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The Use of Models
Formal political theory is a methodological approach—common in domestic politics, comparative politics,
and international relations—that is characterized by its strong commitment to logical rigor as well as its
conceptual and analytical clarity.1 One of formal political theorys core strengths is that it confronts foundational questions about politics. For instance, who shapes policy? what strategies do they use? and what
informational and incentive constraints affect political interactions? Pioneering insights from formal political theory to each of the subfields go beyond these basic questions to precisely articulate the mechanisms
responsible for the political outcomes we observe, often by untangling countervailing effects and isolating
clear counterfactual comparisons.
A formal political theory is usually comprised of at least two components. First, a logical (often mathematical) structure representing the critical individuals, decisions, constraints, and information that make up
the substantive question. Second, and just as important, an interpretation of that logical structure that gives
substantive meaning to the aspects and results of the model. These two components are critical (Rubinstein
2012), and they also introduce a flexibility in the questions formal political theory can address. The diverse
ways in which formal political theory can contribute to understanding politics has also engendered considerable disagreement about how scholars can most productively use formal models as an analytical tool. In fact,
there is a great deal of disagreement among formal theorists regarding what qualities make for a good (or
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insightful) model, the relationship between theory and empirical work, and what kinds of questions formal
models are most appropriate for answering.
In this chapter, we present a novel distinction between two common approaches to formal models in
political science. First is the phenomenon perspective, which seeks to relate a formal model to descriptive
empirical patterns, and the second is the experimental perspective, which views formal models as an explication of a causal mechanism.2 To illustrate the strengths of each of these perspectives (relative to the
other), we consider the typical concerns a theorist confronts when developing a formal model from each
perspective. We focus in particular on how each perspective approaches a comparative static comparison,
which examines a comparison from changing one factor, while all other factors remain “static.” A comparative static analysis focuses on an “all else equal” comparison by changing a single factor, holding all
other aspects of the model fixed, and looking at the change in some outcome (perhaps simply equilibrium
strategies).
An ideal model from the phenomenon perspective addresses three empirical considerations. First, what
patterns in the real world motivate the need for a formal model? Second, do real-world actors perceive tradeoffs that correspond with key assumptions in the model setup? Third, do the models comparative static predictions match empirical relationships? Although phenomenon-driven models are not realistic in the sense
of providing a literal description of the real world, the setup and implications of these models do attempt
to match attributes of the real world. Many approaches to model construction in political science draw elements from the phenomenon approach, whether they espouse combining models with quantitative evidence
(Morton 1999; Granato and Scioli 2004), qualitative evidence (Bates, Greif, Levi, Rosenthal and Weingast 1999; Goemans and Spaniel 2016; Lorentzen, Fravel and Paine 2017), or a combination (Laitin 2003).
Furthermore, in practice, many scholars attempt to provide insight into real-world phenomena when writing models, therefore implicitly adopting at least some elements of the phenomenon approach. Lorentzen,
Fravel and Paine (2017) surveyed every game theory article in six prominent political science journals between 2006 and 2013 that examined topics in international relations or comparative politics. They found
that of the 182 articles, 128 (70%) included either a quantitative or a qualitative empirical component. The
extent of this evidence differs from article to article, ranging from brief anecdotes in the introduction, to
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regression analysis of experimental or other originally collected data, and detailed case studies. But even
sparse discussions of empirical evidence aim to convince the reader that aspects of the model are “realistic”,
and descriptively reflect substantive cases.
The real world is messy and complicated, and sometimes the best approach to understanding how it
works is to analyze things in isolation. Because there are always substantive features which, although
known to be important real-world considerations, are nevertheless superfluous for explaining the core political mechanism. This observation motivates the experimental approach to writing a formal model, which
focuses on isolating and understanding substantive mechanisms. Ideally, an experimental-driven model
is intentionally parsimonious because the priority is on viewing a particular causal mechanism in isolation. Consequently, introducing extraneous features into the model, although more descriptively realistic, is
counterproductive because either such features add no additional insights, or worse, they create confusion.
Instead, the more focused the model, the more focused the comparison, and the more general the insight
(Banks 1990).
Comparing the experimental approach to formal political theory to actual experimental design highlights
its goals and virtues (Ashworth, Berry and De Mesquita 2015; Haavelmo 1944). The classic setup of an experiment considers different levels of a “treatment” and compares average outcomes between a treatment
group and control group. Holding all else equal is precisely the goal of models from the experimental perspective, and consequently, there is less concern with accounting for the full panoply of substantive factors
because—from the theorists perspective—these additional things are not a critical part of the analysis.3 A
key strength of this approach is that by focusing on a particular mechanism, the analysis can reveal and
understand the nuts and bolts of a substantive case, regardless of whether the mechanism of interest actually
operates in isolation in the real world.
A particularly important component of comparative static analysis from the experimental perspective
concerns indirect effects. Changing a single parameter can affect an outcome of interest through direct and
informational channels. For instance, to understand the influence of political mobilization on government
policies (through voting, protest, or other means), scholars generally study two effects. First is a direct
effect: mobilized dissent can create various problems that a government is forced to deal with regardless of
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the reason for the disruption to society. Second, mobilized dissent is generally considered to communicate
dissatisfaction among members of the citizenry with the governments policies. This leads to a conceptually distinct, informational, channel through which mobilized dissent influences government policy. From
the phenomenon perspective, indirect effects can be a nuisance because they obstruct clean directional predictions from the model. However, from the experimental perspective indirect effects are often the most
interesting aspect of the model, because they demonstrate the character and importance of the strategic
considerations.
Below we provide numerous examples of the phenomenon and experimental approaches in applied
research, distinguished by model motivation, setup, and comparative statics. We then discuss common critiques of formal models based on empirical applicability or lack thereof, and illustrate the differences in
how the two approaches handle critiques. We discuss two influential debates. First, redistributive political
transition models posit that economic inequality affects prospects for democratization by affecting demands
for redistribution (Acemoglu and Robinson 2000, 2001, 2006; Boix 2003). Second, selectorate theory examines how institutional variation in leadership selection affects a range of outcomes, including public good
provision and international war (Bueno de Mesquita, Smith, Morrow and Siverson 2005). We conclude
with implications for research and training. Specifically, we emphasize how graduate game theory courses,
by incorporating crucial philosophical and conceptual issues, could demonstrate how models can address
substantively interesting questions in addition to teaching the technical structure of models.
Table 1 summarizes the defining elements of both approaches. Importantly, these approaches are not
mutually exclusive, and most published formal modeling articles contain elements of each. However, explicating this distinction is critical for understanding how to use formal models to advance knowledge of
political phenomena, and how to avoid common critiques that may be pertinent to one approach but not the
other. Our conceptual distinction between different perspectives has largely been overlooked and is useful
for all political scientists who might otherwise neglect some contributions of formal models.

