitary capabilities (67 percent). It would be 
rather hesitant to use military capabilities, but if it did (43 percent chance), it would probably be 
willing to use force (67 percent). And if it were to intervene militarily, it would be at least as likely 
to do so unilaterally as multilaterally (50 percent).

Compare that approach with how the United States had responded to the conflict in Syria 
by early 2013. The United States had already responded, it had already intervened, the interven-
tion had been a civilian intervention, and it had used only nonmilitary capabilities. It clearly was 
hesitant to use military power, overtly providing only “nonlethal” aid to rebel groups (although 
of course it is possible that covert actions have taken place as well). In late 2012, U.S. officials did 
send a signal that, if the Assad regime used chemical weapons, the United States would probably 
take military action. It is extremely doubtful, however, that the Obama administration would do 
so unilaterally. The unilateral action in Iraq during the Clinton administration was unique to the 
circumstances of the time (it is one of only three unilateral interventions in the entire dataset), 
and the military action against Libya during the Obama administration was multilateral, with the 
United States taking as minimal a role as it could while still achieving its objectives.

Historical evidence about how the United States has responded to potential transitions in the 
past can be a useful guide to the range of possibilities, and perhaps the probabilities, of different 
responses. Much more data in the dataset could be used for an even more detailed analysis. For 
example, instead of using only event type and region to find events that match the case of Syria, 
as was done here, a researcher could match events (or better, event-years) by population size, 
economic growth, trade balance, regime type, and so on. In addition, the above analysis was done 
using only descriptive statistics—and still outlined the actual U.S. response (to date) reasonably 
well. More sophisticated methods, such as cluster analysis or machine learning techniques, could 
be used for even more precise and rigorous analysis, although it is not clear that the results would 
be substantially different from those presented in this rough analysis.

Future Research
The findings in this report raise additional questions of interest to decisionmakers and scholars 
alike. When the United States does not intervene, is it because it has no interests or values at stake, 
because it faces too many geopolitical constraints, or because it does not need to intervene since 
another entity is doing so instead? Does intervening lead to better outcomes than not interven-
ing? Does congressional pressure increase the likelihood of U.S. intervention, and does it improve 
the outcomes of intervening? Does the U.S. military use troops more for internal political crises, 
such as the potential transitions studied here, or more for major combat operations? And, most 
important, under what circumstances should the United States intervene (for example, in the 
Syrian conflict)?
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No dataset by itself contains enough information to answer all these questions. The CSIS 
Potential Transitions Dataset does not include data, for example, on the number of congressional 
resolutions passed for each event-year (a potential proxy for political pressure to intervene) and 
does not have a satisfying measure of how well such interventions have worked out for the United 
States. Those and other questions are a matter for future updates of the dataset (see chapter 3 for a 
self-criticism of the methodology). But the first version of the dataset can be a useful resource for 
researchers and decisionmakers seeking to answer policy questions on intervention, for example, 
by helping identify cases of interest. CSIS is undertaking additional research on these policy ques-
tions using the dataset as the key resource, and those results will be published separately.
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appendix a
events from csis potential transitions 
dataset

The CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset has 758 observations, which include the following 396 
events, listed by the country the incumbent led and the year the event began.

Country Year Description

Afghanistan 1990 Attempted coup involving Lt. Gen. Shahnawaz Tanay

Afghanistan 1992 Successful coup involving Mujahideen guerrillas and Ahmed Shah Masud

Afghanistan 2002 Attempted coup involving supporters of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar

Albania 1989 Protest

Albania 1990 Protest involving students and prodemocracy movement

Albania 1997 Protest

Albania 1998 Attempted coup involving supporters of Berisha

Algeria 1991 Minor armed conflict involving Takfir wa’l Hijra

Algeria 1992 Successful coup involving State Security Council

Angola 1991 Minor armed conflict involving FLEC-R

Angola 1992 Major armed conflict involving UNITA

Angola 1994 Minor armed conflict involving FLEC-FAC and FLEC-R

Angola 1996 Minor armed conflict involving FLEC-FAC

Angola 1998 Major armed conflict involving UNITA

Angola 2002 Minor armed conflict involving FLEC-FAC and FLEC-R

Angola 2004 Minor armed conflict involving FLEC-FAC

Angola 2007 Minor armed conflict involving FLEC-FAC

Argentina 1990 Attempted coup involving in support of Col. Mohamed Ali Scineldin

Armenia 1995 Attempted coup involving Vagan Ovanesyan

Armenia 1999 Attempted coup involving Nairi Hunanian

Azerbaijan 1991 Minor armed conflict involving Republic of Nagorno-Karabakh

Azerbaijan 1993 Minor armed conflict involving military faction (forces of Suret Husse-
inov)

Azerbaijan 1994 Attempted coup involving Ravshan Javadov

Azerbaijan 1995 Attempted coup involving Ayaz Mutalibov

Azerbaijan 1995 Attempted coup involving Ravshan Javadov

Azerbaijan 1996 Attempted coup involving Mutalibov and Surat Guseinov

Azerbaijan 2005 Minor armed conflict involving Republic of Nagorno-Karabakh

Bangladesh 1989 Protest
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Bangladesh 1996 Attempted coup involving Lt. Gen. Abu Saleh Mohammed Nasim

Bangladesh 2007 Successful coup involving Chief of Army Staff Lt. Gen. Moeen U. Ahmed, 
Chief Adviser Fakhruddin Ahmed, and Maj. Gen. M. A. Matin

Belarus 1989 Protest

Belarus 2006 Protest

Benin 1989 Protest

Benin 1992 Attempted coup involving Pascal Tawes

Benin 1995 Attempted coup involving Col. Dankoro and Mr. Chidiac

Bosnia and Herze-
govina

1992 Major armed conflict involving Serbian irregulars, Serbian Republic of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina

Bosnia and Herze-
govina

1993 Major armed conflict involving Croatian irregulars, Croatian Republic of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina

Bulgaria 1989 Protest

Bulgaria 1989 Successful coup involving Petur Mladenov

Burundi 1991 Minor armed conflict involving Palipehutu

Burundi 1992 Attempted coup involving former president Jean-Baptiste Bagaza

Burundi 1993 Attempted coup involving Lt. Gen. Bikomagu and Francois Ngeze

Burundi 1993 Attempted coup involving officers loyal to Buyoya

Burundi 1994 Attempted coup involving Tutsi paratroopers

Burundi 1994 Minor armed conflict involving CNDD

Burundi 1996 Minor armed conflict involving CNDD

Burundi 1996 Successful coup involving army

Burundi 2000 Major armed conflict involving CNDD-FDD and Palipehutu-FNL

Burundi 2001 Attempted coup

Burundi 2001 Attempted coup involving Lt. Paseur Ntarutimana

Burundi 2008 Minor armed conflict involving Palipehutu-FNL

Cambodia 1989 Major armed conflict involving FUNCINPEC, KPNLF, and KR

Cambodia 1993 Major armed conflict involving FUNCINPEC, KPNLF, and KR

Cambodia 1997 Major armed conflict involving FUNCINPEC, KPNLF, and KR

Cambodia 1997 Successful coup involving Hun Sen

Cambodia 2000 Attempted coup involving Chhun Yasith

Cameroon 2008 Protest involving antigovernment protesters

Central African Re-
public

1990 Protest involving CAR Workers Trade Union and prodemocracy move-
ment

Central African Re-
public

1996 Attempted coup involving unspecified (army mutiny)

Central African Re-
public

2001 Attempted coup involving Andre Kolingba (alleged)

Central African Re-
public

2001 Minor armed conflict involving military faction (forces of André Kolingba)

Central African Re-
public

2003 Successful coup involving Gen. Francois Bozize
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Central African Re-
public

2006 Minor armed conflict involving UFDR

Chad 1989 Attempted coup involving Brahim Itno, Hassan Djamoussi, and Idriss 
Deby

Chad 1989 Minor armed conflict involving Islamic Legion, Revolutionary Forces of 1 
April, and MOSANAT

