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Conscription is one of the major policy bargains of the modern state: citizens contribute 
their livelihoods towards national defense in exchange for the protection of the state. In the face 
of war, standard cost-benefit calculations cannot explain why citizens comply with a policy as 
damning as conscription. This study examines the mutual obligations between state and citizen 
through the lens of military service. Effective democratic institutions constrain government 
actions to produce credible commitments and fair procedures; in response, citizens comply with 
government demands contingent upon these assurances of fair play. We use OLS linear 
regression models and cross-sectional time series data to explore the effect of conflict and 
democratization on the probability of conscription. Our findings are consistent with the 
theoretical model advanced; democracies are more likely to adopt conscription than autocracies 
if at war, indicating a greater ability to extract voluntary contributions from their citizens. We 
further find that voter enfranchisement has no effect on the probability of conscription, which 
suggests that it is a government’s ability to make credible commitments that drives citizen 
compliance. This study sheds light on the means that governments have in order to mobilize 
support and strengthen cooperation. It also contributes insights into the bases of effective 
democratic governance.  
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1. Introduction

What joy, for fatherland to die! 
Death’s darts e’en flying feet o’ertake, 
Nor spare a recreant chivalry, 
A back that cowers, or loins that quake. 
 - Horace (Odes, 3.2.13-16)

Military service lies at the intersection of domestic and international politics. Weber defines the 

state as a legal monopoly on the legitimate use of physical force (1919), through which it secures 

life, liberty, and property for its citizens through the provision of public goods (Locke 1689). The 

ability to provide such public goods, government preferences aside, lies in the state’s quasi-

voluntary extraction of resources from its citizenry in the form of legally enforced taxes and 

other public contributions. Ergo, the ability of a state to elicit such contributions at the lowest 

costs to itself is fundamental to its survival. Such is the reciprocal nature of the mutual 

obligations between state and citizen.  

In many states, military service constitutes an equally critical component of citizenship – 

for males, at least – if not the ultimate expression of patriotism. It is common among economic 

literature for military service to be treated as an in-kind contribution towards the public good of 

national defense. Externally, a state’s military service policies play a large role in determining its 

projection of military power and thus indirectly influence their relations with other states. After 

all, the Realist view characterizes international relations as a function of the distribution of 

power between states, which seek to maximize security to ensure their survival. It follows that a 

study of military service policy may serve as an appropriate framework through which to 

examine the decisions of both governments and citizens. 

In this investigation, we not only substantively explore the factors that determine how 

states ultimately raise their armies, but also how governments may elicit greater contributions 
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from their citizens while refraining from the use of coercion. As such, this investigation explores 

model of contingent consent proposed by Levi (1997), which states that citizens comply with 

government demands based on the norm that the government is trustworthy. Using a series of 

OLS linear regression models and cross-sectional time series data (1960-2005), we first establish 

if states at war have a high demand for troops and are therefore more likely to conscript. We then 

look at the interaction of conflict and democracy to see if democratic states are more likely to 

conscript when their demand for troops is high. Finally, we explore a sub-theory which predicts 

that where voter enfranchisement is broad, the aggregate of public choice leads to conscription as 

an equilibrium military service policy. We find empirical support that states at war are more 

likely to conscript, and further, that democracies at war are more likely to conscript than 

autocracies. However, the extent of franchise seems to have no significant effect on the 

likelihood of conscription is a state, suggesting that there are other aspects of democracy not 

captured by franchise that are influencing the adoption of conscription.  
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2. Literature Review 

Historically, states have raised armies by four main methods: professional forces, universal 

conscription, substitution, and commutation (Levi 1998). Professional armies – also referred to 

as all-volunteer armies – hire soldiers through market forces and compensate them for their 

opportunity costs of service through tax revenues. Universal conscription legally obliges a 

particular demographic subgroup (commonly able-bodied young men) to perform military 

service, usually with little to no exemptions. As draftees are required to serve at artificially low 

wages, conscription can be interpreted as a tax on those drafted by transforming the fiscal burden 

of national defense into contributions in-kind (Poutvaara and Wagener 2009). Despite the 

terminology, however, “conscript” armies are generally a mixture of professional and drafted 

forces – no armies rely solely on conscripts and will always have some proportion of long-term 

volunteers (Mulligan and Schleifer 2004). 