4

Table 1: Key Differences Between Approaches

Motivation
Model setup
Comparative
statics

Phenomenonalist
Explain descriptive patterns
Assumptions should correspond with tradeoffs
perceived by real-world decision-makers
Sign of key comparative statics predictions
(usually the total effect) should match statistical relationship or actions/outcomes in empirical cases

Experimentalist
Isolate mechanisms
Assumptions should be parsimonious to yield
conceptual clarity
Comparative statics are used to isolate substantive channels

The Phenomenon Perspective
Motivation
The phenomenon perspective is often motivated by empirical patterns or a set of observations, which can
be either quantitative or qualitative, that existing research does not convincingly explain. Sometimes, the
researcher presents a single pattern that raises strategic questions. For example, Slantchev (2010, 357) asks
a question about a particular case: During the last days of September 1950, the U.S. administration faced a
momentous decision about what to do in Korea: should American forces stop at the 38th parallel, as originally planned, or should they continue into North Korea, and turn the conflict from a war of liberation into a
war of unification? He then presents a model in which an optimal response to such dilemmas depends on the
opponents incentive to feign weakness. Miller and Schofield (2003) demonstrate that U.S. states won by the
Republican presidential candidate William McKinley in the 1896 election nearly perfectly corresponds with
states won by the Democratic presidential candidate Al Gore in the 2000 election, motivating their model
on how party agents can push platforms that over time yield party realignment. Acemoglu and Robinsons
(2006) book begins with narratives from Britain, Argentina, Singapore, and South Africa to highlight four
regime trajectories that differ on whether democratization occurs and its stability. Their model explains how
economic inequality shapes the equilibrium behavior of elites and the masses, which creates varying regime
trajectories. Other articles juxtapose disparate patterns and argue that they share a common strategic logic.
For example, Powell (2012, 620) posits three striking features or stylized facts about both interstate and
civil war based on quantitative and qualitative evidence in existing research: (1) there are often periods of
persistent fighting, (2) fighting commonly ends in negotiated settlements as well as in militarily decisive
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outcomes, and (3) fighting sometimes recurs. He argues that shifts in the distribution of power and actors
strategic fighting decisions (to forestall adverse shifts) yield equilibrium behavior consistent with all three
patterns. Paine (2018) contains a section before the model setup that presents regression tables to highlight a
mixed empirical pattern: higher country-level oil production covaries with less frequent center-seeking civil
wars, whereas higher regional-level oil production covaries with more frequent separatist civil wars. The
model highlights two main countervailing effects of oil production on the likelihood of civil war onset, and
explains why these mechanisms vary in magnitude depending on the oppositions optimal civil war aims.

