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In a recent article, David Blagden (2019) critiques our research published in the International Studies Quarterly (LeVeck and
Narang 2017a), in which we draw on the well-known “wisdom of crowds” phenomenon to argue that, because democracies
typically include a larger number of decision makers in the foreign policy process, they may produce fewer decision-making
errors in situations of crisis bargaining. As a result, bargaining may fail less often. Blagden’s critique focuses on two supposed
flaws: first, that “[d]emocracies may have a larger number of more diverse policymakers, of course, but this relationship is not
necessary,” and second, that “weighing against the superior ability of large groups to average towards accurate answers, mean-
while, is a substantial drawback of larger groups: the diminishing ability to take and implement decisions” due to additional
veto players. In this article, we demonstrate the ways in which we believe Blagden’s critique to be misguided in its approach
to social science inquiry. In particular, we argue that much of his critique requires that we reject two hallmarks of scientific
inquiry: the use of stylized facts in theory building; and the use of comparative statics to generate testable hypotheses.

In a recent response article, David Blagden (2019) engages
with our research published in the International Studies Quar-
terly, in which we propose a new theoretical mechanism for
democratic peace that highlights a previously unexplored
advantage enjoyed by democracies in crises (LeVeck and
Narang 2017a). Specifically, we argue that because democra-
cies typically include a larger number of decision makers in
the foreign policy process, they may produce fewer decision-
making errors in situations of crisis bargaining and thus bar-
gaining among larger groups of diverse decision makers may
fail less often. Using data from experiments in which sub-
jects engage in ultimatum bargaining games, we find strong
support for the idea that collective decision making among
larger groups of decision makers decreases the likelihood
of bargaining failure when compared to the performance of
individuals, smaller groups, and even foreign policy experts.

At the same time that Blagden is generous in noting that
“crowd wisdom is a powerful insight” and an “important con-
tribution to comparative analyses of strategic effectiveness,”
he is forceful in his critique that our “logics are of only
limited applicability to democracies’ specific foreign poli-
cymaking processes,” and that our findings ultimately “tell
us little about the peacefulness or otherwise of democra-
cies,” and thus they “tell us little about democratic peace
specifically.” In sum, “the ‘wisdom of crowds’—while a pow-
erful insight—does not in fact do much to support demo-
cratic peace theory…it simply does not apply well to the
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dynamics and surrounding politics of democratic foreign
policy-making.”

We welcome Blagden’s response to our research article.
Intellectual critique and debate are essential hallmarks of
healthy academic inquiry. For this reason, we applaud the
editors of the International Studies Quarterly for inviting our
response to Blagden’s comments.

In what follows, we highlight the ways in which we believe
Blagden’s critique to be misguided in its approach to social
science inquiry. In particular, we argue that much of his cri-
tique requires that we reject two hallmarks of scientific in-
quiry: the use of stylized facts in theory building; and the
use of comparative statics to test the hypotheses generated
by scientific theories.

Stylized Facts and Theories

While Blagden is quick to acknowledge that “[d]emocracies
may have a larger number of more diverse policymakers,”
he immediately counters that “this relationship is not nec-
essary.” For this reason, Blagden pointedly argues that the
conditions under which crowds are known to be collectively
“wise,” “may well correlate somewhat with the presence of
democracy, but that is neither a necessary nor a sufficient
finding for anything of much interest.”

We largely agree with the first part of this argument.
That democracies do not necessarily have a larger number
of more diverse decision makers in all cases is uncontrover-
sial. Indeed, even passive observers of international relations
should be able to recruit at least one or two historical cases
of crisis bargaining where sides sought to estimate their op-
ponent’s reservation price for war, “in which the politics of
democratic foreign policy dramatically [shrunk] the num-
ber of de facto influential decision-makers in the foreign pol-
icy process” (though, oddly, neither of Blagden’s examples
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in Brexit and the election of Donald Trump seem to qualify
as instances).1

However, our argument was never that larger decision-
making groups were a necessary feature of foreign policymak-
ing in democracies. Instead, we build our theory around the
stylized fact that there is a correlation between the number
of effectively independent decision makers and regime type.
We argue that this may partially explain the well-known cor-
relation between regime type and conflict. As we explain be-
low, this is useful even if there are numerous instances where
democratic decision making does not include a larger num-
ber of diverse decision makers.