 The other two systems of substitution and commutation have the legal obligations of 

universal conscription, but grant exemptions more selectively. Substitution allows for a willing 

replacement to serve in the place of a draftee, usually in exchange for a replacement fee, while 

commutation allows draftees to directly purchase an exemption. Both systems have gradually 

disappeared over the 19th century, and purchasing any kind of exemption from military service – 

whether directly or by replacement – is now considered a blocked exchange (Levi 1998). 

 In the following sections, we review various theories of conscription in the literature. I 

present a short survey of studies which attempt to explain states’ choices of military manpower 

systems by their relative economic costs, aggregate public choices, and effects of regime type.  
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Conscription and Economic Costs 

Previous studies have examined the relative economic efficiency of conscription. Early analyses 

found that conscription imposes higher opportunity costs on its draftees, has lower retention 

rates, and produces soldiers of lower overall productivity than if recruited voluntarily (Oi 1967, 

Warner and Asch 2001). Economists as far back as Adam Smith argued that the principle of 

comparative advantage and the gains from specialization make conscription and economically 

inferior choice (Poutvaara and Wagener 2009). 

Later studies, however, find that the deadweight costs of taxation may make conscription 

more efficient if a large military is required. Accordingly, countries with large armies relative to 

their population size are more likely to use the draft (Ross 1994). Holding relative military size 

constant, countries with larger populations are able to amortize the large startup costs of 

conscription over a large populace and are therefore more likely to use conscription (Mulligan 

and Schleifer 2004). Mulligan and Schleifer also find that French legal origin countries, as 

shorthand for countries with more extensive state administrative apparatus and therefore lower 

incremental fixed costs of administration, are more likely to have conscription. Finally, Ng 

(2008) shows that increasing returns to training balance out competing issues of freedom and 

equity to make conscription, albeit with a long period of mandatory service, potentially welfare 

maximizing in the aggregate. 

 

Conscription and Public Choice 

Other papers have sought to explain conscription from a political economy perspective. 

According to Konstantinidis and Lutmar (2011), for any given level of security demands, high-

income and low-income groups prefer all-volunteer forces while the middle class prefer 
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conscription-based policies. As such, countries with lesser economic inequality – i.e. those with 

a stronger middle class – are more likely to have a higher aggregate demand for conscription. 

Alternatively, Poutvaara and Wagener (2009) disaggregate the populace by age group, arguing 

that the specific incidence of conscription as a tax upon draft-age young males make it politically 

alluring to the plurality of demographics unaffected by the draft.  

 

Conscription and Democracy 

Just as other studies consider conscription to be a form of regulation, Adam (2010) suggests that 

newer, more unstable democracies implement conscription to control the military and prevent 

coups; he finds that the age of a democracy is positively correlated with the likelihood of 

conscription. Mulligan and Shleifer (2004) find no empirical relationship between democracy 

and conscription. However, their results are dependent on three years of cross-sectional data 

(1985, 1990, and 1995). This study incorporates a re-evaluation of their hypothesis with updated, 

more extensive military recruitment data (1960-2005) and accounting for relevant controls from 

more recent literature.  
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3. Theory & Hypotheses 

Theoretical Considerations 

Levi’s model of contingent consent poses an alternative political economy model of the process 

by which states determine their system of military recruitment. We begin with the assumption 

that governments prefer policy that allocates labor most efficiently; by the economic reasons 

elaborated upon in the literature, governments prefer small volunteer forces when at peace and 

large conscript forces when at war. As government demand for troops rises, therefore, they will 

attempt to implement conscription in order to meet the increase in military manpower demands.  

In all regimes, governments do not simply impose policies on their citizens; they create 

and propose policies based upon their expected likelihood of acceptance or opposition by the 

relevant interest groups – whether it is their constituents as a whole or the legislators that 

represent them. Citizens choose to accept or reject the new policy that, if unpopular, imposes 

certain costs on the government. Governments then respond either by withdrawing the policy, 

modifying the policy to make it more politically acceptable, or introduce legal obligations 

towards observance of the policy regardless. In other words, governments and citizens behave 

strategically in the act of policymaking, which Levi characterizes as the demand and supply sides 

of government policymaking. The eventual policy outcome, therefore, depends on the level of 

government demand ventured, as well as the level of opposition or acceptance that citizens 

respond with. For instance, governments may face political resistance, increased risk of electoral 

loss, or public protests in response to unpopular policy. Citizen noncompliance can also increase 

the administrative costs of enforcing policy that governments face. Figure 1 shows the 

government’s policy decision tree.  
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Figure 1: Government policy decision tree 

