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Abstract

We analyze conflict between a citizenry and an insurgent group over a fixed resource such

as land. The citizenry has an elected leader who proposes a division such that, the lower the

land ceded to the insurgents, the higher the cost of conflict. Leaders differ in ability and ideol-

ogy such that the higher the leader’s ability, the lower the cost of conflict, and the more

hawkish the leader, the higher his utility from retaining land. We show that the conflict arises

from the political process with re-election motives causing leaders to choose to cede too little

land to signal their ability. We also show that when the rents of office are high, the political

equilibrium and the second best diverge; in particular, the policy under the political equilib-

rium is more hawkish compared to the second best. When both ideology and ability are

unknown, we provide a plausible condition under which the probability of re-election

increases in the leader’s hawkishness, thereby providing an explanation for why hawkish

politicians may have a natural advantage under the electoral process.

Introduction

In this paper, we seek to understand the dynamics of conflict negotiation between a citizenry

and an insurgent group in which the citizenry is represented by a politician who is subject to

the political process. Specifically, we address the following questions: When political leaders

negotiating the settlement face re-election prospects, do they tend to choose more extremist

(or hawkish, in a sense to be made more precise) policies? Do intrinsically more hawkish poli-

ticians have an inherent re-election advantage as conflict becomes more salient? Does there

exist a political failure in the sense that the equilibrium outcome of the political process fails to

achieve a constrained Pareto optimal outcome (i.e., the best outcome given the information

constraints, a.k.a. the second best)? And if so, how does the nature of this failure vary with the

politician’s preferences and ability?

There is at least casual evidence that during times of conflict hawks and hawkish policies

carry the day. A look at the upper hand that hawks had in determining U.S. foreign policy as

well as the electoral success that more hawkish leaders seem to have enjoyed recently across

the globe leads one to believe that hawks and hawkish policies dominate in times of conflict.
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Kahneman and Renshin [1] suggest an explanation for a hawkish tendency during conflict in

terms of inherent human bias. They say that “In terms of potential conflict the same optimistic

bias makes generals and politicians receptive to advisers who offer highly favorable estimates

of the outcome of war.” In analyzing war Baliga, Lucca and Sjöström [2] make a similar point,

they say that “in a fully democratic country, a dovish bias is replaced by a hawkish bias when

the environment becomes more hostile.” While accepting these explanations we want to exam-

ine whether hawkishness can arise even in the absence of any optimistic bias (as in Kahneman

and Renshin) or any coordination failure (as in Baliga, Lucca and Sjöström). In the Discussion

section we discuss the implications of our explanation compared with some others in the liter-

ature. In particular, we examine whether it could arise from the incentives of the political pro-

cess itself.

If the political process itself is a cause of greater hawkishness, then one may perhaps see

why the then Lieutenant-General Moshe Yaalon, the Israeli army’s chief of staff (and no policy

dove) infuriated Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and Defence Minister Shaul Mofaz in 2003 by

publicly questioning Israel’s tough policies in the West Bank and Gaza [3]. Moreover, he criti-

cized the then Prime Minister Olmerts ground invasion of Lebanon as “It had no substantive

security-political goal, only a spin goal.” [4]. The case becomes even more interesting when we

see how the same Olmert adopted a dovish stance after losing the elections (and effectively

ending any electoral incentives he had) by saying “We have to reach an agreement with the

Palestinians, the meaning of which is that in practice we will withdraw from almost all the ter-

ritories, if not all the territories” [5]. More recently, Benjamin Netanyahu’s hawkish policy

(whether strategic or because he is an inherent hawk), has bought him electoral victory. Mov-

ing outside the Middle East conflict, India’s incumbent Prime Minister Narendra Modi has

also been hawkish with neighboring Pakistan [6] and there is a view that it contributed to his

huge electoral victory [7].

Indeed, politicians not known for their hawkish ideology may also be strategically belliger-

ent, then US President Barack Obama, when faced with a lowered level of support among his

electorate, gave a hawkish speech (ironically when accepting the Nobel peace prize) signalling

his intention to be tough in fighting conflict [8].

Our paper seeks to understand how instances of hawkish behavior documented above arise

in a political process. In order to formalize this idea, we embed a model of conflict (similar to

Grossman [9]) in a principal-agent model of political competition in which the voters (the

principal) use re-election as an incentive to induce the incumbent political leader (the agent) to

manage the conflict in an optimal way. The conflict is modeled as dividing a fixed resource, for

concreteness sake, a piece of land, between the citizenry and insurgents. The incumbent politi-

cian, as the representative of the citizenry chooses a policy, i.e., a division of land between the

groups. Following the land division there may be insurgent activities (such as terrorism or

other disruptive tactics) which impose a cost on the citizenry. Incumbents vary along two

dimensions, their ability and ideology. Incumbent’s ability denotes his success in minimizing

the cost to society from the insurgent activities, while ideology denotes the intrinsic utility

from holding on to land, which translates into his willingness to bear the costs of insurgency.

Voters hold incomplete information about the incumbent’s type (ability and ideology), and

have to decide whether to re-elect the incumbent, taking into account the mixed signal about

ability and ideology that comes from observing a particular policy chosen by the incumbent. In

line with the illustrations of hawkish behavior discussed above, we wish to understand whether

the incumbent has an incentive to choose hawkish or extremist policies. To make clear what

we mean by this extremism or hawkishness, a hawk is a person who has a higher utility (relative

to the median voter) from retaining more land, while a hawkish policy from a particular leader

is a policy more extreme than the one he would ideally like to choose. We analyze if a hawkish
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policy emerges under the optimal voting rule. We also analyze both the electoral success of pol-

iticians of different ideologies under this voting rule and how the optimal voting standard

changes with changes in the rents from office as well as ideology of politicians.

Our main finding is that electoral incentives lead politicians to choose policies that are

more hawkish than those desired by the voter, conditional on the politician type. Furthermore,

the political process, under certain conditions, confers a natural electoral advantage to incum-

bents which are intrinsically more hawkish than the voter. While we have a homogeneous pop-

ulation in our model, this result would hold with respect to the median voter’s preferences in a

heterogeneous population where voters have single peaked preferences over a single-issue pol-

icy space.

Thus, the electoral process leads to two kinds of hawkishness—one, politicians choose more

hawkish policies (i.e., give less land) relative to what the voter would like them to implement,

conditional on their ability (see Proposition 1); and two, politicians who intrinsically favor

more extreme policies are more likely to get elected (see Proposition 2). The intuition behind

the first kind of hawkishness is the following: politicians with higher ability are better able to

successfully manage the higher costs emanating from more hawkish positions. As a result, they

are able to signal their type by choosing sufficiently extreme policies. Regarding the reason for

the second kind of hawkishness note that, holding ability fixed, hawkish politicians intrinsi-

cally prefer a more extreme policy as their utility from land is higher compared to more dovish

ones. Hence, both high ability and intrinsic hawkishness leads to tough policies that lead to

higher costs of conflict. If voters cannot distinguish between intrinsic hawks (for many new

leaders their ideology may not be fully known, at least as regards national security and conflict

negotiation) and high ability types, leaders have to resort to behaving hawkishly to signal their

ability and inherent hawks have an intrinsic advantage in that. We characterize the conditions

under which the equilibrium voting strategies turn out to be such that doves are replaced at a

faster rate than hawks.