Model Setup
To explain empirical phenomena, the model setup should incorporate important tradeoffs that real-world actors perceive when making choices. Although explicitly motivating assumptions using real-world examples
is somewhat less common than motivating examples or testing comparative statics predictions, Lorentzen,
Fravel, and Paines (2017) survey shows that 23% of game theory articles in their sample contained explicit
evidence for assumptions. For example, Svolik (2009) studies an interaction between a dictator that seeks
to concentrate power and a ruling coalition that attempts to maintain a power-sharing arrangement. He assumes that the dictators strategic action to concentrate power sends an informative (but imperfect) signal to
the ruling coalition, who may react by staging a coup. Svolik demonstrates the empirical relevance of this
assumption by providing examples in which leaders attempts to consolidate power generated observable
signals to ruling coalition members. In the Soviet Union, Lavrenty Beria merged formal ministries after
Josef Stalins death to concentrate power in his hands. In Iraq, Saddam Hussein gradually replaced earlier
supporters with loyalists from his hometown. In these cases, subordinates gained information that was consistent with attempted power concentration, but they were unsure of the true motives of the dictatorwhich
corresponds with the core assumptions of Svoliks (2009) model. The motivating puzzle in Nalepa (2010)
is that in the late 1980s, many communist regimes in Eastern Europe negotiated democratic transitions with
the opposition. Gaining assurances that communist agents would not face punishment following a regime
transition, they resigned peacefully in cases such as Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia. This is puzzling when considering that the communists should seemingly have expected the opposition to break these
promises. But, empirically, the new democratic leaders held their promises, which is also puzzling given
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widespread desire to punish the communists. Nalepa (2010) studies a signaling model and explains that
these promises were credible because of communists private information about transgressions committed
by the opposition as informants during communismi.e., their “skeletons in the closet. But this mechanism
is only empirically relevant if the real-world actors did indeed perceive this information asymmetry, which
she confirms using evidence from interviews. For example: The communists attempted to exploit this informational advantage by trying to convince the opposition that it was highly infiltrated. One of the dissidents
representing Solidarity in the roundtable negotiations recalled: When I met Kwasniewski, he said, Do not
mess with those files, let them bethe agents were mostly your own people (349-350).4