 

Source: Adapted from Levi (1997) 

 

 In the case of military service, Levi argues that a state’s choice of manpower recruitment 

policy is heavily dependent upon the contingent consent of its citizens. Levi defines contingent 

consent as the decision to comply with government demands based upon the norm that the 

government is trustworthy and that other citizens are also contributing their share – what Levi 

terms “ethical reciprocity”. However, consent also implies some notion of internal motivation 

and is thus difficult to measure accurately and on a sufficiently broad scale to be useful in a 

cross-national investigation. In terms of observable behavior, compliance is a useful proxy. As 

Levi points out: 

“Compliance represents a behavioral response of citizens that is likely to have an effect 
of the government policy. By significantly raising the costs of implementation, 
noncompliance is an attack on a polity, whether or not it is an explicit act of resistance.” 
(Levi 1998) 

 
A number of factors influence individual decisions over compliance. Conscription has 

been described as one of the constitutive policy bargains of the modern state (Konstantinidis 
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2011), whereby citizens contribute their time, effort, and livelihood towards national defense in 

exchange for the protection of the state. As with all public goods, conscription too is susceptible 

to the free rider problem – draft dodgers benefit from the protection that a large military provides 

without making the same contribution. Meanwhile, when deciding if they should or should not 

comply, citizens face imperfect information and commitment problems from the state. Their 

expectations of government behavior are driven by past experiences and track records. The fear 

of exploitation is heightened particularly in the context of military service, which makes greater 

demands of personal sacrifice than most other government policy and where personal livelihoods 

are at stake. In the absence of believable assurances they are not being exploited, citizens cannot 

fully evaluate the risks and ramifications of compliance and/or noncompliance.  

The specific institutions of democracy can help to alleviate these concerns in a number of 

ways. For instance, an independent legislature – if uncorrupt – will serve to keep executive 

power in check against objective standards of justice. Knowledge of wrongdoing is a necessary 

precursor to punishing transgressors, and a free press ensures that credible information is 

available to the public. Ethical reciprocity presumes that individual decision-makers are both 

strategic and ethical actors, and will act in accordance with commitments to fair play across the 

populace to whom the individual actor feels ethically obliged. If credible information on 

widespread compliance is readily available, then the actor can comply with the confidence that 

he or she is not being exploited through their compliance.  

In other words, when it comes to strong democratic institutions, transparency and 

accountability are the name of the game. Governments that have successfully and legitimately 

developed such institutions will have a greater ability to make credible commitments towards the 
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fair treatment of citizens undergoing mandatory military service, and thereby minimize the costs 

of noncompliance and opposition that they may face.  

 

Hypotheses 

Earlier, we describe Levi’s assumption that governments will prefer small volunteer armies 

during times of peace and large conscript armies at times of war. As government demand for 

troops rises, therefore, states are more likely to use conscription to meet their manpower 

requirements. This gives us our first testable hypothesis. 

 

H1: States at war are more likely to use conscription. 

  

 As (according to the theory) government policy-making is influenced in part by the 

expected political and economic costs of citizen noncompliance, democracies are particularly 

susceptible to the costs that citizens impose on their governments. Democratic institutions 

constrain political behavior in a manner that makes governments more accountable to their 

citizens. Not only do governments in democratic states face greater odds of losing elections over 

unpopular policy (described by Levi as citizens’ capacity to sanction governments), institutional 

arrangements such as an independent judiciary and free press keep government actions in check. 

As such, as states become more democratic, their governments appear more trustworthy and are 

better able to elicit greater cooperation in the form of compliance with conscription polity. 

 

H2: Democratic states are more likely to use conscription than autocratic states. 
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 Levi posits two sub-theories to explain why democratic institutions may signal a more 

trustworthy government. Specifically, as a regime becomes more democratic, its political 

franchise expands, and a larger proportion of citizens now have relative bargaining power. The 

position and preferences of the median legislator thus shifts to accommodate the new 

composition of constituents that they serve. Levi here assumes that the middle and lower classes 

are more likely to be disadvantaged by recruitment systems intended to grant exemptions for the 

wealthy and/or well educated (such as substitution or commutation) and would instead prefer 

more universalistic systems. As such, as franchise expands, the groups that gain political 

bargaining power have an increased capacity to exercise their preferences.  