To present our results more precisely, we compare three outcomes: 1) the voter’s ideal pol-

icy under complete information (i.e., the first best), 2) the voter’s best outcome under incom-

plete information when he can ex-ante commit to a re-election strategy (i.e., the second best,

which is also called the constrained Pareto optimum) and 3) the equilibrium (PBE) of the

political process which is the outcome attained under incomplete information and without ex-

ante commitment to a re-election strategy. Using the first best as the benchmark, we analyze

the the re-election standards under the second best and the PBE for the case where incum-

bent’s ideology is known to the voter but the ability is not.

In setting the re-election standard, with or without commitment, the voters face a trade-off.

On the one hand, a higher re-election standard helps screen out low ability politicians. On the

other hand, given that ideological hawks find it easier to meet the standard, when the incum-

bent is intrinsically more hawkish, screening for ability by raising the re-election standard may

prove too costly. In this case voters may prefer not to raise the standard but instead lower it,

accepting a poorer selection on ability in favor of a reduced cost of conflict. We show how this

trade-off changes with the rents from office and incumbents ideology.

When the rents from office increase, politicians are more likely to want to meet the stan-

dard to get re-elected and after a point voters may sacrifice selection to prevent the costs of

conflict from being too high. In particular, this is true when politicians are more hawkish than

the voter. In this case, both rents from office and inherent hawkishness incentivize the incum-

bent to meet the standard. In this scenario, voters may prefer to lower the standard and put up

with low ability politicians getting re-elected to having too high a standard and facing very

high costs of conflict. We show that the second best may indeed involve such non-monotonic-

ity but the PBE does not.
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With regards to the ideology, when the incumbent is a hawk, the second best re-election stan-

dard can be non-monotonic in ideology for the reasons outlined above. With dovish politicians,

surprisingly, we find that that both the second best and the PBE may involve a hawkish policy.

This occurs since the high ability doves face a trade-off between their implementing a policy

more extreme than their ideal vs. a less hawkish policy being implemented by an average ability

replacement. It can be that the expected cost of conflict is lower in the former case than the latter.

The way the optimal standard varies with rents and ideology also allows us to answer

another question: does the political equilibrium of this model achieve constrained Pareto opti-

mality (i.e., the second best). We show that in general it does not; the second best may, for

instance involve re-electing all politicians which keeps the cost of conflict low though doing so

is not incentive compatible and therefore not a political equilibrium.

We then show that the incentive compatible standard is monotonic for the range we con-

sider and, in general, does not coincide with the second best. Thus, we show that there is a polit-

ical failure, i.e., the political process need not achieve the constrained Pareto optimum. If voters

could bind themselves to re-electing every politician regardless of their ability ex ante voter wel-

fare may be higher. This implies that tying the hands of the politician by making him agree to

settlements proposed by a neutral third party can be welfare improving. Thus, there is a role for

bodies like the UN to achieve Pareto improving settlements even in a situation of conflict.

In sum, our model provides a new explanation of conflict, showing that it arises from re-

election motives and that the incentive compatible reelection standard does not achieve the

second best. This is a specific application of the notion of political failure. While such political

failure and ‘excessive behavior’ has been analyzed in other contexts e.g. deficit financing, ineffi-

cient transfer to special interest groups (see the next section for details), this is novel as an

explanation of conflict. Moreover, we show that the excessive behavior is always in one direc-

tion (i.e. induces hawkishness). Further, unlike other related models in the literature, we allow

for variations in two dimensions-ideology and ability and show that the hawkish behavior

results still hold and that the electoral process favors hawks.

Literature

Our work is related to principal agent models starting from Spence [10]. More specifically our

paper has modeling similarities with the so called incumbent-challenger models which are

essentially agency models of political competition. There are a wide variety of incumbent chal-

lenger models in the literature (see Besley [11] for a good discussion of the literature), with the

simplest involving pure selection strategies to weed out bad politicians. There are several well

known models with electoral accountability when politicians make unobservable choices [12–

16]. Rogoff and Sibert [14] and Rogoff [15] use this framework to study political budget cycles,

while the other papers look at pure moral hazard problems. There are models with elements of

both moral hazard and adverse selection, in which politicians differ in both ability (leading to

adverse selection) as well as some kind of unobservability of action (leading to moral hazard)

[17]. Coate and Morris [18] consider the issue of the form of transfers to special interest groups

in an incumbent challenger framework. They address a pure efficiency question: namely,

given that politicians may owe allegiance to special interest groups what is the most efficient

way to make transfers to such groups and is this efficient form of transfer employed? In their

framework, politicians do not essentially differ in ability but in their preference over the trans-

fers they would like to make to special interest groups, in principle both politicians could have

chosen the best outcome. Such models of electoral accountability have a fair amount of empiri-

cal support as well [19]. In the context of conflict, Carter [20] finds that electoral incentives

can lead to conflict, in particular they find term limited dovish leaders are less likely to initiate
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conflicts, on average, compared to those who are electorally accountable while there is no such

relationship for hawkish leaders, consistent with our model.

Several papers have used the political agency model to shed light on different forms of polit-

ical failures arising from electoral concerns and asymmetric information. Majumdar and

Mukand [21] consider a model of political agency where leaders ability is modeled as his ability

to pick a socially desirable policy reform. The leader gets an interim signal as to whether or not

his reform is likely to succeed. While it is socially desirable that a failing reform be scrapped,

such an action will lead the voters to realize that the politician took a wrong decision and

therefore to lower their estimate of his ability. Under certain conditions, this leads to the politi-

cian resorting to a gamble by sticking to a failing policy. Aidt and Dutta [22] examine political

failure arising out of the interaction between observation lags, economic growth and a binding

revenue constraint. The political failure in their paper does not arise from asymmetric infor-

mation about politician ability (their politicians are homogenous) and their aim is to look at

the mix of short term vs. long term public good that is provided because of these interactions.

Unlike in our model, their policy myopia is constrained optimum. In our analysis of second

best we find a result similar to that of Haan and Onderstal [23] that randomization over which

politician to re-elect gives higher voter welfare than trying to separate types (and randomiza-

tion always dominates welfare under a pooling equilibrium).

