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B Abstract Policy makers pay relatively little attention to the vast theoretical liter-
ature in IR, and many scholars seem uninterested in doing policy-relevant work. These
tendencies are unfortunate because theory is an essential tool of statecraft. Many pol-
icy debates ultimately rest on competing theoretical visions, and relying on a false
or flawed theory can lead to major foreign policy disasters. Theory remains essential
for diagnosing events, explaining their causes, prescribing responses, and evaluating
the impact of different policies. Unfortunately, the norms and incentives that currently
dominate academia discourage many scholars from doing useful theoretical work in IR.
The gap between theory and policy can be narrowed only if the academic community
begins to place greater value on policy-relevant theoretical work.

INTRODUCTION

If the scholarly study of international relations—and especially work on IR
theory—were of great value to policy makers, then those charged with the con-
duct of foreign policy would be in a better position today than ever before. More
scholars are studying the subject, more theories are being proposed and tested, and
outlets for scholarly work continue to multiply.!

The need for powerful theories that could help policy makers design effective
solutions would seem to be apparent as well. The unexpected emergence of a
unipolar world, the rapid expansion of global trade and finance, the challenges
posed by failed states and global terrorism, the evolving human rights agenda,
the spread of democracy, concerns about the global environment, the growing
prominence of nongovernmental organizations, etc., present policy makers with

'One recent study reports that “there are at least twenty-two English-language journals
devoted exclusively or largely to international relations, aside from the general politics and
policy journals that also publish IR articles” (Lepgold & Nincic 2001, p. 15). IR scholars
can also disseminate their work through weblogs, working papers, and outlets such as the
Columbia International Affairs Online (CIAO) service.
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problems that cry out for new ideas. These phenomena—and many others—have
all been objects of sustained scholarly inquiry, and one might expect policy makers
to consume the results with eagerness and appreciation.

Yet despite the need for well-informed advice about contemporary international
problems, and the energy and activity being devoted to studying these questions,
there has long been dissatisfaction with the contributions of IR theorists (Morgen-
thau 1958, Tanter & Ullman 1972). According to former diplomat David New-
som, “much of today’s scholarship [on international issues] is either irrelevant or
inaccessible to policymakers. . .much remains locked within the circle of esoteric
scholarly discussion” (Newsom 1995-1996, p. 66). Another observer declares that
“the higher learning about international relations does not loom large on the in-
tellectual landscape. Its practitioners are not only rightly ignored by practicing
foreign policy officials; they are usually held in disdain by their fellow academics
as well” (Kurth 1998, p. 29). The veteran U.S. statesman Paul Nitze described the-
ory and practice as “harmonic aspects of one whole,” but he believed that “most
of what has been written and taught under the heading of ‘political science’ by
Americans since World War II. . .has also been of limited value, if not counterpro-
ductive as a guide to the conduct of actual policy” (Nitze 1993, p. 15). Similarly,
George (2000) reports that policy makers’ eyes “would glaze as soon as I used the
word theory.” Nor is the problem unique to the United States, as indicated by the
Chief Inspector of the British diplomatic service’s comment that he was “not sure
what the academic discipline of IR—if indeed there be such a thing as an academic
discipline of IR—has to contribute to the practical day-to-day work of making and
managing foreign policy” (Wallace 1994).

A low regard for theory is also reflected in the organizations responsible for
conducting foreign policy. Although academics do work in policy-making circles
in many countries, a sophisticated knowledge of IR theory is hardly a prerequisite
for employment. In the United States, for example, there is no foreign policy
counterpart to the President’s Council of Economic Advisors (which is staffed
by Ph.D. economists), and being an accomplished IR scholar is neither necessary
nor sufficient for appointment to the National Security Council or other similar
bodies.? Instead, senior policy makers are more likely to be selected for their
intelligence, loyalty, and/or intimate knowledge of a particular region or policy
area. Nor is there much evidence that policy makers pay systematic attention to
academic writings on international affairs.