 

H3: As political franchise expands, states are more likely to use conscription. 

 

 The second sub-theory – that democratization causes normative change in society that 

influences its standards of fairness towards universalism – is not easily tested on the scale 

required by this investigation.  
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4. Data 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics of variables used 
Variable Definition n(obs) Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
Dependent       
Conscription 
 

Binary. Value is 1 if 
conscription is primary effective 
means of recruitment, else 0.  
 

6382 0.532 0.499 0 1 

Independent       
Conflict 
 

Binary. Value is 1 if country 
experiences threat or use of 
force by another state, else 0.  
 

7620 0.326 0.469 0 1 

Fatality 
 

Classifies conflicts by number of 
casualties, scale of 0 to 6. 
 

7049 0.283 0.879 0 6 

Polity 
 

Classifies countries by level of 
institutionalized autocracy or 
democracy, scale of -10 to +10. 
 

7680 0.753 7.462 
 

-10 10 

Franchise 
 

Extent of voting franchise; size 
of subset of population with 
voting rights on scale of 0 to 1.   
 

5981 0.850 0.344 0 1 

Controls       
ln Population 
 

Natural log of total population. 10011 15.221 2.124 9.173 21.029 

Military size  
 

Total military size over total 
population.  
 

3978 0.007 0.008 0 0.079 

ln GDP per capita 
 

Natural log of real GDP per 
capita, constant 2005 US$ 
 

7787 7.881 1.609 3.912 11.975 

Military expenditure  Total military expenditure over 
GDP, constant 2005 US$ 
 

6317 0.022 0.043 0 1.084 

Gini 
 

Level of income inequality in a 
country, scale of 0 to 100.  

4175 37.436 10.576 15.061 72.180 

Source: see Works Cited section for citations of various data sources 
 

Dependent Variables 

To evaluate the likelihood of conscription, I use military recruitment data compiled by Toronto 

(2005). The variable recruit takes a value of 1 if conscription is the main method of recruitment, 

i.e. draftees are obligated to undertake military service either by systematic legal or extra-legal 

means, and a value of 0 elsewhere. This measure considers only de facto conscription; system 
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whereby conscription is legally authorized but unenforced (such as the contemporary selective 

service system in the U.S.) are not considered to have conscription. Toronto obtained recruitment 

data from the Military Balance reports published annually by the International Institute of 

Strategic Studies, and crosschecked the figures against surveys by War Resisters’ International 

(2010). Among the countries with conscription, available data indicates that the average military 

is roughly half-conscript, half-volunteer. Below, Fig. 2 presents the variation in the proportion of 

countries with conscription over the last five decades, while Fig. 3 tabulates the distribution of 

conscript proportions by country-year. 

 

Figure 2: Proportion of countries with conscription (1960-2005) 
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Figure 3: Proportions of conscripts amongst militaries with conscription 

 

Independent Variables 

We look at a state’s involvement in conflict (conflict) and, if applicable, the intensity of the 

conflict (fatality) as a proxy for a government’s demand for troops. conflict is coded as 1 if a 

country is involved in a militarized interstate dispute, defined as “the threat, display, or use of 

force … towards the government, official representatives, official forces, property, or territory of 

another state” (Jones et al. 2006). fatality classifies the number of conflict-related deaths in a 

given country-year on a 7 point scale. Drawn from the Correlates of War Militarized Interstate 

Dispute database, conflict data was made available at the individual event level and converted to 

time-series format for the purposes of this investigation.  

 As is common in the literature, we estimate the level of democratization in a state by the 

polity measure. The Polity IV project constructs polity on a scale of –10 to +10 and classifies 

states in terms of their institutionalized autocracy or democracy. Democracies, according to the 

Polity IV project, must have the following three elements: (1) open and competitive citizen 
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participation in selecting the executive, (2) institutionalized constraints on executive power, and 

(3) legal guarantees of civil liberties.  

 Finally, we measure the extent of political franchise by the estimated size of the 

selectorate as set forth by Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003), defined as the subset of the polity 

whose individual characteristics meet the institutional requirements to choose a government’s 

leadership. The variable franchise itself takes three values: 0, 0.5, and 1. The characteristics that 

define selectorate membership vary between countries and across time, but almost always are a 

function of one’s personal origin, proficiencies, wealth, gender and/or age (Bueno de Mesquita et 

al. 2003).  

