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The Liberal Script on Military Humanitarian 
Intervention and How Citizens around the World 
Support It 
Results from a Comparative Survey in 24 Countries 
 
Jürgen Gerhards, Lukas Antoine, and Rasmus Ollroge

ABSTRACT

The liberal script, as enshrined in international law, strongly 
supports the sovereignty of nation-states but allows for mi-
litary intervention by the international community when hu-
man rights are violated in a country. In this article, we explore 
whether citizens support this idea and explain differences in 
citizen attitudes toward military intervention. We derive our 
hypotheses from the neo-institutionalist notion of the exis-
tence of a liberal world script and the modernisation theory 
of value change. Our analysis is based on PALS survey data 
from 24 countries. The results show that a majority of respon-
dents support the notion that military intervention in another 
country is legitimate when human rights are violated. Diffe-
rences in citizen attitudes toward military intervention can be 
better explained with reference to neo-institutionalist theory 
than with the hypotheses derived from modernisation theory. 

1 INTRODUCTION1

Russia’s war against Ukraine began on 24 Febru-
ary 2022, when President Vladimir Putin ordered 
an invasion of Ukraine by Russian troops. The 
war is condemned by most countries in the world 
and is considered a massive violation of interna-
tional law. On 2 March 2022, the United Nations 
(UN) General Assembly overwhelmingly adopt-
ed the resolution No ES 11/1 “Aggression against 

1 The article was written in the context of the Cluster of Excel-
lence “Contestations of the Liberal Script (SCRIPTS)” (EXC 2055, 
Project-ID: 390715649), which is funded by the Deutsche For-
schungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) under 
Germany’s Excellence Strategy – EXC 2055. We are very grateful to 
Heiko Giebler, Michael Zürn, and Tanja Börzel who commented on 
a first version of the paper.

Ukraine” (United Nations 2022), with 141 countries 
voting in favour, five against, and 35 countries ab-
staining. The resolution deplores in the strongest 
terms the aggression by the Russian Federation 
against Ukraine and demands Russia end the war 
and withdraw all troops immediately. Russia’s war 
is seen as a violation of Article 2 of the Charter of 
the UN, which guarantees the territorial integrity 
and political independence of any state. 

State sovereignty and the prohibition of interven-
tion in their internal affairs are among the sacred 
elements of the international order. These are not 
only codified in international law but also belong 
to what the Stanford School of Neo-institutional-
ism has called the script of world society (Meyer 
2010; Meyer et al. 1997; Meyer/Jepperson 2000). A 
script consists of normative ideas and institution-
al prescriptions regarding the organisation of so-
cieties and the world polity (Börzel/Zürn 2020), 
including normative assumptions about the sov-
ereignty of states. However, the idea of sovereign-
ty of states and their territorial integrity consti-
tutes only one feature of a world society script. 
The second central element is individual rights, to 
which every person is entitled based on the fact 
that they are human (Meyer 2010; Meyer et al. 1997; 
Meyer/Jepperson 2000). These rights are univer-
sal no matter where one lives; they are codified 
above all in the Declaration of Human Rights. The 
two ideas – sovereignty of nation-states on the 
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one hand and universal rights of individuals on 
the other – can stand in tension with each other; 
for example, if a state massively violates human 
rights within its territory, protecting human rights 
takes priority over state self-determination – at 
least from a liberal perspective. International law 
takes a similar view, as it permits intervention in 
another state if human rights are being massive-
ly violated.2 

We have taken the current example of Russia’s 
war against Ukraine only as a hook to pursue a 
more general question. We are interested in the 
perspective and attitudes of citizens and their 
perceptions of a legitimised war. More precisely 
formulated, we ask: To what extent do citizens in 
different countries of the world support the idea, 
enshrined in international law, that the interna-
tional community may invade another country 
militarily when human rights are violated? And 
which factors can help to explain differences in 
citizen attitudes? We will answer these questions 
with the help of data from the Public Attitudes 
Towards the Liberal Script (PALS) survey, carried 
out in 24 countries covering different regions of 
the world. 

In the first section, we will discuss in more detail 
the core elements of the world polity script as 
understood by the Stanford School and the dis-
tinct features of a liberal script, as it is partially 
enshrined in international law. The protection of 
the sovereignty of states and, thus, the prohibi-
tion of intervention is a paramount requirement 
of international law. Hence, a war of aggression 
is, in principle, prohibited. An important exception 
is when human rights are massively violated in a 

2 The term humanitarian intervention can have different mean-
ings as Vaughan Lowe and Antonios Tzanakopoulos (2014) have 
shown. We follow the narrower definition of Lowe and Tzanako-
poulos (2014) and understand humanitarian intervention to mean 
“the use of force to protect people in another State from gross 
and systematic human rights violations committed against them, 
or more generally to avert a humanitarian catastrophe, when the 
target State is unwilling or unable to act”. 

country. In this case, the international communi-
ty is, under certain circumstances, allowed to in-
tervene militarily in another country. The liberal 
script, as enshrined in international law, builds 
the normative framework of our study. The arti-
cle focuses on the extent to which citizens sup-
port the notion that the international communi-
ty should intervene militarily when human rights 
are violated. In the second section, we describe 
the factors that can explain citizen attitudes to-
ward military humanitarian intervention. We de-
rive our hypotheses from two broader theories: 
sociological neo-intuitionalism and its notion of 
the existence of a world script on the one hand 
and the modernisation theory of value change on 
the other. The hypotheses derived from the two 
broader theories relate to macro factors at the 
country level and micro factors at the individu-
al level. We hypothesise that the more a country 
is embedded in the liberal world and the more 
individuals support the liberal script, the high-
er the likelihood that citizens advocate military 
humanitarian intervention. In terms of moderni-
sation theory, we hypothesise that the more 
modernised a country is, the more educated an 
individual is, and the more they have internal-
ised postmaterialist values, the higher the like-
lihood that citizens support the idea that a mil-
itary intervention to protect human rights is a 
legitimate policy. 

While section three provides an overview of our 
data set, the indicators used to measure the hy-
potheses, and the methods applied, section four 
presents the results of the descriptive and multi-
variate analyses. Findings show that a majority of 
respondents (56%) support the notion that mili-
tary intervention in another country is legitimate 
when human rights are massively violated. At the 
same time, significant differences between coun-
tries exist. With 27%, Russia has by far the low-
est approval rate, whereas more than two-thirds 
of respondents in Spain, India, and France sup-
port the idea that the international community 



5

SCRIPTS WORKING PAPER NO. 22

is legitimised to invade another country militari-
ly when human rights are violated. 

The multilevel analysis concludes that both at the 
macro level of countries and at the micro level 
of individuals, neo-institutionalism has a higher 
explanatory power compared to modernisation 
theory. It turns out that people who have a high 
commitment to the liberal script and – although 
to a lesser extent – people who live in countries 
with a high level of embeddedness into the lib-
eral script tend to favour humanitarian military 
intervention more. In contrast, the level of mod-
ernisation of a country and individuals’ postma-
terialist values and their level of education does 
not impact attitudes towards humanitarian mili-
tary intervention. However, and we discuss these 
in a separate paragraph, it may be that the result 
with respect to modernisation theory has to do 
with the fact that the wording of the question in 
the survey led to the neutralisation of two differ-
ent attitudes.

Our study is not the first to examine citizen at-
titudes toward war and the specific case of hu-
manitarian intervention. What does it contrib-
ute to the state of research? Some studies have 
analysed people’s attitudes towards (1) military 
intervention and the use of military force in for-
eign policy (Boussios/Cole 2012; Clements 2013; 
Coticchia 2015; Crowson 2009; Fetchenhauer/Bi-
erhoff 2004), (2) war and peace (Bizumic et al. 
2013; Blumberg et al. 2017; Cavarra et al. 2021; Du-
puis/Cohn 2011) and (3) human rights (Crowson 
2004; Swami et al. 2012). These studies have sev-
eral shortcomings. First, no study links citizen at-
titudes toward military intervention to the issue 
of human rights protection. Second, existing sur-
veys tend to focus on attitudes towards specif-
ic real-world military interventions, such as the 
military interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan; 
however, from the specific cases, one can only 
draw limited conclusions about citizens’ general 

attitudes.3 Third, some studies rely on student 
samples, which does not allow one to draw con-
clusions about the attitudes of the entire popu-
lation. Fourth, most studies focus on one or two 
countries4 from the Global North, so nothing is 
learned about the attitudes of citizens in other 
regions of the world. 

This paper goes beyond the existing state of the 
literature in several ways. First, we use data from 
the international comparative PALS survey of 24 
countries with representative country samples, 
which allows us to (a) expand the research fo-
cus beyond the countries of the Global North, (b) 
generalise the results to the whole population of 
each country, and (c) analyse explanatory factors 
not only at the individual but also at the country 
level. Second, our study is very much theory-driv-
en in two respects. We derive our research ques-
tion from an interpretation of international law 
and the liberal script, thus linking citizen attitudes 
to the normative self-understanding of societies. 
In addition, we systematically derive the hypoth-
eses from two grand social science theories; we 
neither introduce possible explanatory factors in 
an ad hoc and eclectic manner nor are we inter-
ested in psychological concepts such as big five 
personality traits or authoritarianism. 