Dissatisfaction with the limited influence of IR has inspired a small but growing
literature that seeks to reconnect the worlds of theory and policy (Georgeetal. 1971;
George & Smoke 1974; Feaver 1999; Hill & Beshoff 1994; Kruzel 1994; Zelikow
1994; Lepgold 1998; Jentleson 2000, 2002; Lupia 2000; Nincic & Lepgold 2000;

2Several academics have served as U.S. National Security Advisor (e.g., Henry Kissinger,
Zbigniew Brzezinski, Anthony Lake, Condoleezza Rice), but so have individuals with
little or no formal training in IR (e.g., William Clark, Colin Powell, Sandy Berger, Robert
McFarlane, and John Poindexter).
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Lepgold & Nincic 2001; Siverson 2001). Taken as a whole, these works emphasize
several key themes.

First, the literature sees a wide gap between academic theories of international
relations and the practical conduct of foreign policy. Most works in this genre
deplore this situation and offer various remedies for correcting it, although a few
authors warn that greater emphasis on “policy relevance” might be detrimental
(Hill & Beshoff 1994, Stein 2000).

Second, these works attribute the gap in part to the complexity of the policy
maker’s task and the limitations of existing social science theories, but also to the
incentive structures and professional ethos of the academic world. In other words,
IR theory is less relevant for policy makers because scholars have little incentive
to develop ideas that might be useful.

Third, the literature tends to adopt a trickle-down model linking theory and pol-
icy. General or basic IR theory is seen as too abstract to influence policy directly,
although it can provide overarching conceptual frameworks and thus influence
scholars analyzing specific regional developments or applied “issue-oriented puz-
zles” (Lepgold 2000, Wilson 2000). These latter works will inform policy analyses
of specific problems, thereby helping to shape the debate on specific actions and
decisions. It follows that the current gap might be narrowed by strengthening the
transmission belt linking these different activities, so that academic ideas reach
the policy maker’s desk more readily.

The present essay explores these themes in greater detail. Can theoretical IR
work help policy makers identify and achieve specific foreign policy goals? What
are the obstacles that limit its contribution? Given these obstacles, what should be
done?

WHAT CAN THEORY CONTRIBUTE TO THE
CONDUCT OF FOREIGN POLICY?

What Types of Knowledge Do Policy Makers Need?

Policy decisions can be influenced by several types of knowledge. First, policy
makers invariably rely on purely factual knowledge (e.g., how large are the oppo-
nent’s forces? What is the current balance of payments?). Second, decision makers
sometimes employ “rules of thumb”: simple decision rules acquired through ex-
perience rather than via systematic study (Mearsheimer 1989).3 A third type of
knowledge consists of typologies, which classify phenomena based on sets of spe-
cific traits. Policy makers can also rely on empirical laws. An empirical law is an
observed correspondence between two or more phenomena that systematic inquiry
has shown to be reliable. Such laws (e.g., “democracies do not fight each other”

3For example, someone commuting to work by car might develop a “rule of thumb” iden-
tifying which route(s) took the least time at different times of day, based on their own
experience but not on a systematic study of traffic patterns.
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or “human beings are more risk averse with respect to losses than to gains”) can
be useful guides even if we do not know why they occur, or if our explanations for
them are incorrect.

Finally, policy makers can also use theories. A theory is a causal explanation—
it identifies recurring relations between two or more phenomena and explains
why that relationship obtains. By providing us with a picture of the central forces
that determine real-world behavior, theories invariably simplify reality in order to
render it comprehensible.

At the most general level, theoretical IR work consists of “efforts by social
scientists. . .to account for interstate and trans-state processes, issues, and out-
comes in general causal terms” (Lepgold & Nincic 2001, p. 5; Viotti & Kauppi
1993). IR theories offer explanations for the level of security competition between
states (including both the likelihood of war among particular states and the war-
proneness of specific countries); the level and forms of international cooperation
(e.g., alliances, regimes, openness to trade and investment); the spread of ideas,
norms, and institutions; and the transformation of particular international systems,
among other topics.