   

Control Variables 

Data for the variables population, military size, GDP per capita and military expenditure were 

taken directly or constructed from World Bank sources. Following the logic of Ross (1994) and 

Mulligan and Schleifer (2004), population and military size are taken as indicators of the 

deadweight costs of taxation and incremental administration in funding national defense 

respectively, where military size is measured by total military size as a fraction of total 

population. GDP per capita serves to estimate the opportunity costs of conscription (Adam 

2010), while military expenditure accounts for the share of resources states make available 

towards national defense from available funds and is measured by total military spending as a 

fraction of GDP in a given country-year. For the purposes of this investigation, population and 

GDP per capita are log-transformed. Finally, we estimate levels of economic inequality via the 

Solt (2014) measure of income inequality (gini) to account for political economy findings 

demonstrated by Konstantinidis and Lutmar (2011).  
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5. Results & Analysis 

The following section describes the quantitative results of testing the hypotheses suggested by 

the literature. The unit of analysis is the country-year. We run various OLS linear regressions to 

elucidate the impact of our explanatory variables on the probability of conscription. Although it 

is the logistic model that is standard in the literature in examining dichotomous variables such as 

conscription, we instead follow the advice of Angrist and Pischke (2009) in using the linear 

probability model in order to incorporate a fixed effects analysis into our findings and also for 

ease of comparison across relevant models. As such, we run at least three distinct models for 

each hypothesis in order of robustness: (1) the basic model with controls suggested by the 

literature, (2) accounting for country fixed effects, and (3) accounting for both country and year 

fixed effects. For all models, standard errors are clustered by country.  

 

Hypothesis 1: States at war are more likely to use conscription 

Our first hypothesis predicts that states that are involved in militarized interstate conflict will 

have a larger demand for troops and, therefore, will be more likely to conscript. We test the 

importance of conflict in two ways. First, we explore if conflict alone will drive a state to 

conscript. Second, we factor in a measure of intensity (measured in conflict-related deaths) to see 

if the relative scale of a conflict increases the likelihood of conscription. Table 2 presents our 

findings for this hypothesis.  

 

 

 

 



Jonathan Tan | International Relations Senior Thesis Tan 17 

Model 1  conscriptionit = β0 + β1(conflict)it + β2(ln population)it + β3(military size)it +  
β4(ln GDP per capita)it + β5(military expenditure)it + β6(Gini)it + ε 

 
Model 2  conscriptionit = β0 + β1(conflict)it + β2(fatality) + β3(ln population)it +  

β4(military size)it + β5(ln GDP per capita)it + β6(military 
expenditure)it + β7(Gini)it + ε 

 
Model 3 Model 2 with country fixed effects 

Model 4 Model 2 with country and year fixed effects 

Table 2: Effect of conflict on probability of conscription 
Dependent Variable: 
conscription 

(1) 
Basic 

Controls 

(2)  
Full Model 

(with fatalities) 

(3)  
Full Model 

with country 
fixed effects 

(4)  
Full Model with 
country, year 
fixed effects 

Independent     
Conflict 
 

0.027* 
(0.014) 

0.029** 
(0.015) 

0.029** 
(0.014) 

0.026* 
(0.013) 

Fatality 
 

-- 0.006 
(0.004) 

0.001 
(0.004) 

-0.001 
(0.005) 

Control     
ln Population 
 

-0.038 
(0.034) 

-0.035 
(0.034) 

-0.324** 
(0.138) 

0.052 
(0.199) 

Military size  5.495** 
(2.606) 

5.615** 
(2.702) 

4.750 
(2.671) 

5.105 
(2.663) 

ln GDP per capita 
 

-0.034 
(0.027) 

-0.035 
(0.027) 

-0.035 
(0.058) 

0.128** 
(0.056) 

Military expenditure  0.293 
(0.339) 

0.259 
(0.306) 

0.137 
(0.289) 

0.269 
(0.270) 

Gini -0.004** 
(0.002) 

-0.004** 
(0.002) 

-0.002 
(0.002) 

-0.001 
(0.002) 

n(obs) 1874 1780 1780 1780 
Adj R-squared 0.0261 0.0262 0.0452 0.0854 
Standard errors in parentheses. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

