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Realists assume that individuals are obsessed with relative gains and that cooperation is the exception
rather than the norm in international relations. In contrast, liberal institutionalists assume that, in many situa-
tions, individuals are motivated by absolute gains. These critical assumptions are examined. Results show
that the salience of relative gains varies with the beliefs of the individual, the nature of the opponent, and the
context of the situation, and that individuals often employ alternative pure strategies (e.g., equity) or mixed
strategies (e.g., relative gains in the domain of gains and absolute gains in the domain of losses). Decision
strategies (e.g., relative gains, absolute gains, joint gains, equality, and altruism) are linked to the growing
constructivist literature in international relations.

How do everyday citizens make sense of international events such as the rise of
China? Do they view the change with apprehension or do they see it as an opportunity
to be taken advantage of? Although major theories of international relations such as
realism and liberalism suggest appropriate responses, these theories implicitly or
explicitly focus on decisions by the political elite. Do everyday citizens respond in a
similar manner? What beliefs do they hold, and how do these beliefs influence their
willingness to cooperate in the rapidly changing international environment?

Realists argue that power is by definition a relative concept and, due to the anarchi-
cal nature of the international system, any gain in power by one state represents an
inherent threat to its neighbors. Realists, therefore, assume that any potential exchange
between states must exactly preserve the preexisting balance of power (i.e., realists
focus on relative gains). In contrast, liberal institutionalists assume that individuals
will accept any agreement that makes the state better off (i.e., they focus on absolute
gains). This article probes these critical assumptions and demonstrates how the
salience of relative gains varies with individual beliefs, the nature of the adversary, and
the context of the situation.

394

AUTHOR’S NOTE: This research was supported by a grant from the University of Pennsylvania
Research Foundation. I thank Erick Duschesne, Avery Goldstein, Joseph Grieco, Ted Hopf, Dan Reiter,
Anne Sartori, Lynn Warner, Claude Welch, and Frank Zinni for commenting on earlier drafts. I would also
like to thank Ross Winston and Boris Zlotnikov for developing the computer programs used in this project
and Bruce Newsome for research assistance.

JOURNAL OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION, Vol. 46 No. 3, June 2002 394-426
© 2002 Sage Publications



The central hypotheses are tested using a series of surveys with both students and
nonstudents. Four central findings emerge from the analysis. First, the importance of
relative gains varies significantly across participants. Individuals with strong realist
belief systems are much more likely to stress the importance of relative gains than indi-
viduals with strong idealist belief systems. Second, the nature of the opponent strongly
influences the salience of relative gains. States that are viewed as an economic or mili-
tary threat are more likely to trigger concerns about relative gains than nonthreatening
states. Third, the context of the situation strongly influences the importance of relative
gains. The importance of relative gains was higher for security issues than nonsecurity
issues. Moreover, participants carefully distinguished military (but not economic)
threats from economic (but not military) threats. Fourth, individuals often employ
alternative strategies (e.g., equity) or mixed strategies (e.g., relative gains in the
domain of gains and absolute gains in the domain of losses) in place of a “pure” rela-
tive-gains or absolute-gains strategy.

REALISTS AND LIBERAL INSTITUTIONALISTS

Realists, both classical and structural, argue that cooperation should be rare in an
international system characterized by anarchy (Carr 1939; Morgenthau 1948; Waltz
1979; Mearsheimer 1994-95). Without a central body to protect states and enforce
bilateral agreements, states must rely on themselves for survival and growth. The mili-
tary and economic power of other states, therefore, represents a constant threat
because intentions can never be known with certainty and nothing in anarchy prevents
a state from using military force to resolve disputes (Copeland 2000). Jervis (1978)
argues that this environment encourages spirals of hostility and arms races, even
among states satisfied with the status quo.

Liberal institutional theorists have challenged the pessimistic conclusions of real-
ism by demonstrating how cooperation can emerge even after adopting the central
assumptions of realism (Keohane and Nye 1977; Stein 1982; Krasner 1983; Axelrod
1984; Keohane 1984; Oye 1986). Liberal institutionalists accept the realist assump-
tions that state leaders are rational actors driven by self-interest rather than collective
interests (i.e., national welfare rather than global welfare). However, they argue that
realists err by implicitly modeling the world using the classic single-play prisoner’s
dilemma, which is displayed in Figure 1. In a single-play prisoner’s dilemma, a state
leader has two choices: cooperate with an opponent or defect on him. The payoff struc-
ture makes defection a dominant strategy for both players because defecting always
offers a higher payoff regardless of the strategy selected by the opponent. The symmet-
rical nature of the game implies that the equilibrium or expected outcome for the sin-
gle-play prisoner’s dilemma game is “defect-defect” (i.e., no cooperation).

Liberal institutionalists argue that, in most instances, the international environment
is more akin to an iterated game in which the players, who are free to communicate ver-
bally or tacitly, interact over and over. Mutual cooperation in this environment can be
rational because the sum of relatively small cooperative payoffs over time can be
greater than the gain from a single attempt to exploit one’s opponent followed by an
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endless series of mutual defections.1 Moreover, international regimes can increase the
probability of cooperation by providing information, reducing transaction costs, and
generating the expectation of cooperation among members (Krasner 1983).

Realists have responded with a vigorous counterattack. Grieco (1988a, 1888b,
1990) has challenged the institutional theorists by claiming that they have not adopted
all the central assumptions of realism. The institutionalist framework, which draws
heavily on models from economics, is based on the assumption that states are inter-
ested in absolute gains.2 That is, state leaders will accept any accord that makes the
state better off regardless of the gain achieved by any other state. However, power is by
definition a relative concept (Dahl 1957). According to realists, any increase in power
by the Soviet Union during the cold war translated into a decrease in the power of the
United States. Grieco argues that concern over relative gains greatly restricts the num-
ber of possible agreements because all gains must be distributed in a manner that
exactly preserves the preexisting balance of power.

Realists assume that state leaders are primarily concerned with relative gains; lib-
eral institutionalists claim that under many, but certainly not all circumstances, state
leaders focus on absolute gains. Powell (1991, 229) argues that these expectations or
beliefs are theoretical questions: “the question of whether states maximize absolute
gains or are concerned about relative gains is empirically meaningless. The real ques-
tion is, which assumption about state preferences is more useful?” In other words,
which model predicts state behavior better? Although testing the predictions of mod-
els is often the most preferred approach (Lave and March 1975), the complex nature of
the models proposed by formal theorists such as Powell (1991) and Snidal (1991) have
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Player B
Cooperate Defect          Preference Order

2 1 1. DC: Defect-Cooperate (best)
      Cooperate

2 4 2. CC: Cooperate-Cooperate
Player A

4 3 3. DD: Defect-Defect
      Defect

1 3 4. CD: Cooperate-Defect (worst)

Figure 1: The Prisoner’s Dilemma
NOTE: In each quadrant, the lower left payoff is for Player A and the upper right payoff is for Player B.

1. Axelrod (1984, 15) explains this only occurs if the discount parameter is sufficiently high.
2. The Pareto criterion states that any agreement that makes one party better off without the second

party’s being made worse off is strictly preferred. The criterion implies we should see movement toward the
Pareto optimum. The focus in much of economics is, therefore, on absolute gains rather than on the distribu-
tion of gains.



inhibited direct testing of their arguments.3 Moreover, Keohane (1993) explicitly
rejects Powell’s position when he argues that the balance of relative versus absolute
gains is a variable (rather than a constant), which can be altered by systemic, domestic,
and even individual-level factors.

The purpose of this article is threefold: (1) to evaluate the distribution of beliefs
(absolute gains versus relative gains) across individuals, (2) to identify the degree to
which these beliefs vary as the context of the interaction is altered, and (3) to explore
the possibility that individuals use other strategies to guide decision making. In the fol-
lowing section, I present the central hypotheses that are empirically tested in the
remainder of the study. I then present two separate studies that test the validity of the
central hypotheses. In the final section, I highlight key findings of the research project
and directions for future research.

CENTRAL HYPOTHESES

Realists such as Grieco (1988a) contend that the structure of the international sys-
tem and the relative nature of power compel political leaders to view the world in rela-
tive terms:

According to realists, states worry that today’s friend may be tomorrow’s enemy in war,
and fear that achievements of joint gains that advantage a friend in the present might pro-
duce a more dangerous potential foe in the future. As a result states must give serious
attention to the gains of partners. (p. 118)4

Logically, there should be no individual variation in beliefs because the anarchical
structure of the international system drives behavior and this structure is constant
across time and space.5 Hypothesis 1, therefore, predicts that all individuals will focus
solely on relative gains.6 Evidence that a significant portion of the population evaluates
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3. Although Milton Friedman (1962) may argue that the descriptive accuracy of assumptions is irrele-
vant, a complete explanation (as opposed to a prediction) requires an understanding of the causal mecha-
nisms that produce the observed phenomenon. Although he concedes that assumptions are by necessity sim-
plifications, they should be innocuous, constant rather than conditional, and generally descriptively
accurate. Moreover, the empirical validity of critical assumptions has long been an important avenue of
research in many fields, such as economic (e.g., are firms and individuals maximizers?) and psychology
(e.g., are individuals rational decision makers?).