Our work is also related to rational choice explanations of terrorism and the high cycle of

violence which is based on terrorism as a strategic choice [24, 25]. Leadership in conflict is ana-

lyzed in a complete information framework by Hess and Orphanides [26] (see the Discussion

section for a discussion of their paper) and is related to the literature that looks at whether

multilateralism can provide an efficient level of security and the structure it takes [27–29].

Schultz [30] analyses the behavior of hawks and doves over the period that the US-USSR con-

flict continued using a different definition of hawks and doves-he assumes that doves are peo-

ple who inherently have optimistic priors over the opponents motives and the opposite for

hawks. Some of the empirical evidence on the policy positions of hawks and doves in that

period is interesting and worth analyzing to see how well it fits the predictions of our model.

Broadly, from our model, we expect to see hawks continue to support hawkish positions while

doves will fluctuate depending on their ability. This seems consistent with the data presented

in Schultz. None of these papers are however concerned with the political failure arising out of

asymmetric information.

There is a well established literature on conflict and the distribution of resources across

groups [9, 31–34]. We contribute to the literature by analyzing what kind of outcomes arise

when conflict resolution occurs via the political process.

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. In the Materials and Methods section we set up

the model, and characterize the first best, the second best and the Perfect Bayesian equilibrium

(PBE) outcomes. The Results section compares the second best and the PBE with each other

and with the first best. This section provides our main insights about how the the political pro-

cess leads to a hawkish drift. The Discussion section considers some extensions and concludes.

Materials and methods

The model

We develop a simple two period model that formalizes the basic insight discussed above. The

framework used here was developed by Grossman [9] and the specifics of the model are based

on Bandyopadhyay and Oak [35]. Let us denote by Y 2 Rþ the total amount of land, which is

the dimension of conflict between two groups: citizens denoted by C, and an insurgent group

(or protesters) denoted by I. While we use the nomenclature of an intra-country conflict for
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convenience, the model can capture any dispute over a fixed resource, including border dis-

putes between two countries. The division of land is determined by an incumbent politician,

specifically, the incumbent chooses a division (y, Y − y) on behalf of group C where y is the

amount of land retained by the group C, and consequently, (Y − y) is the land conceded to I.
Hereafter, we will refer to the representative member of C as the voter, and the politician in

office who decides the land division as the incumbent. We can think of the representative mem-

ber of C as the median voter, an interpretation that holds under single peaked preferences.

The voters preferences over land division are represented by a utility function u : ½0;Y� !
R; u0 > 0; u00 � 0: The incumbents preferences over land division may differ from those of the

voter. We denote the incumbents preferences by α � u(y) where α 2 (0,1) is a parameter that

captures politicians ideology—a value of α< (>)1 means the incumbent is dovish (hawkish)

relative to the voter. After observing the choice of y made by the incumbent, the voter decides

whether or not to re-elect him.

Following the choice of y, some members of group I may undertake terrorist activities or

violent insurgency. The cost imposed by this insurgency upon the voter is realized in the next
period and it is increasing in y. The politician in office in the next period manages the cost of

this conflict, which (given y) depends on his ability θ. Let c(y, θ) denote the expected cost of

terrorism to the voter when the settlement is y and the ability of the next periods politician is θ.

We assume that c1, c11 > 0 and c2 < 0. In Appendix I.A in S1 File we present a simple model

that provides a micro foundation for the cost of insurgency.

Sequence of actions. The game played is as follows:

• t = 0: Nature chooses the type of incumbent (α, θ). Voters (i.e. group C) set a re-election stan-

dard on ŷ such that the incumbent is re-elected only if y� ŷ.

• t = 1: The incumbent chooses policy y 2 [0, Y]. The voter votes to either re-elect or replace

the incumbent. If the incumbent is voted out, he is replaced by another politician drawn

from distribution F(θ), with pdf given by f(θ).

• t = 2: Payoffs are realized.

The expected payoff of the voter is u(y) − c(y, θ) if the incumbent is retained, and u(y) − c(y,

θ0) if the incumbent is replaced by a politician of ability θ0. The expected payoff of the incumbent

differs from the voter in two ways. First, the intrinsic utility from retaining y may differ from the

voter by a multiple α, and second, incumbent, if re-elected, gets additional payoff r> 0, which

may be interpreted as the rent from holding office in the next period. Thus, the politicians payoff

is α � u(y) − c(y, θ) + r if the incumbent is re-elected, and α � u(y) − c(y, θ0) if he is replaced by a

politician of ability θ0. This payoff reflects the fact that the politician holding office in period 2

inherits the policy set by the incumbent and manages its cost to the society. In particular, we

assume that the policy is not such that it can be instantly reversed. We do not use time subscripts

as there is no discounting. Total payoffs are simply a sum of payoffs from both periods.

Throughout the paper we will use a simple formulation that allows us to explicit numerical

solutions and enables us to compare payoffs. Specifically, we assume that

uðyÞ � y ð1Þ

and

cðy; yÞ �
y2

2ð1þ yÞ
: ð2Þ

This is the simplest formulation that allows us to convey the main results of the model. We
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further assume that the politician ability θ is drawn from a uniform distribution [0, 1] and is

independent of the ideology parameter α. The qualitative features of the model do not depend

on these functional form but they enable us to numerically compare the first best, the second

best and the PBE.

Benchmark (α, θ)-contingent contract

Suppose that the incumbent politician’s ideology as well as ability is known to the voter; we

will denote an incumbents type as(α, θ). The first best outcome (FB for short) sets an ideal

benchmark for the highest utility attained by the voter if he could offer a type-contingent con-

tract, subject to the incumbent’s and voter’s participation constraints. In order to define and

analyze the first best, it is useful to define a few terms. If an incumbent knew/anticipated that

he is not going to be elected, his optimal strategy would be to choose y to maximize his

expected utility given by

ay � Ey0cðy; y
0
Þ

where the expectation is taken over the replacement’s ability θ0, which yields y that depends on

α only, and which we denote by

y0ðaÞ �
a

ln 2
:

Let the expected utility from replacing an incumbent (and therefore him choosing policy y0(α))

be denoted by v0(α) for the incumbent, and by V0(α) for the voter. It can be verified that,

v0ðaÞ �
a2

2 ln 2
and V0ðaÞ �

a

ln 2
1 �

a

2

� �
:

The first best, can be formally defined as follows:

Definition 1 The first best contract for a type (α, θ) is a pair (d�, y�) whereby the agent imple-
ments policy y� 2 Y and the voters re-election decision is d� 2 {re-elect, replace} such that

• d� = re-elect, and

y� ¼ arg max
y2½0;Y�

uðyÞ � cðy; yÞ

s:t: auðyÞ � cðy; yÞ þ r � v0ðaÞ

ð3Þ

if

1. a solution to the above problem exists, and

2. u(y�) − c(y�, θ)� V0(α);

• otherwise, d� = replace, and y� = y0(α).