 

 Our findings from Models 1-4 suggest that states at war are indeed more likely to 

conscript – a result that is significant at the 90% confidence level and rises to 95% when 

accounting for the number of fatalities. In concrete terms, Model 2 indicates that states involved 

in conflict are approximately 2.9% more likely to have conscription. This result holds in Model 

3, where we incorporate a fixed effects model to account for unique time-invariant characteristics 

in each country. On top of the country fixed effects model, Model 4 includes dummy variables 
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for each year to further account for temporal variance in the adoption of conscription. Model 4 

indicates a weakly significant relationship between conflict involvement and the probability of 

conscription, albeit only at the 90% confidence level.  

There appears to be no strong relationship, however, between the number of conflict 

fatalities and the probability of conscription. We observe inconsistent findings for both the 

magnitude and sign of the fatality coefficient across the three models in which it is included. 

This suggests that conflict fatalities do not drive up the demand for troops. Alternatively, 

conscription may, in turn, impact fatality rates in ways that obscure their relationship. Conscript 

armies have been found to produce soldiers of lower overall quality (Warner and Asch 2001), 

which may lead to higher casualties if reliant on a large proportion of poorly trained and/or 

unmotivated soldiers. On the other hand, states that conscript (in particular, democracies that 

conscript) may be more likely to constrain the military actions of their leaders and therefore see 

fewer casualties, as hypothesized and empirically supported by Vasquez (2011).  The literature 

remains sparse on the predicted effect (if at all) of casualty rates on conscription, and our 

interpretation of the fatality variable will have to be equally inconclusive. 

Taken together, Models 1-4 provide moderate support for our first hypothesis. As we find 

strong statistical significance for our independent variable in Model 2 and 3, and Models 1 and 4 

provide findings with comparative magnitude – 2.6% vs 2.9% greater likelihood of conscription, 

albeit at a lower confidence level – our findings are fairly consistent across the models. We can 

therefore reject the null hypothesis (H0: No relationship between conflict involvement and 

probability of conscription) with some confidence. 
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Hypothesis 2: Democratic states are more likely to use conscription than autocratic states 

Our second hypothesis predicts that democracies, being better able to facilitate contingent 

consent and therefore observe greater levels of compliance, are more likely to succeed than 

autocracies at implementing conscription. Having found evidence for the positive impact of 

conflict involvement in driving demand for troops, our second set of regressions builds upon the 

first by considering the broad impact of democracy – as well as its interaction with conflict 

involvement – on the probability of conscription. Table 3 presents our findings for this 

hypothesis.  

 
Model 5 conscriptionit = β0 + β1(polity)it + β2(ln population)it + β3(military size)it +  

β4(ln GDP per capita)it + β5(military expenditure)it + β6(Gini)it + 
β7(conflict)it + β8(fatality)it + β9(conflict*polity)it + ε 

 
Model 6 Model 5 with country fixed effects 
 
Model 7 Model 5 with country and year fixed effects 
 

Below, we see in Models 5-7 that there is inconsistent evidence to support democracy 

and conflict as individually significant in predicting the likelihood of conscription. In our initial 

regression, democracy appears to be a statistically significant factor at the 95% confidence level. 

However, upon controlling for country and then for year fixed effects, democracy is shown to be 

insignificant in both instances. After incorporating democracy into the model, however, conflict 

involvement also appears to be insignificant in all three models. This may be explained by the 

relative persistence of institutions. As hypothesized by Acemoglu and Robinson (2008), in both 

democratic and autocratic regimes, holders of de jure political power have incentives to select 

institutions in their own interests while investing in de facto power to offset the risk of changes 

to the former. Therefore, political institutions either persist over time or will have policy 
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outcomes that do not vary with changes to these institutions. This theory of persistent institutions 

may therefore explain why controlling for time-invariant factors removes much of the individual 

predictive significance of the polity variable. 