Comparative Statics
Whatever the initial motivation for presenting and setting up a formal model, the analysis generates comparative static predictions that researchers can evaluate either with statistical or qualitative evidence. This
is a central element of the influential Empirical Implications of Theoretical Models (EITM) approach to
political game theory (Signorino 1999; Morton 1999; Signorino and Yilmaz 2003; Granato and Scioli 2004)
and also receives support from methodological research on combining game theory and qualitative methods
(Bates et al. 1999; Goemans and Spaniel 2016; Lorentzen, Fravel and Paine 2017). Lorentzen et al.s (2017)
aforementioned survey of game theory articles in political science shows that 63% of game theory articles provided either statistical tests, cross-case comparisons, or case studies to evaluate comparative static
predictions.
For example, Conrad and Ritter (2013) examine the effects of international human rights treaties on
incentives for domestic leaders to exercise repression. First, these treaties increase the likelihood of domestic protests in reaction to repression, increasing the need to exercise repression to retain power. Second,
international human rights treaties increase the probability that repressive rulers will face litigation, which
increases the costs of repression. Their formal analysis shows that the magnitude of the first effect depends
on other aspects of the leaders job security. The first mechanism is relatively small in magnitude for secure
leaders because they are unlikely to experience mass unrest regardless of the presence of an international
treaty. However, the first mechanism is large in magnitude if the ruler is insecure, and dominates the sec4
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ond mechanism. This analysis yields a clear implication about an empirically observable interaction effect.
Conrad and Ritter provide regression evidence that international human rights treaties are uncorrelated with
repressive behavior in states with insecure leaders, but covary with lower repression in states governed by
secure leaders.
As another example, Paine (2016) examines two countervailing implications of oil production: it raises
the value of capturing the state for a rebel group, but it also increases government revenues to spend on
patronage distribution and coercion. Untangling these distinct effects yields an implication about conventional practice in the empirical conflict literature. Standard conflict models include both oil production and
income per capita on the right-hand side of the regression, and usually find that more oil production covaries with higher civil war frequency. The motivation for controlling for income per capita is that this is a
strong predictor of civil war onset. However, the logic of the model highlights the problem with this control
variable, which many argue proxies for government revenues. By controlling for income, the regression
implicitly answers the largely irrelevant question of what the effect of discovering oil in countries like Saudi
Arabia would have been if discovering oil did not increase government revenues. Revised regression specifications that incorporate this consideration demonstrate empirical results inconsistent with conventional
wisdom about a conflict resource curse.
As an example of using qualitative evidence, Dunning (2008) highlights a set of conditions where resource wealth can promote democratic stability. High rents enable the government to provide public goods
to the masses without needing to soak wealthy elites for tax revenuesmitigating class conflicts that would
otherwise arise under a democratic regime. Using evidence from Venezuela, he shows that when oil rents
were high in the 1970s, elites did not object to the high levels of public benefits provided to the masses
because these public goods did not require high taxation (163-166). By contrast, as oil rents fell, Dunning (2008) shows that politics became polarized around classes and redistributive conflicts and ultimately
facilitated the rise of the populist Hugo Chavez (166-183).
These examples also highlight the value-added of the formal analysis for deriving empirically testable
comparative statics. In all three examples, the model analysis highlights two countervailing effects of a
particular stimulus. The formal model facilitated rigorously examining the interaction between the two
mechanisms and the conditions in which one should dominate the other. In each case, the analysis yielded
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novel empirical predictions that the researcher could take to data and check for directional congruence.

The Experimentalist Perspective
Motivation
The goal of experimental-driven models is to study specific attributes of strategic tradeoffs, such as individual motivations, information frictions, and other strategic issues that shape politics. For instance, institutional constraints like voting rules, the timing of elections, or the rules determining how legislation must
be proposed dramatically influence various aspects of democracy(Diermeier and Krehbiel 2003; Dewan and
Shepsle 2011). Other examples include how political accountability differs from standard contracting problems (Ashworth 2012), and the importance of communication in bureaucracy (Gailmard and Patty 2012).
As another example, Di Lonardo and Tyson (2018) study the interaction of domestic political threats
and the logic of deterrence, which they approach from an experimental perspective. In particular, they first
present the baseline crisis bargaining model of Fearon (1994) and Schultz (1998), and use this model to
formally articulate the conventional logic of deterrence. Then, they introduce domestic political threats into
this framework similar to Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2005); Baliga, Lucca and Sjöström (2011): domestic
support is necessary for a leader to keep power. To isolate the effect of domestic political threats on the
logic of deterrence, it is important when adding domestic politics to hold constant all other aspects from
the benchmark model. In addition, although the benchmark crisis bargaining model suffers from some
shortcomings, the contribution of Di Lonardo and Tyson (2018) would not be clear had they started with a
nonstandard benchmark model of an international crisis.

Model Setup
The goal of experimental-driven models is not to attempt to approximate the real world, but instead to only
include in the model elements needed to elucidate the core mechanism. For example, Tyson (2018) studies
a central problem with exercising repression in authoritarian regimes: the dictator requires the cooperation
of her security apparatus. However, the very need for a security apparatus creates an agency problem:
if the leader loses power, then she cannot completely fulfill promises made to members of the repressive
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apparatus. Tyson (2018) explicitly removes other agency problems from the model, like moral hazard and
adverse selection, even though such features are unarguably present in reality. Tyson (2018) does not include
these aspects in his model in order to study implications resulting exclusively from the agency problem that
arises from the leaders tenuous hold on power.
As another example, Banks and Duggan (2006) study determinants of public policy in legislatures with
majority rules. They adopt a bargaining approach that assumes different members of the legislatures interact
over time, and each can be randomly selected to make a policy proposal. If a majority adopts a proposed
policy, then it becomes the new policy. By contrast, if a majority rejects a proposal, then the status quo
remains in place. The goal of the model is to examine the implications of changing one key assumption
from existing models: each legislator prefers any settlement to the status quo policy, i.e., the status quo
is necessarily bad. This change implies that legislators may view the status quo policy favorably, making
legislators more reluctant to vote for a new policy. Although real-world legislatures contain many additional
features that Banks and Duggan (2006) do not incorporate into their model, making the setup more realistic
would distract from their goal of changing a single substantive feature from existing models.