4. Also see Waltz (1979, 105) and Copeland (2000) on this point.
5. Although structural realists, such as Waltz (1979), view anarchy as a constant, this assumption has

been hotly contested. Milner (1991) argues that anarchy is a continuous rather than a dichotomous variable.
Ruggie (1983) argues that the Middle Ages, which were characterized by overlapping lines of authority
across political units, represent a hierarchical rather than anarchical system. Finally, Wendt (1992) contends
that the implications of anarchy are socially constructed rather than structurally determined.

6. Grieco (1988a) could argue (and Powell [1994] would concur) that he never claims states are con-
cerned only with relative gains. Although it is true that his model incorporates a variable (v) that allows the
importance of relative gains to vary, the language he uses in the body of the article points to an exclusive
focus on relative gains (e.g., neoliberalism “is likely to be proven wrong” [p. 487] and “realism is still the
most powerful theory of international relations” [p. 506]). See Keohane (1993, 298) on this point.



problems and potential exchanges in terms of absolute gains constitutes a challenge
Hypothesis 1.7

As the realist-institutionalist debate evolved, several authors began to synthesize
the two views into a single framework by allowing the importance of relative gains to
vary with the context of the situation.8 Powell (1991) argues that if the cost of using
military force is low, concern over relative gains will be heightened. For example, in a
world in which offensive technology dominates defensive technology, wars tend to be
quick and cheap. Powell contends that leaders in this era become very sensitive to
small shifts in relative power and therefore focus on relative gains. In contrast, in a
defense-dominant world, the importance of relative gains should diminish.9 Snidal
(1991) also argues that importance of relative gains is a variable. As the importance of
relative gains increases, conflict within a game such as the prisoner’s dilemma
becomes more intense (i.e., the payoff structure is transformed by increasing the cost
of the sucker’s payoff and increasing the gain of the temptation payoff). Snidal also
shows how increases in the importance of relative gains can transform relatively coop-
erative games, such as an assurance game, into a more conflictual game such as the
prisoner’s dilemma. When the importance of relative gains is all-encompassing (i.e.,
when r = 1 in the Snidal model), the game is transformed into a zero-sum game of pure
conflict.

Figure 2 displays the impact of varying the importance of relative gains from 0 (not
important at all) to +1 (vitally important) using hypothetical cardinal payoffs.10 The
payoffs for Player A are located in the lower-left-hand corner of each cell whereas the
payoffs for Player B are located in the upper-right-hand corner. M* is the reward for

398 JOURNAL OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION

7. Snidal (1991), Stein (1990), and Werner (1997) argue that the impact of relative gains declines
when we shift from an abstract, two-state world to a multistate system. In a world composed of friends, neu-
trals, and enemies, states may pursue absolute gains in one dyadic relationship to achieve relative gains in
another. Therefore, evidence that an individual prefers absolute gains in one context does not necessarily
imply that the individual never pursues relative gains. Yet the fact that many individuals in the study pre-
ferred absolute gains when dealing with Russia (which possesses the world’s second largest nuclear arse-
nal), China (which possesses the world’s largest army and third largest economy), and Japan (which pos-
sesses the world’s second largest economy and third largest military budget) strongly suggests that they
prefer to maximize absolute gains in most contexts. Short of forcing a survey respondent to evaluate 189
pairs of countries in a single sitting, there is no definitive response to the critic’s challenge: “But what about
Moldova?”

8. The synthesis has its roots in Keohane and Nye’s (1977) Power and Interdependence. The authors
create a continuum between realism and “complex interdependence” and argue that their framework
becomes increasingly relevant as one moves toward the complex interdependence pole. In their later article
titled “Power and Interdependence Revisited” (Keohane and Nye 1987), the authors lament the fact that
most readers viewed interdependence as a substitute for realism rather than a synthesis with it. As stated in
note 6, Grieco (1988a) can be viewed as an attempt to synthesize realism and liberalism via the inclusion of v
in his model.

9. The logic of this argument follows directly from Jervis (1978), who pointed out that the security
dilemma becomes worse if offensive weapons are dominant or if weapons can be used for either offensive or
defensive purposes. For a discussion of offensive versus defensive weapons, see Quester (1977). For a
related discussion of the “cult of the offensive,” see Snyder (1984) and Van Evera (1984).

10. As Werner (1997) points out, theoretically, r should vary from –1 to +1. In a world with many
actors, a state can benefit from relative gains by potential allies. For example, in French-Polish relations dur-
ing the interwar period, relative gains by Poland increased French utility because it increased Poland’s abil-
ity to balance against Germany. Grieco (1990, 323) also makes this point. To simplify Figure 2, I have used
Snidal’s (1991) bounds for r. Later, I will highlight the utility of employing the Werner bounds.



cooperation, T* is the temptation payoff, and S* is the sucker’s payoff. As r increases,
the size of the sucker’s payoff becomes increasingly negative (from –100 to –300)
whereas the size of the temptation payoff becomes increasingly positive (from 200 to
300). By increasing the gap between the DC/CC payoffs (i.e., defect-cooperate/coop-
erate-cooperate) and the gap between the DD/CD payoffs (i.e., defect-defect/cooper-
ate-defect), the probability of cooperation declines (Jervis 1978, 171). When r reaches
its maximum at +1, there is no longer any incentive to cooperate.

If the importance of relative gains is a variable, what causal factors drive the vari-
ance? Hypothesis 2 predicts that the perception of the partner in the relationship is crit-
ical. If the partner in the game is perceived as a potential military or economic threat,
the salience of relative gains should increase (Grieco 1988a, 129; Keohane 1993, 276).
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r=0.5

r=+1

r=0

Preference
Order
DC
CC
DD
CD

Payoffs
------
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  0

-100

Cooperate

Defect

Cooperate Defect

0

S*=S-rT

T*=T-rS

M*=(1-r)M

M*=(1-r)M

S*=S-rT

0
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Player B

Player A

Cooperate

Defect

Cooperate Defect

0
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0
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Player B

Player A

Cooperate

Defect

Cooperate Defect

0
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50=(1-.5)100
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-200=-100-(.5*200)

0

250=200-(.5*-100)

Player B

Player A

r=0.5

r=+1

r=0

Preference
Order
DC
CC
DD
CD

Payoffs
------
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  50
  0

-200

Cooperate

Defect

Cooperate Defect

0

-300=-100-(1*200)

300=200-(1*-100)

0=(1-1)100

0=(1-1)100

-300=-100-(1*200)

0

300=200-(1*-100)

Player B

Player A

r=0.5

r=+1

r=0

Preference
Order
DC
CC
DD
CD

Payoffs
------
300
  0
  0

-300

Figure 2: Varying the Importance of Relative Gains within the Prisoner’s Dilemma
NOTE: M* = reward payoff; T* = temptation payoff; S* = sucker’s payoff; r = salience of relative gain.



Conversely, if the partner in the game is viewed as neither a military nor an economic
threat, the importance of relative gains should be minimal.

The importance of relative gains should also shift with the context of the situation
and the issue area. Even after holding the adversary constant, we can expect that the
importance of relative gains should be highest in the security issue area (Lipson 1984;
Stein 1990, 135). State leaders can be expected to focus carefully on the distribution of
gains when contemplating nuclear arms-reduction treaties, conventional arms
accords, and territorial exchanges. In economic issues, the concern over relative gains
should be moderate. Although economic gains by an opponent can ultimately be trans-
formed into military power, the potential threat is much less immediate relative to
security issues. Finally, many issue areas, such as international environmental accords
to save the ozone layer, are so far removed from the security issue area that concerns
over relative gains should play little, if any, role.11 Hypothesis 3, therefore, predicts
that the importance of relative gains should decline as we move from security issues to
economic issues to nonsecurity issues.

Hypothesis 4 predicts that individuals who hold strong realist beliefs are more
likely to focus on relative gains than individuals who hold strong idealist beliefs.
Belief systems are clusters of related causal statements and values (Converse 1964;
Peffley and Hurwitz 1993). The cluster of ideas in a realist belief system includes,
among other things, (1) a belief in the efficacy of military force, (2) a belief in the exis-
tence of conflictual preferences, (3) a value judgment that security considerations
should dominate moral considerations, and (4) the belief in the ineffectiveness of inter-
national organizations. Hypothesis 4 predicts that realist beliefs should be highly cor-
related with beliefs about the salience of relative gains.