Table 3: Effect of democracy on probability of conscription 
Dependent Variable: 
conscription 

(5)  
Basic Controls 

(6)  
Basic Controls 

with country fixed 
effects 

(7)  
Basic Controls 

with country, year 
fixed effects 

Independent    
Polity  
 

-0.005** 
(0.002) 

-0.002 
(0.002) 

-0.001 
(0.002) 

Control    
ln Population 
 

-0.065 
(0.037) 

-0.307** 
(0.136) 

0.044 
(0.197) 

Military size 7.276** 
(3.482) 

6.884** 
(3.426) 

7.164** 
(3.503) 

ln GDP per capita 
 

-0.023 
(0.030) 

-0.052 
(0.060) 

0.119** 
(0.057) 

Military expenditure 0.401 
(0.327) 

0.314 
(0.317) 

0.341 
(0.338) 

Gini  -0.004** 
(0.002) 

-0.002 
(0.002) 

-0.001 
(0.002) 

Conflict 
 

0.006 
(0.013) 

0.006 
(0.013) 

0.004 
(0.013) 

Fatality 
 

0.006 
(0.005) 

0.0003 
(0.005) 

-0.003 
(0.005) 

Interaction    
Conflict*Polity 
 

0.005*** 
(0.002) 

0.005*** 
(0.002) 

0.005** 
(0.002) 

n(obs) 1719 1719 1719 
Adj R-squared 0.0437 0.0557 0.0941 
Standard errors in parentheses. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

 

More importantly, Models 5-7 also indicate strong significance in the interaction variable 

between democracy and conflict at the 95% confidence level. Given the findings of our first 

hypothesis – that states at war are more likely to conscript – these results suggest that 

democracies are more likely to conscript than autocracies, but only if at war. This is consistent 

across all three models, even after incorporating country and year fixed effects.  

To further tease out the specific interaction effects on the probability of conscription, I 

conduct a margins analysis on the results of Model 7 – the most robust model – to explore the 
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marginal effect of polity score in the presence and absence of conflict. Table 4 and Fig. 4 present 

the results of our margins analysis. Specifically, we find that the marginal effect of democracy 

on conscription is positive when a state is involved in conflict (i.e. its demand for troops is 

large), but virtually negligible and insignificant otherwise. Examining our findings in terms of 

states at either end of the 20-point Polity spectrum, this suggests that states with highly 

institutionalized democracy (with a Polity score of +10) are approximately 8.6% more likely to 

conscript than those with comparable measures of autocracy if both are at war. 

Table 4: Marginal effects of 
polity on conscription 
 dy/dx 

w.r.t. Polity 
conflict = 0 -0.0006 

(0.002) 
conflict = 1 0.0043* 

(0.003) 
Standard errors in parentheses. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Figure 4: Marginal effects of polity on conscription, plotted 
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Hypothesis 3: As political franchise expands, states are more likely to use conscription 

Our third and final hypothesis predicts that as voter franchise expands in a state, the identity 

and/or preferences of the median legislator change in favor of more equitable policies, and 

equilibrium policy shifts towards universal conscription. As with our other models, we use OLS 

linear regression to examine the impact of voter enfranchisement on the likelihood of 

conscription. Table 4 presents our findings. 

Model 8  conscriptionit = β0 + β1(franchise)it + β2(ln population)it +β3(military  
size)it + β4(ln GDP per capita)it + β5(military expenditure)it + 
β6(gini)it + β7(conflict)it + β8(fatality) + β9(conflict*franchise)it + ε 

 
Model 9  Model 8 with country fixed effects 
 
Model 10  Model 8 with country and year fixed effects 
 

Table 4: Effect of political enfranchisement on probability of conscription 
Dependent Variable: 
conscription 

(8)  
Basic Controls 

(9)  
Basic Controls 

with country fixed 
effects 

(10)  
Basic Controls 

with country, year 
fixed effects 

Independent    
Franchise 
 

0.010 
(0.019) 

0.048 
(0.032) 

0.046 
(0.033) 

Control    
ln Population 
 

-0.022 
(0.034) 

-0.440** 
(0.188) 

-0.095 
(0.719) 

Military size 4.934 
(2.893) 

4.304 
(3.042) 

4.961 
(3.190) 

ln GDP per capita 
 

-0.011 
(0.031) 

-0.026 
(0.081) 

0.040 
(0.076) 

Military expenditure 0.575 
(0.441) 

0.430 
(0.478) 

0.545 
(0.468) 

Gini  -0.004 
(0.002) 

-0.0002 
(0.003) 

0.001 
(0.003) 

Conflict 
 

0.096 
(0.103) 

0.123 
(0.091) 

0.129 
(0.096) 

Fatality 
 

0.004 
(0.005) 