A stylized fact is a term used to refer to a simplified pre-
sentation of an empirical finding, which—although gener-
ally true—may have inconsistencies in the detail. The origin
of the term is typically traced back to the economist Nicholas
Kaldor in 1961 (Kaldor 1961), who stated six now famous
“stylized” facts that economists had collectively learned
about economic growth—findings that were so widely ac-
cepted to be true that they had moved from research papers
to textbooks, since they were no longer thought to be partic-
ularly controversial as general empirical statements (Jones
and Romer 2010).

Importantly, Kaldor (1961) argued that because “facts
as recorded by statisticians, are always subject to numerous
snags and qualifications, and for that reason are incapable
of being summarized,” theorists “should be free to start off
with a stylized view of the facts—i.e., concentrate on broad
tendencies, ignoring individual details.” Others have made
the even stronger argument that, for theorizing to ever oc-
cur, “stylization is indispensable” because theories require
some level of generalization and scrutiny of any fact is likely
to produce counterexamples within a given setting (Jan Tin-
bergen 1939, as translated in Don and Verbruggen 2006).

Given these arguments, it is perhaps unsurprising that
stylized facts form the basis of countless theories across the
social sciences (Hirshman 2016). This includes the field of
international relations, where theories of international in-
stitutions, trade, and war all appeal to some set of stylized
facts—either in the identification of a macro phenomenon
to be explained, or in the causal process linking the inde-
pendent variables to dependent variables.

Of course, stylized facts should still be reasonable and
generally true. To this end, we spent many pages of our origi-
nal article and our appendix carefully detailing multiple the-
oretical and empirical reasons for why it is generally accepted
that democracies are characterized by larger groups of inde-
pendently deciding individuals at multiple levels of governance
when compared to autocracies (Hyde and Saunders 2020).

Theoretically, we first argued that by holding periodic
elections, citizens can express their views on which leader or
mix of representatives is best suited to conduct international

1 With respect to Blagden’s general critique that some questions in interna-
tional relations do not have “discoverably correct answers,” we refer readers to
the supplementary information for our original publication, in which we review
a distinction in the psychology literature between “intellective tasks,” where there
is a clear ex-post evaluation criterion (as with guessing the reservation price of an
opponent in situations of ultimatum/crisis bargaining), and “judgmental tasks,”
where there is no clear ex-post evaluation criterion, as in the case of Brexit refer-
enced by Blagden. We make no claim about the ability of crowds to systematically
outperform individuals in judgmental tasks. Meanwhile, Blagden’s vague refer-
ence to the election of Donald Trump casting “prima facie doubt on the argument
that democracies…accurately assess others’ signals” would need to be much fur-
ther elaborated to warrant a meaningful response here (Hafner-Burton, Narang,
and Rathbun 2019); however—whatever the exact claim—the election of Donald
Trump is clearly not a case of crisis bargaining nor is it obviously an intellective
task, and thus it is unclear how it is relevant to the theoretical mechanism outlined
in our article.

Table 1. Difference in institutional constraints and veto points
between democracies and autocracies

Regime Mean XCONST Mean POLCONIII

Democracy 6.31 0.40
Autocracy 0.76 0.01

affairs. Second, citizens in democracies can more efficiently
express approval or disapproval for their leader’s policies
through public polls, which should lead leaders to anticipate
this accountability to constituencies ex ante when making
foreign policy decisions.2 Third, democracies tend to have
freer markets with exchanges that can react almost instantly
to inform leaders about the expected outcome of a particu-
lar policy choice. Fourth, democracies tend to establish dif-
ferent domestic institutions with diverse approaches or per-
spectives on foreign policy. Finally—even when aggregating
beliefs across similar numbers of individuals—participants
in autocracies often lack the incentive to tell leaders the
truth (Reiter and Stam 2002). As a result, democratic lead-
ers may have access to a larger number of diverse perspec-
tives, even if they hear from a similar number of advisers.