2 THE LIBERAL SCRIPT AND 
INTERNATIONAL LAW ON MILITARY 
INTERVENTION

Societies have always developed ideas about how 
a society should look and which social orders can 
be regarded as legitimate and illegitimate. Follow-
ing the Stanford School of neo-institutionalism 
(also referred to as world society theory), these 
ideas of a desired society can be called a script 

3 A notable exception is the study by Detlef Fetchenhauer and 
Hans-Werner Bierhoff (2004).

4 An exception is the four-country study by Jens Ringmose and 
Berit Kaja Børgesen (2011).
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of a society. A script is an idea of how a society 
should be organised and not a description of how 
a society is organised. Part of the script is the 
definition of legitimate actorhood. From the per-
spective of neo-institutionalism, actorhood is not 
naturally given but the result of a historical pro-
cess of cultural construction (Meyer 2010; Meyer 
et al. 1997; Meyer/Jepperson 2000). The script of 
modern societies consists, among other things, 
of two actors who are granted legitimate actor-
hood: states and individuals. Both actors are en-
dowed with special rights that may be in tension 
with each other. Elsewhere we have described this 
tension in more detail; we have also explained in 
more detail under what conditions it is legitimate 
to intervene militarily in another state (Drewski/
Gerhards 2020).

The notion that states are the central units of 
world polity is illustrated by Meyer et al. with the 
following fictitious example. If a hitherto unknown 
but inhabited island were discovered today, most 
people and institutions in the world would have 
a clear idea of how this island society should be 
organised in the future:

A government would soon form, looking some-
thing like a modern state with many of the usu-
al ministries and agencies. Official recognition 
by other states and admission to the United Na-
tions would ensue. The society would be ana-
lyzed as an economy, with standard types of da-
ta, organizations, and policies for domestic and 
international transactions. Its people would be 
formally reorganized as citizens with many fa-
miliar rights (Meyer et al. 1997: 145).

Organizing the world polity as an ensemble of 
sovereign states is not just a mere idea or a script; 
it is an idea that has become a reality. From a his-
torical point of view, the organisation of societ-
ies as nation-states is a relatively recent devel-
opment (Hobsbawm 1992; Maier 2016). Historians 
interpret the Peace of Augsburg (1555) and the 
Peace of Westphalia (1648) as the beginning of the 

emergence of a world order consisting of an en-
semble of sovereign states. The European states 
agreed to mutually recognise each other as sov-
ereign entities that rule over a territory and the 
people living inside the borders of that territory. 
They agreed to respect each other’s national bor-
ders and not intervene in the internal affairs of 
other states. Even if the script for organising so-
cieties as nation-states and the world polity as a 
network of sovereign states originated in Europe, 
it has spread worldwide and became institution-
alised by international law, especially after World 
War II (WWII). 

A script of a society in general and the actorhood 
of states in particular can be institutionalised in 
various ways. International law is a special form 
of institutionalisation because it is endowed with 
high legitimacy. International law has been draft-
ed and signed by nation-state governments and 
hence is legitimised by those units of the world 
that constitute the societies of the world. Most 
states have agreed to join international organi-
sations such as the UN and to sign binding inter-
national treaties such as the Charter of the UN, 
which is the founding document of the UN. All 
nations agreed that the world order should be 
based on the principle of the sovereign equali-
ty of states. This idea includes the strict prohi-
bition of forcible intervention in another state. 
In particular, Article 2(4) of the Charter of the UN 
states that:

All Members shall refrain in their international 
relations from the threat or use of force against 
the territorial integrity or political independence 
of any state, or in any other manner inconsistent 
with the Purposes of the United Nations (Unit-
ed Nations 1945).

Only when a country is attacked by another state 
does it have the right to wage war against the ag-
gressor to defend itself.
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This strict prohibition of a war of aggression is 
a consequence of two devastating world wars. 
Even though the notion of national sovereignty 
and the equality of states can be traced back to 
the Peace of Westphalia, forcible intervention by 
powerful states frequently occurred in interna-
tional relations. With the establishment of the UN 
after WWII, the world attempted to rebuild an in-
ternational order premised on peaceful relations 
between states. In particular, it sought to shield 
smaller nations from the aggression of more pow-
erful states, as had occurred with the German in-
vasion of Poland in 1939. The principle of non-in-
tervention was further invigorated in the context 
of decolonisation and the emergence of the Non-
Aligned Movement. These countries feared inter-
ference in their domestic affairs by the world’s su-
perpowers. They frequently continue to insist on 
the principle of non-intervention as a cornerstone 
of international relations. In a landmark decision 
on the United States (US) intervention against the 
Sandinista government of Nicaragua, the Interna-
tional Court of Justice further spelled out the prin-
ciple of non-intervention. It prohibited any coer-
cion against a state’s internal and external affairs, 
i.e. the freedom to choose its own “political, eco-
nomic, and cultural system, and the formulation 
of foreign policy” (International Court of Justice 
1986: para 205). This prohibition covers direct mil-
itary action in another territory or providing sup-
port to subversive groups and terrorists. 

The script of how societies and the world poli-
ty should be organised, however, grants a special 
role not only to states but also to individuals (El-
liott 2007; Meyer et al. 1997; Soysal 1994). It imag-
ines the individual as an autonomous actor en-
dowed with the volitional capacity to decide on 
their own life, destiny and a wide range of indi-
vidual rights. This interpretation means that no 
one else is legitimised to determine an individ-
ual’s destiny – unless that individual authorises 
someone else. The individual is not the proper-
ty of any collectivity, state, or other association. 

Furthermore, the script assumes that every indi-
vidual has the right to individual self-determina-
tion by virtue of their nature as human beings. In 
this respect, all humans are equal; no arbitrary 
differentiation can be made between them on the 
basis of race, ethnicity, national origin, sex, etc. 

Similar to how territorial integrity and sovereign-
ty of nation-states are protected by internation-
al law, the rights of individuals are protected by 
a variety of treaties. Central in this regard is the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights from 1948. 
For the first time in human history, this declara-
tion defined the rights and freedoms to which ev-
ery human being is equally and inalienably enti-
tled. Article 1 of the declaration reads accordingly: 
“All human beings are born free and equal in dig-
nity and rights.” Every person is entitled to all the 
rights and freedoms set forth in the Declaration 
(United Nations 1948).

With regard to the question under which condi-
tions it is legitimate to intervene militarily in an-
other country, the two principles – sovereignty and 
integrity of nation-states on the one hand and hu-
man rights of individuals on the other – are con-
tradictory. The principle of national sovereignty 
and the state’s monopoly of force over its territory 
strictly prohibits forcible interventions across na-
tional borders. However, the prohibition of forc-
ible intervention equally protects autocratic re-
gimes that repress their citizens’ individual rights, 
which contradicts the principle of universal human 
rights. Depending on the theoretical point of view, 
either the rights of individuals or the sovereignty 
of the state is given a higher priority.

At this point, we will briefly introduce the distinc-
tion between a script, as described by the Stan-
ford School and summarised in the last paragraph 
and the liberal script, as a specific variety of a 
script (Drewski/Gerhards 2020; Zürn/Gerschews-
ki 2021). While the neo-institutionalist approach 
does not comment on whether the sovereignty 
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of a state or universal individual rights should be 
given preference, the liberal script is decisive in 
this respect. The normative core of liberalism is 
the principle of individual self-determination (fre-
quently referred to as individual autonomy, free-
dom, or liberty). From a liberal perspective, the 
right to collective self-determination derives from 
the right to individual self-determination, as the 
latter also includes the freedom to associate with 
others and constitute a community. It follows that 
collective forms of self-determination are only le-
gitimate if they rest on the free and equal con-
sent of the members of a community. This also 
applies to states. From a liberal perspective, au-
thoritarian states that suppress their citizens can-
not legitimately claim collective self-determina-
tion. This argument provides legitimation for the 
international community to intervene in another 
country that massively violates its citizens’ indi-
vidual rights.

International law takes a similar view, at least to 
some extent. There is no doubt that the protection 
of the sovereignty of states and, thus, the prohibi-
tion of intervention is the paramount requirement 
of international law. However, there are consider-
ations in international law that legitimise military 
intervention to protect human rights, such as the 
so-called “Responsibility to Protect” (R2P) doc-
trine (Gray 2018: 58–64), a commitment endorsed 
by all member states of the UN at the 2005 World 
Summit. R2P is a reaction against the internation-
al community’s failure to respond to the Rwan-
da genocide in 1994 and the Srebrenica genocide 
in 1995. The R2P doctrine consists of three pil-
lars (Gray 2018: 58–64): First, states have the du-
ty to protect their populations from humanitar-
ian disasters. Second, they assist each other in 
their protection responsibilities. Finally, if they 
fail to fulfil their duty to protect their popula-
tions, the international community is entitled to 
act, if necessary, by force. The grounds for inter-
vention cover ethnic cleansing, war crimes, geno-
cide, and crimes against humanity. The Security 

Council resolution to impose a no-fly zone in Lib-
ya in 2011 was the first case where the UN autho-
rised a military intervention citing the R2P. The 
R2P, and especially the applicability of the third 
pillar, is a controversial and contested issue, as 
some states interpret military intervention as an 
infringement upon a nation-state’s sovereignty 
(Bazirake/Bukuluki 2015). 