Chad 1990 Major armed conflict involving Islamic Legion and MPS

Chad 1990 Successful coup involving Idriss Deby

Chad 1991 Attempted coup involving Maldom Bada Abbas

Chad 1992 Attempted coup

Chad 1992 Attempted coup involving Col. Abbas Koty

Chad 1993 Attempted coup involving Col. Toke

Chad 1997 Minor armed conflict involving FARF and MDD

Chad 2005 Minor armed conflict involving FUCD

Chad 2006 Attempted coup involving rebel forces

Chad 2008 Attempted coup involving Mahamat Nouri (UFDD), Timane Erdini (RFC), 
and Abdelwahid Aboud Mackaye

China 1989 Protest

Colombia 1994 Major armed conflict involving ELN and FARC

Colombia 2001 Major armed conflict involving ELN and FARC

Comoros 1989 Protest involving anticoup protesters

Comoros 1991 Attempted coup involving Ibrahim Ahmed Halidi

Comoros 1992 Attempted coup involving Lt. Abderamane Abdallah and Lt. Cheikh 
Abdallah

Comoros 1995 Attempted coup involving Bob Denard (mercenary)

Comoros 1997 Minor armed conflict involving MPA and Republic of Anjouan

Comoros 1999 Successful coup involving Col. Azali Assoumani

Comoros 2000 Attempted coup involving Capt. Abderame Ahmed Abdallah

Congo 1993 Minor armed conflict involving Ninjas

Congo 1997 Major armed conflict involving Cobras and Cocoyes

Congo 1997 Major armed conflict involving Cobras and Cocoyes

Congo 1997 Successful coup involving former president Sassou-Nguesso

Congo 2002 Minor armed conflict involving Ntsiloulous

Congo, Democratic 
Republic of

1996 Major armed conflict involving AFDL

Congo, Democratic 
Republic of

1997 Major armed conflict involving AFDL

Congo, Democratic 
Republic of

2004 Attempted coup

Congo, Democratic 
Republic of

2004 Attempted coup involving Maj. Eric Lenge and members of presidential 
guard

Congo, Democratic 
Republic of

2006 Minor armed conflict involving CNDP
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Congo, Democratic 
Republic of

2007 Minor armed conflict involving BDK

Côte D’Ivoire 1991 Attempted coup

Côte D’Ivoire 1995 Attempted coup

Côte D’Ivoire 1999 Successful coup involving Gen. Robert Guei

Côte D’Ivoire 2000 Attempted coup

Côte D’Ivoire 2001 Attempted coup

Côte D’Ivoire 2002 Minor armed conflict involving MPCI and MPIGO

Croatia 1992 Minor armed conflict involving Serbian irregulars and Serbian Republic 
of Krajina

Croatia 1995 Minor armed conflict involving Serbian Republic of Krajina

Croatia 1999 Protest

Czechoslovakia 1989 Protest involving Velvet Revolution

Djibouti 1991 Attempted coup involving Ali Aref Bourhan

Djibouti 1991 Minor armed conflict involving FRUD

Djibouti 1999 Minor armed conflict involving FRUD-AD

Djibouti 2000 Attempted coup involving Gen. Yasin Yabeh

East Germany 1989 Protest involving prodemocracy movement

Ecuador 2000 Attempted coup involving Col. Lucio Guitierrez Norge Brito and Col. 
Fausto Cobos

Egypt 1993 Minor armed conflict involving al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya

Egypt 2000 Protest involving Kifaya

Equatorial Guinea 2009 Attempted coup involving Jose Abeso Nsue, Manuel Ndong Anseme, 
Alipio Ndong Asumu, and Jacinto Micha Obiang

Eritrea 1997 Minor armed conflict involving EIJM-AS

Eritrea 1999 Minor armed conflict involving EIJM-AS

Eritrea 2003 Minor armed conflict involving EIJM-AS

Estonia 1989 Protest involving Singing Revolution

Ethiopia 1989 Attempted coup involving Maj. Gen. Merid Negusie and Maj. Gen. Amha 
Desta

Ethiopia 1993 Minor armed conflict involving AIAI

Ethiopia 1994 Minor armed conflict involving OLF

Ethiopia 1999 Minor armed conflict involving ONLF and AIAI

Fiji 2000 Attempted coup involving George Speight

Fiji 2006 Successful coup involving Commodore Frank Bainimarama

Gabon 1990 Protest involving prodemocracy movement

Gabon 2009 Protest

Gambia 1994 Attempted coup involving Lt. Basiru Borrow

Gambia 1994 Successful coup involving Lt. Yahya Jammeh

Gambia 1995 Attempted coup involving Lt. Sana Sabally and Lt. Sadibu Hydara

Georgia 1991 Minor armed conflict involving National Guard and Mkhedrioni

Georgia 1992 Minor armed conflict involving National Guard and Mkhedrioni
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Georgia 1992 Minor armed conflict involving Republic of Abkhazia

Georgia 1992 Minor armed conflict involving Republic of South Ossetia

Georgia 1993 Major armed conflict involving Republic of Abkhazia

Georgia 2003 Protest involving Rose Revolution

Georgia 2004 Minor armed conflict involving Republic of South Ossetia

Georgia 2008 Minor armed conflict involving Republic of South Ossetia

Georgia 2009 Attempted coup involving Maj. Ghvaladze and Mukhrovani Tank Battal-
ion

Guatemala 1989 Attempted coup involving Capt. Romeo Guevara Reyes

Guatemala 1993 Attempted coup involving President Jorge Serrano

Guinea 1996 Attempted coup

Guinea 2000 Minor armed conflict involving RFDG

Guinea 2008 Successful coup involving Capt. Moussa Dadis Camara

Guinea 2009 Protest involving prodemocracy movement

Guinea-Bissau 1998 Minor armed conflict involving Military Junta for the Consolidation of 
Democracy, Peace and Justice

Guinea-Bissau 1999 Successful coup involving Gen. Mane

Guinea-Bissau 2000 Attempted coup involving Gen. Mane

Guinea-Bissau 2003 Successful coup involving Gen. Verissimo Correira Seabre

Guinea-Bissau 2008 Attempted coup involving Alexandre Tchama Yala

Guinea-Bissau 2008 Attempted coup involving Rear Adm. Jose Americo Bubo Na Tchute

Guinea-Bissau 2009 Attempted coup involving Helder Proenca and Baciro Dabo

Guinea-Bissau 2010 Attempted coup involving Gen. Antonio Indjai

Guyana 1990 Protest

Haiti 1989 Attempted coup involving soldiers of Dessalines battalion

Haiti 1989 Minor armed conflict involving military faction (forces of Himmler Rebu 
and Guy Francois)

Haiti 1991 Attempted coup involving Roger Lafontant

Haiti 1991 Successful coup involving Brig. Gen. Raoul Cedras

Haiti 2000 Attempted coup

Haiti 2004 Minor armed conflict involving FLRN and OP Lavalas (Chimères)

Honduras 1999 Attempted coup

Hungary 1989 Protest involving prodemocracy movement

Hungary 2006 Protest involving antigovernment protesters

India 1989 Minor armed conflict involving ABSU

India 1989 Minor armed conflict involving Kashmir Insurgents

India 1990 Major armed conflict involving Kashmir Insurgents

India 1990 Minor armed conflict involving PWG

India 1990 Minor armed conflict involving ULFA

India 1992 Minor armed conflict involving ATTF

India 1992 Minor armed conflict involving NSCN-IM

India 1992 Minor armed conflict involving PLA
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India 1993 Minor armed conflict involving NDFB