Hypothesis 5 predicts that individuals employ a wide variety of strategies to deal
with other states above and beyond focusing exclusively on either absolute or relative
gains.12 Some individuals, for example, may use an equity or fairness decision rule to
guide choices (e.g., all states should benefit equally from exchanges). Individuals who
employ such a strategy should be willing to forgo opportunities to obtain relative (or
absolute) gains. This hypothesis, which is an extension of the argument in Hypothe-
sis 1, is explored in Study 2.

Empirical studies of the importance of relative gains are scarce. The most important
studies to date have been historical case studies, such as those by Grieco (1990) and
Mastanduno (1991). Although these case studies increase our understanding of the
issue, they cannot resolve the debate for several reasons. First, as discussed below,
widely different motivations can lead to the same choice and outcome. Relative-gains
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11. This is not to say the relative gains are irrelevant in every environmental issue. For example, pro-
posals to halt global warming, which could in theory constrain American growth while leaving the Chinese
free to continue to grow rapidly, could trigger concerns over relative gains.

12. The source of these preferred strategies, which this study does not address, could be found at the
systemic, state, or individual level. For example, although many realists contend that the importance of rela-
tive gains is the product of the anarchy structure of the international system, others argue that the belief is the
product of domestic factors. Johnston (1995) argues that the dominant (and stable) realist belief system in
China is the product of domestic culture rather than a response to the structure of the international system.



maximizers and absolute-gains maximizers often desire the same outcome from the
limited set of options available. Second, the historical record rarely provides sufficient
detail to separate beliefs in relative versus absolute gains. This is compounded by the
fact that politicians often misrepresent their views for strategic and domestic political
reasons (for numerous examples of this problem, see Schroeder 1994). Third, it is
often difficult to distinguish haggling over relative gains from haggling over absolute
gains (Keohane 1993, 279; Werner 1997).

To attack the problem from a new angle, I present a series of empirical studies that
rely on experimental surveys. Although surveys have been used to address the topic in
the past (e.g., Reich 1990), it has been done informally (e.g., asking members of the
audience to raise their hands) and incompletely (e.g., asking a single question). The
surveys discussed below correct for these flaws by asking a series of question in a stan-
dardized questionnaire and randomly assigning participants to different versions of
specific questions.

There are at least three important critiques of the methodological approach
employed in the following studies. First, critics could argue that there is an external
validity problem because we cannot generalize findings from a student sample to the
general population. This critique is obviously correct: students are not a randomly
selected sample of the general population. However, a selection of key findings are
replicated with a random sample of adults in a telephone interview in Study 1 and a
nonrandom sample of adults in a face-to-face interview in Study 2. Moreover, the stud-
ies focus on changes in opinion in response to changes in question wording and con-
text. Although it is quite true that college sophomores may be more liberal, on average,
than the population at large, I am simply predicting that changing the wording of a
question (e.g., substituting China for Canada) will cause a shift in the population mean
in a specific direction.

Second, critics might argue that the study faces an even more daunting external
validity problem because we cannot generalize findings from the “masses” (students
or nonstudents) to “elites.” Realists such as Waltz (1979) claim that the anarchic struc-
ture of the international system socializes leaders and rewards successful states.
Leaders may enter office with a wide variety of beliefs and preferred strategies, but,
over time, their behavior is modified based on feedback from the environment.

In social sectors that are loosely organized or segmented, socialization takes place within
segments and competition takes place among them. Socialization encourages similarities
of attributes and of behavior. So does competition. (p. 76)

Waltz argues that states do not necessarily attempt to maximize security or any other
objective. Rather, competition in the international environment forces them to either
emulate their more successful competitors or face elimination (p. 77). In the long run,
socialization and evolutionary selection will force leaders to hold similar beliefs and
states to behave in similar ways. If such a homogenizing process were at work, empiri-
cal evidence indicating some portion of the general population that does not pursue rel-
ative gains would not shed much light on the behavior of decision makers.
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The most basic response to this critique is that the primary focus of the study is
everyday citizens. Understanding of how everyday citizens make sense of foreign
affairs is an important research question. This is particularly true in a democracy,
where the public has an important influence on foreign policy (Sobel 1993; Russett
1990). Presidents from both sides of the political spectrum have become avid observ-
ers of public opinion, as the nightly White House polling operations plainly demon-
strate.

Yet I would be insincere if I did not admit that I believe we can at least tentatively
generalize from the sample to the political elite. My willingness stems from five con-
siderations. First, Waltz (1979) has stated a plausible hypothesis. Neither he nor other
advocates of the neorealist model have provided robust and systematic empirical evi-
dence that leaders across time and space hold similar views. Given that many other pre-
dictions of neorealism have been challenged empirically, we should be hesitant to
accept the socialization proposition at face value.13 Second, it is quite possible that the
intensity of the competition and the pressure to socialize have declined over time. Tilly
(1975, 24) claims that the intensely competitive environment in Europe caused the
number of political units to decline from 500 in the year 1500 to around 20 prior to
World War I. However, the extinction of states has become an extremely rare phenom-
enon today. One factor contributing to the peaceful redistribution of power in Europe
at the end of the cold war was that the newly created and newly freed states did not have
to worry about being gobbled up by successful neighbors. Third, survey research of the
foreign policy elite in the United States clearly demonstrates that leaders hold a wide
range of views (Witkkopf 1994; Holsti and Rosenau 1990). The assumption that the
anarchic system creates a homogeneous elite clearly does not hold for at least one great
power. Fourth, many candidates for public office in the United States, including the
presidency, are shockingly ill-informed about international affairs. A brief survey of
the backgrounds of members of Congress and candidates for the presidency reveals a
large number of former businesspeople (e.g., oil company executives), lawyers (e.g.,
local prosecutors), and state officials (e.g., state senators).14 Most of these individuals
have not spent a great deal of their adult lives dealing with foreign policy issues. More-
over, with an average age in the late 50s, it seems unlikely that they fundamentally alter
their belief systems in a few months or even a couple of years. Any guiding beliefs that
these individuals possess probably solidified in late adolescence or early adulthood
(Jervis 1976).15 Fifth, theories in international relations have been known to incor-
rectly predict the beliefs of both everyday citizens and policy experts. DeNardo’s
(1995) study of deterrence revealed that neither novices nor experts possessed prefer-
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13. Empirical evidence challenging central elements of neorealism can be found in Hopf (1991),
Rosecrance and Stein (1993), and Schroeder (1994). Major modifications to neorealism proposed by those
sympathetic to the overall theory include Walt (1987), Christensen and Snyder (1990), and Schweller
(1994). For an interesting discussion of this debate, see Vasquez (1997) and replies to his argument in the
same issue of American Political Science Review.

14. For data on the backgrounds of members of Congress see Ornstein, Mann, and Malbin (1999). For
a study of the implications of certain backgrounds, see Little and Moore (1996).

15. Jervis (1976) also argues that important events, such as great wars and depressions, can shape
beliefs even if they occur later in life.



ence orders predicted by major theories such as the mutually assured destruction
(MAD) theory or the nuclear-war-fighting theory. More important for our purposes,
DeNardo found that experts and novices appeared to use the same heuristics when
dealing with complex foreign policy questions. Although only a parallel elite-mass
survey will resolve this issue, there is reason to suspect that the following surveys shed
some light on the question of motives for cooperation.16

Finally, critics could argue that asking hypothetical questions sheds little light on
deeply held beliefs because so little is at stake for the respondent. Critics contend that
“talk is cheap” and “surveys are completed hastily.” Although social psychologists
have demonstrated that this is true in some cases, it is clearly not true in all cases (Fiske
and Taylor 1991, chap. 12). Moreover, fate has intervened for this study. During the
course of Study 2, a major international crisis involving the landing of an American
spy plane on Chinese soil developed between the United States and China. Ninety-
three percent of the participants indicated that they were following this major crisis
closely. Clearly, the issue was salient, and the stakes were high.

STUDY 1

Hypotheses 1 through 4 were tested during Study 1. Approximately 500 undergrad-
uate students at four American universities responded to a broad, 45-question survey
on international relations.17 The survey was experimental in that participants were ran-
domly assigned variations of specific questions. For example, some respondents were
presented relative-gains scenarios in which China was the opponent whereas others
were presented an identical scenario except that Japan (or Canada or Russia) was sub-
stituted for the opponent. This experimental approach is commonly used in telephone
surveys of world politics (see Herrmann, Tetlock, and Visser 1997).18

Hypothesis 1 examines the realist assumption that all individuals are solely con-
cerned with relative absolute gains. The results clearly indicate that this assumption is
incorrect. Table 1 presents the results from questions 7, 32, 40, and 14 of the survey. In
questions 7, 32, and 40, respondents were asked to choose between two worlds: Sce-
nario 1, in which gains were large but unevenly distributed, and Scenario 2, in which
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16. Early public opinion research emphasized the instability of public opinion and the absence of
coherent belief systems among members of the public (Lippmann 1922, 1925; Almond 1950; Converse
1964). This traditional view has been challenged more recently (Maggiotto and Wittkopf 1981; Wittkopf
1994; Hurwitz and Peffley 1987; and Hurwitz, Peffley, and Seligson 1993). Moreover, at least a portion of
the remaining instability can be explained by framing (Iyengar and Kinder 1987; Krosnik and Kinder 1990;
and Domke, Shah, and Wackman 1998a, 1998b).