In constructing these theories, IR scholars employ an equally diverse set of ex-
planatory variables. Some of these theories operate at the level of the international
system, using variables such as the distribution of power among states (Waltz
1979, Copeland 2000, Mearsheimer 2001), the volume of trade, financial flows,
and interstate communications (Deutsch 1969, Ruggie 1983, Rosecrance 1986); or
the degree of institutionalization among states (Keohane 1984, Keohane & Martin
2003). Other theories emphasize different national characteristics, such as regime
type (Andreski 1980, Doyle 1986, Fearon 1994, Russett 1995), bureaucratic and
organizational politics (Allison & Halperin 1972, Halperin 1972), or domestic co-
hesion (Levy 1989); or the content of particular ideas or doctrines (Van Evera 1984,
Hall 1989, Goldstein & Keohane 1993, Snyder 1993). Yet another family of the-
ories operates at the individual level, focusing on individual or group psychology,
gender differences, and other human traits (De Rivera 1968, Jervis 1976, Mercer
1996, Byman & Pollock 2001, Goldgeier & Tetlock 2001, Tickner 2001, Goldstein
2003), while a fourth body of theory focuses on collective ideas, identities, and
social discourse (e.g., Finnemore 1996, Ruggie 1998, Wendt 1999). To develop
these ideas, IR theorists employ the full range of social science methods: compar-
ative case studies, formal theory, large-N statistical analysis, and hermeneutical or
interpretivist approaches.

The result is a bewildering array of competing arguments (Viotti & Kauppi
1993, Dougherty & Pfaltzgraff 1997, Walt 1997a, Waever 1998, Baylis & Smith
2001, Carlsnaes et al. 2002). With so many theories from which to choose, how
do we know a good one when we see one?

What is a Good Theory?

First and most obviously, a good theory should be logically consistent and em-
pirically valid, because a logical explanation that is consistent with the available
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evidence is more likely to provide an accurate guide to the causal connections that
shape events.

Second, a good theory is complete; it does not leave us wondering about the
causal relationships at work (Van Evera 1997). For example, a theory stating that
“national leaders go to war when the expected utility of doing so outweighs the
expected utility of all alternative choices” (Bueno de Mesquita & Lalman 1992)
may be logically impeccable, but it does not tell us when leaders will reach this
judgment. Similarly, a theory is unsatisfying when it identifies an important causal
factor but not the factor(s) most responsible for determining outcomes. To say
that “human nature causes war,” or even that “oxygen causes war,” is true in the
sense that war as we know it cannot occur in the absence of these elements. But
such information does not help us understand what we want to know, namely,
when is war more or less likely? Completeness also implies that the theory has no
“debilitating gaps,” such as an omitted variable that either makes its predictions
unacceptably imprecise or leads to biased inferences about other factors (Nincic
& Lepgold 2000, p. 28).

A third desideratum is explanatory power. A theory’s explanatory power is its
ability to account for phenomena that would otherwise seem mystifying. Theo-
ries are especially valuable when they illuminate a diverse array of behavior that
previously seemed unrelated and perplexing, and they are most useful when they
make apparently odd or surprising events seem comprehensible (Rapaport 1972).
In physics, it seems contrary to common sense to think that light would be bent by
gravity. Yet Einstein’s theory of relativity explains why this is so. In economics,
it might seem counterintuitive to think that nations would be richer if they abol-
ished barriers to trade and did not try to hoard specie (as mercantilist doctrines
prescribed). The Smith/Ricardo theory of free trade tells us why, but it took several
centuries before the argument was widely accepted (Irwin 1996). In international
politics, it seems odd to believe that a country would be safer if it were unable to
threaten its opponent’s nuclear forces, but deterrence theory explains why mutual
vulnerability may be preferable to either side having a large capacity to threaten the
other side’s forces (Wohlstetter 1957, Schelling 1960, Glaser 1990, Jervis 1990).
This is what we mean by a powerful theory: Once we understand it, previously
unconnected or baffling phenemona make sense.

Fourth, at the risk of stating the obvious, we prefer theories that explain an
important phenomenon (i.e., something that is likely to affect the fates of many
people). Individual scholars may disagree about the relative importance of different
issues, but a theory that deals with a problem of some magnitude is likely to garner
greater attention and/or respect than a theory that successfully addresses a puzzle
of little intrinsic interest. Thus, a compelling yet flawed explanation for great power
war or genocide is likely to command a larger place in the field than an impeccable
theory that explains the musical characteristics of national anthems.