India 1997 Minor armed conflict involving ATTF and NLFT

India 1997 Minor armed conflict involving KNF

India 2000 Minor armed conflict involving NSCN-M

India 2005 Minor armed conflict involving NSCN-K

India 2006 Minor armed conflict involving NLFT

India 2008 Minor armed conflict involving DHD-BW

India 2008 Minor armed conflict involving PULF

Indonesia 1990 Minor armed conflict involving GAM

Indonesia 1992 Minor armed conflict involving Fretilin

Indonesia 1997 Minor armed conflict involving Fretilin

Indonesia 1997 Protest

Indonesia 1999 Minor armed conflict involving GAM

Iran, Islamic Republic 
of

1990 Minor armed conflict involving KDPI

Iran, Islamic Republic 
of

1991 Minor armed conflict involving MEK

Iran, Islamic Republic 
of

1993 Minor armed conflict involving KDPI

Iran, Islamic Republic 
of

1996 Minor armed conflict involving KDPI

Iran, Islamic Republic 
of

1997 Minor armed conflict involving MEK

Iran, Islamic Republic 
of

1999 Minor armed conflict involving MEK

Iran, Islamic Republic 
of

2009 Protest involving Green Revolution

Iraq 1991 Attempted coup

Iraq 1991 Attempted coup involving Sa’adoun Hammadi

Iraq 1991 Minor armed conflict involving SCIRI

Iraq 1992 Attempted coup

Iraq 1995 Minor armed conflict involving PUK

Israel 1990 Minor armed conflict involving Hezbollah

Israel 2008 Minor armed conflict involving Hamas

Jordan 1989 Protest

Kenya 1997 Protest involving prodemocracy movement

Kenya 2007 Protest involving Orange Democratic Movement and related ethnic 
groups

Kyrgyzstan 1989 Protest involving Kyrgyzstan Democratic Movement

Kyrgyzstan 2003 Attempted coup involving Adyl Karimov

Kyrgyzstan 2005 Protest involving Tulip Revolution

Kyrgyzstan 2007 Protest involving prodemocracy movement

Kyrgyzstan 2010 Protest
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Lao People’s Demo-
cratic Republic

1989 Minor armed conflict involving LRM

Latvia 1989 Protest involving prodemocracy movement

Lebanon 1989 Minor armed conflict involving Lebanese Army (Aoun) and Lebanese 
Forces

Lebanon 2005 Protest involving Cedar Revolution

Lesotho 1991 Successful coup involving Col. Elias Tutsoane Ramaema

Lesotho 1994 Attempted coup involving King Letsie III

Lesotho 1998 Minor armed conflict involving military faction

Lesotho 2009 Attempted coup involving unknown South African and Mozambican 
mercenaries

Liberia 1989 Minor armed conflict involving NPFL

Liberia 1994 Attempted coup involving Charles Julue

Liberia 1994 Successful coup involving Tom Woewieyu

Liberia 2000 Minor armed conflict involving LURD

Liberia 2003 Major armed conflict involving LURD and MODEL

Libya 1993 Attempted coup involving Maj. Addel Salem Jalloud

Lithuania 1989 Protest involving prodemocracy movement (Sajudis)

Macedonia, Former 
Yugoslav Republic of

2001 Minor armed conflict involving UCK

Madagascar 1989 Attempted coup

Madagascar 1990 Attempted coup involving Joma Ernest and Jean-Jacques Rafalimanana

Madagascar 1991 Protest involving Active Voices

Madagascar 1992 Attempted coup

Madagascar 2002 Protest involving prodemocracy movement

Madagascar 2009 Protest involving anti-Rajoelina protesters

Madagascar 2009 Protest involving anti-Ravalomanana protesters

Madagascar 2009 Successful coup involving Andy Rajoelina

Madagascar 2010 Attempted coup involving Gen. Noel Rakotonandrasana, Col. Charles 
Andrianasoavavna, and Raymond Ranjeva

Malawi 1992 Protest

Malaysia 1998 Protest involving Reformasi (Anwar Ibrahim)

Mali 1989 Protest

Mali 1990 Minor armed conflict involving MPA

Mali 1991 Attempted coup involving Maj. Lamine Diabira

Mali 1991 Successful coup involving Amadou Toumani Touré

Mali 1994 Minor armed conflict involving FIAA

Mauritania 1990 Attempted coup

Mauritania 2003 Attempted coup involving Saleh Ould Hanenna

Mauritania 2005 Successful coup involving Military Council for Justice and Democracy led 
by Col. Ely Ould Mohamed Vall

Mauritania 2008 Successful coup involving Gen. Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz

Mexico 1994 Minor armed conflict involving EZLN
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Mexico 1996 Minor armed conflict involving EPR

Mexico 2006 Protest

Moldova, Republic of 1992 Minor armed conflict involving PMR

Mongolia 1989 Protest

Myanmar 1989 Major armed conflict involving KNU

Myanmar 1990 Minor armed conflict involving ABSDF

Myanmar 1990 Minor armed conflict involving NMSP

Myanmar 1991 Minor armed conflict involving ARIF and RSO

Myanmar 1992 Major armed conflict involving KNU

Myanmar 1992 Minor armed conflict involving KNPP

Myanmar 1993 Minor armed conflict involving MTA

Myanmar 1994 Major armed conflict involving MTA

Myanmar 1994 Minor armed conflict involving ABSDF

Myanmar 1994 Minor armed conflict involving RSO

Myanmar 1995 Minor armed conflict involving KNU

Myanmar 1996 Minor armed conflict involving BMA

Myanmar 1996 Minor armed conflict involving KNPP

Myanmar 1997 Minor armed conflict involving KNU

Myanmar 1997 Minor armed conflict involving UWSA

Myanmar 2000 Minor armed conflict involving God’s Army and KNU

Myanmar 2005 Minor armed conflict involving KNPP

Myanmar 2007 Protest involving Saffron Revolution (Buddhist Monks)

Nepal 1989 Protest involving The Stir and Jana Andolan (People’s Movement)

Nepal 1996 Minor armed conflict involving CPN-M

Nepal 2002 Major armed conflict involving CPN-M

Nepal 2002 Successful coup involving King Gyanendra

Nepal 2006 Protest

Niger 1991 Minor armed conflict involving FLAA

Niger 1994 Minor armed conflict involving CRA

Niger 1996 Successful coup involving Col. Ibrahim Barre Mainassara

Niger 1997 Minor armed conflict involving FARS

Niger 1997 Minor armed conflict involving UFRA

Niger 1999 Successful coup involving Maj. Dauda Malam Wanke

Niger 2007 Minor armed conflict involving MNJ

Niger 2010 Successful coup involving Supreme Council for the Restoration of De-
mocracy and Maj. Salou Djibo

Nigeria 1990 Attempted coup involving Maj. Gideon Okar

Nigeria 1990 Protest involving Ogoni movement

Nigeria 1993 Protest

Nigeria 1993 Successful coup involving Gen. Sanni Abacha

Nigeria 2004 Minor armed conflict involving Ahlul Sunnah Jamaa

Nigeria 2004 Minor armed conflict involving NDPVF
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Nigeria 2005 Minor armed conflict involving MEND

Pakistan 1990 Minor armed conflict involving MQM

Pakistan 1995 Minor armed conflict involving MQM

Pakistan 1999 Successful coup involving Gen. Musharraf

Pakistan 2007 Minor armed conflict involving TNSM

Panama 1989 Attempted coup involving Maj. Moises Giroldi Vega

Papua New Guinea 1989 Minor armed conflict involving BRA

Papua New Guinea 1990 Attempted coup involving Paul Tohian

Papua New Guinea 1992 Minor armed conflict involving BRA

Paraguay 1989 Successful coup involving Gen. Andres Rodriguez

Paraguay 1996 Attempted coup involving Gen. Lino Oviedo

Paraguay 2000 Attempted coup involving Gen. Oviedo

Peru 1992 Attempted coup involving Jaime Salinas Sedo, Jose Pastor Vives, and Luis 
Palomino Rodriguez

Peru 1992 Successful coup involving President Alberto Fujimori

Peru 2000 Protest

Philippines 1989 Attempted coup involving Col. Gregorio Honasan

Philippines 1990 Attempted coup involving Col. Alexander Noble

Philippines 1990 Major armed conflict involving CPP and military faction (forces of Hona-
san, Abenina, and Zumel)

Philippines 1993 Minor armed conflict involving ASG and MNLF

Philippines 1997 Minor armed conflict involving CPP

Philippines 2001 Protest involving Second People Power Movement

Philippines 2007 Attempted coup involving Antonio Trillanes and Brig. Gen. Danilo Lim

