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Abstract
Two states in a dispute refuse to back down. One ties its own hands to strengthen its stand and gain
advantage; the other tries to untie the tied hands to preempt disadvantage. Tying hands is a well-studied
strategy, but it tells only part of the story, and the response strategy of untying hands remains unexplored.
Can a state untie the tied hands of its opponent to give freedom back to its opponent—the freedom to
concede? I identify three strategies of untying hands: counterthreat, reassurance, and normative framing.
I show experimentally that these strategies can reduce the public costs of backing down and the perceived
reputational damage from backing down. Tied hands and audience costs are not static and immutable, but
dynamic and malleable by the other side.
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How can a state communicate its resolve credibly and commit itself to a future action? A standard
answer is tying hands,1 a signaling mechanism that applies across many domains, from crisis
management and terrorism to international cooperation and central bank independence.2

Signalers tie their hands by issuing a signal that binds them to a future cost if they renege
(Fearon 1997). An example of such costs is audience costs—the political losses a leader suffers
for making a threat and then backing down (Fearon 1994).

A large literature in international relations (IR) has offered important insights into tying
hands and audience costs. However, most studies assume an opponent that takes the tied
hands and audience costs as given. Once the signaler ties its hands in a crisis, the opponent
takes the tied hands as tied and is forced to face a strategic situation where the signaler now
has less incentive to back down. In short, the opponent has become constrained by the signaler
constraining itself.

But are tied hands truly tied? Or, can the opponent untie the tied hands to give freedom
back to the signaler—the freedom to concede? These questions have important theoretical
and policy implications, but they have not been directly addressed. Recent work has
considered the agency of a signaler attempting to loosen its tied hands ex post, but the
agency of the opponent remains unexplored. I focus on the opponent’s agency and efficacy
here.

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press.

1Recent work suggests another answer in the form of “reducible costs”—costs that were paid in the past but can be offset in
the future depending on the signaler’s action (Quek 2021a; see also Altman and Quek 2021). A tied-hands signal involves
ex post costs; a reducible-cost signal involves ex ante costs.

2See, e.g., Conrad, Conrad, and Young (2014), Fischer (1995), Leeds (1999), Uzonyi, Souva, and Golder (2012), and Yoder
(2019).
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Contrary to the conventional depiction of a static international audience, the story here is a
dynamic one. I propose that opponents do not necessarily take the signaler’s tied hands as
given; crisis diplomacy may involve an iterative process, with the signaler tying hands and the
opponent untying hands; and the opponent can successfully untie the signaler’s hands with
some specific strategies. If these premises are correct, then tied hands and audience costs are
not static—they are dynamic.

I proceed as follows. First, I develop the theoretical premises and propose three strategies of
untying hands. Then, I describe the design and report the results of an experiment, showing
how particular actions by the opponent can change the domestic costs and reputational impact
of backing down. Finally, I discuss the implications of my findings, highlighting how they might
enrich the strategic dynamics of signaling and credibility.

Untying Tied Hands
Leaders may tie their hands to commit themselves to a future action and communicate their
resolve. In crisis diplomacy, tying hands is to take “an action that increases the costs of backing
down if the would-be challenger actually challenges but otherwise entails no costs if no challenge
materializes” (Fearon 1997, 70). The canonical example of tying hands is by generating audience
costs (for a review, see Chan, Liu, and Quek 2021a).

To fulfill its strategic purpose, tied hands must remain tied. Tying hands works through an
“irreversible sacrifice of freedom of choice” (Schelling 1960, 22). Most works on tying hands
and audience costs have therefore taken tied hands and audience costs as given. There are
some exceptions. Schultz (2001a) highlights how the credibility of audience-cost signals can
depend on the reactions of opposition parties in a democratic state. Kurizaki (2007) suggests
that state leaders may opt for secret diplomacy when their public threats would generate audience
costs not only for themselves, but also for their opponents. Wu (2020) assumes leaders may
manipulate their public threats to signal their domestic audience’s preference for peace. Recent
experimental work shows that leaders can use ex post actions to reduce their domestic costs of
backing down, such as providing a rhetorical justification or imposing economic sanctions in
lieu of military force (Davies and Johns 2013; Levendusky and Horowitz 2012; Lin-Greenberg
2019; Quek and Johnston 2018; Weiss and Dafoe 2019). These studies have shed light on the
agency of signalers in trying to loosen their tied hands ex post. However, the agency of opponents
remains unexplored.