Empirically, we argued that there is little controversy in
the academic literature that democracies tend to have a
larger group of decision makers involved in the foreign
policy process. In our original article, and in Table 1, we
demonstrate that the Polity IV index measure—on which
the democratic peace phenomenon is based—is primarily
driven by the variable XCONST, which reflects the fact that a
larger number of independent actors constrains the execu-
tive. Meanwhile, the Polity IV index is highly correlated with
the Political Constraint Index (POLCONIII), which is used
in some robustness checks of democratic peace, and which
also measures the raw number of institutional veto players
in a polity and their relative independence in terms of pref-
erences and ideological viewpoints. For these reasons, and
many others in the article, we felt more comfortable with
the stylized fact that democracies are generally character-
ized by larger groups of independently deciding individuals
compared to autocracies in our experimental setup.

Blagden does not take direct issue with many of these
points. In fact, as we already noted, he concedes the general
correlation between democracy and larger groups of deci-
sion makers. So, his determination that this relationship is
not of interest because it is not a necessary feature of democ-
racy suggests that he is antagonistic towards the use of such
stylized facts in theory building. For all of the reasons given
above, we disagree: the “wisdom of crowds” hypothesis may
help us understand the origins of democratic peace, even
if there are examples where democratic policymaking does
not draw on larger or wiser crowds.

However, we should also note that, at the same time that
Blagden’s response appears to be antagonistic to the role
of stylized facts in theory building, it is also confusing in
its contradictions. For example, Blagden seems willing to
accept the stylized fact of the democratic peace finding as a
phenomenon worthy of explanation, even though the link
between democracy and war is not perfect and depends
critically on a series of qualifications (“few, if any, clear cases
of war,” “between mature democratic states,” etc.). However,
Blagden offers an even more startling contradiction in
concluding that:

2 We disagree with Blagden’s un-strategic view of elected leaders when he ar-
gues that expectations of future electoral accountability do nothing to influence
leaders’ present incentive to align their judgment with that of their constituents.
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Insofar as a genuine inter-democratic peace may exist,
therefore, we are back to some combination of inter-
subjective recognition (e.g., Hayes 2011), norms (e.g.,
Mitchell 2012), and democracies’ superior ability to
make binding commitments to one another (e.g.,
Lipson 2005), along with all the over-determining
co-variables (the U.S. alliance network, U.S. power
preponderance, extended nuclear deterrence, eco-
nomic interdependence, regional organizations, etc.).

Oddly, Blagden’s critique of our article should apply
equally to all of these arguments as well. Perhaps it is possi-
ble that democracies are more likely to share intersubjective
recognition, liberal norms, and a superior ability to make
binding commitments to one another. However, to use Blag-
den’s words, “this relationship is not necessary.” It is unclear,
then, why Blagden concludes that “the ‘wisdom of crowds’—
while a powerful insight—does not in fact do much to sup-
port democratic peace theory” at the same time that he is
willing to accept other theories based on even more stylized
facts.

Comparative Static Claims and Theories

In a second criticism, Blagden notes that our experiment
only addresses variation in the number of independent de-
cision makers across regime types. It does not address other
institutional factors that may covary with regime type and
also affect a country’s ability to bargain effectively. For ex-
ample, according to Blagden, larger groups may lead to the
“decision-making sclerosis of too many veto players…rather
than ever-larger group size delivering ever-greater crowd wis-
dom.”

However, such critiques largely misunderstand the logic
behind our experimental design and the inferences we try
to draw from it. Given our broader theory, we experimen-
tally tested the claim that larger groups of decision makers
characteristic of democracies would produce collective judg-
ments that have a lower likelihood of bargaining failure when
compared to the performance of individuals, small groups,
and even foreign policy experts. In doing so, we were effec-
tively testing a comparative static claim, which asks how an
output of a model changes with a parameter of the model,
holding all else constant (Ashworth and Bueno de Mesquita
2006). We were not testing the more ambitious claim that all
features of democracy point in the direction of wiser collec-
tive decision making.

