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Abstract

Under what conditions do states choose to use only air power? Air strikes are one of many tools

states use to promote their interests in the international system. Given that not all policy tools are

appropriate for all crises, we explore when states choose to use air strikes as a coercive tool. We

empirically test both common perceptions and newly derived hypotheses on the characteristics of

states that employ air-only campaigns and the settings in which they do so, using newly collected data

on the uses of air power during international crises between 1908 and 2006. Looking at the events that

trigger the crises and the salience of the issues at stake, alongside the characteristics of the states

involved, provides a clearer picture of when states use air power versus other coercive tools. Our

research indicates that air-only campaigns are more likely to be initiated by militarily powerful states,

but that in higher stakes crises, states are more likely to use ground troops or ground and air forces

in combination.
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“Air power may either end war or end civilization.”
– Winston Churchill, 1939

Introduction

Since the end of the Cold War, many states, including the
United States, have increased their reliance on air power.
In recent years, states have used air power in a variety of
ways and under a diverse set of circumstances. For exam-
ple, in the 1991 Persian Gulf War, the United States and
allies used air strikes in preparation for and in support
of ground forces. Used in this manner, air strikes func-
tioned as an additional tool available in pursuit of mili-
tary victory. Additionally, states often choose to engage in
air-only campaigns, in which they bomb targets in their
opponent’s homeland without deploying ground forces
(or deploying only a very limited number of military per-
sonnel in an advisory role) to operate in the target state.
The choice by North Atlantic Treaty Organization allies
to provide military support for Libyan rebels against the
Qaddafi regime is an example of such action. Used in this

way, air power functions less as a tool used within a wider
military campaign and more as a coercive instrument in
its own right.

Improved targeting technology and the ability to ap-
ply force in limited ways has increased the military ef-
fectiveness as well as the popularity of air power. How-
ever, it remains unclear whether such technical advances
have enhanced the strategic effectiveness of air strikes.
Assessing the effectiveness of air power becomes even
more complicated when domestic political constraints,
including their signaling effect to the target state, are also
considered. When leaders opt for air strikes alone, are
they looking to avoid paying the costs of a ground inva-
sion, or are they taking a step in an incremental coercive
process that signals a willingness to pay greater future
costs?

In light of such questions, this article focuses on air-
only campaigns and the choice to use them in an in-
ternational crisis. Air strikes can be appealing to states
because they allow them to militarily engage their ene-
mies more quickly, but in a more limited way and with a
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lower risk of casualties relative to using ground troops.
However, singular reliance on air campaigns may lead
to the perception of low resolve and low tolerance for
military costs. In other words, air-only campaigns have
a reputation for being preferred by low-resolve states,
unwilling to take on the casualties and other costs of
a ground intervention. This creates a paradox around
why states opt for air-only campaigns, as these campaigns
create advantages, but signal low resolve at the same
time.

To address this paradox, we explore the use of air
strikes in the context of international crisis escalation.We
choose to focus on crises, rather than war, in order to ex-
plore the role of air power as an informational tool in
conflict escalation. More than ever, Clausewitz’s (1984)
maxim that war is an extension of diplomacy holds true,
and modern military engagements seldom end on the bat-
tlefield. Armed conflict is subsequently part of a bargain-
ing process that does not stop when bombs begin falling.
Rather, when force is employed, both sides learn about
their opponents and the use of air strikes sends informa-
tion that shapes the final political settlement.

We begin with a brief review of the literature on cri-
sis escalation and the use of air power. We then present
our argument about when states will choose to use air
power over (or in conjunction with) other types of co-
ercion, how it relates to other popular expectations, and
when we expect each to hold true. Following this, we de-
scribe the research design and the new data we use to
test these hypotheses. Finally, we present the results and
discussion of implications for the study of foreign policy
behavior in the international system.

Crisis Escalation and Policy Choice

When an international crisis arises, leaders have a range
of coercive tools at their disposal, including traditional
diplomacy, economic sanctions, and military force.While
many leaders have the capability to use lethal force, such
actions seldom mark the beginning or end of a crisis. No-
tably, decisions regarding which coercive tools to employ
turn on a number of variables including the nature of
both the crisis and the state’s adversary. Subsequently,
policy choices must be considered within the context of
the broader crisis as similar actions provoke different re-
sponses from different adversaries.

During this crisis process, when might air strikes be
employed as one such tool? For effective coercion to
take place, states must be able to signal both willing-
ness and capacity to take actions necessary to gain com-
pliance (Jentleson 2000). As a crisis escalates, states are
forced to consider more intense levels of coercive pressure

in an attempt to gain the desired concessions (Baldwin
1985). However, this process notably retains a thresh-
old effect—tensions must rise to a certain level before
leaders will use force or even consider it. Disputes often
open with diplomatic action, and as political pressures
escalate, one or both states up the ante, thereby opting
to use stronger and more controversial (yet still falling
short of military force) coercive tools, such as economic
sanctions (Baldwin 1985; Morgan 1990; Drury 2001).
Should these actions fail to alter the positions of the two
sides and escalation increases, the use of military force is
likely (Snyder and Deising 1977; Leng 1993). In recent
years, however, states with the capability to do so have
increased their use of air strikes as an intermediate step
prior to committing ground troops.1