Comparative Statics
The purpose of comparative static exercises in experimental-driven models is to highlight the distinct channels through which a single factor causes a change in an outcome of interest, including equilibrium actions
or their substantively relevant consequences. In most cases, there are numerous channels that correspond to
separate mechanisms. The primary goal of the experimental approach is to elucidate each mechanism. As a
canonical example, suppose that different values of a treatment are represented by different values of x that
directly influence an outcome, but may also provide information to decisionmakers, i.e., by changing their
beliefs. In this case, the substantive outcome of interest, Y (x, β), depends on x and beliefs,β. Supposing
that everything is differentiable, then the total derivative with respect to x equals the sum of the direct and
informational effects:
∂Y
∂Y dβ
dY
=
+
·
.
dx
∂x
∂β dx
The first term reflects the direct influence of x on Y . The second term combines the direct effect of beliefs on
the outcome and the effect of x on beliefs. These distinct effects may pose a nuisance if the goal is to yield
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a predicted relationship between x to Y to take to the data. However, from the experimental perspective, the
goal of the model is to untangle these distinct mechanisms. Sometimes these results are counterintuitive and
“surprising” from the perspective of existing theories, and this is a key strength of models emerging from
the experimental perspective.
For an experimental-driven formal theorist, perhaps the most interesting aspect of a comparative static
relationship is the indirect effects that arise as a result of the strategic context. To highlight the importance
of informational effects, consider for example, the classic jury problem, where an important substantive
question regards whether jury verdicts reflect peoples sincere opinions gathered from the facts of the case
(e.g., Austen-Smith and Banks 1996; Feddersen and Pesendorfer 1998; Persico 2004)..
To clarify this point, suppose there are N jurors and two collective outcomes, guilty (G) and innocent
(I). Suppose also that convicting (i.e., choosing G) requires unanimity. There are also two equally likely
states of the world: the defendant is truly guilty, or she is truly innocent, represented by ω ∈ {G, I},
respectively. Jurors want to convict the guilty and to acquit the innocent, and their payoffs are represented
by
u(G, G) = u(I, I) = 1 and

u(G, I) = u(I, G) = 0.

Each juror attends the trial, but despite their common preferences, each interprets the evidence and arguments slightly differently. To capture this, each juror receives an informative signal, where guilty signals are more likely to be seen when the defendant is guilty, and innocent signals are more likely to be
seen when the defendant is innocent. Formally, juror i receives a signal si that equals either G or I, and
P r(si = ω | ω) = q ∈ (0.5, 1].
Will all jurors vote sincerely in line with their signal? Consider the problem from the perspective of an
individual juror, who truly wants to convict only the guilty and to acquit only the innocent. Imagine this
juror has seen a signal suggesting that the defendant is innocent. However, she also knows there is some
probability that her signal is wrong and the defendant is guilty, and moreover, other jurors’ signals may
differ from hers. The juror in this example is driven by an informational concern. There is a direct effect that
follows from her signal, namely, an innocent signal suggests that the defendant is innocent. However, there
is an important indirect effect that follows from the structure of the jury problem, namely, the voting rule.
Specifically, a juror considering whether her vote is pivotal in the ultimate verdict, and who is considering
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voting to acquit, knows that the only case in which her vote will make a difference is when all other voters
have cast guilty votes. But if all these voters have voted sincerely, it means that they have all received guilty
signals—an extremely unlikely event when the defendant is in fact innocent. Consequently, it is not a best
response for the juror to vote sincerely. More broadly, this example illustrates how indirect informational
concerns influence decisions in political contexts.