17. The survey was accessed by participants via the Internet. The four universities participating in the
project were the University of Michigan, Florida State University, the State University of New York at Buf-
falo, and the University of Pennsylvania. I would like to thank Bear Braumoeller, David Rivera, Paul Hensel,
Will Moore, Michael Kraig, and Scott Lake for assisting with the administration of the survey.

18. Students at two of the universities were required to complete either the survey or a written exercise
of similar length and difficulty. No student chose the alternative written exercise. At other universities, par-
ticipation was voluntary or for extra credit. Although this could potentially bias the results, no important dif-
ferences appeared between universities.



gains were small but preserved the preexisting balance. An individual who preferred
relative gains to absolute gains would be expected to choose Scenario 2; if everyone
possessed equally strong beliefs in relative gains, then the vast majority of respondents
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TABLE 1

Relative-Gains Questions from the Survey in Study 1 (in percentages)

Question 7: Which scenario would you prefer to see happen over the next decade?
Scenario 1: The U.S. economy grows by 3% per year while the economy of country X grows by

5% per year.
Scenario 2: The U.S. economy grows by 1.5% per year and the economy of country X also grows

by 1.5% per year.

Prefer Scenario 1 51
Neutral 9
Prefer Scenario 2 40

Question 32: Which scenario would you prefer to see happen over the next decade?
Scenario 1: The United States cuts defense spending by 10% and country X cuts defense spending

by 7%.
Scenario 2: The United States cuts defense spending by 2% and country X cuts defense spending

by 2%.

Prefer Scenario 1 38
Neutral 12
Prefer Scenario 2 51

Question 40: Which scenario would you prefer to see?
Scenario 1: The United States cuts its tariffs by 12% on average and country X cuts its tariffs

by 10% on average over the next 3 years.
Scenario 2: The U.S. cuts its tariffs by 2% on average and country X cuts its tariffs by 2% on

average over the next three years.

Prefer Scenario 1 49
Neutral 10
Prefer Scenario 2 41

Question 14: According to one school of thought, any gains by country X, including economic growth,
represent a loss by the United States. This school sees the world as analogous to an apple pie; the larger
country X’s slice, the smaller the American slice. Another school of thought contends that country X’s
gains need not come at the expense of the United States; this second school contends that country X’s
gains simply imply that the entire pie is getting bigger.

Agree that country X’s gains come at the expense
of the United Sates 16

Neutral 18
Disagree that country X’s gains come at the
expense of the United States 66

NOTE:N= 464 for question 7; 213 for question 32; 394 for question 40; and 452 for question 14. Percentages
may not add to 100 because of rounding. As discussed in the text, countryXwas randomly replaced by either
Russia, China, Japan, or Canada.



should prefer Scenario 2.19 However, the data in Table 1 reveal a wide distribution.
Although many respondents preferred the world in which gains are evenly distributed,
a significant portion (51% in question 7, 38% in question 32, and 49% in question 40)
expressed a preference for absolute gains rather than relative gains. Question 14
frames the debate in terms of the division of a pie. Those possessing strong beliefs in
relative gains are expected to view the world as a zero-sum game in which any gain by
the opponent must come at the expense of the state. The results clearly demonstrate
that this zero-sum perspective is not shared by all individuals. In fact, a strong majority
of respondents (66%) reject the idea that gains for another state must come at the
expense of the United States. In sum, the results clearly demonstrate that at least some
individuals focus on absolute gains rather than relative gains.

Why do some individuals appear to focus on relative gains whereas others do not?
To answer this question, we need first to examine the participants’perception of threat.
Each participant was asked to identify the type of the threat (military, economic, both,
or neither) that Russia, China, Japan, Canada, and Germany represented to American
national interests. Although the structure of the question gives only a rough approxi-
mation of the degree to which a country is perceived as a threat, the responses in
Table 2 indicate a clear differentiation of threat. Whereas 41% of the respondents view
Russia as solely a military threat, only 8% see it as a purely economic threat. In an
open-ended question, participants described the Russian economy with phrases such
as “a mess,” in “shambles,” in a “grave state,” and “in a desperate need of economic
revival.” In contrast, China is viewed as both a military and an economic threat to
American interests. Japan (and, to a lesser degree, Germany) is viewed as strictly an
economic threat. Finally, Canada is seen as no threat at all.
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19. The scenario questions were informally tested by Robert Reich (1990) and are discussed by
Mastanduno (1991). Reich probably stacked the deck in favor of relative gains by proposing a scenario with
an enormous gap between American and Japanese growth rates: 25% for the United States and 75% for
Japan. By narrowing the gap to 3% versus 5% in question 7, I demonstrate that even slight differences can
provoke concerns about relative gains.

TABLE 2

Threat Perception (in percentages)

Military Economic Military and No Threat
Threat Only Threat Only Economic Threat at All Not Sure

Question 37: Identify the type of the threat, if any, the following countries represent to American national
interests.

Russia 41 8 15 28 7
China 7 27 46 10 10
Japan 0 77 10 11 2
Canada 0 14 1 80 5
Germany 1 43 13 29 14

NOTE: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.



Hypothesis 2 proposes that a belief in either absolute or relative gains is not static;
rather, the nature of the adversary has a strong impact on the salience of one type of
gains versus another. Specifically, I hypothesize that the more the opponent is viewed
as a threat to the state, the more salient relative gains will become. To test this hypothe-
sis, the experimental survey randomly inserted one of four countries (Russia, China,
Japan, and Canada) into selected questions. The results, which are presented in
Table 3, strongly support the hypothesis in three out of four cases.

Question 7 inquires about an economic issue: aggregate economic growth. From
Table 2, we know that China and Japan are viewed as economic threats. As the hypoth-
esis predicts, the relative-gains option (Scenario 2) is preferred by more participants
when the other country is China (52%) or Japan (50%). Conversely, when confronted
with economic questions about Russia and Canada, which are not viewed as economic
threats, a majority of participants indicate a preference for the absolute-gains option
(Scenario 1). In stark contrast, question 32 probes cooperation within the security
issue area. From Table 2, we know that Russia and China are viewed as military
threats. As predicted by the hypothesis, participants are much more sensitive to rela-
tive gains when dealing with these countries. Sixty-two percent of the participants pre-
fer the relative-gains option when dealing with Russia and 63% when dealing with
China. Although the results are not statistically significant for question 14, a strong
pattern again emerges for the “economic pie” scenario in question 40. Gains by China
and Japan, which are seen as economic threats to the United States, are viewed in zero-
sum terms relative to the noneconomic threats of Russia and Canada. In sum, the
salience of relative gains varies with respect to the perceived nature of the opponent.

Hypothesis 3 predicts that the salience of relative gains will also vary by issue area.
In the security issue area, the importance of relative gains should peak. In the eco-
nomic issue area, concerns over relative gains should be important but not overwhelm-
ing. Although economic gains can be converted into military power in the long term,
the perception of danger from a tariff cut (as opposed to a troop reduction) should be
minor (Stein 1990). The hypothesis, which can be tested using the results presented in
Table 1, is supported by the survey data. In the security question (32), only 38% of the
respondents preferred the absolute-gains world (i.e., Scenario 1). This percentage rises
to 51% in the economic growth (question 7), 49% in the tariff question, and 65% in the
economic pie question. The data indicate that relative-gains concerns are heightened
in the security issue area.

If the structure of the international system does not compel all individuals to share
similar preferences, then domestic cultures (Johnston 1995) or individual belief sys-
tems (George 1979) could be driving the observed distribution of opinion. Hypothe-
sis 4 focuses on the latter: are relative gains more salient for individuals with realist
belief systems? To probe the role of belief systems, I created an idealist-realist contin-
uum using responses from several survey questions (see the appendix for questions).
The distribution of the index, which ranges from –21 to +21, is unimodal with a mean
of –3. Table 4 compares the responses of strong idealists (bottom quarter of the distri-
bution), those with mixed views (middle half of the distribution), and strong realists
(top quarter of the distribution). Although the results are not statistically significant for
question 7, they strongly support the hypothesis in the remaining three questions.
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TABLE 3

Relative Gains and the Nature of the Opponent (in percentages)

Overall Russia China Japan Canada
(N = 464) (n = 123) (n = 103) (n = 117) (n = 121)

Question 7: Which scenario would you prefer to see happen over the next decade?
Scenario 1: The U.S. economy grows by 3% per year while the economy of country X grows

by 5% per year.
Scenario 2: The U.S. economy grows by 1.5% per year and the economy of country X also grows

by 1.5% per year.