“Humanitarian intervention” is a second legal 
doctrine that permits military intervention in an-
other country. Here, too, the normative point of 
reference for military intervention is the protec-
tion of universal individual rights against serious 
human rights abuses. If a state is not capable of 
protecting the individual right to life or active-
ly violates it on a massive scale by committing 
genocide, war crimes, or crimes against human-
ity, it rescinds its right to national self-determi-
nation, and other states are entitled to intervene 
by force. The most important difference between 
“Humanitarian intervention” and “Responsibili-
ty to protect” is that Humanitarian intervention 
only refers to the use of military force, whereas 
R2P consists of different measures, and the use 
of force may only be carried out as a measure of 
last resort. The “Humanitarian intervention” doc-
trine was most famously invoked in the context 
of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) 
intervention in Kosovo in 1999 after the Securi-
ty Council failed to act on its Chapter VII powers5 
due to the veto from Russia and China (Gray 2018: 
40–58). However, it is opposed by many states be-
cause they fear that it may be used as a pretext 
for strategic intervention. 

Even more controversial than the doctrine of “Hu-
manitarian intervention” is that of a “Pro-demo-
cratic intervention” that seeks to alter the political 

5 Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter, “Action with Respect 
to Threats to the Peace, Breaches of the Peace, and Acts of Ag-
gression”, allows the Council to “determine the existence of any 
threat to the peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression” and 
to take military and nonmilitary action to “restore international 
peace and security” (United Nations 1945).
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system of another country (Gray 2018: 64–68). Its 
stated aim is to liberate people from authoritar-
ian regimes and introduce democracy in anoth-
er country. The legitimating reference point here 
is the individual right to freely associate and in-
stall a form of government. This right rests on the 
consent of the governed, i.e. ultimately, on indi-
vidual self-determination. It argues that interven-
tions are justified to help the individuals of anoth-
er state choose their form of government on free 
and equal terms. Examples include the imposi-
tion of democracies in Japan and Germany after 
WWII, the US interventions in Afghanistan in 2001 
and Iraq in 2003, and continued discussion in rela-
tion to Iran and North Korea. However, states have 
not attempted to provide any legal justifications 
for pro-democratic interventions and attempts to 
“import” democracy to another country have re-
peatedly failed in practice.

The core elements of the liberal script, as de-
scribed in the previous section, and their mate-
rialisation in international law constitute the ref-
erence point for our empirical analysis. We asked 
citizens in 24 countries whether they think that 
the international community should have a right 
to intervene with military force if human rights 
are massively violated in a country. We did not 
ask whether such a military intervention must be 
authorised by the UN Security Council because 
we cannot assume that the citizens have a thor-
ough knowledge of the institutions of the UN. Fur-
thermore, we asked respondents whether they 
think the international community should have 
the right to intervene if a country is not ruled by 
its people but by a dictator, a question that at-
tempts to measure attitudes towards “Pro-dem-
ocratic intervention”. Hence, we examine whether 
the existing legal norms are supported by citizens’ 
belief in the legitimacy of these norms. As Max 
Weber (1985) outlined in his sociology of dom-
ination, the legitimacy of an order depends on 
whether its citizens believe in its legitimacy.

3 FACTORS THAT CAN INFLUENCE 
CITIZEN ATTITUDES TOWARD MILITARY 
HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION

In the following section, we will attempt to theo-
rise factors that may influence people’s attitudes 
regarding humanitarian intervention. We derive 
our hypotheses from two broader social science 
theories: From the neo-intuitionalist notion of the 
existence of a world script on the one hand and 
the modernisation theory of value change on the 
other (for a similar approach to explaining atti-
tudes toward gender equality, see Gerhards et al. 
2009). The hypotheses derived from these two 
broader theories relate to (1) characteristics of 
the countries in which respondents live and by 
which they are influenced (macro-factors) and (2) 
characteristics of the individuals themselves. 

Before we present the hypotheses, a preliminary 
remark is necessary. It seems important to dis-
tinguish analytically between the goal of military 
interventions – the protection of human rights – 
and the means employed – the use of force. We 
formulate our hypotheses in terms of factors that 
may influence the goal, namely, the enforcement 
of human rights. We will discuss later that those 
factors that can positively influence the support 
of human rights may, at the same time, have a 
negative influence on the means used (i.e. use of 
force) so that both influencing factors could neu-
tralise each other. This neutralisation effect may 
result in our hypotheses not being confirmed or 
weakly supported.

3.1 EMBEDDED IN AND COMMITTED TO THE 
LIBERAL SCRIPT

Neo-institutionalist theory assumes that the glob-
al cultural script and citizen values are linked; 
while they may be “de-coupled” at any given point 
in time, they are connected long term. One can as-
sume that international organisations influence 
citizen attitudes by disseminating, diffusing, and 
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implementing the script into international law, na-
tional legislation, and political practices (Meyer et 
al. 1997). Accordingly, we assume that the more a 
country is embedded in the world culture and has 
adopted its principles, the more citizens are ex-
posed to and show support for the script. There 
are several ways in which embeddedness into the 
liberal script can be operationalised and mea-
sured on a cross-country basis. We used the lib-
eral component index from the “Varieties of De-
mocracy Project” (V-Dem) (Coppedge et al. 2022). 
While some authors question the general validity 
of the democracy indices (e.g. Cheibub et al. 2010), 
Boese (2019) shows that compared to other indices 
(Polity2 and Freedom House Index), V-Dem stands 
out with respect to the underlying definition and 
measurement scale, as well as the theoretical jus-
tification of the aggregation procedure.6

We also attempt to measure the commitment to 
the liberal script at the individual level. As dis-
cussed above, the liberal script accords universal 
rights to every individual regardless of the country 
in which they live. In the PALS survey, respondents 
were asked whether they think that every human 
being, independent of the country where they live, 
should have the same basic rights. We assume that 
individuals who approve of the notion of the uni-
versality of human rights are more likely to support 
the content of the liberal script and, accordingly, 
advocate for humanitarian interventions.

3.2 MODERNISATION AND 
POSTMATERIALIST VALUES 

In contrast to a neo-institutionalist approach, 
modernisation theory assumes that people’s atti-
tudes do not result from their inclusion in a world 
script but the endogenous development of in-
dividual countries. Countries in our sample dif-
fer in their level of modernisation. As economic 

6  The correlation between Freedom House and V-Dem is very 
high for the countries in our study (92%), so it makes no difference 
which of the two indicators one uses.

prosperity increases through modernisation, a 
change in citizen values occurs. According to Ron-
ald Inglehart and his collaborators (Inglehart 1971, 
1997; Inglehart/Welzel 2005), a shift from materi-
alist to postmaterialist values, or self-expression 
values, takes place when chances to satisfy ma-
terial needs increase. Materialist values include 
the following: satisfying economic living condi-
tions, security, national identity, and the exclu-
sion of outsiders. Postmaterialist or self-expres-
sion values, in contrast, are characterised by the 
desire for self-fulfilment, an emphasis on free-
dom, participation, and the tolerance of diver-
sity. “Rising resources mean that there’s enough 
to go around. Newcomers can be accommodat-
ed. Foreigners seem much less threatening; in-
stead different cultures come to be seen as inter-
esting and stimulating” (Inglehart 2006: 26). We 
assume that caring for people living in another 
country whose lives are endangered is part of a 
postmaterialist value syndrome, even though In-
glehart himself and his collaborators do not link 
support for human rights to postmaterialist val-
ues, neither conceptually nor empirically. We ex-
pect that citizens from more modernised coun-
tries will support humanitarian intervention more 
strongly than respondents from less modernised 
countries. To measure modernisation, we use the 
Human Development Index (HDI), provided annu-
ally by the UN Development Programme. 

The PALS data set contains a way to directly mea-
sure the impact of modernisation and postmate-
rialist values on attitudes towards humanitarian 
intervention, as it includes the materialism/post-
materialism index on the individual level. We test 
whether postmaterialists are more likely to sup-
port the idea of humanitarian intervention than 
materialists, independent of the level of moderni-
sation of a country. To measure whether people 
tend to be more materialistic or postmaterialis-
tic, we use Inglehart’s index (1971), which mea-
sures people’s priorities on what their country or 
government should do in the future. 
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Finally, we consider the respondent’s level of 
education in our analysis. In principle, educa-
tion stands for two different concepts: a person’s 
socioeconomic status and the level of cognitive 
mobilisation, which then impacts people’s val-
ues. Using attitudes toward immigration as an 
example, Jens Hainmueller and Michael J. Hiscox 
(2007) demonstrate that education measures a 
form of cognitive mobilisation rather than social 
status. This reasoning is consistent with the ar-
gumentation of Ronald Inglehart, who describes 
the effect associated with higher levels of educa-
tion as cognitive mobilisation and defines cog-
nitive mobilisation as a process where formal 
education increases the likelihood that tradi-
tional concepts will be questioned and possibly 
rejected rather than being automatically accept-
ed (Dalton 1984; Inglehart 1990). Questioning tra-
dition can also refer to the sacred, untouchable 
sovereignty of the nation-state. We assume that 
more educated interviewees are more likely to 
have positive attitudes towards humanitarian in-
tervention. 