When describing the first best for each possible type (α, θ), we will use the notation d�(α, θ)

and y�(α, θ).

A complete characterization of the first-best is tedious as it depends on the different config-

uration of parameters α, θ and r. We will characterize the first best in specific cases of interest

in the later sections. However, some cases are worth mentioning here.
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If Problem (3) has an interior solution, then it is y(α, θ) = 1 + θ, yielding the voter indirect

utility 1þy

2
. The voter will re-elect (replace) the incumbent if 1þy

2
� ð<ÞV0ðaÞ, i.e.

y � ð<Þ
að2 � aÞ

ln 2
� 1:

Thus, we have the following lemma.

Lemma 1 If α, θ and r are such that Problem (3) has an interior solution, then the first best
policy is given by,

y�ða; yÞ ¼ 1þ y; d�ða; yÞ ¼ re-elect if y �
að2 � aÞ

ln 2
� 1; ð4Þ

y�ða; yÞ ¼
a

ln 2
; d�ða; yÞ ¼ replace if y <

að2 � aÞ

ln 2
� 1: ð5Þ

Problem (3) is more likely to have an interior solution if i) r and θ are large and ii) if α is not

too large or small relative to 1.

In the following sub-sections we analyze a more realistic setting where the voter cannot

observe the incumbents ability. In such a setting, the voters re-election decision can be contin-

gent only on the observed policy choice. The second best refers to the case where the voter can

credibly commit to a re-election standard. The Perfect Bayesian Equilibrium (PBE) refers to

the case where no such commitment is possible.

The second best, or equilibrium under commitment

Now suppose that the voters cannot observe the incumbents type but can commit to a re-elec-

tion strategy based on his choice of y. In this section we will assume that the politicians ideol-

ogy (α) is known to the voter. We will discuss the implications of relaxing this assumption in

the next section. We will assume that voters use a cut-off strategy: one where they re-elect the

incumbent if and only if y� z. We restrict attention to cut-off strategies to aid comparison

with the PBE in monotone beliefs which involves cut-off strategies. This restriction, which is

standard in the literature [18], is the equivalent of having monotone beliefs and rules out PBE

supported by unappealing off the path equilibrium beliefs. Throughout when we refer to sec-

ond best and PBE, we restrict attention to cutoff strategies.

We now look at the incumbent’s strategy in response to a re-election standard z set by the

voter. The incumbent will choose to fulfill the standard z and get re-elected, if there exists a y
� z, such that

ay �
y2

2ð1þ yÞ
þ r � ay � Ey0cðy; y

0
Þ: ð6Þ

Holding ideology fixed, the behavior of politicians of different ability levels can be described as

follows:

• Incumbents with “low ability” will prefer to drop out of the race than meet the re-election

standard, i.e. 8θ� θ1

az �
z2

2ð1þ y1Þ
þ r � ay0ðaÞ �

Z 1

0

y0ðaÞ
2

2ð1þ yÞ
dy;
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• Incumbents with “intermediate ability” will just meet the re-election standard, i.e., 8θ 2 (θ1,

θ2] we have

az �
z2

2ð1þ y1Þ
þ r > ay0ðaÞ �

Z 1

0

y0ðaÞ
2

2ð1þ yÞ
dy

and z� α(1 + θ)—the optimal policy of the incumbent of type (α, θ) if he is guaranteed re-

election;

• Incumbents with “high ability” θ> θ2 implement their optimal policy subject to guaranteed

re-election, ie, they choose α(1 + θ).

We first compute θ1. This is the lower limit of the ability of the politician who meets the

standard. Evidently, at this limit, the politician is indifferent to re-election and being replaced,

hence

az �
z2

2ð1þ y1Þ
þ r ¼ ay0 �

Z 1

0

y2
0

2ð1þ yÞ
dy

az �
z2

2ð1þ y1Þ
þ r ¼

a2

2 log 2

y1ðzÞ ¼
z2 � ln 2

ðaz þ rÞ � 2 ln 2 � a2
� 1

ð7Þ

We now compute θ2 which is the upper limit of the re-election standard. θ2 is the value of θ
at which the politicians ideal policy coincides with the standard z:

z ¼ að1þ y2Þ

y2ðzÞ ¼
z
a
� 1

ð8Þ

Given the expressions for θ1(z) and θ2(z), the expected utility of the voter can be written as

WðzÞ ¼
Z y2ðzÞ

y1ðzÞ
z �

z2

2ð1þ yÞ

� �

dyþ
Z 1

y2ðzÞ
að1þ yÞ �

ðað1þ yÞÞ
2

2ð1þ yÞ

� �

dy
�

þ

Z y1ðzÞ

0

y0 �
y0

2

2
ln 2

� �

dy
�

¼ zðy2ðzÞ � y1ðzÞÞ �
z2

2
� ln

1þ y2ðzÞ
1þ y1ðzÞ

� �

þ a �
a2

2

� �
3

2

��

þ
y1ðzÞ
ln 2

� y2ðzÞ �
y2ðzÞ

2

2

��

ð9Þ

The above expression has three components which correspond to the three possible types

of choices made by the politicians, depending on their abilities, given the re-election standard.

Note that the cut-off strategy of the voter include, as special cases, setting z equal to 0 (always

re-elect) or infinity (always replace). The second best re-election standard is

�y � arg maxWðzÞ.
If the voter chooses to always replace the incumbent, then the expected utility of the voter is

given by V0 ¼
a

ln 2
1 � a

2

� �
: If the voter were to always re-elect the incumbent, the expressions

differ depending on whether the rents from office r are high enough for voluntary dropout

never to occur. As our purpose is to look at a world where the rents from office cause a diver-

gence between the voter and the politicians behavior, one particular case of interest is when
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the rents from office are high enough such that no one voluntarily drops out. In that case, the

utility is given by the expected utility of voter VE ¼ a � a2

2

� � R 1

0
ð1þ yÞdy ¼ a � a2

2

� �
�

3

2
¼ 3a

2
1 � a

2

� �
: In this formulation, the utility from re-electing everyone is again bigger than

replacing everyone as V0 < VE.