Qatar 1995 Successful coup involving Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa at Thani

Qatar 1996 Attempted coup involving Sheikh Hamad bin Jasiem bin Hamad al Thani

Romania 1989 Minor armed conflict involving NSF

Romania 1990 Protest involving antigovernment protesters

Russian Federation 1990 Protest involving prodemocracy movement

Russian Federation 1993 Minor armed conflict involving parliamentary forces

Russian Federation 1994 Minor armed conflict involving Chechen Republic of Ichkeria

Russian Federation 1995 Major armed conflict involving Chechen Republic of Ichkeria

Russian Federation 1999 Major armed conflict involving Chechen Republic of Ichkeria

Russian Federation 1999 Minor armed conflict involving Wahhabi movement of the Buinaksk 
district

Russian Federation 2004 Major armed conflict involving Chechen Republic of Ichkeria

Rwanda 1990 Major armed conflict involving FPR

Rwanda 1994 Major armed conflict involving FPR

Rwanda 1996 Major armed conflict involving ALiR

Rwanda 1998 Major armed conflict involving ALiR

Senegal 1990 Minor armed conflict involving MFDC

Senegal 1992 Minor armed conflict involving MFDC
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Senegal 1995 Minor armed conflict involving MFDC

Senegal 1997 Minor armed conflict involving MFDC

Senegal 2000 Minor armed conflict involving MFDC

Senegal 2003 Minor armed conflict involving MFDC

Serbia 1989 Protest involving Kosovo Albanians

Serbia 1998 Major armed conflict involving UCK

Serbia 2000 Protest

Sierra Leone 1991 Minor armed conflict involving RUF

Sierra Leone 1992 Attempted coup

Sierra Leone 1992 Successful coup involving Capt. Valentine Strasser

Sierra Leone 1995 Attempted coup

Sierra Leone 1996 Attempted coup involving unnamed sergeant

Sierra Leone 1996 Successful coup involving Brig. Gen. Julius Maada Bio

Sierra Leone 1997 Successful coup involving Maj. Johnny Paul Koroma

Sierra Leone 1998 Major armed conflict involving AFRC, Kamajors, and RUF

Slovakia 1989 Protest involving People Against Violence

Slovenia 1989 Protest

Somalia 1990 Major armed conflict involving SNM, SPM, and USC

Somalia 2001 Minor armed conflict involving SRRC

Somalia 2006 Minor armed conflict involving ARS/UIC

Soviet Union 1990 Minor armed conflict involving APF

Soviet Union 1990 Minor armed conflict involving Republic of Armenia

Soviet Union 1991 Attempted coup

Spain 1991 Minor armed conflict involving ETA

Sri Lanka 1989 Major armed conflict involving JVP

Sri Lanka 1990 Major armed conflict involving LTTE

Sri Lanka 2003 Minor armed conflict involving LTTE

Sri Lanka 2005 Minor armed conflict involving LTTE

Sudan 1989 Successful coup involving Brig. Gen. Omar Hassan Ahmad al-Bashir

Sudan 1990 Attempted coup involving noncommissioned officers (Nuba)

Sudan 1995 Major armed conflict involving SPLM/A

Sudan 2006 Major armed conflict involving NRF, SLM/A, and SLM/A-MM

Sudan 2008 Attempted coup involving Justice and Equality Movement 

Tajikistan 1992 Attempted coup involving supporters of Rakhmon Nabiyev

Tajikistan 1992 Major armed conflict involving UTO

Tajikistan 1998 Minor armed conflict involving UTO and the Movement for Peace in 
Tajikistan

Tanzania, United 
Republic of

1992 Protest involving prodemocracy movement

Thailand 1991 Successful coup involving Gen. Sunthorn Kongsompong

Thailand 1992 Protest involving prodemocracy movement

Thailand 2005 Protest
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Thailand 2006 Successful coup involving Gen. Sonthi Boonyaratglin

Thailand 2008 Protest involving People’s Alliance for Democracy

Thailand 2010 Protest involving Red Shirts

Timor-Leste 2008 Attempted coup involving Maj. Alfredo Reinado and Gastao Salsinha

Togo 1991 Attempted coup involving Lt. Gnassingbe Ta and Maj. Marusse Djoua

Togo 1991 Attempted coup involving President Eyadema’s attempt to suspend 
national transition conference

Togo 1991 Attempted coup involving rebel soldiers

Togo 1991 Attempted coup involving troops loyal to Eyadema

Togo 2005 Successful coup involving military and Faure Gnassingbe

Trinidad and Tobago 1990 Minor armed conflict involving Jamaat al-Muslimeen

Turkey 1991 Minor armed conflict involving Devrimci Sol

Turkey 2005 Minor armed conflict involving MKP

Uganda 1994 Minor armed conflict involving LRA

Uganda 1996 Major armed conflict involving ADF, LRA, and WNBF

Uganda 2002 Major armed conflict involving ADF and LRA

Ukraine 2001 Protest involving Orange Revolution

United Kingdom 1998 Minor armed conflict involving RIRA

Uzbekistan 1999 Minor armed conflict involving IMU

Uzbekistan 2004 Minor armed conflict involving JIG

Venezuela, Bolivarian 
Republic of

1992 Attempted coup involving Luis Cabrera Auirre, Rear Adm. Hernan Gruber 
Odreman, and Brig. Gen. Visconti

Venezuela, Bolivarian 
Republic of

1992 Attempted coup involving Lt. Col. Hugo Chavez Frias

Venezuela, Bolivarian 
Republic of

1992 Minor armed conflict involving military faction (forces of Hugo Chávez)

Venezuela, Bolivarian 
Republic of

2002 Attempted coup involving Gen. Luis Rincon and Gen. Efrain Vasquez 
Verasco

Venezuela, Bolivarian 
Republic of

2002 Protest involving anticoup

Yemen 1994 Major armed conflict involving Democratic Republic of Yemen

Yemen 2009 Minor armed conflict involving AQAP

Yugoslavia 1991 Major armed conflict involving Croatian irregulars and Republic of Croa-
tia

Yugoslavia 1991 Minor armed conflict involving Republic of Slovenia

Yugoslavia 1993 Minor armed conflict involving Autonomous Province of Western Bosnia

Zambia 1990 Attempted coup

Zambia 1990 Protest

Zambia 1997 Attempted coup involving Capt. Stephen Lungu

Zambia 2001 Protest
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The CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset includes 20 incumbent-response variables (including 14 
types of response, five variables accounting for combinations and sequences of responses, and one 
indicator for whether there was a response at all) and 31 U.S.-response variables (including 25 
types of response, five variables accounting for combinations and sequences of responses, and one 
indicator for whether there was a response at all) (see table B.1).

Table B.1. New Variables in CSIS Potential Transitions Database

Variable Label

unique1 unique event identifier (event)

id unique observation identifier (event-year)

country country of incumbent regime

start_year start year of event

end_year end year of event

year calendar year of observation

type type of event (see labels)

out_chal_succ outcome of event (did challengers achieve objective?)