3.3 CONTROL VARIABLES

We include several control variables on the mi-
cro-level that may influence attitudes towards hu-
manitarian intervention. We take into consider-
ation those variables that have been shown to 
be relevant in other studies. These variables are 
the respondents’ gender (Clements 2013; Fetch-
enhauer/Bierhoff 2004) and age (Boussios/Cole 
2010; Fitzsimmons et al. 2014). Because these fac-
tors serve only as control variables we do not sub-
stantiate why they may impact attitudes toward 
humanitarian intervention.

4 DATA AND METHODS

We use data from the PALS Survey, which sur-
veyed more than 49,000 individuals in 24 coun-
tries around the world between December 2021 

and April 2022.7 The survey focuses on attitudes 
toward freedom, liberal values, and normative 
attitudes about how a society should be organ-
ised and is part of the Berlin-based Cluster of 
Excellence “Contestations of the Liberal Script 
(SCRIPTS)”. The target population in all 24 coun-
tries was permanent residents living in private 
households aged 18 or older in each country – re-
gardless of their nationality. In 19 countries, the 
data was collected via computer-assisted web in-
terviews (CAWI). Respondents were recruited from 
an online access panel administered by a collabo-
rating survey company. The sample is stratified by 
gender, age, education, region of living, and place 
of locality in order to match the distribution of the 
respective country’s offline population. Respon-
dents received a small incentive for participation 
assigned by the survey company. In those five 
countries where online surveys were not feasible 
(especially due to too low Internet penetration), 
data was collected via personal interviews (CAPI) 
on the basis of a probability sample via the ran-
dom-walk procedure. The survey was conducted 
in the most-spoken language(s) in each country.8

To ensure data quality, we use both ex ante and 
post hoc methods, which exclude respondents 
with insufficient interview quality from the sam-
ple. In a first step, we excluded respondents that 
failed an instructional manipulation check (“at-
tention check”) as proposed by Oppenheimer 
et al. (2009).9 For the CAWI countries, we addi-
tionally excluded cases that were identified as 
“speeders” based on the procedure proposed by 
Robert Greszki et al. (2015: 478). According to the 
authors, “speeders are those respondents who 
need 50% or less of the median time in their 

7 The data used in this analysis is preliminary data that might 
slightly change until the finalization and public release of the PALS 
dataset in the coming months.

8 See Appendix 1 for an overview of survey countries, sample 
sizes, modes, and questionnaire languages.

9 The PALS survey contained an item asking respondents to 
tick a specific scale point on a six-point Likert scale; 11% of the 
respondents failed to do so.
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combined age and education group per coun-
try on each respective item used in the analysis. 
These two procedures resulted in 6,390 deletions 
because of the failed attention check and 6,857 
additional deletions due to speeding. In addition, 
those respondents with missing values on any of 
the variables used in the analysis are excluded 
(3,717). This leaves us with 32,964 valid cases. We 
applied weights for gender by age, education, re-
gion, and type of locality to approximate our sam-
ple characteristics to the national populations for 
all countries. In addition, each country is consid-
ered equally to determine country differences. 

This study focuses on the question of the ex-
tent to which citizens in different countries of 
the world support the idea that the international 
community may invade another country militari-
ly when human rights are violated. In addition, we 
are interested in people’s attitudes towards mil-
itary intervention if a country is not ruled by its 
people but by a dictator. Two items in the PALS 
survey allow us to measure people’s attitudes to-
ward these scenarios.10 Respondents were asked 
the following questions: 

“Some people argue that under certain circum-
stances, the international community should have 
the right to intervene in other countries. Others ar-
gue that a country’s independence should always 
be respected. To what extent would you agree or 
disagree to each of the following statements?”

“What if human rights are massively violated in 
a country? The international community should 
have the right to intervene with military force.”

“What if a country is not ruled by its people but by 
a dictator? The international community should 
have the right to intervene with military force.”

10  For all dependent, independent, and control variables see 
Appendix 2 with a detailed overview on the wording of the vari-
ables used as well as distributions in our sample.

Agreement is measured on a six-point scale. In 
addition, respondents were given the options “I 
prefer not to say” and “Don’t know”. We will dis-
cuss in the conclusion how the wording of the 
questions might have influenced the answers giv-
en by the respondents. As already mentioned, we 
did not ask whether a military intervention must 
be authorised by the UN Security Council because 
we cannot assume that the citizens have sufficient 
knowledge of the institutions of the UN to under-
stand and answer the question.

Military intervention is only one means of sanc-
tioning a country; economic sanctions are a sec-
ond possibility. For both scenarios – massive vi-
olation of human rights and the existence of a 
dictator – we also asked whether citizens think 
that “The international community should have 
the right to sanction the country economically”. 
Again, agreement is measured on a six-point scale. 
As we will discuss further, the questions about 
economic sanctions allow us to check whether 
factors that can positively influence support of 
human rights may, at the same time, have a neg-
ative influence on the use of force so that these 
influencing factors neutralise each other. While 
we cannot clearly isolate these two attitudes from 
each other, the question of economic interven-
tions as a response to violations of human rights 
allows us to identify differences between individ-
uals’ attitudes towards different forms of inter-
ventions used for the same goal. 

To measure a country’s embeddedness in the lib-
eral script, we use the liberal component index 
of the “Varieties of Democracy Project” (V-Dem) 
(Coppedge et al. 2022). In V-Dem’s understand-
ing, liberal democracy “embodies the intrinsic 
value of protecting individual and minority rights 
against a potential ‘tyranny of the majority’ and 
state repression more generally” (Coppedge et al. 
2016: 582). The index is based on expert evalua-
tions of a country’s constitutionally protected civil 
liberties as well as the degree that the rule of law 
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and checks and balances limit the use of execu-
tive power (Coppedge et al. 2016: 582).

To measure respondents’ individual commitment 
to the liberal script, we use PALS’ measure of the 
universality of human rights. The question reads 
as follows: “Should every human have the same 
basic rights in all countries or should a coun-
try’s society decide which rights people have in 
its country?” Respondents were asked to place 
themselves on a six-point scale with “1 – Every 
human should have the same basic rights in all 
countries” and “6 – A country’s society should de-
cide which rights people have in its country” as 
endpoints. According to the liberal script, the uni-
versality of human rights is non-negotiable. We 
thus reversed the scale with high values now sig-
nifying a commitment to the liberal script. The 
two variables measuring postmaterialist values 
and a commitment to the liberal script are only 
weakly correlated with each other in our sample 
(.07), which means that they are valid indicators 
measuring two distinct concepts.

To measure the level of modernisation of a coun-
try, we use the Human Development Index (HDI), 
provided annually by the UN (United Nations De-
velopment Programme 2021). The HDI consists of 
three measures: real Gross National Income (GNI) 
per capita, education levels (including enrolment 
ratios for primary, secondary, and tertiary edu-
cation), and average life expectancy. Material-
ist attitudes are measured with the Inglehart in-
dex, which is based on the following items: “There 
are different opinions about what society’s goals 
should be for the next ten years. Below are listed 
some of the goals which different people would 
give top priority. Please, pick the two that are 
most important to you: (1) Maintaining order in 
the nation, (2) Giving people more say in govern-
ment decisions, (3) Fighting rising prices, (4) Pro-
tecting freedom of speech.” Respondents who se-
lected (1) and (3) are classified as “materialists”, 
those who selected (2) and (4) are classified as 

“postmaterialists”, and all others as “in-between”. 
In our analysis, we compare “postmaterialists” to 
the two other categories.

Education is measured based on the respondents’ 
highest educational attainment. Answer options 
are country-specific but equivalised based on the 
International Standard Classification of Education 
(ISCED-2011). We clustered the education catego-
ries into three groups: (1) low education (ISCED 
0–2, lower secondary education or less); (2) medi-
um (ISCED 3–4, upper secondary or post-second-
ary non-tertiary education); (3) high (ISCED 5–8, 
tertiary education or higher).

The fact that respondents were interviewed in 24 
countries allows us to take into consideration ex-
planatory factors at the country and the individu-
al level. The appropriate method is a multi-level 
analysis with respondents nested within coun-
tries.11 As suggested by Joop Hox (2010: 55–59), we 
use a “bottom-up” modelling procedure. We es-
timate a null model before adding the variables 
(first the individual, then the country variables) 
first, one by one, then in combination with the 
control variables, until a final model is obtained 
in which all variables are included.

5 RESULTS

The results are presented in the following order. 
We start by describing country differences in the 
degree of support for humanitarian military in-
tervention. In a second step, we analyse the in-
fluence of individual variables on support for 
military intervention. Third, we consider the influ-
ence of macro factors, and the interplay between 

11  Statistically, the null model (see Model 0 in Appendix 4) yields 
an intra-correlation coefficient (ICC) of .043. About 4% of the vari-
ability in respondent attitudes towards interventions is due to dif-
ferences at the country level, which justifies a multilevel approach. 
However, as the ICC is relatively small, we estimate a fixed effects 
model as a robustness check, which produces similar results (see 
Model 22 in Appendix 9).
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contextual and individual characteristics. Finally, 
we analyse whether attitudes towards humanitar-
ian military intervention are influenced by a po-
tential neutralisation effect.