The Abuse of Models
Most formal political theory articles contain elements of both the phenomenon and experimental approaches.
A formal political theory formulated from one perspective is motivated by a distinct set of concerns that
the other perspective does not necessarily share—nor should it. But because the distinction between phenomenon and experimental kinds of models has not been articulated previously, concerns that are important ingredients from one perspective are often unintentionally used to obstruct the other. For example,
an experimental-driven model, on the surface, appears to be far more stylized than one written from the
phenomenon perspective. However, it is important to stress that this superficial kind of “artificiality” is
intentional, and constitutes one of the key strengths of this theoretical approach. The experimental theorist
is driven not by a desire to include as many factors as possible, but instead, needs to ensure that mitigating
influences, with respect to the main factor of interest, are suppressed. To accomplish this theoretically, the
theorist intentionally omits factors, even though they might be important in the real world. These omitted
factors are precisely the things that an empiricist controls for, but for a formal model to keep such things
fixed, the theorist must omit them from the model.
A common critique of game theoretic models is that their implications are unimportant because they rest
on unrealistic assumptions (for example, Elster 2000; Green and Shapiro 1996).5 To illustrate the difference
between the phenomenon and experimental approaches, consider how a theorist from each perspective might
respond to this criticism. A phenomenon-driven theorist should respond by modifying the assumptions to
better reflect reality, whereas the experimental-driven theorist would allege that such a complaint reflects a
5

The inherent complexity of the social world requires imposing some simplifying assumptions to construct a model of political
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models should be assessed solely for their predictive ability, and that the assumptions that generate these predictions are entirely
unimportant. On the other end of the spectrum, Bates et al. (1999, 14) argue that “the assumptions [should] fit the facts” for a model
to have empirical applicability, which is perhaps also too extreme.
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misunderstanding of the question their model was designed to address.
Scholars have also debated the role and importance of empirical evidence in validating a model’s predictions. On the one extreme, the American Journal of Political Science proposed briefly in the early 2000s
a submission policy in which the editors would desk-reject any formal modeling manuscript that lacked an
accompanying empirical test (Hill 2005). On the other extreme, Clarke and Primo (2012) argue that empirically testing models misunderstands their purpose. Instead, they argue that the only purpose of models is
what we call the experimental approach. With regard to this controversial debate, the difference between the
phenomenon and experimental approaches to formal political theory is crucial for understanding the source
and relevance of these different points of view. Confusing philosophical positions with quality judgments
tends to obscure the discussion, leading scholars to talk past each regarding thingz that are largely orthogonal to substantive issues. To illustrate our point, we present two examples from prominent models that
exemplify these distinctions.

Redistributive Political Transitions
The idea that inequality and prospects for economic redistribution affect incentives to seek or to resist democratization has a long pedigree in political science. More recently, Acemoglu and Robinson (2000, 2001,
2006) present a parsimonious formal framework to explain these incentives, where a commitment problem
is the key mechanism. Acemoglu and Robinsons (2006) core model analyzes an interaction between a representative rich elite that sets policy under a dictatorship, and a representative agent of the poor masses that
sets policy under democracy. Each actor seeks to maximize its own consumption by affecting the tax rate.
Because of the assumed wealth disparity, elites prefer no taxes whereas the masses prefer a positive tax rate.
Furthermore, economic inequality determines the extent to which the two actors disagree about taxes, as
higher inequality causes the masses to prefer a higher tax rate. Although the elite unilaterally determines
the tax rate under dictatorship (de jure power), the masses may be able to force higher tax rates by staging
a revolution (de facto power). The elite has three options to stave off revolution: temporary concessions,
repression, or democratization.
One key mechanism that Acemoglu and Robinson’s (2006) model elucidates is the effect of economic
inequality on the likelihood of democratization. They derive a non-monotonic relationship in which de-
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mocratization only occurs if inequality is intermediate. At low levels of inequality, there is low demand by
the masses for democracy because the amount of wealth held by elites that the masses could redistribute to
themselves in democracy is low. At high levels of inequality, democratization does not occur because the
elites use repression instead. The amount of redistribution under democracy would be so high that elites
prefer to use costly repression to retain power. However, if inequality is intermediate, then mass demand
for democratization is high enough that negotiated concessions are insufficient to prevent revolution, but the
elites’ fate under democracy is not dire enough for them to use repression.
Subsequent research criticizes numerous assumptions of the model setup. Some scholars allege that
class differences between rich and poor is usually not the primary political cleavage that drives political
transitions (Epstein, Leventoğlu and O’Halloran 2012; Haggard and Kaufman 2012; Ansell and Samuels
2014). Others argue that, at least in the post-colonial world since 1945, economic elites do not usually
exercise political control. For example, the military usually does not act as a proxy for the wealthy (Slater,
Smith and Nair 2014). Some posit that revolutionary threats rarely provide a stimulus for democratization
and that other factors appear more important for explaining manhood suffrage in most European countries
(Collier 1999; Lizzeri and Persico 2004; Llavador and Oxoby 2005), womanhood suffrage (Przeworski
2009), or internationally driven transitions in recent decades (Levitsky and Way 2010; Haggard and Kaufman 2012). Finally, many democracies do not redistribute en masse either because they lack infrastructural
capacity (Slater, Smith and Nair 2014), or because elites exert considerable influence even under democracy
(Albertus and Menaldo 2018).6
Are these critiques relevant? From the phenomenon perspective, many of these are pertinent critiques
that require a sustained theoretical and empirical dialogue. Given Acemoglu and Robinsons (2006) stated
goal to explain empirical instances of democratic transitions, it is important for the model to incorporate
key tradeoffs that real-world policy makers faced. Correspondingly, models written in response to these
critiques have yielded numerous insights by altering aspects of the original setups to more closely capture
particular empirical settings (Dower, Finkel, Gehlbach and Nafziger 2018).
6

