
Regime complexity and the revealed preferences of states 

Regime complexity provides information 
The international organizations literature has highlighted the negative 
consequences of regime complexity—the system of nested, overlapping 
agreements and institutions that characterize some areas of 
international cooperation—including forum shopping, legal ambiguity, 
and inefficiency. Largely missed is the important role regime complexity 
can play in providing information about underlying state interests. 

Jeffrey Kaplow; University of California, San Diego 

Modeling costly enforcement 
I use penalized likelihood logistic regression to examine the relationship 
between nonproliferation policy preferences and two types of costly 
enforcement against states seeking nuclear weapons: threatened or 
imposed sanctions (Morgan, Bapat, and Kobayashi 2013) and the 
consideration of military attack (Fuhrmann and Kreps 2010).  

A single agreement within a policy space can tell observers 
only so much. Do states prefer some new policy to the status 
quo, or not? But multiple agreements that overlap in the 
same policy space can help distinguish between different 
gradations of state preferences. Above, if states A, B, and C, 
are plotted according to the maximum amount of policy they 
prefer, at least two institutions (I2 and I3, implementing 
policies p2 and p3) are required to identify the states’ 
preference ordering. 

Information and costly enforcement 
The revealed preferences of states are likely to influence the way the 
international community responds to those who violate their treaty 
commitments, by influencing perceptions of the violators’ resolve and 
intentions.  

States that violate an international regime are less likely to be 
targeted for costly enforcement action, (1) the more their 
underlying preferences support the policy goals of the regime, and 
(2) the more similar their underlying preferences are to those of the 
enforcing state. 

Latent nonproliferation policy preferences 
I recover states’ latent nonproliferation policy preferences using data on 
state membership in the various agreements that make up the nuclear 
nonproliferation regime since 1957. I construct a dynamic binary item-
response theory (IRT) model of the kind often used to derive legislator 
ideology from roll-call votes. This approach assumes that the decision to 
join a particular treaty is a function of the state’s underlying 
nonproliferation policy preferences. 

Latent nonproliferation policy preferences in 2010. This map shows results from the IRT 
model, based on state membership data from 22 international agreements within the 
nonproliferation regime.  

Support for nonproliferation policy goals and 
nonproliferation preference similarity make costly 
enforcement less likely. This chart shows the change in 
probability of costly enforcement associated with a two-standard 
deviation increase in each variable. All other variables are held 
at the mean among dyad-years with a predicted probability of 
sanction or attack, respectively, of greater than 0.1 percent. 

Incorporating policy preferences into our analysis substantially 
improves out-of-sample prediction. When nonproliferation scores are 
added to a baseline model that does not consider regime membership, 
the precision of out-of-sample predictions—the percent of “yes” guesses 
for which the model was correct—improves by about 13 percentage 
points. The improvement over a model that considers NPT membership is 
even more dramatic, about 19 percentage points. 
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Variation in nonproliferation 
scores has increased over time, as 
has the mean score, suggesting a 
general increase in support for 
nonproliferation. 

Nonproliferation scores are 
strongly correlated with additive 
measures of regime membership. 
Proliferating states score lower, 
on average, by both measures. 

The variety of safeguards agreements available in the nuclear 
nonproliferation regime provides information about state preferences 
over monitoring and verification in a similar way. 
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