Prefer Scenario 1 51 66 43 38 55
Neutral 9 6 5 12 13
Prefer Scenario 2 40 28 52 50 32

χ2(6) = 31.1
Probability = .000

Overall Russia China Japan Canada
(N = 213) (n = 50) (n = 59) (n = 48) (n = 56)

Question 32: Which scenario would you prefer to see happen over the next decade?
Scenario 1: The United States cuts defense spending by 10% and country X cuts defense spending

by 7%.
Scenario 2: The United States cuts defense spending by 2% and country X cuts defense spending

by 2%.

Prefer Scenario 1 38 28 32 44 48
Neutral 12 10 7 12 18
Prefer Scenario 2 51 62 63 44 34

χ2(6) = 13.9
Probability = .031

Overall Russia China Japan Canada
(N = 394) (n = 62) (n = 121) (n = 95) (n = 116)

Question 40: Which scenario would you prefer to see?
Scenario 1: The United States cuts its tariffs by 12% on average and country X cuts its tariffs

by 10% on average over the next 3 years.
Scenario 2: The United States cuts its tariffs by 2% on average and country X cuts its tariffs by 2%

on average over the next 3 years.

Prefer Scenario 1 49 60 44 48 48
Neutral 10 11 9 7 13
Prefer Scenario 2 41 29 45 44 39

χ2(6) = 6.7
Probability = .347

(continued)



When faced with a choice between relative gains and absolute gains in question 32,
52% of the strong idealists indicated a preference for absolute gains (i.e., chose Sce-
nario 1). In sharp contrast, only 18% of strong realists indicated a preference for the
absolute-gains scenario. The differences are statistically significant at the .012 level. A
similar pattern of results emerges for question 40. Whereas 65% of strong idealists
prefer the absolute-gains scenario, only 41% of the strong realists prefer this scenario.
Similarly, in question 14, 78% of strong idealists but only 52% of strong realists prefer
the absolute-gains option. The results remain robust using alternative partitioning of
the realist-idealist continuum.

Are the survey findings generalizable to a broader population? Sears (1986) ques-
tions the use of undergraduates because they tend to have uncrystallized attitudes, a
weak self-definition, stronger cognitive skills, and a tendency to comply with author-
ity. To probe the robustness of the student findings, a single relative-gains question was
added to a statewide poll conducted by the Center for Survey Research at the Univer-
sity of Virginia.20 The telephone poll of 552 randomly selected citizens of the Com-
monwealth of Virginia was conducted between October 20 and November 1, 1999.
Telephone numbers were selected through a list-assisted random-digit dialing process
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Overall Russia China Japan Canada
(N = 452) (n = 113) (n = 119) (n = 115) (n = 105)

Question 14: According to one school of thought, any gains by country X, including economic growth,
represent a loss by the United States. This school sees the world as analogous to an apple pie; the larger
country X’s slice, the smaller the American slice. Another school of thought contends that country X’s
gains need not come at the expense of the United States; this second school contends that country X’s
gains simply imply that the entire pie is getting bigger.

Gains come at expense
of the United States 16 6 18 25 9

Neutral 18 13 22 16 24
Gains do not come at
expense of the
United States 66 81 60 52 57

χ2(6) = 29.0
Probability = .000

NOTE: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding. Respondents were randomly assigned each ques-
tion with multiple versions, so the number receiving the Russian version of the question varies from question
to question.

TABLE 3 Continued

20. I would like to thank Paul Freedman at the University of Virginia for including this question in his
study.
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TABLE 4

Realism and the Importance of Relative Gains (in percentages)

Prefer Scenario 1 Prefer Scenario 2
(Absolute Gains) Neutral (Relative Gains)

Question 7: Which scenario would you prefer to see happen over the next decade?
Scenario 1: The United States economy grows by 3% per year while the economy of country X

grows by 5% per year.
Scenario 2: The United States economy grows by 1.5% per year and the economy of country X

also grows by 1.5% per year.

Strong idealist 54 8 38
Mixed views 47 8 44
Strong realist 55 9 37

N = 446
χ2(4) = 2.4
Probability = .645

Question 32: Which scenario would you prefer to see happen over the next decade?
Scenario 1: The United States cuts defense spending by 10% and country X cuts defense spending

by 7%.
Scenario 2: The United States cuts defense spending by 2% and country X cuts defense spending

by 2%.

Strong idealist 52 7 41
Mixed views 38 10 51
Strong realist 18 18 64

N = 206
χ2(4) = 12.9
Probability = .012

Question 40: Which scenario would you prefer to see?
Scenario 1: The United States cuts its tariffs by 12% on average and country X cuts its tariffs

by 10% on average over the next 3 years.
Scenario 2: The United States cuts its tariffs by 2% on average and country X cuts its tariffs by 2%

on average over the next 3 years.

Strong idealist 65 5 31
Mixed views 47 11 42
Strong realist 41 14 45

N = 379
χ2(4) = 14.4
Probability = .006

(continued)



to give equal representation to listed and unlisted households in all regions of the state.
Within each household, one adult was selected by a random procedure to be the
respondent. The question asked was, “Would you support or oppose an international
trade agreement that results in small economic gains by the U.S. but major economic
gains by (insert Russia, China, Japan, or Canada)?”

The question produced both striking differences and remarkable similarities to an
identical question administered to students during the same time period.21 As Table 5
indicates, support for the proposed international trade agreement that would benefit
the other state more than the United States is significantly lower for the nonstudent
sample. Whereas 49% of the student sample supports such an agreement, only 28% of
nonstudents register support. Yet the unsurprising finding that students are more lib-
eral than the general public is not problematic for this research design because we are
interested in changes in support triggered by the nature of the adversary and the con-
text of the situation. This point emerges strongly in the country comparison in Table 5.
Both students and nonstudents are least likely to support cooperation with China (16%
for nonstudents and 38% for students) and Japan (23% for nonstudents and 29% for
students). For this economic question, both students and nonstudents classify Russia
closer to Canada than Japan or China. Although no threat question was asked in the
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Non-Zero-Sum World Zero-Sum World
(Absolute Gains) Neutral (Relative Gains)

Question 14: According to one school of thought, any gains by country X, including economic growth,
represent a loss by the United States. This school sees the world as analogous to an apple pie; the larger
country X’s slice, the smaller the American slice. Another school of thought contends that country X’s
gains need not come at the expense of the United States; this second school contends that country X’s
gains simply imply that the entire pie is getting bigger.

Strong idealist 78 11 11
Mixed views 63 20 16
Strong realist 52 27 21

N = 438
χ2(4) = 16.7
Probability = .002

NOTE: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding. The realist-idealist index varies from –21 to +21;
the distribution is unimodal with a mean of –3. For the table, strong idealists refers to the one quarter of re-
spondents with the strongest idealist views (less than or equal to –9 on the continuum), whereas strong real-
ists refers to the one-quarter of respondents with the strongest realist views (greater than or equal to +1 on the
continuum).

TABLE 4 Continued

21. Due to the very limited number of neutral respondents, the categories have been collapsed into a
dichotomous support and do not support structure. “Don’t know” responses have been dropped from the table.



adult survey, the results appear to match the student assessment that China and Japan
are economic threats and Russia and Canada are not. China, which is viewed as a mili-
tary and economic threat in many opinion polls, triggers the least amount of coopera-
tion among American adults (Rousseau 2001).

The nonstudent sample also provides information about how support varies with
income, age, and education. Support for the hypothetical economic agreement rises
with income: 19% for low income, 24% for middle income, and 30% for high income
(χ2 = 5.0, pr = .079). Although support declines with age, the differences are not statis-
tically significant. Support increases with education: 16% among those with a high
school education or less, 26% of those with some college, 28% among those with a 4-
year college degree, and 34% among those with some postcollege training (χ2 = 10.4,
pr = .016). Whereas 27% of liberals and moderates support the agreement, only 18%
of self-described conservatives support the accord (χ2 = 4.8, pr = .028). Finally,
whereas 26% of white respondents supported the proposed agreement, only 11% of
blacks indicated their support (χ2 = 7.3, pr = .026).22
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TABLE 5

Comparing the Random Telephone Survey
with the Student Sample (in percentages)

Overall Russia China Japan Canada
(N = 480) (n = 125) (n = 109) (n = 132) (n = 114)

Question: Would you support or oppose an international trade agreement that results in small economic
gains by the United States but major economic gains by (insert Russia, China, Japan, or Canada)?