The reasoning behind using of air strikes as an in-
termediate step generally reflects a cross-benefit analysis.
During an international crisis, leaders must weigh the de-
sire to influence their opponent against the costs that their
supporters are willing to bear in order to gain such in-
fluence. Stated differently, states want to maximize their
coercive influence while also minimizing domestic costs
(Morgan and Palmer 2006). States prefer for a crisis to
end as quickly as possible while incurring the smallest
possible costs (Morgan and Palmer 2006). Leaders rec-
ognize the trade-off between the level of coercive pres-
sure applied (whether via sanctions, air strikes, or direct
military engagement) and the time needed to force con-
cessions. Economic sanctions regimes, for example, often
take time to put in place and to enforce, and while mili-
tary assault may not bring immediate results, aggressive
action can force the issue more quickly.

However, not all types of coercive pressure are ap-
propriate in all situations, as more intense disputes lead
opponents to use increasingly hostile forms of coercion.
But coercive actions backed by the threat of force (or
more force) are costly, and may reflect lower levels of
political acceptablility by domestic constitutents (Drury
2005). This has in turn increased the appeal of air strikes.
When used, leaders do not anticipate destroying all eco-
nomic, military, and political resources of the target,
but do see air strikes as indicating a higher level of co-
ercion. Unlike diplomacy or economic sanctions, they
can immediately damage the target’s military sufficiently
to make additional fighting an impossibility or destroy
enough resources to threaten the targeted leader’s hold on
power.

1 The psychological effect of air warfare is important. The
airplane has a shock effect that is intended to unnerve
an enemy and break the will to resist (Crane 1993).
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Once the parties resort to the use of force, military
conflict will continue so long as both sides are able to in-
flict costs on one another while absorbing costs inflicted
upon them (Slantchev 2003b). Damage is only mean-
ingful, however, if that damage or the threat of future
damage brings about a change in the adversary’s posi-
tion within the conflict and their behavior.2 Notably, as
the costs inflicted by an air campaign increase relative
to those absobed in return, the target’s ability to absorb
such costs should be diminished and result in altered be-
havior. This in turn leads to updated beliefs about one
another’s relative strength and resolve that changes the
nature and direction of the international crisis. In this
vein, states will continue to fight as long as they believe
that pursuing peace will mean accepting an unpalatable
settlement. However, diminished capabilities and/or di-
minished ability to impose costs against an adversary is a
reason to stop fighting, making air strikes a useful tool in
forcing a state to accept an otherwise unpalatable settle-
ment. In the section that follows, we discuss the particu-
lar conditions under which states elect to use air strikes
as an intermediate step during an international crises
in hopes of coercing such a change in their adversary’s
behavior.

Hypotheses on State Characteristics

Coercion involves raising the costs of resistance or di-
minishing the benefits of resistance to the point where an
adversary yields, despite having the capacity to resist. In
practice, all military missions have a coercive element to
them of course (Pape 1997).3 Air power, however, is a
foreign policy tool that has been uniquely utilized to af-
fect adversaries’ cost-benefit analysis in order to cause a
change in behavior, short of total destruction.

Asmentioned above,when choosing between coercive
foreign policy instruments, states will attempt to mini-
mize costs while maximizing payoffs. The nature of the
crisis as well as the nature of the target state will de-
termine their chosen strategy. The coercive tool selected
must be appropriate for the stakes of the crisis. Military
moves in a crisis should reflect the state’s resolve and the
scope of its crisis objectives (Craig and George 1995).
Domestic political institutions are likely drivers of these
policy choices and thus are the first factor we consider.

2 If inflicting high costs on the target always led to suc-
cessful campaigns, then long and destructive air cam-
paigns would always be successful, but we know this is
not necessarily the case (Allen 2007; Martinez Machain
2015).

3 For example, not since the War in the Pacific has the
United States fought a total war to defeat an enemy.

Maintaining a credible coercive strategy requires pub-
lic support, especially for democracies (Schultz 1999;
Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003). Democratic leaders
can suffer a loss of public support when coercive costs
rise—both in terms of blood and treasure. Thus, demo-
cratic leaders are less willing to engage in high-cost,
high-casualty foreign policy actions, all else being equal.
Futhermore, Caverley (2009/2010) notes that wealthy
industrialized democracies in particular tend to pursue
capital and firepower-intensive strategies. Domestic con-
straints prevent democracies from spending blood rather
than treasure, particularly when they fight low-stakes
wars. Under this logic, democracies would thus be more
likely to choose air-only campaigns as such operations do
not require boots on the ground, thereby minimizing the
risk of public backlash from military casualties.