The opponent’s agency is extremely interesting if we view tying hands as a strategic contest
between signaler and opponent. If the goal for the signaler tying hands is “to relinquish further
initiative, having rigged the incentives so that the other party must choose in one’s favor”
(Schelling 1960, 37), then the rational response of the opponent should be to return initiative
to the signaler, so that it is not trapped in the rigged incentive structure to choose in the signaler’s
favor. It is in the signaler’s interest that its tied hands are tied with a dead knot. Yet, the ex ante
commitment is not easy to create precisely because the opponent has an incentive to unravel the
commitment ex post. Schelling (1960, 24–5) illustrates the point with the example of a home
buyer tying hands with a third-party contract not to pay beyond a fixed amount and the seller
actively seeking out and paying off the third party to release the buyer from the contract. In
the context of audience costs, the logic of tying hands requires “statements calculated to arouse
a public opinion that permits no concessions to be made,” yet “it is by no means easy to establish
the commitment… [and] similar activity may be available to the parties on both sides” (Schelling
1960, 28).

If the tied hands of the signaler can be untied, the opponent benefits. Assuming both actors
are rational and that creating an absolute commitment is difficult, we can expect a strategic pro-
cess with the signaler and opponent tying and untying hands. Tying hands will not be a one-shot
strategy, but a dynamic process in which the opponent intervenes and influences.
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It is common wisdom among international negotiators that opponent actions can affect bar-
gaining space through reverberation on domestic opinion and preferences.3 Some of the most
remarkable reversals in foreign policy have been preceded by opponent actions that reduced
potential domestic backlash. Gorbachev’s public reassurances helped to open political space for
Reagan to reverse his policies and thaw the Cold War (Garthoff 1994). China’s gestures and state-
ments in April 1971—publicized through “Ping-Pong diplomacy”—created a positive public
image of China in the United States that helped to lubricate Nixon’s rapprochement with
China against domestic resistance.4 Seasoned politicians do not force the other side into a
dead end with no room to concede, but instead try to calibrate threats and assurances to incen-
tivize the other side to yield. In the 1994 North Korean crisis, for example, the United States tried
to ensure its aggressive and conciliatory signals had “the right balance” (Clinton 2004, 591); in the
1996 Taiwan Strait crisis, Clinton wanted the US military deployment to be “without fanfare,” as
he saw China’s leaders trying domestically to “balance between economic pragmatism and
aggressive nationalism” (Clinton 2004, 703).

Response Strategies

Consider foreign policy crises where one state publicly threatens to intervene, which constitute
the standard setting in most experiments on audience costs (Brutger 2021; Croco, Hanmer,
and McDonald 2021; Davies and Johns 2013; Huddleston 2019; Kertzer and Brutger 2016;
Levendusky and Horowitz 2012; Levy et al. 2015; Li and Chen 2021; Lin-Greenberg 2019;
Nomikos and Sambanis 2019; Quek 2017; Schwartz and Blair 2020; Tomz 2007; Trager and
Vavreck 2011). How do opponents in the real world respond to public threats?

First, the opponent may counterthreaten the signaler. When the United States threatened to
intervene in Europe during the Second World War, Germany warned the United States to
“take note of one thing: every ship, whether with or without convoy which appears before our
torpedo tubes is going to be torpedoed … [if the] financial hyenas want war … they will get
the surprise of their lives” (Hitler 1941). When the United States threatened to sell more weapons
to Taiwan, China responded with a threat that it would “take all necessary measures to safeguard
its own interests, including imposing sanctions on U.S. companies involved’ (Washington Post
2019). In the recent crisis in Venezuela, the United States was warned that if it “intends to inter-
vene, they will have a Vietnam worse than what they can imagine” (New York Times 2019a).