Fifth, a theory is more useful when it is prescriptively rich, i.e., when it yields
useful recommendations (Van Evera 1997). For this reason, George advises schol-
ars to “include in their research designs variables over which policymakers have
some leverage” (George 2000, p. xiv; also Glaser & Strauss 1967, Stein 2000). Yet
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a theory that does not include manipulable variables may still be useful to policy
makers. For example, a theory that explained why a given policy objective was
impossible might be very useful if it convinced a policy maker not to pursue such
an elusive goal. Similarly, a theory that accurately forecast the risk of war might
provide a useful warning to policy makers even if the variables in the theory were
not subject to manipulation.

Finally, theories are more valuable when they are stated clearly. Ceteris paribus,
a theory that is hard to understand is less useful simply because it takes more time
for potential users to master it. Although academics often like to be obscure (be-
cause incomprehensibility can both make scholarship seem more profound and
make it harder to tell when a particular argument is wrong), opacity impedes sci-
entific progress and is not a virtue in theoretical work. An obscure and impenetrable
theory is also less likely to influence busy policy makers.

How Theory Can Aid Policy (in Theory)

Although many policy makers dismiss academic theorizing and many academics
criticize the actions of government officials, theory and policy are inextricably
linked. Each day, policy makers must try to figure out which events merit attention
and which items or issues can be ignored, and they must select objectives and
choose policy instruments that will achieve them. Whether correct or not, they do
this on the basis of some sort of theory.

Furthermore, policy debates in both domestic and foreign affairs often hinge
on competing theoretical claims, and each participant believes his or her preferred
policy option will produce the desired result. For example, competing prescriptions
for halting the ethnic conflicts in Bosnia and Kosovo rested in part on different
theories about the underlying causes of these wars. Those who favored interven-
ing to establish a multiethnic democracy in Bosnia (and Kosovo) tended to blame
the fighting on the machinations of autocratic leaders such as Slobodan Milose-
vic, whereas those who favored ethnic partition blamed the conflict on a security
dilemma created by intermingled populations (cf. Kaufmann 1996, Stedman 1997,
Sambanis 2000). More recently, the debate over war against Iraq hinged in part
on competing factual claims (did Iraq have weapons of mass destruction or not?)
but also on competing forecasts about the long-term effects of the war. Advo-
cates believed war would lead to a rapid victory, encourage neighboring regimes
to “bandwagon” with the United States, hasten the spread of democracy in the
region, and ultimately undermine support for Islamic terrorism. Their opponents
argued that the war would have exactly the opposite effects (Sifry & Cerf 2003),
and these disagreements arose in part because of fundamentally different views
about the basic dynamics of interstate relations.

History also shows that bad theories can lead directly to foreign policy disasters.
Prior to World War I, for example, Admiral Von Tirpitz’s infamous “risk theory”
argued that German acquisition of a large battle fleet would threaten British naval
supremacy and deter Great Britain from opposing German dominance of the con-
tinent; in fact, the building of the fleet merely accelerated Britain’s alignment with
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Germany’s continental opponents (Kennedy 1983). During the Cold War, Soviet
policy in the Third World was justified by Marxist claims that the developing world
was evolving in a socialist direction, and that this evolution would naturally incline
these states to ally with the USSR. This theory of cooperation was flawed on both
counts, which helps explain why Soviet efforts to build influence in the developing
world were costly and disappointing (Rubinstein 1990). Similarly, U.S. interven-
tion in Indochina and Central America was justified in part by the so-called domino
theory, even though the logic and evidence supporting the theory were dubious at
best (Slater 1987, 1993—1994). All of these examples show how bad IR theories
can lead policy makers astray.

The converse is also true, however: Sometimes good theory leads to good policy.
As discussed above, the Smith/Ricardo theory of free trade has for the most part
triumphed over mercantilist thinking and paved the way for the rapid expansion of
the world economy after World War II, thereby facilitating an enormous increase
in global wealth and welfare. In the same way, the theory of deterrence articulated
in the 1940s and 1950s informed many aspects of U.S. military and foreign policy
during the Cold War, and it continues to exert a powerful impact today.*

The relationship between theory and policy is not a one-way street. Theory
informs policy and policy problems inspire theoretical innovation (Jervis, 2004).
For example, the development of the bureaucratic politics paradigm and the the-
ory of nuclear deterrence illustrate how new political issues can spark theoretical
developments, with implications that extend beyond the specific problems that
inspired the theoretical innovation (Trachtenberg 1992). More recently, efforts to
analyze the collapse of the Soviet empire (Kuran 1991, Lohmann 1994, Lebow &
Risse-Kappen 1995, Evangelista 2002), the dynamics of unipolarity (Wohlforth
1999, Brooks & Wohlforth 2000-2001), or the origins of ethnic conflict (Posen
1993, Fearon & Laitin 1996, Lake & Rothchild 1998, Toft 2004) show IR theo-
rists fashioning new theories in response to new concerns. Theory and policy form
a web, even if the web has many gaps and missing strands. Despite these gaps,
there are at least four ways that theoretical scholarship can help policy makers:
diagnosis, prediction, prescription, and evaluation.