Indeed, much previous work argues that democracies
prefer to use air-only campaigns over ground interven-
tions as a way to reduce casualties. Examining US uses
of force from 1981 to 2005, Eichenberg (2005) finds that
Americans, according to public opinion surveys, are more
supportive of air strikes than other military alternatives
including the use of ground troops. Pape (1996) provides
evidence that military and political leaders may choose
air power because of fears about casualties, believing
air power’s public appeal is related to the diminished
likelihood of American casualties and collateral damage.
Thus, the argument centers on the American public’s real
or perceived distaste for death as the causal factor driv-
ing the United State’s reliance on air power. Drawing on
such perceptions of low casualty tolerance, we highlight
the following common perception:

Popular Expectation: Democracies are more likely to
employ air-only campaigns instead of using ground
troops or joint forces as a coercive tool in a crisis.

This popular perception regarding the relationship
between democracies and the use of air power is based
on the idea that democracies are more likely to use air
power instead of a ground invasion to avoid higher costs.
Implicitly, this view restricts the choice of foreign pol-
icy tools to one between air power and a ground inter-
vention. However, in reality, states have a full menu of
policy choices when attempting to coerce one another
(Morgan and Palmer 2006). Given the range of both
more and less violent options, are democracies still more
likely to choose air power as a coercive tool than other
regimes?

Of the states that employ air power, autocracies and
democracies make up roughly equal proportions (Allen
2007). Building on the work of Morgan and Palmer
(2006), we argue that, contrary to common perceptions,
once we control for factors that influence the ability to
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use air power, democracies are no more likely than other
regimes to use air-only campaigns. Alternatively, we posit
that power, political stability, and wealth are the drivers
of the decision to use air strikes, rather than regime type.

To arrive at this conclusion, we consider two points.
First, we must ascertain whether democratic states are
more likely to choose air power over other military and
nonmilitary forms of coercion. In the previous section,we
acknowledge that democratic publics drive the political
limits on the use of all types of force. Even though air-
only campaigns may have a lower probability of creating
casualties for the attacker, relative to the use of ground
forces, air strikes can lead to collateral damage in the tar-
get country. Civilian deaths (whether intentional or inad-
vertent) in the target state can damage popular support
for military action and the political leadership in charge
(Cronin 2014). For this reason, democratic leaders may
actually choose options that are less likely to create vis-
ible civilian casualties in the target state, such as diplo-
macy or economic sanctions.4

Second, we must ascertain whether democracies are
more likely to favor air power over ground forces (or
combined operations) once the state has made the deci-
sion to use force and bear the costs. On this issue, recent
scholarship has found the American public to be more
tolerant of casualties than previously thought when both
the chances of success and the stakes of the conflict are
high (Gartner and Segura 1998; Feaver and Gelpi 2004;
Feaver, Gelpi, and Reifler 2006). Gartner (2008) suggests
that the rate of casualties, rather than just the overal num-
ber of casualties, may also be influential. Therefore, we
expect a smaller reluctance to use ground forces than
the conventional wisdom would suggest due to their po-
tential for creating a higher rate of casualties. As be-
fore, we argue that this logic may be extended to other
democracies, given that it is based on democratic insti-
tutional characteristics. We know that democracies are
not more pacific than autocracies in their general inter-
actions, only in their interactions with each other (e.g.,
Russett et al. 1995). Thus, if the issue at stake has been
determined to be one in which some form of force will be
used, we expect democracies to be no more reluctant to
use ground forces over air power than autocracies with

4 We recognize that the economic hardship caused by
economic sanctions can also lead civilian deaths in the
target country, but given that this is an issue of percep-
tion, we do not believe that these deaths would have as
large of an effect on public perception of the leader as
deaths through aerial bombing (Drury, Olson, and Van
Belle 2005).

similar capabilities. We posit the following alternative
hypothesis:

H1: Democracies are no more likely than autocracies to
employ air power as a coercive tool in a crisis, relative to
other coercive tools.

While we argue that democratic regime type will not
be a key determinant of the use of air-only campaigns, we
recognize that domestic factors do matter when leaders
are reacting in a crisis, even for nondemocratic leaders.
When states engage in an international conflict, they face
a trade-off between spending resources abroad on the
conflict effort (and providing the public good of a foreign
policy victory) and retaining those resources for domes-
tic distribution to their constitutents (Bueno de Mesquita
et al. 2003). While Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003)
find that democratic states are more likely to expend re-
sources on a war effort than their autocratic counter-
parts, all leaders prefer to conduct their international
coercion (war or otherwise) at the lowest cost with the
greatest payoff (Morgan and Palmer 2006).

Air-only campaigns should thus appeal to capital-
intensive states. Although capital and labor are imper-
fect replacements during a crisis, capital-intensive states
are more likely to choose a coercive tactic that is capital-
heavy, such as an air-only campaign, over a labor-
intensive ground invasion as it speaks to their compar-
ative advantage. Notably, we do recognize that there is a
correlation between democracy and capital-intensive co-
ercive tactics. As Merom (2003) notes, democracies more
often build firepower intensive, low-manpower militaries
to reduce the exposure to risks of soldiers and therefore
minimize the costs to the median voter. Stated differently,
democratic leaders shift the burden of providing for na-
tional defense onto the rich by employing capital as a sub-
stitute for military labor (Caverley 2009/2010).However,
capital rich and labor poor autocracies similarly benefit
from exploiting their comparative advantage by utilizing
capital for coercive purposes. Air strikes in 2015 by Saudi
Arabia in Yemen are one such example.