reg_resp_yes any incumbent response

reg1_1 statement

reg2_1 election rigging

reg2_2 manipulation of the election process

reg2_3 censorship of media

reg3_1 amending laws

reg3_2 amendments to the constitution

reg3_3 suspension of the constitution

reg4_1 concessions or negotiations

reg4_2 peace agreements

reg5_1 deployment of security forces as barrier

reg5_2 targeted repression

reg6_1 indiscriminate repression

reg6_2 other violent tactics

reg7_1 persistent violent clashes

regresp1 first set of incumbent responses (by category)

regresp2 second set of incumbent responses (by category)

regresp3 third set of incumbent responses (by category)
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regresp4 fourth set of incumbent responses (by category)

regresp5 fifth set of incumbent responses (by category)

usa_resp_yes any U.S. response

usa1_1 presidential statement

usa1_2 executive department statement

usa1_3 UN Security Council resolution or statement

usa1_4 NATO statement

usa1_5 diplomatic sanctions

usa2_1 economic aid to incumbent

usa2_2 economic aid to challengers

usa2_3 withdrawal of economic aid to incumbent

usa2_4 withdrawal of economic aid to challengers

usa2_5 economic sanctions against incumbent

usa2_6 economic sanctions against challengers

usa3_1 unilateral diplomatic efforts

usa3_2 multilateral diplomatic efforts

usa4_1 military aid

usa4_2 military arms/equipment

usa4_3 military advisers to ally

usa4_4 withdrawal of military support

usa5_1 military response through informal coalition

usa5_2 military response through NATO

usa5_3 vote to create UN peacekeeping force

usa5_4 providing troops to UN force

usa6_1 unilateral military intervention

usa7_1 asylum to political or military leader

usa7_2 evacuation of citizens

usa7_3 closing embassy for protection

usaresp1 first set of U.S. responses (by category)

usaresp2 second set of U.S. responses (by category)

usaresp3 third set of U.S. responses (by category)

usaresp4 fourth set of U.S. responses (by category)

usaresp5 fifth set of U.S. responses (by category)
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To supplement the analysis of the dataset, the authors identified 18 potential transitions in which 
the United States intervened in a materially significant way. In addition to collecting qualitative in-
formation for the incumbent-response and U.S.-response variables that are already available in the 
dataset, the research team collected information about 69 additional dimensions of these events. 
Some of these dimensions were factors that might have influenced U.S. decisions about interven-
ing; this information includes 10 geopolitical factors (“international or regional”), 17 in-country 
factors (“local domestic”), and 13 domestic factors (“U.S. domestic”). The rest of the dimensions 
were studied to determine how each event turned out; this list includes 10 immediate outcomes 
and 19 longer-term outcomes. The information collected for the significant-intervention cases ap-
pears in table C.1.

Table C.1. Dimensions of Significant U.S. Interventions in Potential Transitions 

Country name Full name of country

Event type Protest movement, minor armed conflict, major armed conflict, or coup

Date range Approximate start and end dates

Length of event Approximate number of months

Summary

 Incumbent The name of the regime, government, party, or leader that was the specific target of the chal-
lengers during this event.

 Challengers The name of the group or groups leading the challenge or, if unorganized, summary descrip-
tion of the composition of the unorganized challengers.

 U.S. position The United States either supported or opposed the incumbent or the challengers.

 U.S. response Summary of the U.S. response (below).

 Outcome Summary of the outcome (below).

 Abstract Summary of the event.

Incumbent responses (first instance) 
This is not a comprehensive list of the incumbents’ responses to the challengers. Rather, it lists only the first time the incumbent 
responded in each of the following ways. A value of 1 in any field is interpreted as meaning it happened at least once. The data were 
generally taken from the CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset but were supplemented with additional research as needed.

 Statements First public statement (written or oral) by the incumbent.

 Electoral manipulation First instances of (1) rigging election results; (2) canceling elections; or (3) banning media, 
reporting, or social media during an election campaign.

 Legal framework manipulation First instances of (1) amending political, social, and/or economic laws (including amending 
election laws and/or electoral districts) in its favor; (2) enacting constitutional amendments 
without actually changing the institutions governing the state; or (3) suspending the constitu-
tion.

 Concessions First instances of (1) offering concessions (entering into negotiations, fleeing the country, or 
leaving office); or (2) signing peace agreements.
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 Repression First instances of (1) deploying security forces to block the movement of groups of challengers; 
(2) targeted repression against challengers (home raids, travel bans, arrests, house arrests, as-
sassinations, torture, exile, firing of cabinet members, or forced resignations); (3) indiscriminate 
repression against the population (home raids, travel bans, arrests, assassinations, curfews, 
torture, or exile); or (4) deploying security forces to disperse groups of challengers violently, 
including with beatings or tear gas.

U.S. interventions (first instance per year) 
This is not a comprehensive list of the U.S. responses to the event. Rather, it lists only the first time the United States responded in each 
of the following ways during each year of the event. The data were generally taken from the CSIS Potential Transitions Dataset but were 
supplemented with additional research as needed.

 Supported incumbent Most or all U.S. support went to incumbent; or most or all U.S. opposition was against challeng-
ers.

 Supported challengers Most or all U.S. support went to challengers; or most or all U.S. opposition was against incum-
bent.

 Statements First instances (each year) of (1) statements (oral or written) by the U.S. president; (2) official 
statements or press releases by a government institution such as the Department of State or 
the Department of Defense; (3) UN Security Council (UNSC) resolution or a statement by the 
UNSC president; (4) a NATO statement; or (5) diplomatic sanctions, including the closing of a 
U.S. embassy or the cancellation of talks or meetings.

 Economic aid or sanctions First instances (each year) of (1) economic, development, or other civilian aid to the incumbent; 
(2) economic, development, or other civilian aid to the challengers; (3) withdrawal of economic, 
development, or other civilian aid to either; (4) the removal of USAID missions; (5) economic 
sanctions (including freezing of assets) against the incumbent; or (6) economic sanctions 
(including freezing of assets) against the challengers.

 Diplomatic efforts First instances (each year) of diplomatic efforts or peace talks, including low-level or high-level 
meetings, or efforts to address or mediate the conflict, either (1) unilaterally or (2) multilaterally 
(e.g., through UN or NATO).

 Military support First instances (each year) of (1) military aid; (2) provision of arms or other military equipment; 
(3) provision of military advisers; or (4) withdrawal of aid, arms, equipment, or advisers.

 Multilateral military actions First instances (each year) of U.S. participation in multilateral military actions, including (1) a 
“coalition of the willing”; (2) NATO; (3) a vote in favor of a UNSC resolution authorizing a peace-
keeping, peace enforcement, or peace-building force; or (4) contributions to a UN-authorized 
military action (i.e., U.S. troops “on the ground”).

 Unilateral military actions First instances (each year) of a U.S. military intervention (whether by land, sea, or air).

International and regional factors 

 Conflict threatened regional stabil-
ity

The conflict or violence threatened to destabilize surrounding countries or ignite regional 
conflict.

 Presence of regional body A regional body (i.e., ECOWAS, the European Union, or the African Union) exists in the region. 
The country in which the conflict occurs need not be a participant in this organization for it to 
receive a 1.

 Regional body FOR intervention If there is a regional body present in the region, that body is for U.S. involvement in the conflict.

 Regional body AGAINST interven-
tion

If there is a regional body present in the region, that body is against U.S. involvement in the 
conflict.

 Regional desire for intervention Countries surrounding the conflict area desire U.S. involvement in the conflict.

 Region against intervention Countries surrounding the conflict area do not desire U.S. involvement in the conflict.

 Pressure from allies to intervene U.S. allies (i.e., France or Great Britain) state that the United States should become involved in 
the conflict.

 Proximity to U.S. homeland The conflict occurs near (same hemisphere) the United States.

 Proximity to a NATO ally The conflict occurs near a NATO ally.

 Proxy war The conflict involves third parties using substitutes for directly fighting each other. These third 
parties can be countries other than the United States.

Local domestic factors

 Valuable resource A valuable resource (a resource, such as the Panama Canal, which is crucial to U.S. interests but 
is not natural) is present that could influence the conflict.

 Blood diamonds The sale and/or purchase of blood diamonds could influence the conflict.
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 Ethnic conflict The conflict is or could be affected by ethnic tensions.

 Natural resources Natural resources other than diamonds (i.e., oil, uranium, or timber) exist that could influence 
the conflict.

 Terrorism A terrorist organization exists in the country of conflict.

 Humanitarian crisis The conflict spurs a humanitarian crisis that poses a serious threat to the security, health, and 
safety of civilians.

 Democratically elected president The current president of the country in which the conflict occurs was democratically elected.

 Presence of non-ally (not Cold War 
related)

A country other than the USSR or one of its proxies is attempting to influence the course of 
events in the country in which the conflict occurs.

 Broken agreements A peace agreement, ceasefire, or UN mandate (i.e., a no-fly zone or “safe area”) is violated dur-
ing the conflict.

 Cold War tensions Cold War tensions are apparent during the conflict.

 Democracy threatened The state of a functioning democracy is threatened during the course of the conflict.