5.1 COUNTRY DIFFERENCES IN SUPPORT 
FOR HUMANITARIAN MILITARY INTERVENTION

We dichotomised the six-point scale measuring 
the level of support for humanitarian interven-
tion; the upper half being approval, the lower half 
being disapproval. As Figure 1 shows, 56% of citi-
zens in the 24 countries support the idea that the 
international community should have the right to 
intervene with military force in a country if hu-
man rights are massively violated. The approv-
al rate is similarly high in case a country is ruled 
by a dictator.12 Thus, individuals apparently make 

12  See Appendix 3 for the descriptive figures. 

no distinction between deposing a dictator and 
enforcing human rights. Since this is the case, we 
focus solely on the question of the legitimacy of 
humanitarian intervention in subsequent analy-
ses. We conducted all of the multivariate analyses 
presented in this section also for the dictatorship 
item; the analyses arrived at very similar results.13 

Although the majority of citizens overall are in fa-
vour of military humanitarian intervention, Figure 
1 also demonstrates that there are major country 
differences: While in a large number of countries, 
the majority of the population supports military 
intervention, in five countries, opposition to such 
action predominates. Russia has by far the lowest 
approval rating. Only 27% of those surveyed sup-
port military intervention in the case of human 
rights violations (in the case of a dictatorship, the 

13  See Appendix 8 (Model 20 and 21) for the regression results.

Figure 1: Approval of military intervention in case of human rights violations

Note: N=32,964, post-stratification weights on the individual level, as well as country weights adjusting the different samp-
le sizes for the mean bar.
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figure is only 25%). The majority of respondents 
in Italy, Germany and Japan, the three Axis pow-
ers of WWII, and Ghana also disapprove of mili-
tary intervention in the case of human rights vio-
lations. The highest levels of approval are found 
in Spain, India, and France (more than two-thirds 
of respondents in each case). 

5.2 INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL EXPLANATORY 
FACTORS

The hypotheses derived from neo-institutional-
ism and modernisation theory expect that a) re-
spondents with a higher commitment to the liber-
al script and b) respondents with postmaterialist 
values and higher levels of education are more 
likely to support humanitarian military interven-
tions. Figure 2 shows the result from a multilev-
el linear regression model with individual-level 
variables explaining support for humanitarian 

military intervention.14 The model contains ran-
dom intercepts at the country level and was es-
timated using maximum likelihood estimation.15 
The graph shows the coefficients for each explan-
atory variable with 95% confidence intervals.

Concerning commitment to the liberal script, Fig-
ure 2 shows that persons are more in favour of 
humanitarian military intervention the more they 

14 See Model 10 in Appendix 4 for the regression table and 
Model 0-Model 9 for the previous iterations of the model-building 
sequence.

15 As restricted maximum likelihood estimation (REML) is 
sometimes recommended in the literature as preferable over 
maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) for analyses with only a 
few cluster-level units (e.g. Elff et al. 2021; Stegmueller 2013) we 
conducted a robustness check using REML. However, as Stata does 
not allow the inclusion of weights for REML, we compare the REML 
model to an MLE without weights. The substantive results are 
identical between both models, indicating that even for the MLE 
model presented in Figure 2, an estimation with REML would not 
lead to substantially different results; see Model 23 and Model 24 
in Appendix 10. 

Figure 2: Individual-level effects on support for humanitarian military intervention

Note: N=32,964, post-stratification weights on the individual level, as well as country weights adjusting the different samp-
le sizes. See Appendix 4 for the regression table of the underlying model (Model 10).le sizes for the mean bar.
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support universal rights for all people indepen-
dent of the society they live in, although the cor-
relation is relatively small: one unit increase in 
the preferences for universal rights results only 
in a .03 unit increase in the support for humani-
tarian military intervention. But even though the 
correlation turns out to be small, the hypotheses 
derived from neo-institutionalist theory are sup-
ported in principle, whereby a stronger commit-
ment to the liberal script results in higher levels 
of support for humanitarian interventions. 

The two indicators related to modernisation the-
ory – having postmaterialist values and high lev-
els of education – do surprisingly not point in the 
theoretically expected direction and do not show 
any statistically significant effects. Hence, the hy-
potheses that higher-educated individuals differ 
from lower-educated individuals and that post-
materialists differ from the rest of the population 
in their attitudes toward humanitarian interven-
tion are not supported by the results of our analy-
sis. In Section 5.4, we discuss that this finding may 
be due to a neutralisation effect stemming from 
the formulation of the questions.

5.3 COUNTRY-LEVEL EXPLANATORY 
FACTORS

To what extent do country-specific contextual 
characteristics impact the support for humani-
tarian military interventions? For a first impres-
sion of how the distribution of support between 
countries is related to contextual factors, we plot 
the random intercepts from the regression mod-
el presented in Figure 2 against the country-lev-
el explanatory variables derived from the two 
theories. The random intercepts depict the lev-
el of support in each country, which is already 
controlled for country differences in the compo-
sition of the population on the key explanatory 
variables and the controls included in the regres-
sion model from Figure 2. The HDI represents the 
level of modernisation of the countries, whereas 

the liberal component index of V-Dem represents 
the level of embeddedness into the global liber-
al script. 

Figure 3 shows the scatterplots of the country in-
tercepts against the two respective macro vari-
ables, which have been standardised to a mean 
value of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. Two as-
pects are observable from these graphs: first, 
there is considerable variation in the level of 
support for humanitarian military intervention 
between the countries. Second, the slope of the 
V-Dem indicator is much steeper than the slope 
of the HDI, meaning that embeddedness into the 
liberal script is a better predictor of the level of 
support than the modernisation of a country. Sim-
ilar to the result at the individual level, these find-
ings point in the direction of neo-institutionalist 
theory having more explanatory power than mod-
ernisation theory on the macro level. 

However, both indicators are correlated in our 
country sample (.33) and could therefore con-
found the effect of each other. To control for this, 
we estimate a multilevel model with the same 
specification used for Figure 2 but includes both 
the HDI and the V-Dem indicators on the coun-
try level. The results are presented in Figure 4.16 

As expected, the coefficients on the individu-
al level do not change from the model without 
the country level (Figure 2). Similarly, as expect-
ed, the unexplained variance at the country level 
and, correspondingly, the ICC decreases after in-
cluding the country-level variables.

At first glance, the results in Figure 4 confirm the 
results of the scatterplots in Figure 3. There is no 
significant relationship between a country’s lev-
el of modernisation measured by the HDI and its 
support for humanitarian military intervention. 

16 See the Appendix 5 for the full regression table (Model 13), as 
well as the models including the two-country factors individually 
(Model 11 and Model 12). 
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Figure 3: Country differences in support for humanitarian military intervention

Note: N=32,964, post-stratification weights on the individual level. Y-axis: Random intercepts from the model presented in 
Figure 2.

Figure 4: Country-level effects on support for humanitarian military interventions

Note: N=32,964, post-stratification weights on the individual level, as well as country weights adjusting the different samp-
le sizes. See Appendix 5 for the regression table of the underlying model (Model 13).
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However, although the relationship between 
V-Dem and support for military intervention goes 
in the theoretically expected direction, the coef-
ficient is statistically not significant at the 95% 
level but only at the 90% level. Finally, the in-
tra-class-correlation index (ICC = .04) indicates 
that there is not much variance that can be ex-
plained at the country level. 

5.4 THE NEUTRALISATION EFFECT

So far, the results have only partially met our the-
oretical expectations. First, there seems to be no 
correlation between the level of a country’s mod-
ernisation and respondents’ postmaterialist at-
titudes and support for military humanitarian 
intervention. Second, only the individual-level in-
dicator for the commitment to the liberal script 
has a statistically significant effect on attitudes 
towards military intervention, whereas the rela-
tionship between V-Dem and support for military 
intervention goes in the expected direction but is 
not significant. Moreover, the ICC shows that not 
much variation in the attitudes towards human-
itarian military intervention resides at the coun-
try level. Third, all variables derived from the two 
theories, as well as the control variables, cannot 
explain much of the variance of the dependent 
variable. An OLS regression model that includes 
country fixed-effects and the same individual-lev-
el variables as the model presented in Figure 2 
only shows an R2 of .05, indicating that a great 
deal of noise in the data and other unexplained 
factors are driving attitudes towards humanitari-
an military interventions. 

Next, we investigate a potential explanation for the 
lack of explanatory power of our models and hy-
potheses. It seems like the indicators related to 
modernisation especially defy our expectations. As 
already mentioned, we expect the existence of a 
kind of neutralisation effect, whereby people who 
are in favour of the protection of human rights do 
not support the use of military intervention as a 

tool for achieving that goal. More specifically, we 
assume that higher levels of education and post-
materialist values lead to a concern for the protec-
tion of human rights but are at the same time re-
lated to a commitment to pacifism and disapproval 
of using military force to achieve political goals. 
Thus, the fact that the hypotheses derived from 
modernisation theory are not confirmed could be 
the result of a neutralisation effect whereby sup-
port for the protection of human rights is counter-
acted by disapproval of the use of military force. 