Significantly, regardless of regime type, wealthier,
more capital-intensive states are more likely to use
capital-heavy coercion strategies including air-only cam-
paigns. We thus derive our second hypothesis:

H2: States with greater wealth are more likely to employ
air power than ground troops or nonviolent methods as
a coercive tool in a crisis.

State policy choices are additionally constrained by
their natural resources. States endowed with significant
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resources will have a broader range of options (Clark
and Reed 2005; Morgan and Palmer 2006; Clark,
Nordstrom, and Reed 2008). Given that leaders of more
powerful states will have an absolute advantage direct-
ing the use of most policy instruments, their goal will
be to select policy instruments that yield the great-
est leverage for the lowest cost (Morgan and Palmer
2006). In other words, the leaders of powerful states will
choose those foreign policy instruments that they hold
a comparative advantage in relative to their immediate
opponent(s).

In terms of coercion, some of the more violent coer-
cive foreign policy tools are available only to the most
militarily powerful states. In particular, air power has
high entry costs that are only available to the most eco-
nomically powerful states.While many states in the inter-
national system have an air force as part of their armed
forces, only states with the highest military expenditures
have an air force that is capable of effective coercion
through an air-only campaign (for example, having the
ability to project air power beyond neighboring states
requires aircraft carriers, aerial refueling, or foreign air
bases, all of which are exclusive to militarily powerful
states). Militarily powerful states are able to invest in
the development of high-tech weaponry and can employ
those weapons in amyriad of ways. Poorer states andmil-
itarily weaker states are less likely to employ air strikes
because the monetary costs to this type of warfare are
higher.

In addition, the relative military strength of the at-
tacker and target may influence the attacker’s coercive
choices. Previous work has found that powerful states
may be more likely to (mistakenly) use coercive diplo-
macy in an attempt to intimidate weak states (Drury
2005). Furthermore, states do not always mobilize their
full power in order to fight with strong states los-
ing about 25 percent of the wars they fight (Sullivan
2007).5

What does this mean for the use of air-only cam-
paigns? We argue that more militarily powerful states are
significantly more likely than their opponents to choose
bounded violent escalation—to escalate to violent forms
of coercion, but to keep the conflict limited via interme-
diary tactics including air power.More aggressive behav-
ior can make the states’ threats more credible (Slantchev
2003a). Subsequently, powerful states may take advan-
tage of their greater military capabilities and utilize air

5 Notably, Merom (2003) argues that only strong democ-
racies lose to weaker opponents, but Sullivan (2007)
finds this pattern regardless of regime type.

strikes without incurring the costs of mobilizing their full
military power.6

We thus derive our third hypothesis—states that are
more militarily powerful than their opponent will be
more likely to use air-only campaigns, in response to both
less aggressive approaches such as diplomacy and more
violent ones such as a joint force intervention:

H3: States that are militarily stronger compared to the
coercive target are more likely to employ air power than
ground troops or joint forces as a coercive tool in a crisis.

Hypothesis on Issue Salience

Credibility is at a premium in crisis bargaining, and for
this reason, we consider the message that air power sends
to targeted states. In such situations, all states desire to
send signals that indicate a high level of resolve because,
not surprisingly, threats made by highly resolved states
are more likely to be successful. Notably, the accuracy of
such resolve is not important—not all states are highly
resolved, yet all states hope to signal that they are. This
in turn makes the credibility of such threats difficult to
send and receive (Fearon 1994). Coercive powers must
be able to signal a willingness and capacity to take the ac-
tions needed to gain compliance (Jentleson 2000). More
hostile interactions between nations indicate higher lev-
els of tension. As tensions rise, so do the costs of inaction
as well as the benefits of action. Tensions must rise to a
certain level before leaders will use force or even consider
it. Using limited force (and a willingness to absorb costs)
can thus theoretically signal a high level of resolve. But
in practice, the decision to use air strikes raises questions
about the credibility of such a lower commitment coer-
cive tool. When states employ air strikes, what type of
signal are they sending?

States employing air power are motivated by the de-
sire that such action is seen by targets as a signal of
resolve. Using air power demonstrates a willingness to

6 Air power can be used successfully by powerful states
in small wars, but these conflicts present unique chal-
lenges. Typically, small wars are wars of choice. The
strong states’ aims are limited or political, and success
often requires the weak actor’s compliance (Caverley
2009/2010). When stronger states seek political objec-
tives that require compliance (such as policy chances)
from theweaker state, materially weaker states can use
“resolute noncompliance” to defeat their opponents
(Sullivan 2007). When the political goals can be met us-
ing brute force, stronger states can impose theirwill and
gain victory more easily.
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use deadly force, and so states want such action to in-
dicate keen interest in the issue driving the crisis situa-
tion. Therefore, we posit that air-only campaigns actually
have more in common with less violent (and less costly
in terms of risk to domestic constitutents) foreign pol-
icy tools such as economic sanctions. In other words, a
state’s willingness to use sanctions may be a better indi-
cator of its willingness to use an air-only campaign than
an air-only campaign would be an indicator of a state’s
willingness to introduce ground troops into a conflict.