 Religious extremism Religious extremism is present during the conflict.

 Request from challengers The challengers request that the United States or the international community become 
involved in the conflict.

 Request from incumbent The incumbent requests that the United States or the international community become 
involved in the conflict.

 Human rights threatened Human rights are threatened during the course of the conflict.

 Illicit trade An illicit drug or arms trade is present that could influence the conflict or U.S. policy toward the 
country.

 Refugee crisis The conflict triggers a refugee crisis in which civilians are forced to flee violence.

U.S. domestic factors

“Not our problem” Officials from the U.S. government state that the conflict is not in U.S. interests (e.g., “This is a 
European problem.”).

 Historical or special relationship The United States shares a historical or special relationship with the country in which the 
conflict occurs.

 Mogadishu line The U.S. intervention in Somalia in 1993 is cited as a reason why the United States may defer 
interference in the conflict.

 History of intervention The United States has intervened in a significant manner in the country before the conflict 
occurred.

 Overstretch The U.S. military is stretched thin because of involvement in multiple conflict zones.

 Covert action The United States is rumored to have used or has certainly used covert action to aid either the 
incumbent or the challengers in a way that could influence the conflict.

 CIA (confirmed or rumored) Evidence exists of CIA involvement in the conflict.

 Safety of U.S. troops The safety of U.S. troops is cited as a reason for involvement or abstention.

 U.S. bases or troops in country The United States has military bases in the country or U.S. troops already stationed in the 
country.

 Change in U.S. president A change of U.S. presidency changes U.S. policy toward the country or the conflict.

 Retrospective media/public pres-
sure

Media or public opinion played a role in U.S. involvement in the country.

 Congressional pressure FOR Congress exerted pressure for the United States to become involved in the conflict.

 Congressional pressure AGAINST Congress exerted pressure for the United States not to become involved in the conflict.

Immediate outcomes

 Incumbent stayed in power The incumbent remained in power during the course of and after the conflict.

 Incumbent did not stay in power The incumbent did not remain in power for the course of or after the conflict.

 Challengers gained power The challengers gained power during or after the conflict.

 Autonomy gained by challengers If the challengers were fighting for autonomy, they were able to gain autonomy during or after 
the conflict.

 Autonomy not gained by challeng-
ers

If the challengers were fighting for autonomy, they were not able to gain autonomy during or 
after the conflict.
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 U.S. met objectives The United States met its stated or implicit objectives.

 U.S. did not meet objectives the United States did not meet its stated or implicit objectives.

 U.S. partially met objectives The United States met some of its stated or implicit objectives and did not meet others.

 UN mission implemented A UN mission was approved by the Security Council in response to the conflict.

 International force mission imple-
mented

An international force mission (e.g., NATO, the EU, or a coalition force) was implemented in 
response to the conflict.

Longer-term outcomes

 Maintained good relations The United States maintained a friendly and positive relationship with the country after the 
conflict.

 Relations deteriorated The United States did not maintain a friendly or positive relationship with the country after the 
conflict.

 Relations mixed U.S. relations with the country are mixed after the end of the conflict, with both some positive 
and some negative aspects.

 U.S. intervened again The United States intervened in a significant way (put U.S. boots on the ground) in the same 
country in response either to a different conflict or in a later response to the same, multiple-
year conflict.

 UN/NATO/another country inter-
vened again

The United Nations or NATO intervened in a significant way (put boots on the ground) in 
the same country in response either to a different conflict or in a later response to the same, 
multiple-year conflict.

 Full democracy The country in which the conflict occurred enjoys a fully functioning democracy (taken from 
the Economist Intelligence Unit Democracy Index 2011 and indicates countries that are “full 
democracies”).

 Little or no democracy The country in which the conflict occurred has little to no democracy (taken from the Econo-
mist Intelligence Unit Democracy Index 2011 and indicates countries that are “authoritarian 
regimes” or are not ranked on the democracy index).

 Partial or flawed democracy The country in which the conflict occurred maintains a flawed or partial democracy (taken from 
the Economist Intelligence Unit Democracy Index 2011 and indicates countries that are “flawed 
democracies” or “hybrid regimes”).

 Maintained or renewed economic 
relations

The United States maintained or renewed (i.e., disposed of previous sanctions or arms embar-
goes) economic relations with the country.

 Economic relations deteriorated U.S. economic relations with the country deteriorated after the conflict.

 Economic relations mixed The United States has mixed economic relations with the country, with both some positive and 
some negative aspects.

 UN mission met objectives If a UN mission was implemented in response to the conflict, it met its stated or implicit objec-
tives.

 UN mission did not meet objectives If a UN mission was implemented in response to the conflict, it did not meet its implicit or 
stated objectives.

 UN mission had partial success If a UN mission was implemented in response to the conflict, it met some of those objectives 
and did not meet others.

 UN mission mandate renewed or 
replaced

If a UN mission was implemented in response to the conflict, the UN mission was renewed 
(the mandate was extended for a certain length of time), or it was replaced with another UN 
mission.

 International force mission met 
objectives

If an international force mission was implemented in response to the conflict, it met its stated 
or implicit objectives.

 International force mission did not 
meet objectives

If an international force mission was implemented in response to the conflict, it did not meet its 
stated or implicit objectives.

 International force mission had 
partial success

If an international force mission was implemented in response to the conflict, it met some of 
those objectives and did not meet others.

 International force mission renewed If an international force mission was implemented in response to the conflict, the mission 
was renewed (the mandate was extended for a certain length of time), or it was replaced with 
another international force mission.
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This is the final version of the coding guide that was provided to all coders on the research team. 
In addition to this document, all coders were assigned to read a general description of the project 
and a detailed description of the methodology, and all were given training (and most received 
multiple trainings) on how to use and interpret this guide. All coders were continuously moni-
tored, assisted, and mentored by the project manager and the data manager on the research team.

Coding Process
Step 1: Code the regime response. First, answer the following questions and code them in the 
dataset. These variables are named reg0 – reg6_4. The variables in the dataset are in order corre-
sponding to the order of the questions that follow (note: an answer of yes should be indicated by a 
1 and an answer of no should be indicated by a 0): 

 ■ reg_resp_yes: Did the incumbent respond?

 ■ 1_1: Did the incumbent respond through a written or an oral statement?

 ■ 2_1: Did the incumbent respond by rigging election results?

 ■ 2_2: Did the incumbent respond by canceling elections?

 ■ 2_3: Did the incumbent respond by banning media, reporting, or social networking?

 ■ 3_1: Did the incumbent respond by amending political, social, or economic laws (including 
amending election laws or electoral districts in its favor)?

 ■ 3_2: Did the incumbent respond by enacting constitutional amendments without actually 
changing the institutions governing the state?

 ■ 3_3: Did the incumbent respond by suspending the constitution?

 ■ 4_1: Did the incumbent respond through concessions or agree to enter into negotiations with 
the challengers? This includes fleeing the country and quietly stepping down. 

 ■ 4_2: Did the incumbent respond through signing peace agreements with the challengers?

 ■ 5_1: Did the incumbent respond through the deployment of military or security forces to dis-
perse mobs where the forces acted as a barrier?

 ■ 5_2: Did the incumbent respond with targeted repression, including home raids, travel bans, 
arrests or home arrests, assassinations, torture, exiling, the firing of cabinet members, or forced 
resignations?

 ■ 6_1: Did the incumbent respond through indiscriminate repression, including home raids, 
travel bans, arrests, assassinations, curfews, torture, or exiling?
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 ■ 6_2: Did the incumbent respond through the deployment of military or security forces to 
disperse mobs where the forces actively used violent tactics, including beating and tear gas, 
against the challengers?

 ■ 7_1: Were there persistent or sustained violent clashes between incumbent forces (this includes 
military and government forces but not civilian movements in support of the incumbent) and 
the challengers?