Perfect bayesian equilibrium or equilibrium standard without

commitment

The second best formulation above assumes that there is no additional constraint in terms of

incentive compatibility of the voting standard. That is, the voters cannot renege from the re-

election strategy after they observe the politicians choice of y. However, for the re-election

standard to be incentive compatible, given the beliefs of the voter about the expected ability of

the incumbent, his voting decision must be optimal. We will use the Perfect Bayesian Equilib-

rium (PBE) as the solution concept to analyze the outcome of a game in which the voter is

unable to commit to a re-election standard. The PBE is formally defined as follows:

Definition 2 A PBE of the game is (1) a re-election standard set by the voters ŷ; (2) a choice of
y(θ, ŷ), by the incumbent politician, given the re-election standard ŷ; (3) a set of beliefs b: [0, 1]

! B(θ) i.e. a mapping from the y chosen into a probability distribution over types denoted by B
(θ) and (4) a re-election decision upon observing the policy choice y, such that

1) the politician of type θ chooses y to maximize his expected payoff, which is a2

2 ln 2
if y< ŷ, and

αu(y) − c(y, θ) + r if y� ŷ;

2) the voters choose ŷ to maximize their expected utility given the politicians best response y(θ,

ŷ);

3) voters beliefs about the incumbents type are formed using the Bayes Rule (whenever
possible);

4) Voters re-elect a politician only if given their beliefs (as in 2) their expected utility from re-
electing is greater than from replacement; and

5) Voters re-election strategy (as in 3) is consistent with the re-election standard (as in 1).
Additionally, we restrict attention to PBE in monotone beliefs, i.e., the use of cutoff strate-

gies. In particular, the voters expected utility from retaining those politicians who just meet

the standard must be bigger than the (constant) expected utility from replacement, i.e., V0.

This gives us the following incentive compatibility constraint i.e.

Z y2ðŷÞ

y1ðŷÞ
ŷ �

ŷ2

2ð1þ yÞ

� �
dy

y2 � y1

�
a

2 ln 2
1 �

a

2

� �
� V0ðaÞð Þ ð10Þ

Thus, the equilibrium standard without commitment, ŷ, maximizes the expression for the

expected utility function (as in the previous subsection):

yðy2ðyÞ � y1ðyÞÞ �
y2

2
ln

1þ y2ðyÞ
1þ y1ðyÞ

� �

þ a �
a2

2

� �
3

2
þ
y1ðyÞ
log 2

� y2ðyÞ �
y2ðyÞ

2

2

� �

ð11Þ

but subject to the incentive compatibility constraint in Eq (10) as given above. This constraint

requires that the standard must be sufficiently high such that some ability types find it costly to

mimic it in order to seek re-election. The chosen re-election standard under PBE is given by ŷ.

Note that we cannot find closed form solutions for the above equations in the general range

of parameters. We solve the maximization problem using Mathematica as well as R to see how

y varies across the relevant range of α and r.

It is worth noting that the PBE may involve replacing everyone as it satisfies the incentive

compatibility constraint, however it should be clear that re-electing everyone does not satisfy
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the additional constraint. This is because, if incumbents chose their optimal strategy when

guaranteed re-election (i.e. y = α(1 + θ)), it perfectly reveals their type and for incumbent with

y < 1

ln 2
the voters would be better off, ex-post, by reneging on their promise to re-elect the

incumbent. Thus, in general, the second best and the equilibrium standard without commit-

ment will not coincide. We illustrate this in more detail in the next section.

Results

In this section we will analyze the policy outcomes under the Second Best and the PBE as

defined in the previous section. In both cases, the voters seek to screen high ability incumbents

by setting a re-election standard such that the expected ability of an incumbent who meets the

standard is (weakly) greater than those who do not. Under the PBE it is further required that

the standard should be ex-post credible, that is the expected utility of re-electing an incumbent

meeting the re-election standard is greater than that of the expected replacement.

We are particularly interested in understanding when policy choice of an incumbent is

more (or less) hawkish compared to the first best policy as defined in the previous section and

(partially) characterized in Lemma 1. This is a useful benchmark against which we can com-

pare the Second Best and PBE policy choices of incumbents.

Definition 3 An outcome, under the second best or PBE, is said to exhibit a hawkish drift if
each incumbent who gets re-elected chooses a policy y� y�(α, θ), his first best policy, with a strict
inequality for non-zero measure of incumbents.

There are two reasons why the second best and the PBE outcomes would not coincide with

the first best. First, due to the presence of the rents from office (r), incumbents have an incen-

tive to meet the re-election standard even if it is higher than their ideal policy. This results in

some low ability incumbents, with y < 1

ln 2
, meeting the standard and therefore getting re-

elected. Voters will anticipate this response from the incumbents in setting the re-election

standard, which may therefore be more hawkish than the first best in order to screen out low

ability incumbents. Second, when an incumbents intrinsic preference over y differs from the

voters, voters may use re-election standard to incentivize the incumbent into choosing a policy

more aligned with that of the voters. Such standard may induce a hawkish (or dovish) policy

choice by the incumbent.

As a very special case, when α = 1 and r = 0, the voters and politicians have perfectly con-

gruent preferences. That being the case, the second best re-election standard (�yÞ and the PBE

standard ŷ both equal 1þ 1

ln 2
which leads to incumbents above (below) y ¼ 1

ln 2
getting re-

elected (replaced) and therefore the policy outcome coincides with the first best.

Homogeneous case

To fix ideas, lets first focus on the case where the ideology of the incumbent is same as that of

the voter, i.e., α = 1. Plugging α = 1 in Eqs 7 and 8 we get

y1ð�yÞ �
�y2

2 �y þ r �
1

2 ln 2

� � � 1

and

y2ð�yÞ ¼ �y � 1
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Substituting these in Eq 9, we get the expected utility of the voter as

Wð�yÞ ¼
Z y1ð�yÞ

0

1

2 ln 2
dyþ

Z y2ð�yÞ

y1ð�yÞ
�y �

�y2

2ð1þ yÞ

� �

dyþ
Z 1

y2ð�yÞ

1þ y

2
dy:

Voters will choose optimal re-election standard to maximize the above function. Denote by

�y� � arg max
y�

½Wð�yÞ� the second-best re-election standard, i.e., the standard chosen by the

voter if he can commit re-electing an incumbent who meets, or exceeds, the standard. It is not

necessary for the second best standard to be a strictly positive finite number. It may well be the

case that either of two polar strategies viz. always re-elect (�y ¼ 0) or always replace (�y ¼ 1) is

the optimal choice. Under the always replace standard, the expected utility of the voter is given

by V0 ¼
1

2 ln 2
, while under always re-elect, the expected utility of the voter is given by

R 1

0

1þy

2

� �
dy ¼ 1

2
yþ y2

2

� �
j
1

0
¼ 0:75. In this formulation, the utility from re-electing everyone is

bigger than replacing everyone as 0:75 > 1

2 ln 2
� 0:72135: This gives rise to the following

remark:

Remark 1 The second best policy is either to always re-elect the incumbent, or to use a cut-off
strategy �y 2 ð0;1Þ. The latter is the optimal choice only if Vð�yÞ � 0:75.

It follows that the Welfare of the voter under second best is bounded below by 0.75 since

the strategy of always re-elect is a feasible strategy for the voters, and it yields payoff 0.75.