To test this assumption, we make use of an ad-
ditional item from the questionnaire, which asks 
respondents about their level of support for eco-
nomically sanctioning a country where human 
rights are massively violated. The wording of the 
item contains the same goal, namely the protec-
tion of human rights, but does not include the use 
of military force. Accordingly, we suspect that, in 
this case, the hypotheses derived from moderni-
sation theory should be confirmed. Figure 5 com-
pares the effects of the individual-level variables 
on the support for the two different items. The re-
gression model with the military intervention item 
is identical to the one shown in Figure 2, while for 
the model with the economic intervention item, 
the dependent variable has been changed.17

The results show that, compared to support for 
military intervention, the direction of the effect 
has changed for both variables derived from mod-
ernisation theory. While the now-positive effect 
of postmaterialism is not statistically significant, 
there is a significant relationship between educa-
tion and the support of economic interventions, 
indicating that persons with medium and high lev-
els of education are significantly more in favour 
of economic interventions than persons with low 
levels of education. We interpret these differences 
as a sign of the neutralisation effect, meaning that 

17 See Appendix 6 for the model with attitudes towards humani-
tarian economic intervention (Model 14).
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modernisation theory does, in part, predict the 
support for humanitarian intervention once we 
“control” for the neutralisation effect by compar-
ing the support for the two different items. This 
change in the direction of the indicators related 
to modernisation theory can also be observed at 
the country level. We additionally estimate the 
full multilevel model with the two country indi-
cators included, which shows a statistically sig-
nificant positive effect of the HDI on support for 
economic sanctions.18 

Concerning the remaining coefficients depict-
ed in Figure 5, the effect of support for univer-
sal rights, notably, does not change from one 
item to the other, suggesting that a commitment 
to the liberal script results in support for human 
rights interventions regardless of the means of 

18 See Appendix 6 for the regression results (Model 15).

the intervention. A look at the control variables 
reveals that there are also differences between 
the two items. If human rights are to be enforced 
with economic sanctions, older people are more 
likely to be in favour of this, whereas women are 
more likely to be against it. 

Taking these results as a first indication of the 
neutralisation effect, we estimate an addition-
al model in which the dependent variable is the 
difference between the support for humanitarian 
economic sanctions and military interventions. 
Subtracting the latter from the former results in 
a variable that measures attitudes toward human 
rights intervention adjusted for the effect of at-
titudes towards military intervention in gener-
al. Positive values indicate stronger support for 
economic sanctions than for military sanctions. 
The higher the positive value, the greater the 
neutralisation effect (i.e. the difference between 

Figure 5: Comparing support for military intervention with support for economic sanctions 

Note: N=32,964, post-stratification weights on the individual level, as well as country weights adjusting the different samp-
le sizes. See Appendices 4 and 6 for the regression tables of the underlying models (Models 10 and 14).
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economic and military intervention). Correspond-
ingly, negative values indicate stronger support 
for military intervention than for economic sanc-
tions, which we interpret as people valuing mili-
tary intervention more than the goal of protect-
ing human rights. In our sample, 46% indicate the 
same level of support for military and econom-
ic intervention, while 37% indicate more positive 
attitudes towards economic interventions (“pac-
ifists”, for which the neutralisation effect applies) 
and 17% indicate more positive attitudes towards 
military interventions (“militarists”). The addi-
tional model is calculated in order to explain the 
different acceptance patterns. Figure 6 presents 
the results from the regression model. 

The results confirm those from Figure 5, where-
by the individual-level indicators for modernisa-
tion theory, postmaterialism and education show 

positive effects in favour of the commitment to 
the protection of human rights but an aversion 
towards the use of military force for achieving 
that goal. Similarly, the country-level indicator for 
modernisation theory, the HDI, shows a statisti-
cally significant positive effect. This means that 
persons living in countries with higher levels of 
socio-economic development are more likely to 
favour economic sanctions than military inter-
ventions as a tool for protecting human rights. 
The neutralisation effect is much less evident for 
the indicators related to commitment to the lib-
eral script. While support for universal rights does 
show a statistically significant positive effect, al-
beit a very small one, the V-Dem indicator does 
not. 

Figure 6: Neutralisation effect – effects on attitudes toward human rights interventions adjusted for the effect of attitudes 
towards military intervention 

Note: N=32,964, post-stratification weights on the individual level, as well as country weights adjusting the different samp-
le sizes. See Appendix 7 for the regression table of the underlying model (Model 18).
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6 CONCLUSION

According to international law, waging war against 
another country violates the principle of territo-
rial sovereignty of all nation-states. There is one 
exception to this principle. If human rights are 
massively violated in a country, the internation-
al community has the right to intervene militari-
ly. The legitimacy of this exception is grounded in 
the notion, constitutive to the liberal script, that 
every human being has fundamental rights, re-
gardless of the country in which they live. Based 
on the novel PALS data set, a global comparative 
mass population survey covering 24 countries that 
are heterogeneous in terms of political regimes, 
socio-economic development, and cultural orien-
tations, we explored the extent to which citizens 
support the idea that the international commu-
nity may invade another country militarily when 
human rights are violated, and which factors can 
help to explain differences in citizen attitudes. 

Results show that a majority of all respondents 
(56%) support the notion that military interven-
tion in another country is legitimate when human 
rights are violated. The support rate is even high-
er if human rights are protected not by military 
intervention but by economic sanctions. In light 
of recent developments, such as the global con-
testations of liberalism, the backlash against glo-
balisation and international organisations (Wal-
ter 2021), as well as the (reasonable) critique of 
military interventions by Western countries in the 
name of human rights around the world, the high 
level of support for the enforcement of human 
rights by the international community is some-
what surprising and encouraging, at least for 
those who give the protection of human rights a 
high priority. 

At the same time, we find substantial coun-
try differences in citizen attitudes toward mili-
tary humanitarian intervention. While there is a 
large body of public opinion research on citizen 

attitudes toward specific military interventions 
(especially US interventions), studies are rare that 
attempt to explain a) generalised attitudes about 
the legitimacy of humanitarian military interven-
tion independent of specific individual cases and 
b) with reference to more general theories. We de-
rive our hypotheses from two broader theories: 
the neo-intuitionalist notion of the existence of a 
world script on the one hand and the modernisa-
tion theory of value change on the other. We ar-
gue that individuals’ attitudes are structured by 
their location within a liberal country and their 
commitment to the liberal script, which ascribes a 
higher value to individual self-determination and 
the universality of human rights over the sover-
eignty of nation-states. Furthermore, we assume 
that a country’s level of modernisation and a re-
spondent’s level of education and postmaterial-
ist values influence their attitude toward military 
intervention. 

Results from the multivariate analysis demon-
strate that on the individual level, people’s com-
mitment to the liberal script predicts support for 
military humanitarian intervention, while the in-
dicators of modernisation theory, having postma-
terialist values and higher levels of education, do 
not. Similarly, on the country level, the level of so-
cio-economic development does not positively 
correlate with support for humanitarian military 
intervention, whereas the degree of embedded-
ness into the liberal script does, although the co-
efficient is statistically significant only at the 90% 
level. Thus, the first set of results indicates that 
the commitment to the liberal script has a larg-
er explanatory power for attitudes towards hu-
manitarian military interventions than moderni-
sation theory. 

In a second step of the analysis, we examine 
whether the results are influenced by a “neutral-
isation effect”. We suspect that individuals who 
generally support the protection of human rights 
are opposed to using military force, which might 
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bias their responses towards humanitarian mil-
itary intervention. Making use of an additional 
item of the survey that measures support for eco-
nomic sanctions as means of protecting human 
rights, we showed that the indicators for mod-
ernisation theory are indeed influenced by the 
neutralisation effect and that people with post-
materialist values and higher levels of education 
generally support the protection of human rights 
by the international community but are not in fa-
vour of the use of military force to enact that goal. 

Our findings should be taken with some caution 
due to the following limitations of the study. First, 
we are not able to measure causal effects or anal-
yse the specific mechanisms with which, for ex-
ample, a commitment to the liberal script results 
in support for humanitarian military interven-
tion. One of these mechanisms, which we, unfor-
tunately, cannot operationalise, could be that lib-
eral societies are more likely to ensure that liberal 
values are taught in schools and that people in 
liberal societies are, therefore, more likely to ad-
vocate for the protection of human rights. Second, 
although the descriptive analyses have shown 
that countries differ in their approval of military 
humanitarian intervention, we can only explain 
these differences to a small extent. While we find 
statistically significant effects, there is still a large 
amount of unexplained variance and thus unex-
plored factors structuring attitudes towards hu-
man rights intervention. This result might support 
the position of social scientists using historical-
ly comparative methods who have criticised sys-
tematic comparative analyses that try to explain 
country differences with relatively broad indices 
(e.g. Mahoney 2004). According to them, studies 
like ours have limitations as they do not do jus-
tice to the historical developments and the spe-
cific characteristics of individual countries that 
may influence, for example, the understanding of 
the questions formulated in the survey and, thus, 
the results. To give an example: The phrase “the 
international community should intervene with 

military force” can trigger different associations 
in different countries. Respondents living in for-
mer colonies or countries under strong US influ-
ence may be thinking primarily of the US, which 
has in the past engaged in de facto military inter-
ventions, often to expand its own influence but 
publicly legitimised as an intervention to pro-
tect human rights or to replace a dictator. Such 
an association may, of course, influence how re-
spondents answered the survey question. Unfor-
tunately, we are unable to determine to what ex-
tent the questions asked in the survey triggered 
different associations and consequently led to 
different responses. To find this out, additional 
qualitative studies, for example, focus group dis-
cussions, might be useful.
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SUPPLEMENTARY DATA