A final factor determining the use of air power in a
crisis is the type of demand that accompanies the cri-
sis. For coercion to succeed, coercive powers must care-
fully consider the nature of the demand made of the
adversary, including the size, credibility, and strength of
the accompanying threat, and the magnitude of the ad-
versary’s desire to resist the demand (George, Hall, and
Simons 1971; George and Simon 1994). These three
factors are each interrelated and mutually reinforcing.
Smaller demands are easier to achieve with only a lim-
ited commitment of forces. If air-only campaigns do have
more in commonwith economic sanctions, we should ex-
pect them to be used more often than joint forces when
issue salience is low. Because adversaries may see the use
of air power as a lack of commitment (which would hin-
der the credibility of an attacker’s threat) (Pape 1996),
air power alone is unlikely to deliver large concessions.
Ground troops may be required to demonstrate sufficient
resolve to make credible large demands.

By way of example, the United States attempted to
achieve limited demands with limited force in places
like Haiti, Somalia, the Balkans, and Iraq (Byman and
Waxman 2002). The recognition of lower salience within
these conflicts negatively affected coercive credibility. The
fact that air strikes do not necessarily require large scale
public and allied support for the United States to carry
them out can be a double-edged sword for credible co-
ercion. When goals are limited, air power is especially
attractive, and for powerful nations, air power can be a
means to overcome coalition constraints or limits created
by a lack of support in the international community. Like-
wise, the range and versatility of air strikes make them a
potent weapon in this type of situation. However, the de-
sire to keep the conflict limited may also be perceived by
others as a coercive weakness, with such circumstances
doing little to enhance credibility and leading to the per-
ception that air power is used when the stakes and issue
salience are low.

High stakes situations make states more likely to esca-
late to violent conflict. States that are existentially threat-
ened or that face significant territorial disputes are more
willing to use force against a rival (see Holsti 1991; Diehl

1992; Goertz and Diehl 1992; Brecher 1993; Vasquez
1993; Senese 1996; Hensel 2001). Even outside of war-
fare, recent work has found that issue salience can deter-
mine the success of other coercive foreign policy tools
including economic sanctions (Ang and Peksen 2007).
Here, both the popular perception and our argument line
up and suggest our final hypothesis:

H4: Relative to ground troops or joint forces, air power
is less likely to be used when issue salience is high.

Data and Methods

The exisiting literature on air power in international
crises has suffered unit-of-analysis problems, making the
development of a clear and measurable unit of analysis
a major contribution of this article. Pape (1996), for ex-
ample, focuses on war as the unit of analysis, a choice
criticized by numerous scholars including Watts (1997),
Mueller (1998), Horowitz and Reiter (2001), and Allen
(2007)—all of whom offer corrections or supplements to
such prior work. Pape’s list of cases includes both inter-
and intrastate wars and most notably explicates the im-
pact of extrastate wars (e.g., Algerian War of Indepen-
dence). However, although adding conceptual clarity, the
inclusion of these three types of conflict inhibits method-
ological clarity by muddying the inferences and conclu-
sions that can be drawn from the results. One proposed
solution is to carry out the analysis at the operational
level, focusing on how air power is used in a particular
campaign rather than why.While this method works well
for modern Western militaries, it is not suitable for con-
texts where conflicts are often ongoing and clear lines do
not exist between different operations.

In hopes of providing greater inferential clarity, this
project does two things. First, it delineates a clear and
rigorous universe of cases. Rather than looking for cases
of air power as a starting point, the approach used in
the past, we began by looking at international crises gen-
erally and then examined how force was employed dur-
ing the crisis. By beginning with an established universe
of cases based on the Interstate Crisis Behavior dataset,
the likelihood of selection effects by only collecting the
most well-known or largest air campaigns is diminished.
Additionally, the list of ICBs was cross-referenced with
a list of cases included in previous studies, alongside the
case histories provided on the ICB website. This was fur-
ther checked using a basic keyword search conducted via
LexisNexis. If either the ICB case histories or journalistic
sources provided evidence of the use of air power, pri-
mary and secondary sources were then sought for addi-
tional information in order to create a short case history
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of the use of airpower in a given crisis.7 This process de-
termined whether or not air power was utilized at any
point in a given crisis and how the air power was em-
ployed, including whether or not it was part of a broader
military effort.8

Second, this project uses the international crisis as the
unit of analysis. By focusing on crises, we analyze short,
acute events rather than the totality of potentially lengthy
wars. This directly addresses the question—what do lead-
ers choose to do when faced with intense crisis pressures
and why? As mentioned above, this universe of cases is
drawn from the International Conflict Behavior dataset
(Brecher 1993) and covers the period from 1918 to 2006.
Because we are interested in the choices made by individ-
ual states, we employ the ICB2 Actor Level data (Brecher
and Wilkenfeld 2000).