As discussed in the previous section, the PBE, i.e. the equilibrium without commitment

puts an additional constraint on the re-election standard in terms of the incentive compatibil-

ity constraint

i.e.
R y2ð�yÞ
y1ð�yÞ

�y � �y2

2ð1þyÞ

h i
dy � 1

2 ln 2
; when r is high enough, this holds with equality and everyone

gets replaced yielding a welfare of 1

2 ln 2
: As noted, always re-elect is not incentive compatible,

and hence cannot be part of a PBE.

We now provide a numerical example of the first best, second best and the PBE for specific

numerical values. In Appendix II in S1 File we provide a more detailed set of calculations for a

more general set of parameters.

Example 1 Consider the case α = 1, r = 0.2. Under the second best re-election standard is
�y ¼ 1:691, which yields θ1 = 0.222 and θ2 = 0.691. That is, incumbents with ability below 0.222

choose y0 ¼
1

ln 2
¼ 1:443 < �y and therefore do not get re-elected, those with ability in the range

[0.222, 0.691] choose to just meet the re-election standard �y ¼ 1:691, and those with ability θ>
0.691 choose y = 1 + θ. This outcome exhibits hawkish drift since the incumbents in the range
[0.222, 0.691) implement policy greater than their choice under the first best.

Also note that the selection under the second best is significantly worse relative to the first best
since, under the second best, those with ability greater than 0.222 get re-elected, whereas under
re-election threshold under the first best is 0.443. It can also be verified that �y ¼ 1:691 satisfies
the incentive compatibility constraint given by Eq 10 and hence the second best outcome is also
the PBE.

However, the second best outcome need not always be attained under the equilibrium stan-

dard (i.e. the PBE), as seen in the following examples.

Example 2 Consider the case α = 1, r = 0.3. In this case, the second best re-election standard is
�y ¼ 1:76, leading to θ1 = 0.157 and θ2 = 0.76. However, the second best does not satisfy the
incentive compatibility constraint. The PBE re-election standard is ŷ ¼ 1:77 which yields θ1 =

0.161 and θ2 = 0.77. In this case, both the second best and the PBE exhibit a hawkish drift.
Example 3 More interestingly, consider the case α = 1, r = 0.35. In this case, the second best

standard is to always re-elect, leading to θ1 = θ2 = 0. The PBE however, involves setting ŷ = 1.8

leading to θ1 = 0.134 and θ2 = 0.8. In this case the PBE exhibits a hawkish drift.
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We plot in the Fig 1 below, the second best re-election standard (�y) and the PBE standard

(ŷ) against r. For reference we also plot the average policy implemented by incumbent in the

range [θ1, θ2] under the first best. This provides a natural metric for the extent of hawkish drift

under the second best and the PBE.

As we can see, when r is small (approx less than 0.225), the re-election standard under the

PBE is also second best. For higher values of r, however, the PBE is not second best as it vio-

lated the incentive compatibility. In fact, for very high values of r (approx higher than 0.3) the

second best involves always re-electing the incumbent.

There are a few things worth noting. First, both the second best and the PBE standards are

increasing in r. Second, both the Second Best and the PBE are typically higher than the First

Best. This is one type of hawkish drift. Note the hawkish drift in the θ1, θ2 range. Both the Sec-

ond Best and the PBE involve Hawkish drift (i.e., �y�; ŷ� > y�). The average ability of the

incumbent who gets reelected drops as r goes up.

The following proposition summarizes our results.

Proposition 1 The Perfect Bayesian equilibrium re-election standard is increasing r and is
weakly higher than the second best re-election standard. The two standards do not always

Fig 1. Re-election standards under second best and PBE, and FB with α = 1.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0261646.g001
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coincide, in particular, there is a cutoff value of r at which they diverge. Moreover, both the sec-
ond best and the PBE involve hawkish drift as defined above.

General case: How ŷ varies with ideology and rents

In the previous sub-section we saw how presence of rents from office (r> 0) can lead to a

hawkish drift under both the second best and the PBE. We now look at how the divergence of

ideology (α≶ 0) is a further source of hawkish drift, and the reasons thereof.

First consider the case when α> 1, i.e., the politicians ideology is intrinsically more hawk-

ish. Given any re-election standard and the value of α, as r increases, the average ability of the

incumbents who meet the standard decreases. With α> 1, this leads to the voter facing a

trade-off between screening, i.e., setting a higher y to re-elect a higher ability incumbents, and

a higher cost of conflict due to the policy being higher than their ideal policy given the politi-

cian ability. Depending on this trade-off, the voters will set a higher or lower re-election stan-

dard as r increases. In the subsequent examples we will examine how the second best and the

PBE change, for a given α> 1, when r increases.

Example 4 Consider α = 1.1, with r� 0.08. In this case, the first best policy, contingent on
α = 1.1, involves re-electing incumbents with ability greater than 1

ln 2
ð� 0:443Þ and at this

threshold, the policy is a � 1

ln 2
� 1:587. At r = 0, the voters second best re-election standard is

also �y ¼ 1:587, which is the ideal outcome for type α = 1.1, but this is higher than first best. This
outcome is also the PBE.

However, as r increases, under the second-best, the voter may find it optimal to lower the
standard. For instance, when r = 0.05, the second best standard is �y ¼ 1:496, leading to θ1 =

θ2 = 0.360. Thus the second best seeks to curb, to some extent, the intrinsic hawkishness of the
low ability incumbents by committing to re-elect them at the standard lower than their first best.
This is not a PBE, since the re-election strategy is not ex-post credible whenever an incumbents
policy choice reveals his ability to be below 1.443.

In this case, the PBE involves raising the re-election standard to the point where the expected
quality of the incumbents meeting it makes the re-election strategy credible. The PBE standard
when r = 0.05 is ŷ = 1.665. Under the PBE we have, θ1 = 0.374 and θ2 = 0.513.

However, with a further increase in r, the benefit of curbing hawkishness by lowering the

standard is outweighed by the cost in terms of poorer selection on ability. This leads the voter

to raise the standard, as shown in the next example.

Example 5 Consider α = 1.1, with r = 0.15. In this case, the second best standard is �y ¼ 1:501

which, while still below the first best of 1.587, is higher than the second best standard in the previ-
ous example with r = 0.05. Under this standard θ1 = 0.214 and θ2 = 0.369. Since the cutoff
values are both below the 0.443 threshold, the second best is not a PBE. The PBE in this case is
ŷ = 1.778, which induces θ1 = 0.282 and θ2 = 0.616.