Appendix 1: Country samples

Country Mode Languages Fieldwork period Cases included in the 
analysis

Australia CAWI English 20.12.21–16.01.22 1246

Brazil CAWI Portuguese 23.12.21–16.01.22 1313

Chile CAWI Spanish 23.12.21–28.01.22 1466

France CAWI French 22.12.21–24.01.22 1339

Germany CAWI German 13.12.21–07.01.22 1340

Ghana CAPI Akan, English 25.01.22–23.03.22 1195

India CAPI Bengali, Gujarati, En-
glish, Hindi, Marathi, 
Punjabi, Tamil, Telugu

15.02.22–31.03.22
2358

Indonesia CAWI Indonesia, Javanese 24.12.21–08.03.22 1180

Italy CAWI Italian 20.12.21–12.01.22 1369

Japan CAWI Japanese 24.12.21–28.02.22 1286

Latvia CAWI Latvian, Russian 21.12.21–29.01.22 1424

Mexico CAWI Spanish 22.12.21–22.01.22 1395

Nigeria CAPI English, Igbo, Hausa, 
Yoruba 08.02.22–19.03.22 1433

Poland CAWI Polish 20.12.21–13.01.22 1279

Russia CAWI Russian 21.12.21–03.02.22 1554

Senegal CAPI French, Wolof 18.02.22–11.04.22 1375

Singapore CAWI English, Malay, Mandarin 20.12.21–25.01.22 1257

South Africa CAPI Afrikaans, Xhosa, En-
glish, Zulu 04.02.22–12.03.22 1494

South Korea CAWI Korean 21.12.21–20.01.22 1471

Spain CAWI Catalan, Spanish 22.12.21–17.01.22 1481

Sweden CAWI Swedish 09.12.21–15.01.22 1168

Turkey CAWI Turkish 20.12.21–28.01.22 1157

United Kingdom CAWI English 17.12.21–06.03.22 1192

USA CAWI English, Spanish 22.12.21–11.01.22 1192



Appendix 2: Description of the variables 

Variable Description Manifestation Weighted 
proportion in 
used sample

Dependent variables

Intervention in other countries

Some people argue that under certain circumstances, the international community 
should have the right to intervene in other countries. Others argue that a country‘s 
independence should always be respected. To what extent would you agree or dis-
agree to each of the following statements?
Note: The order of (1) and (2) as well as (a) and (b) is randomized.

(1) What if human rights are massively violated in a country? 
(a) The international community should have the right to sanction the country eco-
nomically.
(1) 1 – Fully disagree
(2) 2
(3) 3
(4) 4
(5) 5
(6) 6 – Fully agree

1 14.49 %

2 6.69%

3 11.87%

4 18.62%

5 16.47%

6 31.86%

(b) The international community should have the right to intervene with military 
force.

 Same scale

1 19.06%

2 9.82%

3 14.77%

4 19.57%

5 14.12%

6 22.66%

(2) What if a country is not ruled by its people but by a dictator?
(a) The international community should have the right to sanction the country eco-
nomically.

Same scale

1 16.29%

2 6.93%

3 12.06%

4 17.30%

5 15.82%

6 31.59%

(b) The international community should have the right to intervene with military 
force.

Same scale

1 20.29%

2 10.19%

3 14.45%

4 18.06%

5 13.28%

6 23.72%
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Variable Description Manifestation Weighted 
proportion in 
used sample

Independent variables

(1) Commitment to universality of human rights 

 
Should every human have the same basic rights in all countries or should a country‘s 
society decide which rights people have in its country?

1 – Every human should have the same basic rights in all countries. 
2
3
4
5
6 – A country‘s society should decide which rights people have in its country.

(Item was reversed for the analyses. Distribution for reversed item)

1 14.25%

2 5.74%

3 6.99%

4 8.62%

5 11.12%

6 53.29%

(2) Postmaterialism

There are different opinions about what society’s goals should be for the next ten 
years. Below are listed some of the goals which different people would give top pri-
ority. Please, pick the two that are most important to you.

(1) Maintaining order in the nation
(2) Giving people more say in important government decision.
(3) Fighting rising prices.
(4) Protecting freedom of speech.

Recoded: Respondents who selected (1) and (3) are classified as ‘materialists’. Those 
who selected (2) and (4) are classified as ‘postmaterialists’. All others as ‘in-between’. 
In our analysis, we compare ‘postmaterialists’ to the rest.

postmaterial-
ists

14.25%

materialists 85.75%

(3) Education

What is the highest educational level that you have attained? If you have attained 
your highest educational degree outside [COUNTRY], please select the education-
al level that comes closest to the highest educational level that you have attained 
elsewhere.

Country-specific categories based for:
(1) Less than lower secondary education (including no formal education, early child-
hood education, primary education) (ISCED 0-1)
(2) Lower secondary education (ISCED 2)
(3) Upper secondary education (ISCED 3)
(4) Post-secondary non-tertiary education (ISCED 4)
(5) Lower tertiary education, BA level (including short-cycle tertiary education) 
(ISCED 5 - 6)
(6) Higher tertiary education, MA level or higher (ISCED 7-8)
(7) Still in education, without prior degree

Recoded: Categories were clustered into three groups: (1) low education (ISCED 0–2, 
lower secondary education or less); (2) medium (ISCED 3–4, upper secondary or 
post-secondary non-tertiary education); (3) high (ISCED 5–8, tertiary education or 
higher).

low 30.25%

middle 40.03%

high 29.72%



29

SCRIPTS WORKING PAPER NO. 22

Variable Description Manifestation Weighted 
proportion in 
used sample

Control Variables

Gender

Do you identify as…
(1) …male?
(2) …female?
(3) …other?

In total, only 0.22% of the respondents selected “(3) other”. We omitted those cases 
for our analysis.

male 49.33%

female 50.67%

Age

When were you born? Please give us your birth year.

Recoded to the following age groups:
(1) 18 - 34 
(2) 34 - 54 
(3) 55+

18 - 34 34.78%

34 - 54 32.83%

55+ 32.40%

Country-level variables

Human Development Index

The HDI is based on three dimensions: life expectancy at birth; mean years of 
schooling and expected years of schooling, Gross National Income (GNI) per capita 
(in US$-PPP): 
1. Life Expectancy Index: 
2. Education Index: 
3. Income Index: 

Source: United Nations Development Programme (2021)
Recode: In the analyses, we use a z-standardized version of the HDI.

Mean .05

Standard devi-
ation

.99

V-Dem Liberal Component

Underlying question: To what extent is the liberal principle of democracy achieved?

This index is formed by averaging the following indices: equality before the law and 
individual liberties (v2xcl_rol), judicial constraints on the executive (v2x_jucon), and
legislative constraints on the executive (v2xlg_legcon).

Source: Coppedge et al. (2022) 

Recode: In the analyses, we use a z-standardized version of the V-Dem score.

Mean .02

Standard devi-
ation

1.00
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Appendix 3: Attitudes towards military interventions when a country is ruled by a dictator

Note: N=32,964, post-stratification weights on the individual level as well as country weights adjusting the different samp-
le sizes for the mean bar.
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Appendix 4: Multilevel regression models with support for humanitarian military interventions re-
gressed on individual-level variables

Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10

Support 
for 
universal 
rights

0.034** 0.032** 0.033** 0.032** 0.033**

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012)

Postma-
terialism -0.068 -0.075 -0.084 -0.075 -0.084

(0.049) (0.049) (0.049) (0.049) (0.049)

Educa-
tion: 
Middle

0.005 -0.013 -0.016 -0.012 -0.015

(0.044) (0.042) (0.041) (0.042) (0.041)

Educa-
tion: High 0.015 -0.016 -0.018 -0.014 -0.016

(0.048) (0.045) (0.044) (0.045) (0.044)

Gender: 
Female -0.001 0.001 0.002 -0.003 -0.002 0.001 -0.003

(0.038) (0.038) (0.037) (0.038) (0.038) (0.038) (0.038)

Age: 
35-54 -0.047 -0.052 -0.051 -0.049 -0.048 -0.053 -0.050

(0.051) (0.051) (0.052) (0.051) (0.052) (0.052) (0.052)

Age: 55+ -0.281*** -0.288*** -0.287*** -0.283*** -0.283*** -0.289*** -0.285***

(0.060) (0.060) (0.061) (0.060) (0.060) (0.061) (0.060)

Intercept 3.675*** 3.520*** 3.635*** 3.684*** 3.796*** 3.668*** 3.794*** 3.645*** 3.647*** 3.806*** 3.657***

(0.072) (0.097) (0.094) (0.074) (0.070) (0.079) (0.078) (0.096) (0.107) (0.081) (0.109)

Variance

Coun-
try-level 0.126*** 0.123*** 0.124*** 0.126*** 0.128*** 0.127*** 0.128*** 0.124*** 0.124*** 0.128*** 0.124***

(0.053) (0.050) (0.049) (0.054) (0.053) (0.054) (0.052) (0.050) (0.049) (0.052) (0.049)