Others examine empirical contexts in which the core assumptions of Acemoglu and Robinson’s original redistributive political
transition theories exhibit greater empirical plausibility. Paine (Forthcomingb) argues that post-1945 European settler colonies in
Africa fit the scope conditions of a rich and politically dominant European elite that fears the revolutionary potential of the nonEuropean majority and demonstrates statistical evidence consistent with Acemoglu and Robinson’s and Boix’s prediction that high
inequality should yield high repression and revolution.
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From an experimental perspective, these critiques are less relevant because the key contribution of Acemoglu and Robinson (2000, 2001, 2006) was to take existing non-formal theories of democratization to
understand the strategic interaction among social classes.7 Moreover, perhaps the most important contribution of these models is in identifying how democratization can result from a commitment problem that
arises when elites lose (even temporarily) de facto political power. The models of Acemoglu and Robinson
(2000, 2001, 2006) also generate several counterintuitive predictions. For example, Acemoglu and Robinson
show that if the masses can only mobilize infrequently to stage a revolution, then eventual democratization
becomes more likely. This result follows because infrequent mobilization enhances the masses bargaining
power in periods they can organize for revolution, since their future valuation of the status quo regime is
low. As another example, Boix (2003) shows that high inequality does not cause elites to resort to repression when asset liquidity is low. If elites can move their assets abroad, then they do not fear high taxes
under democracy, hence highlighting a subtle mitigating effect in the inequality-democratization relationship. Furthermore, highlighting the value of mechanism-based contributions to spurring future research and
empirical insights, Paine (Forthcominga) extends the asset liquidity mechanism in a dynamic model to help
explain the empirical relationship between oil production and separatist civil wars.

Selectorate Theory
The experimental perspective to formal political theory faces a different kind of criticism. Specifically, does
the setup of the model, including the underlying assumptions, isolate clear causal mechanisms? Whereas
ensuring that all relevant factors are incorporated into the model is a mark of quality from the phenomenon
perspective, it is often a sign of conceptual confusion from the experimental perspective. Likewise, having
a clean, streamlined, and focused model is ideal for the experimental approach, a scholar motivated by the
phenomenon perspective typically has a skeptical view of such a model’s conclusions.
As an illustration, consider the selectorate theory presented in Bueno de Mesquita, Morrow, Siverson
and Smith (1999) and Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2005). A simple observation motivates selectorate theory:
7