While a threat for a threat is relatively common, however, the opponent may also choose to
reassure instead of threaten. Russia, for example, gave an explicit reassurance to the United
States that it would not invade Ukraine during the Crimean crisis (The Telegraph 2014).
During the Russo-Japanese War, Japan reassured the United States that it had no designs on
US possessions in the region (Zabriskie 1973). Besides counterthreatening and reassuring, the
opponent may also respond by invoking norms. In the recent Venezuela crisis, Putin warned
the United States that “external interference is a gross violation of the fundamental norms of
international law” (New York Times 2019b). China also regularly invokes the norm of non-
interference to fend off US interference in the Diaoyu/Senkaku dispute and in the South
China Sea (see, for example, Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2016; The Guardian 2014).

Three response strategies by the opponent are generalized as follows: (1) counterthreat; (2)
reassurance; and (3) normative framing.

3As Putnam (1988, 454) observes: “international pressures ‘reverberate’ within domestic politics, tipping the domestic bal-
ance and thus influencing the international negotiations.”

4Very soon after Premier Zhou Enlai’s meeting with the US players, Washington announced that the twenty-two-year-old
trade embargo on China would be terminated, as “Ping-Pong diplomacy had completely changed the political atmosphere”
(Chen 2001, 261).
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In the first strategy, the opponent counterthreatens to impose costs on the signaler. This can
create audience costs for the opponent and reduce the audience costs for the signaler under
some conditions. When the opponent counterthreatens, it reveals new information about its
resolve—or probability of fighting—which changes the expected costs of escalation. In view of
the new information, the public may conclude that the issue is not worth further escalation.
This argument assumes a rational public that weighs the costs and benefits of escalation, and pre-
fers their leader to de-escalate when escalation is perceived as too costly. If this assumption holds,
then audience costs may decrease. Conversely, audience costs may not decrease if the inverse of
this assumption holds, that is, if the public is insensitive to the costs of escalation, puts overriding
value on the stakes involved, or takes backing down as an indicator of incompetence (Smith 1998)
and punishes the leader purely or largely based on perceived incompetence. Which assumption is
right in which case is, of course, an empirical question.5 The literature is split on this point. On
the one hand, the public cares about their leader’s inconsistency (see, for example, Levy et al.
2015) and incompetence (see, for example, Gelpi and Grieco 2015). On the other hand, the public
also cares about the costs and casualties of conflict (see, for example, Gartner 2008; Gelpi, Feaver,
and Reifler 2009; Johns and Davies 2019; Mueller 1973), as well as policy substance (see, for
example, Chaudoin 2014; Kertzer and Brutger 2016). Some scholars are skeptical that people
care more about policy consistency and reputation compared to war and casualties.6 Others
have argued that citizens may understand that it can sometimes be optimal for leaders to gamble
and make empty threats in international politics, and then fold their hand rather than go all-in
when the cards are not in their favor (see, for example, Desch 2002; Gowa 1999; Ramsay 2004;
Slantchev 2006). An important exception is when the stakes involved in the crisis are perceived to
be very high, particularly in cases where a country’s core interest, such as territorial integrity, is
involved. In such cases, however, the credibility of resolve is less likely to be doubted, and the
need for signaling through audience costs becomes less relevant as a consequence.7

In the second strategy, the opponent reassures the signaler that it would not exploit the sig-
naler. The opponent generates “type II” audience costs for itself: the political costs of making
an international promise and then backing out (Levy et al. 2015; Quek 2017), which can help
to make the reassurance credible. The idea is to persuade the signaler (and its domestic public)
to revalue the consequences of backing down—that backing down might not damage the signa-
ler’s interests as much as it originally feared. Yet, the reassurance strategy can also work even if
the reassurance signal is not fully credible. Even if the public reassurance is ultimately no more
than cheap talk, it can still reduce the signaler’s audience costs if it helps to “save face” and reduce
the loss in national prestige perceived by the public. For example, Snyder and Diesing (1977, 118,
122) highlighted the use of “inexpensive ways of increasing the [loser’s payoff] (face-saving) in
order to stabilize the situation and prevent the loser from thinking of revenge … perhaps provid-
ing some minor or apparent concession … which the loser can use and magnify afterward to
obscure the extent of his defeat.” Here, the idea is to provide a fig leaf to cover the signaler’s back-
ing away from its commitment, and thereby loosen the tied hands of the signaler. It should be