The dependent variable—use of air power during an
international crisis—is a trichotomous categorical vari-
able ranging from 0 (no force) to 2 (a military ef-
fort involving ground troops). We focus on the middle
category—cases where air power is used minus ground
forces. We employ the foreign policy substitutability lit-
erature (Morgan and Palmer 2006) to explore this deci-
sion making process—how do leaders attempt to select
the most efficient policy tool for a given situation and
why? To this end, we employ an independent multino-
mial probit model to reflect unordered categories of pol-
icy options (Alvarez and Nagler 1998; Kropko 2007).9

Information about the distribution of the capabilities and
regime type of the states employing these strategies can
be found in the supplemental materials.

Independent Variables

When considering the choices states make about how and
when to use force, we draw on variables highlighted by
the escalation and use-of-force literatures. In particular,
drawing on the hypotheses discussed above, the likely

7 For coalitionwarfare, we defer to ICB’s definitions of the
crisis actors. We assess whether each individual actor
is an active participant in the air campaign. A full bibli-
ography for the data collection can be requested from
the authors.

8 For the purposes of this article, we focus only on non-
remotely piloted aircraft rather than drone strikes.

9 Admittedly, this is an imperfect modeling strategy that
does not deal perfectly with the selection process that
is occurring concerning the choice to use force, which
may be a distinct decision from the choice of which mil-
itary tool to use. As a robustness check, we include in
the supplementary files, in Tables A1 and A2, the results
of multinomial logit models. Results remain similar.

drivers of the decision to use air strikes include power,
wealth, regime type, and issue salience.

Wealthy states have a broader range of options than
do poor ones (Clark, Nordstrom and Reed 2008), and
they possess greater influence in the international system
(Morgan and Palmer 2006). Poor states are less likely to
have the capability to use air strikes and are less likely
to employ force of any kind to resolve conflict. Wealth is
commensurate with the level of economic development
in the crisis state and is measured by energy consumption
drawn from the Correlates of War National Capabilities
dataset (Singer, Bremer, and Stuckey 1972). Because the
relative strength of the crisis actors is also important, we
include the power differential score calculated as part of
the International Crisis Behavior (ICB) dataset (Brecher
et al. 2017).

In light of the literature surrounding democracies and
the likelihood of interstate war, we consider how regime
type affects a state’s choice of coercive foreign policy tool.
As discussed above, the suggestion is that democratic
states will be less likely to employ the use of air strikes. In
order to test this, we include an indicator for regime type,
based on Polity IV scores, with a score of 6 on the autoc-
democ scale functioning as the threshold for democracy
(Marshall and Jaggers 2002).10 Further, we consider the
possibility that a uniquely democratic dyad will be less
likely to escalate to violence generally. To control for this
effect, we included a dichotomous joint democracy vari-
able, coded 1 if both states in a crisis are democratic and
0 for otherwise.

Issue salience may further affect how difficult a cri-
sis will be to resolve. When the nature of the threat is
existential, violence is much more likely than if the is-
sue at hand is, for example, largely economic (Holsti
1991; Diehl 1992; Goertz and Diehl 1992; Brecher 1993;
Vasquez 1993; Senese 1996; Hensel 2001). We suggest
that air strikes, although a means of escalation, are gen-
erally viewed as a signal of low resolve more in line with
economic sanctions than with group troops. To test this,
we include the ICB dataset variable, coded from 0 (eco-
nomic threat) to 6 (threat to existence).11

Lastly, we include a number of control variables ex-
pected to affect the willingness of states to use different
coercive tools during a crisis. We first consider the loca-
tion of the crisis, as states are more likely to employ air

10 The results presented are robust to other thresholds for
democracy.

11 In the original coding of the variable, an eighth
category—other—was also included but it did not fol-
low the ordering of salience that the other values indi-
cate, so those ten cases were recoded as missing.
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Table 1. Summary statistics

Variable Mean Std. dev. Min. Max. N

Dependent variable 0.548 0.840 0 2 994
Capabilities 0.034 0.062 0 0.384 981
Power differential 4.105 24.006 –42 179 864
Polity score –0.523 7.592 –10 10 926
Joint democracy 0.05 0.219 0 1 994
ln(energy consumption) 9.439 3.15 0 15.52 961
Crisis location 1.737 1.046 1 4 994
Issue salience 3.302 1.502 0 6 984
Number of actors 6.418 4.843 1 34 994
Protracted crisis 0.589 0.492 0 1 994

power when the crisis is taking place further away from
their own territory. This variable is drawn from the ICB
data and coded ordinally to reflect distance from the crisis
actor to the place where the crisis is occurring—1 (home
territory), 2 (subregion), 3 (same continent), and 4 (else-
where)12 (Brecher 1993). We also consider whether the
number of actors in the crisis is related to the decision
to escalate violence. This variable, also pulled from the
ICB dataset, provides analysis regarding whether or not
the crisis is part of a broader protracted conflict (Brecher
1993).The data used in this article span 1918–2006, dur-
ing which time there were 994 crisis actors. Notably, the
majority of these crisis actors did not use force as a means
of crisis resolution. However, air strikes alone were uti-
lized ninety times, and ground forces (including on rare
occasions, naval forces) were employed on their own 134
times. A mixture of air strikes and ground forces were
used ninety-four times. Descriptive statistics are provided
in Table 1.