0.003 
(0.006) 

0.001 
(0.006) 

Interaction     
Conflict*Franchise 
 

-0.086 
(0.108) 

-0.115 
(0.095) 

-0.120 
(0.101) 

n(obs) 1119 1119 1119 
Adj R-squared 0.0132 0.0429 0.0557 
Standard errors in parentheses. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Here, Models 7-9 show no significant relationship between the extent of voter franchise 

and the probability of conscription. Coefficients for the franchise variable remained positive 

across all three models, although varying in magnitude and ultimately trivial in predicting the 

probability of conscription. As with Hypothesis 2, we further interact franchise with the conflict 

variable to find similarly insignificant results. The data therefore appears to be consistent with 

the null hypothesis: the extent of voter franchise does not significantly raise the probability of 

conscription in a country. 

The findings from Models 7-9 lead us to question why examining voter enfranchisement 

gives us significantly different results from examining democratization, and here I offer an 

alternative explanation. It could be the case that specific qualities of democracy not captured by 

the extent of political franchise are driving the results we find in Model 4-6. We earlier describe 

the definition of institutionalized democracy (according to the Polity IV project) as states with 

open and unrestricted political participation, institutionalized constraints on executive power, and 

legal guarantees of civil liberties. As our findings here suggest that the extent of franchise (and 

therefore the breadth of political participation) do not significantly impact the probability of 

conscription, perhaps the latter two factors do. Although these findings lead us to reject our third 

hypothesis, therefore, they may very well contribute to the second: if constraints on the executive 

are indeed the driving force behind the adoption of conscription, then our earlier hypothesis 

based on Levi’s theory of contingent consent may receive additional validation if political 

constraints are effective in producing credible commitments from the executive.   

Alternatively, preferences for conscription may not increase monotonously with the 

extent of franchise, or in a consistent manner. Levi’s model assumes that the middle- and lower-

income classes would be indifferent between conscription and all-volunteer systems once 
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selective exemptions were eliminated. An alternative political economy model proposed by 

Konstantinidis and Lutmar (2011), however, argues that only the middle class would be 

supportive of conscription; the high-income segment of the population would rather bear the 

additional tax burden of a large professional force than risk life and limb, and the low-income 

segment see professional forces as an opportunity to receive higher wages in situations where 

they would have been drafted anyway. Yet a third model advanced by Poutvaara and Wagener 

(2009) instead segments the population by age and sex: because the burden of conscription falls 

primarily on young men only, it would find support from a majority of the population (i.e. all 

other segments). The expansion of franchise increases the relative bargaining power of various 

demographic subgroups. If we consider the abundance of possible criterion by which to classify 

and characterize the preferences of these subgroups over compulsory military service, then 

perhaps it is unsurprising to find little predictive capability in enfranchisement without factoring 

in order and mechanisms by which enfranchisement occurs.  
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6. Conclusion 

States at war have a higher demand for troops, and are subsequently more likely to conscript. Of 

those states, democracies – whose institutions render them more trustworthy and thus facilitate 

contingent consent – are more likely to be successful in implementing conscription than 

autocracies. Specifically, it is likely the institutionalized checks and balances to executive actions 

that constrain leader behavior and enable democracies to make credible commitments to their 

citizens, who in turn become more likely to comply if the government implements conscription.  

The results of our empirical study have significant implications for models of cooperation 

between state and citizen. Government trustworthiness and public signals of reciprocity are the 

conditions upon which citizens base their decision to comply. It follows that states seeking to 

increase their ability to elicit voluntary contributions from their citizens, mitigate low levels of 

compliance with existing policy, or mobilize greater support in general should start by creating 

or strengthening the institutions that facilitate public trust in government. This is by no means a 

short-term prescription: present beliefs are largely a function of past experience, and institutions 

– effective ones in particular – are not created overnight. Yet the benefits of developing effective 

democratic institutions extend beyond citizen compliance.  

Further research can explore the mechanisms by which franchise expands. Understanding 

how the distribution of voting rights changes and if they follow particular patterns will serve to 

shed light on the relative validity of various political economy interpretations of democratization. 

The sub-mechanisms that facilitate contingent consent, such as reputational mechanisms that link 

past experience to present beliefs and the observance of reciprocity, also merit more nuanced 

study. The study of contingent consent contributes to our understanding of the bases of effective 

democratic governance.
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