5Whether the counterthreat strategy is used and whether it works are also empirically testable. The opponent’s counter-
threat is observable behavior and we do see many counterthreats in the real world. Nevertheless, observational studies of the
effect of counterthreats face a similar challenge as observational studies of audience costs: if leaders know that the counter-
threat strategy will not work in a particular case, they are less likely to use the strategy, and thus the researcher is less likely to
observe the use of the strategy in that case (see Baum 2004; Schultz 2001b; Tomz 2007).

6Slantchev (2011, 51), for example, suggests that it would be heroic to assume that people care more about policy consist-
ency compared to “the blood, the destruction of lives and property, and the psychological scars a war invariably inflicts on its
participants.”

7This is a reason why experiments on audience costs almost always use a scenario based on intervention in a foreign coun-
try. If the issue at stake is highly salient and important to the signaler (e.g., territorial defense), the credibility of resolve
becomes less of an issue. Quek and Johnston (2016) showed that audience costs can diminish in a salient territorial dispute,
where the political costs of inaction can overwrite audience costs altogether.
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noted that reassurance and counterthreat are not mutually exclusive strategies. If properly timed,
the two may work well together. In some cases, a firm counterthreat may be a necessary precon-
dition to offering reassurance.8

In the third strategy of normative framing, the opponent sensitizes the audience to the signa-
ler’s deviance from an existing norm or institution. This strategy opens a new dimension in audi-
ence cost theory by intersecting the logic of appropriateness with the logic of consequence. Here,
the opponent tries to influence the audience directly through a normative frame instead of indir-
ectly through the audience’s observation of the crisis outcome.9 The costs of backing down may
be reduced if the signaler’s backing down is perceived to be an appropriate behavior consistent
with an existing norm or institution. Crisis outcomes and the valuation of these outcomes can
be subject to rhetorical “heresthetics”—the use of language to shape political salience and attract
adherents (see also Cohn 1987; Evangelista 2001; Riker 1996). “Backing down” in an international
crisis is what leaders and their domestic publics make out of it.10 By appealing to publicly
accepted norms to give meaning to the signaler’s escalation or de-escalation, the opponent
may delegitimize one action and legitimize the other (see Goddard 2018).11 If the opponent’s
normative frame resonates with domestic publics, then escalation will incur the costs of illegitim-
acy. Norm breaking and anti-institution behaviors are undesirable insofar as the audience values
international norms and institutions. Audience costs can be diluted if the public aversion to
inconsistency from backing down (based on the logic of consequence in audience cost theory)
is counterbalanced by the public aversion to inconsistency from breaking norms (based on the
logic of appropriateness in constructivist theory).

In a similar vein, international law and institutions can also offer a mechanism to untie tied
hands in a crisis. As Schelling (1966, 120) observes: “[o]ne of the values of laws, conventions,
or traditions … is that they provide a graceful way out.” Snyder and Diesing (1977, 204) argue
that international institutions can reduce the cost of backing down “because conceding to the
will of the ‘community’ is less humiliating than conceding to the will of another state.”
Institutions like the United Nations (UN) can therefore play a positive role in de-escalating
international crises through their influence on domestic and international opinion
(Chapman 2007; Grieco et al. 2011; Tago and Ikeda 2013; Voeten 2005). This mechanism
formed the basis of President Kennedy’s backup plan for de-escalating the Cuban Missile
Crisis in 1962. Besides dispatching his brother Robert Kennedy to negotiate with the Soviet
Ambassador, President Kennedy also dispatched Secretary of State Dean Rusk to ask
Andrew Cordier, a professor at Columbia University who had served as the deputy UN
secretary-general, to “suggest to [UN Secretary-General] U Thant that the UN call on the
superpowers to withdraw their missiles from Cuba and Turkey…. In case Robert’s mission
failed, Kennedy believed, this might present him with another way of resolving the crisis
peacefully” (Fursenko and Naftali 1997, 281).