DIAGNOSIS The first contribution that theory can make is diagnosis (Jentleson
2000). Like all of us, policy makers face a bewildering amount of information,
much of it ambiguous. When seeking to address either a recurring problem or a
specific event, policy makers must figure out what sort of phenomenon they are
facing. Is expansionist behavior driven by a revolutionary ideology or individual
megalomania, or is it rooted in legitimate security fears? Are trade negotiations in
jeopardy because the participants’ preferences are incompatible or because they
do not trust each other? By expanding the set of possible interpretations, theories
provide policy makers with a broader set of diagnostic possibilities.

40f course, not all aspects of U.S. nuclear weapons policy conformed to the prescriptions
of classic deterrence theory (Jervis 1984).
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Diagnosis does not require a sophisticated theory, however; even simple ty-
pologies can help policy makers devise an appropriate response to a problem. In
medicine, even if we do not know the exact mechanism that produces a disease, we
may be able to treat it once the correct diagnosis is made (George 2000). Similarly,
even if we cannot fully explain why certain international events occur, we may
still be able to fashion a remedy once we have identified the problem.

Theory also guides our understanding of the past, and historical interpretations
often influence what policy makers do later (May 1975, May & Neustadt 1984). Did
the Cold War end because the Soviet economy was dying from ‘“natural causes”
(i.e., the inherent inefficiency of centrally planned economies), because Soviet
elites were persuaded by norms and ideas imported from the West, or because
the United States was putting greater pressure on its overmatched adversary? The
question is not merely academic; it tends to shape attitudes on how the United States
should use its power today. Hardliners tend to attribute the Soviet collapse to U.S.
pressure, and they believe similar policies will work against contemporary enemies
(e.g., Iraq, Iran, North Korea) and future “peer competitors” (Mann 2004). By
contrast, if the Soviet Union collapsed because of its own internal contradictions, or
because Western ideas proved contagious, then U.S. policy makers should consider
whether future peer competitors might be more readily coopted than contained (cf.
Wohlforth 1994-1995, Evangelista 2002).

The recent debate on war with Iraq offers an equally apt example. Analysts
who focused primarily on Saddam Hussein’s personality and the nature of the
Ba’ath regime saw Hussein’s past conduct as evidence that he was an irrational
serial aggressor who could not be deterred and thus could not be permitted to
acquire weapons of mass destruction (Pollock 2002). By contrast, scholars who
focused on Iraq’s external situation tended to see Hussein as a risk-acceptant but
ultimately rational leader who had never used force in the face of a clear deterrent
threat and thus could be deterred by superior force in the future (Mearsheimer
& Walt 2003). Thus, interpretations about Iraq’s past conduct were partly shaped
by contrasting theoretical views and had a clear impact on contemporary policy
recommendations.

Once a diagnosis is made, theory also guides the search for additional infor-
mation. As discussed above, policy makers inevitably rely on different forms of
knowledge—including purely factual information—but theory helps them decide
what sort of information is relevant. To take a simple example, both policy makers
and IR theorists know that power is an important concept, although there is no
precise formula for measuring the relative power of different actors. We do not
judge the power of nations by examining the quality of their opera productions,
the average hair length of the citizenry, or the number of colors in the national flag.
Why? Because there is no theory linking these measures to global influence. Rather,
both policy makers and scholars generally use some combination of population,
gross national product, military strength, scientific prowess, etc., because they
understand that these features enable states to affect others (Morgenthau 1985,
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Moul 1989, Wohlforth 1993, Mearsheimer 2001). That is why U.S. and Asian
policy makers worry about the implications of China’s economic growth but do
not express similar concerns about Thailand or Brunei.