To summarize, the two examples demonstrate the trade-offs facing a voter. A higher stan-

dard improves selection but comes at the cost of a more hawkish policy. When there are no

rents from office, the voter is unable to incentivize the politician to deviate from his optimal

policy. As r increases, voter can sacrifice selection to an extent by promising re-election, curb-

ing low quality ‘hawks’. As r increases further, more and more low quality politicians want to

get re-elected (i.e. θ1 drops). In response the voter has to increase the standard again. This non

monotonic feature of the second best when politicians are hawks shows the interplay between

inducing better selection vs. facing higher costs of conflict. This non-monotonicity is however

not credible i.e. in the absence of commitment this cannot happen. Thus, the PBE is mono-

tonic in r, inducing increases in the standard as r increases.
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We now consider the case of α< 1, i.e., the case where the incumbents ideology is dovish

relative to the voter. In this case the voter does not face the trade-off he faced in the α> 1 case.

The lower the α the easier it is for him to screen for a high quality by setting a high re-election

standard. As the next series of examples shows, this generates a hawkish drift wherein the re-

election standard is higher than not only the incumbents first best, but that of the voter as well.

Example 6 Consider α = 0.9. Suppose that r = 0. In this case the first best policy involves
selecting incumbents with y ¼ 1

ln 2
� 0:443 with the corresponding standard at this threshold to

be 1.298. The second best standard, however, is �y ¼ 1:559 leading to θ1 = 0.484 and θ2 = 0.732.

This outcome is supported under PBE as well, since the average quality of those meeting the stan-
dard exceeds 0.443.

The above example provides an interesting insight about hawkish drift. In the above exam-

ple, the hawkish policy is used to drive selection and to correct for the inherent dovish bias of

the incumbent. Even though the policy is too high for even some high ability incumbents first

best they prefer to implement it rather than having their ideal policy implemented by an aver-

age quality replacement. Next we examine the effect of r> 0 on the re-election standard.

Example 7 Consider α = 0.9 and r = 0.1. In this case the second best re-election standard is
�y ¼ 1:713, leading to θ1 = 0.388 and θ2 = 0.901. This outcome is supported as PBE as well.

As we can see, relative to the case with r = 0, the selection is worse—(θ1 = 0.388) vis-a-vis
0.484. This is due to fact that rents induce low ability politicians to meet the re-election standard.
And the re-election standard is higher as compared to the r = 0 case. Thus, voter balances the
cost of selection against a higher cost of conflict by setting a standard that allows some below
average doves to get re-elected.

These examples help us understand how the second best and the PBE change as ideology

(α) and rents from office (r) change. Recall the case where the politicians ideology is the same

as the voter. As noted earlier, there are two opposing changes. As r increases, the divergence

between the politician and the voters preferences increase. Thus, each ability type is more

likely to meet a given performance standard than not meet it. To be able to screen out bad poli-

ticians, one has to choose a higher ŷ (or �y, as the case may be, depending on whether we are

looking at the PBE or the second best). However, this comes at the cost of excessively high

ŷð�yÞ compared to the first best. As r increases further, the cost of excessively hawkish policy

may well outweigh the gain from selection and ŷð�yÞmay begin to dip. In that case we could

even see the ŷð�yÞ to reach a maximum and then fall. It would fall to either selecting everyone

or replacing everyone out.

For our given utility function, utility is always higher from re-electing everyone than replac-

ing everyone. Thus, the second best becomes a case of choosing between the optimal y found

from maximizing the W function and comparing with re-electing everyone. Given the func-

tional form we have chosen this is a comparison between comparing the welfare from maximiz-

ing W with 0.75.(Recall welfare from re-electing everyone is 3a

2
1 � a

2

� �
; for α = 1, this is 0.75.)

As Fig 2A above shows, for α> 1, �y is non-monotonic in r and drops to 0 after around

r = 0.3 to satisfy the VE constraint. Fig 2B, on the other hand, represents a monotonic profile

for α< 1 without the discontinuities evident in Fig 2A. Fig 2 also illustrates how the second

best and the PBE vary for both hawks and doves.

The characterization of how the voting standard changes when α is not equal to 1 is com-

plex and the examples above provide the interesting trade-offs involved. In Appendix II in S1

File we provide a table showing the change in �y and ŷ, and the induced θ1 and θ2 for a range of

values. Here, we summarize the essential features of the second best and the PBE.

Holding ability fixed, hawkish politicians find it easier to meet any standard. To get selec-

tion the voters needs a high y, but that may prove too costly in terms of welfare as it is beyond
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the voter’s ideal level of hawkishness even adjusting for quality. To strike the balance, y may be

optimally pushed down but that ‘lower’ y may run into a credibility problem, i.e., the average

of the people who bunch at the standard may be too low and are better replaced. Hence the

second best is not a PBE when voters second best optimally causes y to drop for a range as r
increases.

More strikingly, there is hawkish drift with politicians who are doves too. Even without any

inducement from having r> 0, doves who are above average in ability may not drop out if the

policy is more hawkish than their first best. They face a trade-off, suffer a more hawkish policy

than they would like but implement that (by meeting the standard) at a lower cost than their

ideal policy implemented by their replacement whose expected quality is lower than their own.

This leads to a hawkish drift again for a range if theta and this is reinforced as r increases. Both

second best and the PBE are monotone in r in this case.

We now turn to what happens when ideology as well as ability is unknown.

Fig 2. A. Re-election Standards under Second Best and PBE for α� 1. B. Re-election Standards under Second Best and PBE for α< 1.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0261646.g002
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Model when both ideology and ability are unknown

We now consider the case where the voter cannot condition his re-election standard on ideol-

ogy or ability. We then show that there is a possibility of a hawkish drift in this case as well.

This result is intuitive: since we know that there exists a hawkish drift for a wide range of α, the

optimal policy when α is not known will involve setting a standard that it some convex combi-

nation of the α-contingent re-election standards, and will therefore exhibit a hawkish drift.

The following example is illustrative.

Example 8 Suppose r = 0.15 and the incumbent ability is either α = 0.95 or 1.05, each with
probability 0.5. The second best standard is �y ¼ 1:65. Given this standard, if α = 0.95, we have
(θ1, θ2) = (0.278, 0.741), and if α = 1.05, we have (θ1, θ2) = (0.253, 0.575). In either case, there is
a hawkish drift for ability types < 0.65. Since the PBE standard is weakly higher than second
best, the PBE exhibits a hawkish drift as well.

To generalize from the above example, denote by W(z, α) the maximization problem as

described in Eq (9) associated with ability type α, and let �yðaÞ denote the corresponding sec-

ond best standard. Suppose α is unknown and has probability distribution F(α) over support

A, then the second best standard is characterized by

�y ¼ arg max
z2½0;Y�

Z

A
Wðz; aÞdFðaÞ:

If each W(z, α) is concave over the relevant range, then the maximand above is also concave.