The theoretical anchor of tying hands is in the irreversibility of the commitment. The question
is whether opponents can actually reduce the costs of backing down and untie the signaler’s tied
hands through their reactions in the form of counterthreats, reassurances, or normative framing.
This is fundamentally an empirical question. I break the question into three hypotheses—one for
each strategy—and test them experimentally: Can the opponent’s counterthreat (H1), reassurance
(H2), or normative framing (H3) reduce the public costs of backing down?

8If the reassurance is offered too early, the opponent may infer weakness in the signaler’s resolve and push the signaler
harder (see Snyder and Diesing 1977, 255). I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for bringing this to my attention.

9I thank an anonymous reviewer for highlighting this point.
10On the social construction of security concepts, see Wendt (1992), Finnemore (1996), and Katzenstein (1996).
11Goddard (2018) argued that a rising power can use a rhetorical frame to legitimate its assertive behavior (e.g., military

buildups and economic competition) and render that behavior less threatening. The historical examples include Bismarck’s
argument that the 1864 invasion of Denmark upheld rather than overturned Concert treaties; and the Monroe administra-
tion’s argument that U.S. incursions into Florida followed international law on the use of force.

1968 Kai Quek

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123421000466 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123421000466


Experiment
To answer this empirical question, I conducted an experiment in January 2020 on a national sam-
ple of 1,531 US citizens recruited by Lucid, which used quota sampling to match the Census adult
population on gender, age, and income.12 The experiment applies the same foreign-intervention
crisis scenario used in many experiments on audience costs.13 Respondents saw a scenario in
which a country had sent its military to take over a neighboring country and the US president
threatened military force if the opponent country continued to invade. The opponent country
continued to invade, but the president did not send troops in the end.

Respondents are randomly assigned to the control group or one of the treatment groups. All
respondents read the same scenario, except that the treatment scenarios injected an additional
sentence. In the counterthreat treatment, the opponent “threatened to make it very costly for
the US if the US intervened in the conflict.” In the reassurance treatment, the opponent “pro-
mised that it would cooperate with the US to ensure regional stability after the war.” In the fram-
ing treatment based on the non-interference norm, the opponent said that “the conflict is purely
between the two countries and that external actors should not be involved in it.”We would like to
know if the opponent country can use a simple signal—whether by issuing a threat, giving a
reassurance, or invoking the non-interference norm—to untie the president’s hands and reduce
the domestic costs of backing down.

We would also like to know if the actions of other external parties—beside the opponent coun-
try—can have untying-hands effects. I injected two additional treatments into the experiment. In
the UN treatment, the UN Secretary-General said that “it would be inappropriate for the US to
unilaterally intervene in the conflict,”14 whereas in the experts treatment, military experts said
that “it would be very costly for the US if the US intervened in the conflict.” The former inves-
tigates if global institutions like the UN can play a positive role in de-escalating international cri-
ses through the mechanism of influencing domestic opinion and loosening tied hands (Chapman
2007; Grieco et al. 2011; Tago and Ikeda 2013; Voeten 2005). The latter examines whether the
opinions of other domestic actors can shape the tied-hands signals of a democratic leader (see
Schultz 2001a).

The latter treatment has an additional methodological purpose. It is designed to partial out the
“provocation effect” in the threat treatment, which can potentially confound our experimental
comparison. A threat carries not only a signaling effect that transmits information about the sig-
naler’s resolve to impose costs, but potentially also a “provocation effect” that triggers emotions
and reactance in the receiver.15 Parallel assignment of the experts treatment and the threat treat-
ment under a between-subjects design allows us to separate the two potential effects. Both treat-
ments are designed to be symmetric in their message (cost of intervention) but not in their
messenger. The messenger is the foreign opponent in the counterthreat treatment but neutral

12For validation studies of Lucid samples against National Census benchmarks and US probability samples, see Coppock
and McClellan (2019). As the focus is on testing hypotheses rather than making claims about population parameters, pre-
vious experiments on domestic audience costs have used non-probability samples recruited through Mechanical Turk or
commercial survey companies (e.g., Brutger 2021; Huddleston 2019; Kertzer and Brutger 2016; Levy et al. 2015;
Lin-Greenberg 2019; Nomikos and Sambanis 2019; Quek 2017).