Individu-
al-level 3.061*** 3.058*** 3.044*** 3.061*** 3.047*** 3.061*** 3.047*** 3.043*** 3.044*** 3.047*** 3.043***

(0.165) (0.165) (0.166) (0.165) (0.165) (0.165) (0.165) (0.166) (0.166) (0.165) (0.166)

N 32964 32964 32964 32964 32964 32964 32964 32964 32964 32964 32964

AIC 129900.13 129863.23 129724.62 129896.11 129752.93 129903.80 129761.83 129717.46 129728.07 129756.59 129720.99

BIC 129925.34 129896.85 129783.44 129929.72 129811.75 129945.82 129829.05 129784.68 129803.70 129832.22 129805.02

ICC 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04

Log Like-
lihood -64947.07 -64927.62 -64855.31 -64944.05 -64869.46 -64946.90 -64872.91 -64850.73 -64855.04 -64869.30 -64850.50

Degrees 
of free-
dom

0.00 1.00 4.00 1.00 4.00 2.00 5.00 5.00 6.00 6.00 7.00

Standard errors in parentheses, significance: *** p<.05, *** p<.01, *** p<.001
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Appendix 5: Multilevel regression models with support for humanitarian military interventions re-
gressed on individual-level and country-level variables 

Model 11 Model 12 Model 13
Support for universal rights 0.033** 0.033** 0.033**

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012)

Postmaterialism -0.084 -0.084 -0.084
(0.049) (0.049) (0.049)

Education: Middle -0.016 -0.017 -0.017
(0.041) (0.042) (0.041)

Education: High -0.017 -0.017 -0.017
(0.044) (0.044) (0.044)

HDI 0.041 -0.015
(0.062) (0.078)

V-Dem 0.162 0.167
(0.087) (0.095)

Gender: Female -0.003 -0.003 -0.003
(0.038) (0.038) (0.038)

Age: 35-54 -0.050 -0.050 -0.050
(0.052) (0.052) (0.052)

Age: 55+ -0.285*** -0.286*** -0.286***
(0.061) (0.060) (0.061)

Intercept 3.654*** 3.655*** 3.656***
(0.107) (0.105) (0.106)

Variance
Country-level 0.122*** 0.097*** 0.097***

(0.049) (0.025) (0.025)
Individual-level 3.043*** 3.043*** 3.043***

(0.166) (0.166) (0.166)
N 32964 32964 32964
AIC 129722.68 129717.14 129719.09
BIC 129815.11 129809.58 129819.93
ICC 0.04 0.03 0.03
Log Likelihood -64850.34 -64847.57 -64847.55
Degrees of freedom 8.00 8.00 9.00

Standard errors in parentheses, significance: *** p<.05, *** p<.01, *** p<.001
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Appendix 6: Multilevel regression models with support for humanitarian economic sanctions regressed 
on individual-level and country-level variables

Model 14 Model 15

Support for universal rights 0.051*** 0.051***

(0.010) (0.010)

Postmaterialism 0.072 0.071

(0.067) (0.067)

Education: Middle 0.066* 0.063*

(0.027) (0.027)

Education: High 0.193*** 0.190***

(0.034) (0.034)

HDI 0.243*

(0.103)

V-Dem 0.123

(0.080)

Gender: Female -0.210*** -0.210***

(0.027) (0.027)

Age: 35-54 0.107* 0.106*

(0.050) (0.050)

Age: 55+ 0.292*** 0.289***

(0.067) (0.067)

Intercept 3.772*** 3.750***

(0.100) (0.093)

Variance

Country-level 0.219*** 0.128***

(0.058) (0.032)

Individual-level 2.813*** 2.813***

(0.190) (0.190)

N 32964 32964

AIC 127155.13 127146.14

BIC 127239.17 127246.97

ICC 0.07 0.04

Log Likelihood -63567.57 -63561.07

Degrees of freedom 7.00 9.00

Standard errors in parentheses, significance: *** p<.05, *** p<.01, *** p<.001
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Appendix 7: Multilevel regression models with support for attitudes toward human rights interventions 
adjusted for the effect of attitudes towards military intervention (neutralisation effect) regressed on 
individual-level and country-level variables

Model 18 Model 19

Support for universal rights 0.018* 0.018*

(0.007) (0.007)

Postmaterialism 0.156** 0.156**

(0.047) (0.047)

Education: Middle 0.081* 0.080*

(0.038) (0.038)

Education: High 0.209*** 0.206***

(0.039) (0.039)

HDI 0.259***

(0.054)

V-Dem -0.044

(0.052)

Gender: Female -0.207*** -0.207***

(0.027) (0.027)

Age: 35-54 0.158*** 0.156***

(0.038) (0.038)

Age: 55+ 0.578*** 0.575***

(0.082) (0.082)

Intercept 0.112 0.094

(0.068) (0.074)

Variance

Country-level 0.152*** 0.094***

(0.052) (0.033)

Individual-level 3.026*** 3.026***

(0.266) (0.266)

N 32964 32964

AIC 129541.28 129533.64

BIC 129625.31 129634.48

ICC 0.05 0.03

Log Likelihood -64760.64 -64754.82

Degrees of freedom 7.00 9.00

Standard errors in parentheses, significance: *** p<.05, *** p<.01, *** p<.001
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Appendix 8: Multilevel regression models with support for military interventions because of dictator-
ship regressed on individual-level and country-level variables

Model 20 Model 21

Support for universal rights 0.031 0.031

(0.016) (0.016)

Postmaterialism -0.052 -0.052

(0.049) (0.049)

Education: Middle 0.031 0.030

(0.043) (0.043)

Education: High 0.007 0.007

(0.052) (0.051)

HDI -0.129*

(0.064)

V-Dem 0.192*

(0.086)

Gender: Female -0.043 -0.043

(0.042) (0.042)

Age: 35-54 -0.004 -0.003

(0.040) (0.040)

Age: 55+ -0.159** -0.158**

(0.056) (0.056)

Intercept 3.566*** 3.573***

(0.127) (0.125)

Variance

Country-level 0.139*** 0.101***

(0.051) (0.027)

Individual-level 3.171*** 3.171***

(0.155) (0.155)

N 32094 32094

AIC 127413.06 127409.50

BIC 127496.83 127510.02

ICC 0.04 0.03

Log Likelihood -63696.53 -63692.75

Degrees of freedom 7.00 9.00

Standard errors in parentheses, significance: *** p<.05, *** p<.01, *** p<.001
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Appendix 9: OLS regression model with support for humanitarian military interventions regressed on 
individual-level variables, including country fixed-effects 

Model 22

Support for universal rights 0.033**

(0.012)

Postmaterialism -0.084

(0.049)

Education: Middle -0.015

(0.042)

Education: High -0.015

(0.044)

Gender: Female -0.003

(0.038)

Age: 35-54 -0.050

(0.052)

Age: 55+ -0.285***

(0.061)

Country (ref: Australia)

Brazil -0.367***

(0.015)

Chile -0.541***

(0.009)

France 0.179***

(0.006)

Germany -0.728***

(0.007)

Ghana -0.821***

(0.029)

India 0.170***

(0.035)

Indonesia -0.393***

(0.022)

Italy -0.575***

(0.009)

Japan -0.593***

(0.009)

Latvia -0.102***
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Model 22

(0.012)

Mexico -0.355***

(0.022)

Nigeria -0.090**

(0.031)

Poland -0.353***

(0.008)

Russia -1.475***

(0.016)

Senegal -0.313***

(0.043)

Singapore -0.343***

(0.007)

Spain 0.243***

(0.008)

South Africa -0.126***

(0.022)

South Korea -0.360***

(0.005)

Sweden -0.080***

(0.006)

Turkey -0.501***

(0.022)

United Kingdom -0.029***

(0.006)

USA -0.022***

(0.005)

Intercept 3.978***

(0.093)

N 32964

R2 0.0497

Standard errors in parentheses, significance: *** p<.05, *** p<.01, *** p<.001
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Appendix 10: Multilevel regression models with support for humanitarian military interventions re-
gressed on individual-level and country-level variables - comparing maximum likelihood estimation 
(MLE) (without weights) and restricted maximum likelihood estimation (REML) 

Model 23 Model 24

Support for universal rights 0.030*** 0.030***

(0.005) (0.005)

Postmaterialism -0.068* -0.068*

(0.028) (0.028)

Education: Middle -0.001 -0.001

(0.025) (0.025)

Education: High -0.012 -0.012

(0.026) (0.026)

HDI -0.030 -0.030

(0.067) (0.072)

V-Dem 0.196** 0.196**

(0.066) (0.071)

Gender: Female -0.010 -0.010

(0.019) (0.019)

Age: 35-54 -0.061** -0.061**

(0.024) (0.024)

Age: 55+ -0.313*** -0.313***

(0.026) (0.026)

Intercept 3.668*** 3.668***

(0.072) (0.076)

Variance

Country-level 0.092*** 0.106***

(0.027) (0.033)

Individual-level 3.010*** 3.010***

(0.023) (0.023)

N 32964 32964

AIC 129983.67 130037.32

BIC 130084.51 130138.16

ICC 0.03 0.03

Log Likelihood -64979.84 -65006.66

Degrees of freedom 9.00 9.00

Standard errors in parentheses, significance: *** p<.05, *** p<.01, *** p<.001
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