Results

Due to the comparative nature of our hypotheses, we es-
timate two separate multinomial probit models, one with
diplomatic action (nonmilitary) as the reference category
and a second one with military action, including ground
troops, as the reference category. The results for both
models are presented in Table 2. The standard errors are
clustered by crisis actors in order to correct for the pos-
sibility of heterogeneity. Looking first at the control vari-
ables, our findings suggest that more coercive action (ei-
ther air power or combined forces, as compared to diplo-
matic approaches) is more likely to be used in protracted

12 While elsewhere includes any distance not encapsu-
lated by the prior three categories, it generally reflects
distance overseas. By way of example, the Korean War
in the 1950s for the United States is coded as elsewhere.

conflicts. Ground forces are more likely to be used (rela-
tive to both air power and diplomacy) as the number of
crisis actors increases. Likewise, joint democracy makes
the use of either air strikes or military action with ground
troops less likely, relative to nonviolent actions.However,
the location of the crisis does not appear to determine the
coercive method chosen.

Turning to our hypotheses, we find support for our
first hypothesis that democracies are no more likely to
use air strikes, relative to either diplomatic solutions or
combined forces, than other regime types. As suggested
by Hypothesis 2, we also find that wealthier states are
more likely to use air-only campaigns but less likely to use
ground forces in comparison to no force. As predicted by
Hypothesis 3,we find that relatively more powerful states
(relationships where the power differential is greater) are
more likely to use air power instead of ground troops in
a conflict. Finally, in line with both popular expectations
and our fourth hypothesis, as the issue salience of the cri-
sis increases, states are less likely to use air strikes alone
than as part of a military action involving ground troops.

These findings have important policy implications.
Potential targets may well be aware that air strikes
are a signal of lower interest and lower resolve. See-
ing air strikes alone as a response in a crisis situation
may subsequently embolden a weaker adversary to hold
out in a crisis, rather than make concessions, believing
that only states willing to use ground troops are suffi-
ciently resolved to force concessions. To maximize coer-
cive effectiveness, states may need to use air strikes as a
complement to ground forces, rather than simply as an
intermediary substitute in hopes of avoiding more costly
military efforts.To further explore the effect of these key
variables on the decision to use air power during a cri-
sis, we present the marginal effects of energy consump-
tion, polity scores, and issue salience. In Figures 1–3 be-
low, we present the predicted probabilities of a state
selecting an air-only campaign versus an intervention
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Table 2 Multinomial probit results

Air vs. nonviolent Ground vs. Nonviolent Air vs. ground

Power differential 0.003 (0.003) –0.005 (0.003) 0.007** (0.003)
Polity score 0.024 (0.017) 0.007 (0.013) 0.017 (0.021)
Joint democracy –0.855** (0.407) –1.469** (0.585) 0.614 (0.658)
ln(energy consumption) 0.100*** (0.035) –0.081*** (0.030) 0.181*** (0.040)
Crisis location –0.114 (0.104) –0.034 (0.118) –0.080 (0.114)
Issue salience –0.012 (0.053) 0.233*** (0.064) –0.245*** (0.075)
Number of actors 0.001 (0.021) 0.105*** (0.017) –0.104*** (0.019)
Protracted crisis 0.654*** (0.239) 1.049*** (0.228) –0.395 (0.285)
Intercept –2.701*** (0.372) –2.424*** (0.365) –0.278 (0.456)
N 793
Log-likelihood –538.3
χ2
(16) 196.211

Note: Significance levels: † = 10 percent, ∗∗ = 5 percent, ∗ ∗ ∗ = 1 percent.

Figure 1. Predicted probabilities, across energy consumption

involving ground troops as a way to visualize the com-
parative nature of the model. In each of the figures, the
y-axis reflects the predicted probability of a state using a
coercive foreign policy tool of interest (air power or ac-
tion involving ground troops). All three figures are based
on the results from the model where no force is the base-
line category. To calculate the predicted probabilities, we
held all other variables constant at their median. The fig-
ures all present 95 percent confidence intervals around
their estimates and were created using the “margins” and
“marginsplot” commands in Stata.

In Figure 1, the x-axis is the natural log of energy con-
sumption by the state. Figure 1 shows that an increase in
wealth, represented by energy consumption, increases the
likelihood of using an air-only campaign (represented by
the dotted line) in a statistically significant way. Notably,
increased wealth is further associated with a decrease in
the likelihood of using ground troops (represented by the

solid line). This provides support for Hypothesis 2 that
wealthier states are more likely to use air power, rather
than either diplomacy or ground forces, during a crisis.

In Figure 2, the x-axis is the state’s Polity 2 score,
where higher values represent more democratic states.
Figure 2 shows that regime type does not have a statisti-
cally significant effect on the choice to use either air-only
campaigns or air compaigns involving ground troops as
coercive instruments. This null finding runs counter to
the popular perception that democracies are more likely
to use air-only campaigns as a peaceful alternative rela-
tive to their autocratic counterparts. Instead, it provides
support for Hypothesis 1—democratic states are nomore
likely than autocracies to employ air power as a coercive
tool during a crisis.