13Following recent work (Levy et al. 2015; Quek 2017), the experiment abbreviated the scenario by removing the four ran-
domized contextual variables in the original Tomz (2007) vignette: invader’s regime type, military strength, motive for con-
flict, and potential US interests.

14See, e.g., BBC (2004).
15On the decomposition of the effect of a signal, see Quek (2016, 927). On the causes and consequences of provocation in

crisis diplomacy, see Hall (2017) and Cho (2018). Experiments on audience costs using real-world crisis settings suggest that
threats may be provocative (Weiss and Dafoe 2019) and potentially counterproductive (Quek and Johnston 2018). On the
psychological theory of reactance, see Brehm (1966) and Miron and Brehm (2006). On how reactance explains resistance
to threats in crisis diplomacy, see Altman and Powers (2019). Reactance is a motivational state “directed toward the restor-
ation of the threatened or eliminated behavior” when “individuals feel that any of their free behaviors … is eliminated or
threatened with elimination” (Miron and Brehm 2006, 10).
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(domestic experts) in the experts treatment. If foreign provocation has an effect, we should see
different outcomes across the treatments.16

The outcome variables are approval rating and perceived reputational impact. Approval rating
is measured by asking respondents if they approved or disapproved of the way the US president
handled the situation. Reputational assessment is elicited by asking respondents if they believed
the United States’ reputation has been improved or damaged by the president’s handling of the
situation. Online Appendix 1 reproduces the full text of the experimental instrument. Online
Appendix 2 visualizes the demographic covariate balance across experimental conditions.

Findings
Can the opponent loosen the tied hands of the signaler? Figure 1 tells us that the answer is yes.
The figure displays the percentage approval of the leader across the control and treatment con-
ditions, using an experimental comparison of the public costs of backing down similar to past
work (Quek and Johnston 2018; Weiss and Dafoe 2019). In the baseline condition, 23 per
cent of respondents approved of the president backing down in the crisis. This is comparable
to the 22 per cent in Tomz (2007) and the findings from recent experiments that used a simplified
Tomz vignette (29 per cent by Levy et al. [2015] and 24 per cent by Quek [2017]).17

Now, we turn to the respondents randomly exposed to the counterthreat, reassurance, and
normative-frame treatments. Compared to respondents in the control group (23 per cent),
respondents in each of the three treatment groups were significantly more approving of the presi-
dent backing down: 35 per cent in the counterthreat treatment (p = 0.0026, n = 515), 36 per cent
in the reassurance treatment (p = 0.0011, n = 516), and 41 per cent in the normative-frame treat-
ment (p < 0.0001, n = 512).18 The normative-frame treatment has the largest effect in absolute
terms, representing a jump of 18 percentage points in public approval for the president.19

Thus, the opponent has different means to untie hands and make it less costly for the signaler
to back down, insofar as the signaler’s domestic audience is aware of the words and deeds of
the foreign opponent.20

We would also like to know if other external actors can untie the hands of the domestic leader.
Does an international statement from the UN or a domestic statement from experts reduce the lea-
der’s public costs of backing down? Figure 1 shows that, again, the answer is yes. Compared to the
control group, in which 23 per cent approved of the president backing down in the crisis, respon-
dents who received the UN treatment and experts treatment cut their president more slack for back-
ing down: 40 per cent approved in the UN treatment (p < 0.0001, n = 512) and 36 per cent in the
experts treatment (p = 0.0013, n = 520), which translate to increases in public approval for the presi-
dent by 17 percentage points and 13 percentage points, respectively. Thus, beside the foreign
opponent, other external actors—such as domestic experts and international third parties—can
also say or do things that contribute toward untying the hands of the domestic leader.