Nonstudents
Support 28 34 16 23 3
Do not support 72 66 84 77 63

n = 480
χ2(3) = 16.7
Probability = .001

Students
Support 49 64 38 29 58
Do not support 51 36 63 71 42

n = 174
χ2(3) = 14.9
Probability = .002

22. There are often major differences in the responses of blacks and whites in the realm of foreign pol-
icy. Although exceptions exists (e.g., black support for economic ties with developing nations), blacks tend
to support domestic programs more than international programs (see, for example, the Chicago Council on
Foreign Relations surveys [1974-1998]). Black opposition, therefore, should not be viewed as greater sup-
port for relative gains.



Although a single survey question cannot eliminate all uncertainty surrounding the
results of Study 1, the similarities between the student and nonstudent responses
strongly support the idea that the salience of relative gains varies with the nature of the
“other.”

STUDY 2

Closed-ended survey questions have both strengths and weaknesses (Converse and
Presser 1986). The strengths stems from the use of a standard format that makes the
data easier to analyze. The weaknesses of the approach include priming the participant
via response categories and the inability of a single survey question to probe why par-
ticipants hold a particular view (Schwarz 1999). To probe the “why” question, I con-
ducted a verbal protocol analysis with the survey instrument used in Study 1. A verbal
protocol analysis involves having a participant talk aloud as he or she formulates
answers to survey questions (Wilson, LaFleur, and Anderson 1996). Although the pro-
cedure is awkward for the first couple of questions, most participants quickly get the
hang of talking nonstop for several minutes in response to each question. The proce-
dure revealed that many participants who select the relative-gains choice (i.e., both
states grow by 1.5%) in question 7 of Study 1 did so for unexpected reasons. Equality
or a sense of fairness often drove their thinking. Similarly, many participants who
selected the absolute-gains choice (i.e., the United States grows by 3% and the other
state grows by 5%) did so for equally unexpected reasons. These participants
employed a joint-gains criterion (i.e., the option with the highest total growth regard-
less of distribution). Clearly, sorting out motivations for choices required a second
study with a radically different research design.

Psychologists have long been interested in the motivational bases of choice
(Messick and Thorngate 1967; Messick and McClintock 1968; MacCrimmon and
Messick 1976). This work emerged during early experimental research with the pris-
oner’s dilemma game: what motivates participants to cooperate or compete? Are they
concerned with absolute gains? relative gains? joint gains? Suppose a participant is
asked a question such as that posed in Figure 3: “Which world do you prefer? World #1
in which the United States grows by 2% and China grows by 2% or World #2 in which
the United States grows by 4% and China grows by 7%?” Messick and his colleagues
argue that participants transform the payoffs based on their decision criteria.23 Partici-
pants interested in relative gains maximize the differences between growth rates (2 – 2
= 0 vs. 4 – 7 = –3, so pick point A). Participants interested in absolute gains maximize
their own reward (2 vs. 4, so pick point B). Participants interested in joint gains maxi-
mize the total reward (2 + 2 = 4 vs. 4 + 7 = 11, so pick point B). Participants interested in
altruism maximize the gains of the other party (2 vs. 7, so pick point B). Participants
interested in equality minimize the absolute difference between the two gains (|2 – 2| =
0 vs. |4 – 7| = –3, so pick point A). It is immediately obvious that very different prefer-
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23. For a discussion of transformations in international relations, see Stein (1990, 118).



ences can lead to the same choice. To tease out motivations, a survey instrument must
contain a series of related questions.

Although psychologists have explored additional strategies, these five pure strate-
gies seem theoretically and empirically most applicable to international affairs. The
two most dominant schools of thought in international relations today, realism and lib-
eral institutionalism, focus on relative gains and absolute gains, respectively. Tradi-
tional idealism, which until the rise of liberal institutionalism was viewed as the logi-
cal antithesis of realism, emphasizes joint gains.24 Idealism places the interests of the
community as a whole ahead of the interests of the state or the individual (Carr 1939,
chap. 4). Equality has been emphasized by legal scholars (e.g., treatment of states
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Figure 3: Comparing Points
NOTE: The question asked was as follows:

Which point would you prefer?
[ ] Point A (2,2): United States grows by 2% and China grows by 2%
[ ] Point B (4,7): United States grows by 4% and China grows by 7%
[ ] No difference between points

24. Wendt’s (1999) three cultures of anarchy appear to relate to these three decision criteria: relative
gains in the Hobbesian culture, absolute gains in the Lockean culture, and joint gains in the Kantian culture.



before international law) and individuals (e.g., decision rules for nuclear questions).
For example, DeNardo’s (1995, 133) study of heuristics used by everyday citizens
indicates that a large number of people employ a “symmetry” or equality rule. Only the
final pure strategy of altruism, which has been studied extensively by game theorists
(Taylor 1987) and biologists (Dawkins 1976), fails to appear center stage in a major
international relations theory.

If we know which strategy motivates a participant, we can predict his or her likely
choice in any situation. Figure 4 overlays the preceding figure with lines that differen-
tiate the five pure strategies. In any comparison, individuals must select a baseline.
Although the participants could choose from a wide variety of hypothetical baselines
(e.g., the origin, their choice in the most recent successful interaction, a historical aver-
age), for illustrative purposes, let us assume that the participant selects point A (2,2) as
a baseline. Depending on their strategy, participants will make very different selec-
tions when confronted with a choice between points A and B.

• Relative gainsmaximizers: Individuals interested in relative gains will prefer any point to
the lower right of the solid black diagonal line intersecting point A (i.e., sectors IV, V, VI,
and VII). Any point in this area will make the individual relatively better off than the other
party. The emphasis here is on relative gains because many points (e.g., all those in
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Figure 4: Beliefs and Choices



sector VII) result in the individual’s being absolutely worse off but relatively better off.
As with all the strategies, individuals are indifferent to alternatives that fall along the
strategy line.

• Absolute gains maximizers: Individuals interested in absolute gains will prefer any point
to the right of the vertical dotted line (i.e., sectors III, IV, V, and VI). These individuals
maximize their own gains, and any point to the right of the vertical dotted line results in a
growth rate higher than the baseline of 2. Notice that these individuals prefer points in
sector III to the baseline despite the fact it results in relative losses.

• Joint gainsmaximizers:These individuals prefer any point to the upper right of the diago-
nal line with dots and dashes (i.e., sectors II, III, IV, and VI). In all these sectors, the sum
of the gains from both parties exceeds the baseline (i.e., 2 + 2 = 4). These actors are quite
willing to accept relative losses if it makes the group as a whole better off (i.e., points in
sectors II and III).

• Altruists:These individuals prefer any point that makes the other state better off; this cor-
responds to all points above the horizontal dashed altruism line (i.e., sectors I, II, III, and
IV). Many of these acceptable points result in relative losses (i.e., those falling in sectors
I, II, and III) or absolute losses (i.e., those falling in sectors I and II).

• Equality maximizers: These individuals prefer options closest to the diagonal black line.
In this example, the fact that the baseline point (2,2) is on the equality line implies that the
individual maximizing equality would reject all points off this line and be indifferent to
all points along the line.

The graphical depiction in Figure 4 allows us to easily visualize the concept of a
mixed strategy. A mixed strategy combines boundaries from two or more pure strate-
gies. For example, economists often assume that decisions are made using a Pareto opti-
mum criterion. The Pareto criterion states that individuals (or firms or states) will
accept an outcome that makes at least one party better off and no party worse off.
This Pareto decision strategy corresponds to the area to the right of the dotted vertical
absolute-gains line and above the dashed horizontal altruism line. This square incorpo-
rates sectors III and IV. Similarly, the empirical evidence presented below indicates that
individuals often have a mixed strategy that incorporates absolute and relative gains.
Specifically, these individuals pursue relative gains in the domain of gains and abso-
lute gains in the domain of losses. This implies that they prefer points in sectors IV, V,
and VI. Although these individuals will forego some positive gains to increase their rela-
tive advantage, they will not accept negative gains to increase their relative advantage.25

Figure 4 nicely highlights the fact that no single survey question can isolate the
decision criteria or strategy used by the participant because there is considerable over-
lap among strategies. For example, when participants are confronted with question 7 in
Study 1 (see Table 2), we would expect absolute gains maximizers, joint gains
maximizers, and altruists to select Scenario 1 (United States grows by 3% and China
grows by 5%), and we would expect relative gains maximizers and equality oriented
individuals to select Scenario 2 (United States grows by 1.5% and China grows by
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25. Theoretically, this mixed strategy fits neatly with prospect theory, which predicts individuals are
risk-averse in the domain of gains and risk-seeking in the domain of losses (Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky
1982; Levy 1997; McDermott 1998; Davis 2000). That is, one pursues a conservative strategy (relative
gains) when contemplating states that are growing but riskier strategies (absolute gains) when contemplat-
ing states that are shrinking.



1.5%). Without additional questions, it is impossible to identify which particular strat-
egy an individual is employing to aid decision making. The solution to this problem,
and the rationale for Study 2, was to pose a series of trade-offs to each participant and
isolate common patterns of responses.