Finally, in Figure 3 the x-axis is issue salience, where
lower values represent lower levels of issue saliency
during the crisis. This figure indicates that increased issue
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Figure 2. Predicted probabilities, across Polity II scores

Figure 3. Predicted probabilities, across issue salience

salience does have a significant positive effect on the like-
lihood of using ground forces, but not air power.13 This
finding confirms Hypothesis 4 and the popular percep-
tion that, when states find themselves in a high-salience
crisis, they are less likely to rely on air power alone and
more likely to engage ground forces. As a matter of con-
text, however, it is noteworthy that the most powerful
states are less likely to face high-salience threats, defined
as existential threats against their own territory or pop-
ulation. When otherwise strong states are involved in
such high-salience crises, more often than not, they are
the attacker or are defending an ally facing an existen-
tial threat. Regardless, it should not be taken lightly that

13 In Figure A1 of the supplementary files, we show the
substantive effects of issue salience on the different
policy tools when the baseline category is the use of
ground troops, as represented in Table 3.

strong states are willing to utilize ground troops along-
side air power when they respond.

Conclusion and Future Directions

In this article, we explore the role of air power as a co-
ercive tool, focusing explicitly on the decision to use air
strikes over both violent and nonviolent alternatives. We
test popular perceptions about the use of air strikes and
find that many of them do not hold up empirically. The
findings in this article reinforce previous work by Clark
and Reed (2005) regarding factors that drive foreign pol-
icy substitution, including specifically wealth and mili-
tary capabilities. As predicted by our hypotheses, air-only
campaigns are more frequently used by wealthy states
against militarily weaker opponents. Contrary to popu-
lar perception about the cost sensitivity of democracies,
regime type is not a critical factor in the decision to use
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air power, once wealth and military capability are taken
into account.

Furthermore, we find that air-only campaigns may ac-
tually have more in common with nonviolent coercive
instruments, including economic sanctions, than they do
with other military actions, such as ground invasions. In
line with current research, air power is more likely to be
used in low-salience crises, suggesting that states use air
strikes as a means of escalation. However, they are not
necessarily a harbinger of an impending ground invasion
as states are likely aware of the limited signal of resolve
sent by an air-only campaign and that high-salience crises
cannot be resolved in their favor without a stronger sig-
nal of resolve.

Much of the existing research has focused on whether
or not a particular method or tool of coercion “works.”
However, such an approach is overly limiting, as no tool
of influence can work in every situation. Beyond effec-
tiveness, we need to consider the context in which foreign
policy tools are used. Such efforts have permeated work
on economic sanctions and have the potential to be just
as important and illuminating for work on air strikes and
other forms of limited force.

This article adds to both the literatures on air power
as a coercive tool and on foreign policy substitutability
by conceptualizing of the choice to use air power not as
an isolated one (as previous work has done), but as a re-
lational one contingent on the viability and usefulness of
nonviolent alternatives and the use of ground troops. No
type of coercive instrument is an easy foreign policy tool
to wield because it allows the adversary to make a choice
(Freedman 1998). The threats made by the coercer are
not the only consideration in a target’s decision calculus.
Subsequently, a state’s choice will depend on the targets’s
perceptions of the situation, as well as factors not be
readily apparent to the coercive state, including domestic
pressures against concessions. Our research and findings
here add critical value and understanding to this deci-
sion calculus. Furthermore, we add to the call for build-
ing models that explicitly consider the substitutability of
coercive tools despite the empirical challenges involved.
Future work should continue to build on efforts that
explore how coercive tools can and do work together.
Morgan, Palmer, and Zaccariello (2010) find that mili-
tary force and economic sanctions are more often used
as complements rather than substitutes, as do Clark and
Reed (2005). Consider this: what impacts do air strikes
have on diplomatic efforts, including the peace process in
Bosnia or Serbian violence against Kosovo?

In terms of research on air power as a coercive tool,
one important future direction is to carefully consider the
organization of the data. This project contributes to this

portion of the literature by using the crisis as the unit of
analysis. Focusing on the crisis, rather than war, as much
previous work has done, allows us to understand the de-
cision to use air power before a conflict has escalated into
violence. Further, the increased use of drone strikes al-
lows for the possibility of future research addressing the
coercive capacity of aerial campaigns. Are the credibility
issues that air-only campaigns have exacerbated by the
use of remotely piloted aircraft? Do the same predictors
of air-only campaigns hold for drones strikes as well?

We believe that the next step in this research agenda
should be to consider the decision to use air power in a
dyadic context.While we offer some preliminary analysis
of this dynamic by considering the relative capabilities
of the target and how that might affect the decision to
use air power, further consideration is needed regarding
how the actions of a target state may influence the type
of coercive tool used against it. Our main focus in this
project is on the strategic choices made within the states
involved, but the strategic dynamics between the states
are also likely to be influential to the manner in which
these international crises are resolved.

Supplementary Information

Supplementary information is available at the Journal of
Global Security Studies data archive.
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