We now turn to how citizens perceive the reputational impact of their president backing down
in the crisis. Domestic perceptions of reputational damage matter to US leaders (Brutger and
Kertzer 2018), and scholars and policymakers have long been concerned about the reputational
impact of backing down (see, for example, Dafoe, Renshon, and Huth 2014; Mercer 1996; Press
2005; Tang 2005; Yarhi-Milo 2018). Figure 2 shows how citizens perceive the impact on the

16I find no “foreign provocation” effect on public approval (see Figure 1) and reputational assessment (see Figure 2), at
least in the foreign-intervention scenario involving an unknown opponent found in standard audience-cost experiments.

17See footnote 13.
18All tests are two-tailed tests of proportion for percentage differences or two-tailed t-tests for numerical score differences.

The approval percentage includes those who said they “lean toward approving,” “somewhat approve,” or “strongly approve.”
19As a comparison, the domestic audience costs measured in Tomz (2007, 827) were 12 percentage points in public

approval loss (and about 15 percentage points if “leaners” are included).
20I discuss the relevance of the domestic media environment in the final section.
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United States’ reputation in the control and treatment conditions on a seven-point scale (1
= “damaged a lot”; 7 = “improved a lot”), with 4 at the midpoint (“neither improved nor
damaged”).21 Consistent with the results from the approval ratings, reputational impact assess-
ments generally improved when the leader’s hands became untied. While the control group
assessed the reputational impact of backing down at 2.9, respondents exposed to the foreign
opponent’s counterthreat and reassurance perceived a more benign impact on their country’s
reputation at 3.4 (p = 0.0029, n = 515) and 3.5 (p = 0.0006, n = 516), respectively. Respondents
exposed to the opponent’s invocation of the non-interference norm evaluated an impact of 3.2
(p = 0.0761, n = 512). Meanwhile, those given the UN treatment assessed the reputational impact
at 3.5 (p = 0.0004, n = 512), and those given the experts treatment assessed the impact at 3.3 (p =
0.0297, n = 520).

In short, not only did the approval ratings improve when the leader’s tied hands were loo-
sened, the public’s perceptions of the reputational impact also tended to become more benign.
It is also interesting to note that respondents did not perceive a huge damage to the United
States’ reputation.22 Across the different experimental groups, the reputational impact assess-
ments hover in the range of 2.9–3.5, which translate to the United States’ reputation being
damaged “a little” on the seven-point reputational impact scale.

Finally, I also run regressions on the approval and reputational outcomes as a robustness
check. The regression specifications control for different arrays of respondent characteristics,
such as age, gender, race, income, education, and party affiliation. Online Appendix 3 shows
the ordered-logit estimates of the treatment effects, together with the demographic controls.
Across different model specifications, the conclusions remain unchanged (see also Quek 2021b).
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Fig. 1. Percentage approval for the US president (with 95 per cent confidence intervals).

21The measure is related to, but not exactly comparable with, Brutger and Kertzer’s (2018) measure of reputational dam-
age. Brutger and Kertzer (2018), which focused on reputational costs, asked “How much damage do you think there would be
to America’s reputation?” on a five-point scale from “No damage” to “A lot of damage.”

22At least in this foreign-intervention scenario involving an unknown opponent, which is the standard scenario in
audience-cost experiments, including Brutger and Kertzer’s (2018) study on reputational costs.
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Implications
To be effective, tied hands must remain tied. I show that opponents can use specific strategies to
loosen the tied hands and influence the audience costs of signalers. By counterthreatening,
reassuring, and normative framing, the opponent can reduce the domestic costs of backing
down for the signaler. This may be one reason why opponents seldom sit still in the face of a
public threat. They often respond with counterthreats, reassurances, or normative frames of
their own. Such responses are beneficial because loosening tied hands can return to the signaler
the freedom to concede. Thus, tying hands is not a one-shot strategy, but a dynamic process in
which the opponent has incentive to intervene and influence.