One hundred forty-six undergraduate students from the University of Pennsylvania
completed two computer-based surveys in partial fulfillment of a course requirement.
The first survey included a wide variety of questions about international affairs. A sub-
set of these questions, which probed key elements of realist and idealist belief systems,
was used to create a realist-idealist index.26 Several weeks later, the participants
responded to a second survey that included a series of questions similar in format to
that displayed in Figure 3. Table 6 summarizes the trade-off presented in each question
and identifies the expected pattern of responses across questions. For example, ques-
tion 1 asked, “Which point would you prefer: Point A in which the United States grows
by 1% and China grows by 1% or Point B in which the United States grows by 0% and
China grows by 6%?” As Table 6 indicates, we would expect relative gains
maximizers, absolute gains maximizers, equality maximizers, and those with the two
mixed strategies to select the first option. Across the four questions, we would expect a
relative gains maximizer to select the unique pattern of AABB.

Table 7 displays the results for the two other countries probed in this study: Canada
and China. Four major findings emerge from the table. First, we can reject Hypothe-
sis 1, which predicted that individuals are solely concerned about relative gains. In the

416 JOURNAL OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION

26. As the appendix indicates, the survey questions used to develop the realist-idealist index vary
across the two studies. The survey questions were revised because of a reviewer’s complaint that the initial
set did not cover all the essential elements of realism and liberalism. That a different set of questions pro-
duces very similar results demonstrates the robustness of the findings.

TABLE 6

Sequence of Questions

Question: Which Point Would You Prefer: Point A or Point B?

Question 1: Question 2: Question 3: Question 4:
Point A (1,1); Point A (4,3); Point A (3,3); Point A (3,3);

Strategy Point B (0,6) Point B (5,10) Point B (5,2) Point B (2,0)

Relative gains A A B B
Absolute gains A B B A
Joint gains B B B A
Altruism B B A A
Equality A A A A
Absolute-relative-gains
mixed strategy A A B A

Pareto-equality
mixed strategy A B A A

NOTE: Pure strategies appear in roman type, and mixed strategies appear in italics.



case of Canada, more than twice as many individuals responded with an absolute-
gains pattern (ABBA) than with a relative-gains pattern (AABB). Specifically, 8.22%
of the respondents indicated a preference for maximizing relative gains, and 19.86% of
the respondents indicated a preference for maximizing absolute gains. Second, the
data once again strongly support Hypothesis 2, which predicts that the salience of rela-
tive gains varies with the nature of the adversary. Whereas only 8.22% of the partici-
pants displayed a relative-gains pattern of choices in the Canadian scenario, 32.88%
displayed a relative-gains pattern in the Chinese scenario. Third, Table 7 indicates that
participants employ a wide variety of pure and mixed strategies as predicted by
Hypothesis 5. Two of these alternative strategies, the pure-equality strategy and the
mixed absolute-relative gains strategy, were particularly important. Table 7 indicates
that 13.01% of the participants chose equality over other strategies in the Canadian
scenario, and 11.64% of the participants chose equality in the Chinese scenario. The
mixed absolute-relative gains strategy was the second most popular pattern in both
scenarios (19.18% in the Canadian scenario and 21.23% in the Chinese scenario).
Fourth, the pattern of results strongly supports the contention that the theoretic frame-
work presented earlier in the study is driving the pattern of observed choices. With a
four-question sequence, there are 81 possible patterns of responses (3 × 3 × 3 × 3).
Table 7 indicates that a mere seven strategies (five pure and two mixed) capture more
than 80% of the observed responses. Clearly, the responses are not randomly distrib-
uted. In addition, the observations that fall into the “other” category are distributed
over a wide range of patterns. There is no evidence of a powerful alternative strategy
lurking in the data.
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TABLE 7

Patterns of Responses from Four-Question Sequence

Canada China Total

% n % n % n

Relative gains 8.22 12 32.88 48 20.55 60
Absolute gains 19.86 29 8.22 12 14.04 41
Joint gains 9.59 14 3.42 5 6.51 19
Equality 13.01 19 11.64 17 12.33 36
Altruism 4.79 7 4.11 6 4.45 13
Absolute/relative 19.18 28 21.23 31 20.21 59
Pareto/equality 6.85 10 4.79 7 5.82 17
Other 18.49 27 13.70 20 16.10 47
Total 100 146 100 146 100 292

Pearson χ2(7) = 34.8245
pr = .000

NOTE: Pure strategies appear in roman type, and mixed strategies appear in italics. One hundred forty-six
participants answered questions about both China and Canada.



Table 8 presents a cross-tabulation of the belief systems and patterns of responses in
the four-question sequence for the Chinese scenario. As predicted by Hypothesis 4, the
salience of relative gains is highest for strong realists. The largest group of strong real-
ists (54.55%) responded in an AABB pattern. The next largest group of strong realists
(24.24%) displayed a mixed absolute-relative gains pattern, which implies they sought
relative gains except in the domain of losses. In contrast, strong idealists display a
much more diverse pattern of responses. Although a significant number (25.64%)
indicate a preference for relative gains in the Chinese scenario, a large number of
respondents displayed a preference for absolute gains (15.38%) and equality
(17.95%). It is important to emphasize that Table 8 presents the Chinese scenario, in
which the salience of relative gains was much higher; in the Canadian scenario (not
shown), not a single strong idealist indicated a preference for relative gains.

Although the results strongly support the hypothesis that individuals employ a
number of different decision strategies, a skeptic might question the generalizability of
the findings given that the sample was young, highly educated, and at least marginally
interested in politics. To probe the plausibility of the charge, an intercept study with a
nonrandom, nonstudent sample was conducted at the 30th Street Amtrak-Commuter
Rail Train Station in downtown Philadelphia. Fifty volunteers were paid $5.00 to
answer a short questionnaire that contained the four-question sequence of relative
growth questions with China and the United States. After a pretest indicated that
participants often desired a “not sure” category, this fourth choice was added to each
question.

Although the nonrandom sample is not a mirror image of the general population, it
does differ from the student sample on a number of important dimensions: age (mean
age 42), income (28% with a household income of $30,000 or less), and education
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TABLE 8

Belief Systems and Response Patterns in Chinese Scenario

Strong Idealist Mixed Views Strong Realist Total

% n % n % n % N

Relative gains 25.64 10 27.40 20 54.55 18 33.10 48
Absolute gains 15.38 6 5.48 4 6.06 2 8.28 12
Joint gains 7.69 3 2.74 2 0.00 0 3.45 5
Equality 17.95 7 13.70 10 0.00 0 11.72 17
Altruism 5.13 2 4.11 3 3.03 1 4.14 6
Absolute/relative 12.82 5 24.66 18 24.24 8 21.38 31
Pareto/equality 5.13 2 5.48 4 3.03 1 4.83 7
Other 10.26 4 16.44 12 9.09 3 13.10 19
Total 26.90 39 50.34 73 22.76 33 100 145

Pearson χ2(7) = 21.4850
pr = .090

NOTE: Pure strategies appear in roman type, and mixed strategies appear in italics.



(25% completed high school, 21% completed some postgraduate education). The shift
to a nonstudent population and the addition of a “not sure” category increased the num-
ber of unusable responses significantly; one third of the sample responded with “not
sure” to two or more of the four questions. However, as Table 9 demonstrates, several
clear patterns emerge in the completed questionnaires. First, despite the existence of at
least 81 possible patterns, the pure and mixed strategies identified in the previous study
capture 82% of the observed patterns. Second, just as with the student responses with
respect to China, a majority of participants (in this case 42%) chose a pattern of
responses (AABB) that corresponds to relative-gains maximization. Third, not every-
one preferred to maximize relative gains. For example, approximately one-quarter of
the sample (26%) chose to pursue equality even if it entailed forgoing an opportunity to
obtain relative gains. Although the small size of the sample and nonrandom method of
selection preclude drawing any firm conclusions at this point, it seems unlikely that
responses are random or that the decision strategies used by students fundamentally
differ from those used by average citizens.

CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS OF FUTURE RESEARCH

The analyses support four central findings. First, beliefs in the importance of rela-
tive versus absolute gains vary significantly across individuals. Strong realists were
much more likely to focus on relative gains than strong idealists. Second, the nature of
the opponent strongly influences the salience of relative gains. States perceived as eco-
nomic or military threats are more likely to trigger concerns about relative gains than
nonthreatening states. Third, the context of the situation strongly influences the impor-
tance of relative gains. The importance of relative gains was higher for security issues
than nonsecurity issues. Moreover, participants carefully distinguished military (but
not economic) threats from economic (but not military) threats. Fourth, individuals
often employ alternative pure strategies (e.g., equality) or mixed strategies (e.g., abso-
lute-relative gains) in place of either relative-gains or absolute-gains strategies.