PREDICTION IR theories can also help policy makers anticipate events. By iden-
tifying the central causal forces at work in a particular era, theories offer a picture
of the world and thus can provide policy makers with a better understanding of
the broad context in which they are operating. Such knowledge may enable policy
makers to prepare more intelligently and in some cases allow them to prevent
unwanted developments.

To note an obvious example, different theories of international politics offered
contrasting predictions about the end of the Cold War. Liberal theories gener-
ally offered optimistic forecasts, suggesting that the collapse of communism and
the spread of Western-style institutions and political forms heralded an unusu-
ally peaceful era (Fukuyama 1992, Hoffman et al. 1993, Russett 1995, Weart
2000). By contrast, realist theories of IR predicted that the collapse of the Soviet
threat would weaken existing alliances (Mearsheimer 1989, Waltz 1994-1995,
Walt 1997¢), stimulate the formation of anti-U.S. coalitions (Layne 1993, Kupchan
2000), and generally lead to heightened international competition. Other realists
foresaw a Pax Americana based on U.S. primacy (Wohlforth 1999, Brooks &
Wohlforth 2000-2001), whereas scholars from different traditions anticipated ei-
ther a looming “clash of civilizations” (Huntington 1997) or a “coming anarchy”
arising from failed states in the developing world (Kaplan 2001). Some of these
works were more explicitly theoretical than others, but each highlighted partic-
ular trends and causal relationships in order to sketch a picture of an emerging
world.

Theories can also help us anticipate how different regions or states are likely
to evolve over time. Knowing a great deal about a particular state’s current for-
eign policy preferences can be useful, for example, but this knowledge may tell
us relatively little about how this state will behave if its position in the world
were different. For that task, we need a theory that explains how preferences (and
behavior) will evolve as conditions change. For example, China’s foreign policy
behavior is virtually certain to change as its power grows and its role in the world
economy increases, but existing realist and liberal theories offer sharply differ-
ent forecasts about China’s future course. Realist theories predict that increased
power would make China more assertive, whereas liberal approaches suggest that
increased interdependence and/or a transition to democracy is likely to dampen
these tendencies significantly (cf. Goldstein 1997-1998, Mearsheimer 2001).

Similarly, there is a growing consensus that economic development is encour-
aged by competitive markets, the rule of law, education for both sexes, and gov-
ernment transparency. If true, then this body of theory identifies which regions or
countries are likely to develop rapidly. In the same way, Hudson & Den Boer’s
(2002, 2004) work on the impact of “surplus males” may provide an early warning
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about particular regions or countries.> Dynamic theories of the balance of power
offer similar warnings about effects of rapid shifts in relative power and thus can be
used to identify potentially unstable regions (Gilpin 1981, Friedberg 1993—-1994,
Copeland 2000). In each of these cases, a theoretical argument carries important
implications for future events.

The relationship between theoretical forecasting and real-world policy making
is not straightforward, however (Doran 1999). Social science theories are proba-
bilistic, and even a very powerful theory will make some false forecasts. Moreover,
the objects of social science theory are sentient beings who may consciously ad-
just their behavior in ways that confirm or confound the theories on which they
have based their decisions. In response to Huntington’s forecast of a “clash of
civilizations,” a policy maker who concluded that the clash was inevitable would
be inclined to adopt defensive policies that could easily make such a clash more
likely, but someone who felt it was avoidable could take steps to minimize civ-
ilizational frictions and thus make Huntington’s predictions appear false (Walt
1997b). In other cases, such as the Hudson & Den Boer study of “surplus males,”
the knowledge that certain countries were prone to conflict could enable policy
makers to take preventive steps against anticipated problems.® In social science,
in short, the observed validity of a theory may be affected by the degree to which
it is accepted and acted on by policy makers.

PRESCRIPTION All policy actions rest on at least a crude notion of causality.
Policy makers select policies A, B, and C because they believe these measures will
produce some desired outcome. Theory thus guides prescription in several ways.

First, theory affects the choice of objectives by helping the policy maker evaluate
both desirability and feasibility. For example, the decision to expand NATO was
based in part on the belief that it would stabilize the emerging democracies in
Eastern Europe and enhance U.S. influence in an important region (cf. Goldgeier
1999, Reiter 2001-2002). Expansion was not