Some responses by the authors adopt a mechanism-based defense. Discussing the original model, Acemoglu, Naidu, Restrepo
and Robinson (2013, 2, 16) state that “once one relaxed the simple poor versus rich nature of political conflict in their original
models as well as the restriction of policy instruments, the nature of the comparative statics with respect to inequality in the basic
model changed. Put simply, if the groups in conflict were not rich versus poor, but for example based on ethnic, religious or regional
cleavages, it was not necessarily true that increasing inequality, in the sense of a higher Gini coefficient, would exacerbate conflict
between groups. It might just result in increased redistribution within groups.”
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every leader relies on the support of some specified set of individuals, called the selectorate, which is designated by a country’s institutions. As a result of this, leaders cannot sustain their hold on power without
adequately compensating their winning coalition, the proportion of the selectorate needed to keep them in
office. When the selectorate is small, as in autocratic regimes, this is most effectively accomplished through
providing private goods. By contrast, when the selectorate is large, as in democracies, this is most effectively accomplished through public good provision. Numerous implications follow from this core insight,
including why democracies do not fight each other, which they confirm with numerous statistical tests.
Like redistributive political transition models, selectorate theory has attracted considerable criticism.
Gallagher and Hanson (2015) critique three main aspects, all of which reflect a phenomenon perspective.
First, in reality, there is no clear distinction among winning coalition members, selectorate members, and
non-selectorate members. Second, existing measures of these concepts are flawed, rendering Bueno de
Mesquita et al.s (2005) statistical tests invalid.8 Third, Gallagher and Hanson (2015) criticize selectorate
theorys core assumptions, arguing that the theory treats selectorate members as homogeneous, conflates
rulers with regimes, and mischaracterizes the relationship between public goods and political rights.
Once again, the response to these critiques depends on ones philosophical perspective. From the phenomenon perspective, it is important to improve the descriptive accuracy of the assumptions and to incorporate additional elements into the original model. These considerations have motivated several extensions to
the original model that include revolutions, purges, and other forms of authoritarian ruler turnover (Bueno de
Mesquita and Smith 2009, 2017); the effects of natural disasters (Flores and Smith 2013) ; and leader health
shocks (Bueno de Mesquita, Smith et al. 2018).
However, viewed from the experimental perspective, a deeper concern with the core selectorate theory
model is that it may attempt to be too realistic. The baseline selectorate model presented in Bueno de
Mesquita et al. (2005, Ch. 2-3) contains more than ten choice variables, plus a number of exogenous
parameters and an infinite horizon. The core mechanism of the model, however, can be expressed more
clearly by removing most of these moving pieces. For instance, Bueno de Mesquita (2016, Ch. 11) presents
a simplified version of selectorate theory that isolates the effects of the core mechanism—winning coalition
size—and shows how it affects public good provision and foreign policy aggression.
8

This critique also relates to Clarke and Stone’s (2008) re-analysis of Bueno de Mesquita et al.’s (2005) data.
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Implications for Research and Training
Many debates about specific formal models in political science, and the modeling enterprise more generally,
draw from what we term the phenomenon and experimental approaches. But because scholars have not
previously articulated these distinct perspectives, we often talk past each other—including those actively
engaged in the formal theory enterprise and those who are not. Perhaps the most important takeaway from
our discussion is that neither the phenomenon perspective nor the experimental perspective is inherently
flawed. Instead, scholars often combine them effectively, if only implicitly, and insights from each has
unique strengths that have improved the scholarly understanding of politics.
Importantly, the phenomenon and experimental approaches to formal models are not mutually exclusive,
and most published models contribute to both approaches. However, most authors typically frame their
contribution emphasizing one perspective over the other, which generally leads the overall contribution
to be overlooked. Compared to the experimental approach, for many, the phenomenon approach is more
intuitive when writing and thinking about models in political science because it more closely corresponds
to historical and qualitative approaches. However, the experimental perspective has been gaining ground in
all the social sciences—and political science is no exception.9 Consequently, the experimental approach to
formal political theory will become more useful as it more naturally connects to research designs focusing
on causal relationships as well as lending insight into the issues that are at the heart of these empirical
studies.
In addition to the direct implications for conducting and evaluating formal political theory research,
the phenomenon and experimental distinction also carries important implications for future formal political
theory training in graduate programs. Formal political theorys key strengths lie in its ability to bring conceptual clarity to substantive issues by transparently articulating the relationships that drive broader scholarly
debates. But introductory courses in formal political theory focus almost exclusively on “tools” or “skillbuilding,” which has the unintended consequence of leaving some important philosophical and conceptual
issues unaddressed. Of course, correctly solving a formal model is necessary, but it is not sufficient for making a contribution to political science using formal political theory. Instead, articulating the distinct virtues
of the phenomenon and experimental approaches highlights the diverse contributions of formal political
9

This movement gained substantial momentum following Leamer (1983).

17

theory, and it is our hope that explicitly highlighting distinct philosophical perspectives to formal political
theory can bring clarity into the general discussion.
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