Comparative static claims are central and common across
political science research (Cameron and Morton 2002),
including analyses of party behavior under conditions of
increasing electoral competitiveness, deference to prece-
dence under conditions of changing judicial independence,
and the value of concessions officered in situations of in-
ternational crisis bargaining under changing conditions
(Ashworth and Bueno de Mesquita 2006). While Ashworth
and Bueno de Mesquita (2006, 214) note that “formal the-
orists typically base the testable predictions of their models
on comparative statics—the analysis of how changes in the
parameters of a model affect the model’s solution,” empiri-
cal scholars also engage in a comparative static analysis when
they aim to identify the impact of a particular variable on an
outcome of interest, ceteris parebis.3

Importantly, the “all else constant” part of comparative
static claims is not a claim that reality is simpler than it is.
Instead, this assumption helps us think through and test

3 See LeVeck and Narang (2017b) and Narang and LeVeck (2019) for exam-
ples of comparative static analyses from our own work.
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Figure 1. Mean error in proposers’ beliefs about responders’
minimum acceptable offer

the causal effect of specific variables, even though they may
operate as part of a more complex system. All else may not
be constant across regime types, and democracy may also
correlate with other features that influence decision-making
outputs—including a larger number of veto players. How-
ever, these possibilities do not impeach the validity of our
experimental findings. Given that factors like veto player
induced gridlock are somewhat separable from group size
(Tsebelis 2000), it was reasonable for our study to temporar-
ily set them aside.4 Doing so allowed us to rigorously and
clearly test a more basic claim about group size, collective
judgments, and ultimatum bargaining outcomes. Were
we to simultaneously increase factors like group size and
the number of veto players, we would lose the key advan-
tage that experiments afford in terms of isolating specific
causal effects.

By holding “all else constant” and measuring the collec-
tive judgments of both proposers and responders in our
experiment, we were also able to show that the “wisdom
of crowds” mechanism can also account for the dyadic
nature of democratic peace finding, contrary to Blagden’s
claim that “crowd wisdom…is a monadic effect.” In the
supplementary information to the original article, and in
Figure 1, we demonstrate that the mean error in the pro-
poser’s forecasts about a responder’s minimum acceptable
offer decreases slightly when either the proposer or the
responder is characterized by a larger decision-making
group (a monadic effect), but that this error is significantly
(and nonlinearly) lower when both the proposer and the
responder draw on larger decision-making groups (a dyadic
effect). This dyadic effect occurs because the responder’s
reservation price for costly conflict becomes less variable
under aggregation. This decreased variance causes the
responder’s reservation price to be closer to very accurate
forecasts about what the responder’s reservation price will
be in expectation.

4 Ironically, Blagden’s critique on this account would be flawed by his own
standards, insofar as he implies gridlock necessarily increases with group size—
something that may only be true under much stronger assumptions that are un-
stated by Blagden. Properly understood, the literature on veto players argues that
the possibility for gridlock will turn on many other factors beyond group size,
including the heterogeneity in preferences among actors and the specific insti-
tutions in which they are imbedded (Tsebelis 2000)—factors we purposely held
constant in our experiment.
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Conclusion

As we noted at the end of our original article, we see our
findings as one step in a larger research program. No single
experiment can hope to test every facet of a theory, and
our study is no exception. We therefore hope that future
research will build on our findings. This includes examin-
ing the scope conditions that determine when democracies
include more decision makers compared to autocracies.
Likewise, other studies might examine whether or when
other institutional features outweigh the benefits of larger
decision-making groups. However, the need for future re-
search in these areas, and others, is a far cry from Blagden’s
claim that there are “key flaws” with our theory, or that our
findings “tell us little about the peacefulness or otherwise of
democracies.” Rather than undermine our study, Blagden’s
arguments do more to highlight the epistemological and
methodological differences between our scientific approach
and his own.
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