By and large, the literature has assumed tied hands as a fixed commitment and the opponent
reacting to the signaler’s audience-cost signal as given. I problematized this assumption, showed
the signaler’s audience costs are sensitive to the actions of the opponent, and identified the inher-
ent difficulties in tying hands. The findings point to a second stage of the research agenda that is
potentially very interesting: while “it is worthwhile to consider briefly a model in which practical
problems are absent—a world in which absolute commitments are freely available … [t]he most
interesting parts of our topic concern whether and how commitments can be taken” (Schelling
1960, 26, emphasis added).

Future work may theorize and test the conditions under which specific commitment tactics are
robust to the opponent’s countermoves. Future research may also delve into the specific mechan-
isms that support each strategy of untying hands. For example, does the normative framing strat-
egy operate through public aversion to inconsistency (see, for example, Levy et al. 2015),
instrumental concerns over reputation (see, for example, Tomz 2007), social preferences for inter-
national standing (see, for example, Johnston 2001), or other mechanisms? It will also be inter-
esting to investigate when and why one strategy might work better than another—for the public
as a whole and for specific demographics that are politically important.23
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Fig. 2. Perceived impact on the United States’ reputation (with 95 per cent confidence intervals).

23For analyses of treatment effects by specific demographics, see Online Appendix 4.
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Another avenue for research is how the signaler responds to its opponent’s attempt to untie its
hands. Does the signaler counter-respond to retie its hands and reinforce its audience costs? Or,
does the signaler take the fig leaf given by the opponent to untie its hands, de-escalate the crisis,
and avoid domestic punishment? Under what conditions would we see the opponent untying the
signaler’s hands, or the signaler allowing its opponent to untie its hands? These are interesting ques-
tions that require a systematic examination of the empirical record, with a careful eye to differences in
regime types and media environments. In an open media environment, while domestic audience
costs tend to bite more tightly (see, for example, Choi and James 2007; Potter and Baum 2014;
Slantchev 2006; but see also Weeks 2008), the words and deeds of the foreign opponent are also
more likely to be transmitted to the domestic audience. All else equal, democracies with media free-
dom should find it easier to generate domestic audience costs and tie their hands but also harder to
insulate themselves from their opponent’s attempts to untie their tied hands. Future work may the-
orize and test these regime–media dyadic combinations and their implications.

Beside extending our general understanding of commitment creation and crisis diplomacy, the
findings may also inform specific debates in the literature. For instance, if the opponent’s
responses—counterthreats, reassurances, or normative frames—can dilute the costs of backing
down, this may explain why public threats and audience costs may not work as optimally in
the real world as theory suggests in partial equilibrium analysis (Snyder and Borghard 2011;
Trachtenberg 2012).24 If public intervention by the UN can loosen the tied hands of the signaler,
then international institutions may play a positive role in de-escalating crises through their influ-
ence on domestic and global opinion (see, for example, Chapman 2007; Grieco et al. 2011; Tago
and Ikeda 2013; Voeten 2005), despite their hard power constraints.

The findings also have deeper implications for the dynamics of signaling and credibility. Can a
tied-hands signal still be informative if the opponent can loosen the signaler’s tied hands? My con-
jecture is yes: the signal is informative if the opponent believes the signaler does not know or believe
the tied hands can be untied. Furthermore, even if both sides believe the other may be able to untie
hands, the signal is still (partially) informative in correspondence to the perceived probability and
estimated effectiveness of the opponent untying hands. We may also presume a process of dynamic
interaction: the signaler can respond to the opponent’s response with a counter-response to
reinforce its audience costs; the opponent can counter-respond to the signaler’s counter-response;
and so on in an iterative process of tying and untying hands. Given the iterative dynamics, and the
incomplete information environment that motivated this process in the first place, we can be sure
that everyone can be sure that no one can be sure. Ironically, the informativeness of tying hands
derives from uncertainty over the effectiveness of untying hands, when signalers and opponents
cannot be sure whether and how much the tied hands can be untied.

Supplementary Material. Online appendices are available at: https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123421000466
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