As a whole, the analysis makes four important contributions to the study of interna-
tional relations. First, the findings support the synthesis of realism and liberal
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TABLE 9

Response Patterns for the Nonrandom Sample of Adults, Chinese Scenario

Strategy Count Frequency Cumulative Frequency

Relative gains 14 .41 .41
Equality 9 .26 .68
Absolute gains 3 .09 .76
Absolute-relative-gains mixture 1 .03 .79
Joint gains 1 .03 .82
Other patterns 6 .18 1.00
Total 34 1.00



institutionalism. As the importance of relative gains shifts from zero to all-encompass-
ing, we transition from the world of the liberal institutionalists to the world of the real-
ists. Although the findings provide strong empirical evidence for the formal model
developed by Snidal (1991), the project moves beyond this earlier research by provid-
ing empirical evidence for plausible hypotheses and expanding our understanding
about when and why relative gains may be salient.27

Second, the theoretical discussion and empirical findings provide a mechanism for
linking constructivism to realism and liberalism. Constructivists emphasize that inter-
ests are a function of identities (Katzenstein 1996; Wendt 1999). Identities can vary
depending on where the line between “us” and “them” is drawn (Brewer and Brown
1998). Although traditional geopolitical borders may at times be used to draw bound-
aries, this need not always be the case. If the line is drawn between democracies and
others, a democratic state might treat the other democracies differently from
nondemocracies (Hopf 1998). Similarly, if religion is used to define “us” and “them,”
Muslim (or Orthodox or Western Christian) states may treat fellow states very differ-
ently (Huntington 1993). Although the studies described in this article did not probe
identity explicitly, the results are consistent with such an explanation. A sense of
shared identity with Canada may decrease the perception of threat and therefore the
salience of relative gains. Future research should explore the relationship between
shared identities, the perception of threat, and the salience of relative gains.

Third, the analysis brings the issues of socialization and learning to the foreground.
The findings indicate that beliefs about the international system can vary widely.
Although the Hobbesian world populated by leaders obsessed with relative gains in
constant battle with their rivals is a distinct possibility, it is clearly not the only possi-
bility. Beliefs in absolute and relative gains are not “hardwired” into human nature, nor
are they dictated by structural variables. Rather, individual-level beliefs are, to a signif-
icant degree, the product of socialization and social interaction. Reich (1990) provides
evidence that economists, socialized within a framework of absolute gains, rarely con-
ceive of bargaining within the realist-relative-gains perspective.28 This implies that we
need to expand the investigation of individual-level analysis of beliefs in international
relations and broaden the scope of this analysis to include greater cross-national stud-
ies.29 If the salience of relative gains varies from country to country (or group to group
or person to person), states will react very differently to the same international event,
such as the recent implosion of the Soviet Union or the rise of China.

Fourth, the findings point to the value of integrating the structure of the situation
with individual-level beliefs. All too often, we are forced to choose between two
extreme positions: structure completely determines individual-level behavior or struc-
ture is irrelevant to individual-level behavior. The findings presented here demonstrate
that both individual beliefs (e.g., realist versus idealist beliefs) and the structure of the
situation (e.g., economic versus security) influence the willingness to cooperate.
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27. Snidal (1991, 173) explicitly states he is concerned with examining the consequences of particular
beliefs rather than explaining the source of these beliefs.

28. Stein (1990) also points out that economists have long been dismissive of envy.
29. See, for example, the work of Peffley and Hurwitz (1993).



This study demonstrates that individuals use a wide variety of strategies or decision
rules (e.g., maximize relative gains with an enemy) to navigate the turbulent waters of
international politics. The next great tasks are to identify the process through which
individuals learn particular strategies and to determine if experts employ an equally
wide array of decision rules.

APPENDIX
Survey Questions for the Realist-Idealist Index

Realism and idealism are broad school of thought rather than precisely articulated theories.
For this reason, there is no general consensus on the central assumptions and predictions of each
view. However, most (but clearly not all) realists and idealists would agree that the two schools
of thought differ in the following nine ways:

1. Realists are more likely to sanction the use of military force than idealists.
2. Realists are more likely to advocate unilateralism, and idealists are more likely to advo-

cate multilateralism.
3. Realists assume that states are more likely to be aggressive and expansionist; idealists

are more likely to view states as advocates of the status quo.
4. Realists assume that conflict is inherent in the system due to competing goals.
5. Idealists are more likely to believe in the efficacy of international organizations.
6. Idealists are more likely to view states as generally trustworthy.
7. Idealists are more likely to stress the moral aspects of foreign policy.
8. Idealists are more likely to advocate equitable solutions than power-maximizing solu-

tions.
9. Realists are more concerned with the fungibility of power.

The survey instrument for Study 1, which relied heavily on questions in established surveys,
such as those by the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations (1974-1998), probed elements 1, 2,
4, 5, and 7. The survey instrument for Study 2 was explicitly designed to cover all major ele-
ments that distinguish realism from idealism.

SURVEY QUESTIONS USED IN STUDY 1

6. In general, the use of military force only makes problems worse. [strongly agree, some-
what agree, neutral, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree, not sure]

8. The following statement is often made with respect to national security: “The best de-
fense is a strong offense.” The statement implies that increasing the quality and quantity
of U.S. weapons systems always enhances U.S. security. Do you agree or disagree with
this perspective? [strongly agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree, strongly
disagree, not sure]

11. Respond to the following statement: The United States may have to support some mili-
tary dictators or authoritarian regimes because they are friendly toward the United States
and opposed to states that threaten U.S. security. [strongly agree, somewhat agree, neu-
tral, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree, not sure]

13. It is essential for the United States to work with other nations to solve problems such as
overpopulation, hunger, and pollution. [strongly support, support, neutral, oppose,
strongly oppose, not sure]
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16. The best way to ensure peace around the globe is through American military strength.
[strongly agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree, not
sure]

17. We are faced with many problems at home and abroad, none of which can be solved eas-
ily or inexpensively. For the following programs, please indicate whether they should
have their budgets and/or scopes expanded, cut, or maintained at current levels: (a) aid
for education, (b) defense spending, (c) farm subsidies, (d) military aid abroad, (e) eco-
nomic aid abroad, (f) domestic welfare programs, (g) support for the UN peace-keeping
operations). [expand significantly, expand slightly, maintain, cut slightly, cut signifi-
cantly, not sure]

19. Some observers of the international system believe that states generally share similar
goals and, by working through international organizations, such as the United Nations,
and supporting international law, the global community can effectively control the hand-
ful of renegade states in the system. [strongly agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat
disagree, strongly disagree, not sure]

23. Although most people would agree that all of the following goals are important to some
degree, sometimes we have to choose one goal over another. If you had to choose be-
tween the following goals, which is more important:

(a) a. Strengthening the United Nations OR b. Avoiding international entanglements?
(b) a. Protecting human rights abroad OR b. Maintaining cordial relations?
(c) a. Protecting jobs of American workers OR b. Promoting democracy abroad?
(d) a. Containing Russia OR b. Protecting weak states from aggression?
(e) a. Combating world hunger OR b. Protecting U.S. business interests abroad?

SURVEY QUESTIONS USED IN STUDY 2

1. Military force should only be used for defensive purposes. States should not use military
force to intervene in the affairs of other states, including ongoing military conflicts.
[strongly agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree, not
sure]

2. For a state to achieve its economic and security goals, it must cooperate with other coun-
tries around the globe. [strongly agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree,
strongly disagree, not sure]

3. States are inherently aggressive. They will naturally expand their economic and military
power until they meet an opponent capable of checking their expansion. [strongly agree,
somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree, not sure]

4. Conflict is rare in the international system because states typically have compatible
goals. What is best for one state is usually best for other states in the system. [strongly
agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree, not sure]

5. In general, international organizations and transnational interest groups are ineffective
because they lack the power necessary to change the behavior of strong states and pow-
erful corporations. [strongly agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree,
strongly disagree, not sure]

6. States are generally untrustworthy. Unless they are constantly watched, states will at-
tempt to exploit their neighbors and to break international accords if it suits their needs.
[strongly agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree, not
sure]

7. Moral considerations such as the promotion of human rights and justice should play an
important role in the formation of foreign policy. [strongly agree, somewhat agree, neu-
tral, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree, not sure]

8. The best way to solve international problems is to identify a fair solution in which both
states benefit equally. Often this implies that stronger states forego disproportionate
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gains they could have obtained through the use of threats and/or rewards. [strongly
agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree, not sure]

9. In general, the use of military force against other states only makes problems worse.
[strongly agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree, not
sure]

10. You must always be wary of the economic success of other countries because they can
easily transform the economic gains into military power and use it to threaten your coun-
try. [strongly agree, somewhat agree, neutral, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree, not
sure]
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