Moreover,

�y 2 ðmin
a2A

�yðaÞ;max
a2A

�yðaÞÞ:

Thus, if the smallest second best standard over the set A exhibits a hawkish drift, then the stan-

dard associated with the case when α 2 A is unknown also exhibits a hawkish drift.

We will now examine, given any performance standard, whether incumbents of a given ide-

ology find it easier to meet the standard. In other words, we would like to know the relation-

ship between θ1 and α. Eq (7) gives us the relationship between any re-election standard z and

θ1. Differentiating Eq (7) we get

@y1

@a
¼

� z2 � ln 2

½ðaz þ rÞ � 2 ln 2 � a2�
2
2ðln 2z � aÞ:

Given that the denominator is positive,

@y1

@a
> ð<Þ0 if ðln 2z � aÞ < ð>Þ0: ð12Þ

Thus we get,

Proposition 2 Given any re-election standard z such that (ln 2z − α)> 0, the marginal (as
well as average) quality of incumbent politicians who get re-elected is lower the more hawkish
their ideology (i.e., the greater the value of α).

It is easy to see that the condition described in the Proposition above will always hold for α
< 1 for any z � 1

ln 2
. For α> 1, this condition will be satisfied for a sufficiently high z. In all our

simulations that we based our examples on, the optimal re-election standards under the first

and the second best as well as the PBE satisfy this condition. Thus, we see that asymmetric

information about ideology as well as ability can lead to an endogenous bias in the electoral

process. It essentially arises because both ability and hawkishness leads to a higher y, voters are
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unable to distinguish the two and hence the optimal standard favors ideologically hawkish

politicians.

Discussion

We have analyzed how the political process leads to an escalation of conflict. The need for vot-

ers to screen high ability politicians leads them to set standards which are more extreme than

they would ideally like. We examine how the presence of rents from office as well as ideological

divergence between politicians and voters affects policy choice. We show that both the second

best as well as the incentive-compatible (i.e., PBE) standard vary non-monotonically with the

incumbent ideology. Moreover, the PBE standard cannot be lower than the second best

standard.

We also examine the effect of rents from office on the re-election standard. To satisfy incen-

tive compatibility (i.e., under the PBE), politicians would be subject to a higher re-election

standard as rents from office increase. This is not necessarily true for the second best. If the

rents from office are high, it may be too costly to separate high ability politicians from low,

and therefore, under the second best, the voters may choose to commit to a low re-election

standard, thereby sacrificing on selection. However, such a strategy is not incentive compati-

ble, and hence not a PBE. Further, when neither ideology nor ability is known, we find condi-

tions under which there is an endogenous bias in the electoral process which favors the re-

election of hawks. Finally, given the divergence between the second best and the equilibrium

of the political process (i.e., the PBE), we provide a rationale for how an international body like

the UN can play a fruitful role in mitigating conflict by making people commit to treaties.

It is worth noting that while conflict negotiation is a natural application of the environment

we have modeled, any policy whose impact (and hence cost) will have to be managed the next

period can give rise to the strategic interaction seen in our model. Leaders in office today will

strategically commit to policies that are at least partially irreversible to tie the hands of their

successor. Looking at what sort of distortions occur in this general environment is a promising

area of future research.

In writing the model we made some assumptions which can be relaxed without qualitatively

affecting the message of the paper. For instance, the probability and cost of conflict may

depend on factors other than policy choice and incumbent ability, such as external shocks to

the economy. Such a shock can be good (bad) making it less (more) costly to manage conflict.

In Appendix I.B in S1 File we discuss how such shocks can be modeled and their implications

for our results. We consider different scenarios regarding whether the incumbent and/or the

voter know the realized value of the shock before the policy is chosen. Under each scenario, we

show that qualitative features of our results are unchanged. This gives us a general intuition: as

long as a leader’s ideal policy (y) is non-decreasing in ability, voters will associate higher ability

with a higher observed y. Therefore, when leader’s ability is not observable and there are rents

from office, an incumbent will choose a hawkish policy to signal ability.

In our model, we also assumed that a leader’s ability matters only in managing the cost of

the conflict, but not in managing other aspects of the economy. In Appendix I.C in S1 File we

modify our model to allow the leader’s ability to determine both conflict and economic man-

agement and show that our results continue to hold as long as the conflict is over an economi-

cally valuable resource. This is because, due to his ability to manage the conflict better, a

higher ability leader has a greater net resource at his disposal and is able to generate a greater

utility from better management of that resource.

There are several alternate reasons why conflict could give rise to extremism. For instance,

Glazer [36] shows that if policy reversal is costly politicians may choose policies more extreme
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than the median voter in order for rational voters to re-elect them as a costly policy reversal

will take place if the opposition comes to power. We would in that case expect to see policy

extremism in either direction i.e. a hawkish drift or a dovish drift are both possible in such a

scenario while in our model the extremism is always in one direction. A related explanation

which looks at electoral concerns is by Hess and Orphanides [26] where a politician of

unknown type goes to war when facing a sagging economy to see if he can prove to be a better

war leader. In that case if he tackles war well, that becomes the salient issue and he is re-elected

while if he is not, there is nothing to lose as he would not have been re-elected anyway. One

would expect in that case that conflicts are endogenously created and vary with the business

cycle. In our model no such correlation would be seen which gives rise to a testable hypothesis.

Further, when leaders themselves do not know their type as in Hess and Orphanides we would

not see leaders who get re-elected turn out to be hawks with a higher probability.

Another simple explanation of hawkishness is that conflict causes a preference shift in the

electorate so the median voter becomes more hawkish leading to hawkish policies being imple-

mented. However, assuming a proportionate shift, all types become more hawkish than before;

it will not be the case that intrinsic hawks get re elected with a higher probability as their dis-

tance from the median voter will not have changed. Similarly, optimism bias would not imply

that electoral concerns are what drives such behavior and cannot explain the electoral advan-

tage that intrinsic hawks face.

We would want to extend this paper in two directions. The first is to endogenize the candi-

date entry process using a citizen candidate model. We want to see if the extremism in the

political process can get mitigated by a larger number of moderate people standing for elec-

tion. We conjecture that the answer is no. This is because more moderate people are likely to

be weeded out at a faster rate than more extreme people because of the bias in the re-election

process which reduces their incentive to stand as candidates. Another line of work is to look at

a potentially infinite horizon model-as the low ability politicians get weeded out (for a given

ideology) at a higher rate than high ability ones, the distribution of ability over time gets shifted

towards a higher mean ability. However, this will not lead to only the high ability people

remaining in the long run. The reason is that all types of politicians face a probability of death

every period, hence there will be a limiting distribution [37]. We conjecture that the policy will

still be hawkish under this limiting distribution (and the optimal standards set under this lim-

iting distribution will still favor hawks). These issues, along with a more rigorous examination

of empirical evidence of how conflict affects hawkishness are left for future research.
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