After answering these questions, the coder must categorize and sequence regime response. For 
questions beginning with the same number (1-6), an answer of yes to any of these questions indi-
cates a regime response categorized by that number. The variables “regresp1”–“regresp5” must be 
coded using these categorizations, with the numbers in the variable names corresponding to the 
chronological order of the types of responses. Chronological order is based on the first time that 
a category of response was used. Within this group of variables, no category number should be 
repeated (note: simultaneous responses should be coded within the same variable, separated only 
by a comma (no space, ex: “5,6”).

Step 2: Verify that the event meets the criteria for inclusion as a “potential transition”:

1. Did a transition take place as a result of an event (defined above)?

2. Was there an event (protest campaign, coup, attempted coup, minor armed conflict, or major 
armed conflict)?

3. Did the challengers participating in the event want change in either the country’s leadership 
(including self-determination movements) or the regime?

4. Did the incumbents respond to the event (e.g., through concessions or repression) in a way 
that suggested they feared that change was possible?

If the answer to 1 is yes, then post facto it was a potential transition and should be included in 
the dataset. If the answers to 2, 3, and 4 are all yes, the event should be included in the dataset.1

Step 3: Code the U.S. response. First, answer the following questions and code them in the dataset. 
These variables are named “usa0” – “usa5_4.” The variables in the dataset are in order correspond-
ing to the order of the questions that follow (note: an answer of yes should be indicated by a 1 and 
an answer of no should be indicated by a 0): 

 ■ 0: Did the United States respond?

 ■ 7_1: Did the United States respond by offering asylum to a political or military leader?

 ■ 7_2: Did the United States respond by evacuating U.S. and foreign citizens?

 ■ 7_3: Did the United States respond by closing a U.S. embassy for the protection of its own civil-
ians?

1.  For the purpose of consistency, the regime emerging from the attempted or successful coup with ex-
ecutive authority will be considered the incumbent regime for the duration of the event. Therefore, while in 
successful coups the deposed regime may react in ways that affect the U.S. policy response, these actions will 
not be coded as the incumbent response. “Self-coups”—which involve the dismantling of governing institu-
tions to increase an established incumbent’s power—involve an incumbent regime’s taking action against 
itself. In these cases, any actions taken by the instigator of the self-coup are coded as the incumbent regime 
response. In the case of coups or attempted coups, the third criterion (incumbent regime response) does not 
need to be met for inclusion in the dataset.
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 ■ 1_1: Did the United States respond through a statement made by the U.S. president?

 ■ 1_2: Did the United States respond through official statements or press releases by a govern-
ment institution such as the Department of State or the Department of Defense?

 ■ 1_3: Did the United States respond through a UN Security Council Resolution or a statement 
by the president of the UN Security Council?

 ■ 1_4: Did the United States respond through a NATO statement?

 ■ 1_5: Did the United States respond through diplomatic sanctions, including the closing of a 
U.S. embassy or the cancellation of talks or meetings as a measure to support or condemn the 
regime’s actions?

 ■ 2_1: Did the United States respond through economic, development, or government aid to the 
incumbent?

 ■ 2_2: Did the United States respond through economic, development, or government aid to the 
challengers?

 ■ 2_3: Did the United States respond through the withdrawal of economic, development, or 
government aid?

 ■ 2_4: Did the United States respond through the removal of USAID missions?

 ■ 2_5: Did the United States respond through economic sanctions (including freezing of assets) 
against the incumbent? This variable can include the United States alone or in conjunction with 
allies or other international actors, including the UN, African Union (AU), and EU.

 ■ 2_6: Did the United States respond through economic sanctions (including freezing of assets) 
against the challengers? This variable can include the United States alone or in conjunction 
with allies or other international actors, including the UN, AU, and EU.

 ■ 3_1: Did the U.S. respond through unilateral diplomatic efforts or peace talks? This variable 
includes any low-level or high-level meetings or efforts to address the conflict or mediate the 
conflict.

 ■ 3_2: Did the United States respond through multilateral diplomatic efforts or peace talks? 
This variable includes any low-level or high-level meetings through actors such as the UN and 
NATO or efforts to address the conflict or mediate the conflict.

 ■ 4_1: Did the United States respond with military aid?

 ■ 4_2: Did the United States respond with the provision of arms or equipment?

 ■ 4_3: Did the United States respond with the provision of advisers for the U.S. ally in the con-
flict?

 ■ 4_4: Did the United States respond through the withdrawal of material support? This variable 
includes the withdrawal of military aid, arms, equipment, and advisers.

 ■ 6_1: Did the United States unilaterally intervene through the military in a country experiencing 
a potential transition?

 ■ 5_1: Did the United States respond militarily through a coalition of the willing?

 ■ 5_2: Did the United States respond militarily through NATO?
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 ■ 5_3: Did the United States respond by voting in favor of a UN resolution that creates a peace-
keeping, peace enforcement, or peace-building force in response to a potential transition?

 ■ 5_4: Did the United States respond militarily through the UN (U.S. troops on the ground)?

After answering these questions, the coder must categorize and sequence the U.S. response. 
For questions beginning with the same number (1-7), an answer of yes to any of these questions 
indicates a regime response categorized by that number. The variables “usaresp1”–“usaresp5” must 
be coded using these categorizations, with the numbers in the variable names corresponding to 
the chronological order of the types of responses. Chronological order is based on the first time 
that a category of response was used. Within this group of variables, no category number should be 
repeated (note: simultaneous responses should be coded within the same variable, separated only 
by a comma with no space, for example, “5,6”).

Step 4: Cite your sources for steps 2 and 4 in a separate Microsoft Word document. All events can 
be cited within the same document, provided they are identified by the most specific of the three 
unique identifiers available (in order of preference): “unique1,” “unique2,” “unique3.”

Handling Duplicates 
If two events in the dataset are discovered to reflect the same real-world incident, seek to de-

termine which contains the most accurate information. Copy the “unique1” identifier for both events 
and any other information necessary to distinguish them and take the information to the project’s 
data manager along with your opinion and reasoning for which of the events should be kept.
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appendix e
additional variables

Variable Label

coder Identifies the coder of the observation

unique3 Identifier composed of country code and year

unique2 Identifier composed of country code, start month, and year

unique1 Unique event identifier

id Unique observation identifier

country Country of incumbent regime

three_name Abbreviation of country

country_code Numeric code for country

start_day Start day of event

start_month Start month of event

start_year Start year of event

end_day End day of event

end_month End month of event

end_year End year of event

year Calendar year of observation

type Type of event

source Source of the event

resist Identity of the challengers

chal_obj_r~g Regime change is the objective of the challengers

chal_obj_i~p Independence/autonomy is the objective of the challengers

out_chal_succ Outcome of event (did challengers achieve objective?)

fto Foreign terrorist organization operating in country

oda Net bilateral aid flows (hundreds of millions of dollars)

tot_bilat_trade Total bilateral trade with the United States

trade Bilateral trade with the United States as % of total U.S. trade

troops Number of U.S. troops stationed in country

cc World Bank governance indicator: control of corruption

debt_pergdp Debt of country as % of its GDP

gdp_grow GDP growth rate of country

gdppcppp GDP per capita (purchasing power parity, thousands of dollars)



  robert d. lamb and sadika hameed   | 75

ge World Bank governance indicator: government effectiveness

polity2 Combined Polity IV score of country

pv World Bank governance indicator: political stability and absence of violence

rl World Bank governance indicator: rule of law

rq World Bank governance indicator: regulatory quality

state_region Region of the country by State Department

sfi State fragility index

va World Bank governance indicator: voice and accountability

usgdp_grow Growth rate of U.S. GDP

us_bud_bal Budget balance of United States

house Party controlling the House of Representatives (1=Democrat, 2=Republican)

senate Party controlling the Senate (1=Democrat, 2=Republican)

president Party of president (1=Democrat, 2=Republican)

pres_year Year of presidential cycle, 4=election year

elect_year Congressional election year, yes/no

dem_hsp Democrats control House, Senate, and presidency

dem_hs Democrats control House and Senate only

dem_hp Democrats control House and presidency only

dem_sp Democrats control Senate and presidency only

dem_none Democrats control neither House, Senate, nor presidency

dem_h Democrats control House only

dem_s Democrats control Senate only

dem_p Democrats control presidency only

bush_sr George H. W. Bush administration

clinton William Clinton administration

bush_jr George W. Bush administration

obama Barack Obama administration
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Most of the findings discussed in the body of this report are based on descriptive statistics and 
the case study. The authors did not treat the results of the statistical analysis discussed in 

this appendix as conclusive, only informative.

The reader is likewise cautioned to interpret the results of this statistical analysis in light of 
the weakness of the method used. To properly interpret a linear regression requires that certain 
assumptions be met about the phenomenon in question and the data used to measure it. The most 
important assumption relates to the independent variables, which purport to explain the behav-
ior of the dependent variable—here, a U.S. response—and to control for other factors that might 
influence that behavior. The assumption is that the independent variables themselves do not have 
any influence on each other, only on the dependent variable. And in datasets about international 
behavior—especially as it relates to conflict—that is not usually a fair assumption: economic fig-
ures, for example, are always influenced by political behaviors, which themselves are influenced by 
economic considerations, and both are influenced by the use of violence.

Decisions as monumental as whether to intervene in the affairs of another country will always 
be driven by far more factors that can be measured in a dataset—including interpersonal dynam-
ics deriving from the personalities involved in making the decision. But linear regressions have 
two (admittedly questionable) virtues: they are fairly easy to do, and they are frequently accepted 
as methodologically valid, even when applied to datasets for which heroic assumptions must be 
made to conform to the requirements of the method, as is the case in this appendix.

This analysis was undertaken mainly to supplement the analysis in the body of the report, 
which is based mainly on descriptive statistics, and to identify promising leads for future research. 
The statistical results should not be interpreted as the formal findings of this study.

The research team built the base model as a probit binary-outcome regression model with 
controls for event, country, year, longevity of event, region, and type of event. Of the dependent 
variables tested, the broader categories of U.S. response {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} and civilian interven-
tion {2, 3}* have the greatest number of statistically significant explanatory variables. The military 
response {4, 5, 6}* and military intervention {5, 6}* responses have the fewest number of statisti-
cally significant explanatory variables, most likely because there are only 33 event-years in which 
a military response or military intervention occurred.2 This fact substantially limits the inferential 
power of the two military-response models.

2.  The actual number of event-years is higher, but some observations were dropped from the probit.

appendix f
statistical analysis
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In the results, a few points stood out:

 ■ First, the United States is significantly more likely to have responded {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7}3 to 
events in the Americas and Europe.4

 ■ The United States is significantly less likely to have responded {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} to events in 
South and Central Asia.

 ■ The United States is significantly more likely to have responded {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} to events in 
MENA. However, the United States is also significantly less likely to have intervened {2, 3, 4, 5, 
6}* in events in this region.

 ■ The United States became significantly more likely to respond {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} to events as the 
years increased from 1989 to 2010, as indicated by the positive and significant coefficient5 on 
the year variable.

 ■ The longevity of a conflict is negatively and significantly correlated with military intervention 
{5, 6}*. This finding likely indicates that the United States is willing to intervene with force only 
when the conflict is not likely to endure for long or when it seems likely that force will end the 
conflict swiftly. But, again, the small number of observations in this model substantially limits 
the confidence one can take in this finding.

 ■ Finally, the United States is significantly more likely to respond {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} to major 
armed conflicts than to protests, a result that is fairly robust in the intervention- and the 
civilian-intervention response types.

U.S. Domestic Factors
Two specifications of variables relating to the domestic situation within the United States were 
tested using the same probit technique.

In the first, variables were added to the base model describing the U.S. economic and fiscal 
situation, political control of the House of Representatives and the presidency, and the year of 
the presidential cycle. For the variables from the base model, the results are consistent with those 
reported previously. Only one of the new variables is found to be significant: control of the House 
of Representatives by Democrats. This variable is found to correlate positively with the U.S. having 
responded {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} and with the U.S. having intervened {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}*. But this result is 
not robust to other dependent variables, and it is not clear what the policy significance of this find-
ing could be.

In the second specification, variables were added to the base model describing various combi-
nations of political control of various government institutions, the presence of a national election 
in a given year, and dummies indicating the specific president. Again, the results for the variables 
from the base model are consistent, with one exception: the year variable ceases to be statistically 
significant. Significant results for the other variables are found only for response {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} 
and intervention {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}*.

3.  Variants of the term significant are used here to denote statistical significance, not material 
significance.

4.  Results regarding specific regions are as compared to sub-Saharan Africa, unless otherwise specified.
5.  The probit model used here reports margins, not coefficients; the usage here is informal.
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 ■ U.S. GDP growth is found to be positively correlated only with “any response” {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7}.

 ■ The political combination of a Republican president and a Democratic Congress (both houses) 
is significant for response {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} and intervention {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}* (as compared to 
Democrats’ control of only the Senate or none of the above), and Democrats in control of both 
Congress and the presidency is significant for intervention {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}*.

 ■ Compared to President Obama, both President George H. W. Bush and President George W. 
Bush were less likely to respond {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7}. The effect is twice as large for the first presi-
dent Bush as for the second.6 

Strategic and In-Country Factors
Two specifications were also run of variables describing the strategic position of the countries in 
the dataset with respect to the United States, also using a probit model.

In the first specification, variables were included on regime type, GDP, bilateral aid and trade 
flows, and the number of U.S. troops stationed in the country. The significance of variables from 
the base model stays basically the same, but some of the regional dummies change:

 ■ In this model, Europe is no longer statistically significant; MENA is no longer statistically 
significant for response; and the East Asia and Pacific region is now statistically significant for 
response {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7} and intervention {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}*.

 ■ Regime type as indicated by the Polity IV score is found to have a significant impact on U.S. de-
cisions to intervene {2, 3, 4, 5, 6}*, although the direction cannot be determined because of the 
scaling of this variable. This result is robust across all but the military responses.

 ■ Also robustly significant is net bilateral aid flows, which are positively correlated with U.S. 
responses. This result lacks material significance, however, as an increase of $100 million in 
official development assistance is correlated with only a very small increase in likelihood of 
intervention.

 ■ The GDP of a country (per capita in PPP) is significantly and negatively correlated with civilian 
responses {2, 3}* and military interventions {5, 6}*. However, the lag of this variable is signifi-
cant and positive (although the magnitude is much smaller). This variable may be suffering 
reverse causality, as it is likely that these types of responses would decrease a country’s GDP. 
What seems probable is that the United States is somewhat more likely to have responded to 
events in wealthier countries but that response reduces the country’s GDP.

 ■ Bilateral trade flows were significant and positive for the two military-response types, and the 
lag is significant and negative. The story here seems similar to that of GDP: the United States 
is less likely to intervene in countries with which it has more trade, but intervening in this way 
increases trade.

The second specification adds information on the presence of foreign terrorist organizations 
(FTOs) in a country. Including this variable restricts the sample to events occurring in or after 
1997; hence, the large drop in the sample size:

 ■ The presence of an FTO is not significantly correlated with any kind of U.S. response for the 
years in which such information was collected by the United States.

6.  Interestingly, the coefficient for President Clinton is negative, and its magnitude is between that of 
the Bushes. However it is not significant.
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 ■ However, an important finding is that, when restricted to these years, the United States has never 
intervened with force in a country where an FTO was present. This finding could say more about 
the types of organizations designated as FTOs than about U.S. concern with terrorism.

Best Models
The best models combine statistically significant variables from the domestic factors and the stra-
tegic factors with the variables from the base model to test the results above for robustness using 
a probit model (see table F.1). The changes in significance for the base model variables are in line 
with the changes described in the sections on domestic and strategic variables:

 ■ The effect of regime type (policy score) remains robust for all but the two military-response 
types.

 ■ Per capita GDP and net bilateral aid flows remain significant for the response, intervention, 
and civilian intervention responses but are not significant for the military-response types.

The general finding is that these models do a better job of explaining U.S. response, U.S. in-
tervention, and civilian intervention than explaining military response and military intervention. 
This finding is unsurprising, given the scarcity of military responses.
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Table F.1. Factors Influencing U.S. Response Types
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