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Under what conditions does the US public support the domestic use of different institutions of
coercive state power? We theorize how the type of situation, the type of actor, the mission, and the
type of intervention influence public support for such missions. We use a preregistered conjoint

survey experiment to test our hypotheses and find that participants (i) are less supportive of interventions in
response to protests than to natural disasters or terrorism, (ii) generally prefer the police or the National
Guard to the military, (iii) mistrust order maintenance interventions, and (iv) prefer intervening actors be
unarmed. Preferences (ii)–(iv) are strongly conditioned on the type of event.We also find that Republicans
are more accepting of military actors, order maintenance interventions, armed interventions, and policing
responses to protests. We note implications for public trust in the military, the militarization of policing,
and the domestic use of federal forces.

T hroughout 2020, there was frequent news cov-
erage of the actual and potential use of the US
military to respond to a range of domestic secu-

rity challenges: the National Guard conducting coro-
navirus testing, the active-duty military taking part in
the Operation Warp Speed vaccine rollout program,
the use (and the lack of use) of the National Guard in
response to protests across the political spectrum, the
staging of active-duty forces to respond to unrest in
Washington, DC, the National Guard doing election
cybersecurity, and speculation over the role the active-
duty military might play in facilitating a presidential
transition. At the same time, the use of force by local
police, particularly against Black Americans, triggered
widespread protests and became an extremely salient
political issue. This created a tension: in many places
the police could not maintain order, and their deploy-
mentmight actually contribute to unrest, but discussion
of military alternatives seemed to risk public backlash.
Throughout these events, there was speculation

about public attitudes toward these actual and pro-
posed uses of the active-duty military and/or National
Guard but surprisingly little empirical evidence regard-
ing these attitudes. While there is a robust comparative
literature on the causes and potential consequences of
domestic military operations (see Harig, Jenne, and

Ruffa 2022 and Jenne and Martinez 2022 for excellent
overviews), very little of this literature examines public
opinion about these missions (see Flores-Macías and
Zarkin 2022, 1378). In the United States, almost no
systematic data exist on how the public perceives or
feels about such actions.1 Moreover, we know little
about howUS public responses to such domestic events
relate to US public opinion about uses of military
power more generally. While international relations
(IR) andAmericanist political scientists examine public
perceptions of the legitimacy ofmilitary actions abroad,
and criminologists explore the legitimacy of policing
behavior at home, neither consider (as of the writing of
this article) the legitimacy of various domestic uses of
the state’s coercive apparatus in the United States.2
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1 There is of course a large literature on how publics feel about
policing, particularly the use of force. See Tankebe (2014) for a
review of the U.S. literature on police legitimacy, and Flores-Macías
and Zarkin (2022) for a discussion of the comparative context. The
little public opinion data we do have from Latin America indicates
the public approves of domestic uses of the military (Flores-Macías
and Zarkin 2022; Pion-Berlin and Trinkunas 2005). Historical work
on the USA suggests that a similar dynamic can happen: the visibility
of domestic military deployments can positively affect public percep-
tions of the military but can also alienate segments of the population
unhappy with the role the military are playing (Coakley 1988; Cohn
2022; Laurie and Cole 1997; Scheips 2005). Esterhuyse (2019) notes
some of the concerns and tensions about such use, especially in a
divided society in the European context. In terms of U.S. public
opinion, Snyder (2020) includes some suggestive data on how domes-
tic deployments affect public confidence in the US, but there is
little else.
2 We are interested inwhat the literature calls “empirical legitimacy,”
or how people perceive the actor or action. We are not dealing with
“normative legitimacy,” or how well the actor/action conforms to
some ideal standard of behavior (Noppe, Verhage, and Van Damme
2017). This is primarily because we are not trying to determine
whether these uses of force are in fact legitimate (Beetham 1991)
but are instead trying to build a picture of the U.S. public’s
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This is an important gap to address, both for the
growing scholarly interest in these types of missions
and for the practical need to consider potential
responses to election-related and other political vio-
lence (as well as other nontraditional security threats),
the risk of which has increased in the United States and
elsewhere (see Kleinfeld 2021). We draw on these rich
literatures to help bridge this gap in the US setting.
Recent events, as well as the literature noted above,

suggest multiple questions about how the US public
might view the domestic use of coercive state power.
What conditions influence the level of public support
for domestic uses of coercive state power, and why?
How do key factors, such as the instigating event, the
responding actor, and the type of action the actor takes,
influence public support? In this article, we directly
address each of these questions. First, we consider
how such perceptions are influenced by the context in
which these actors are deployed—the type of event
they are responding to. Second, we consider how public
perceptions of domestic order operations (including
policing actions) are influenced by the actors involved.
The National Guard, for example, plays a dual role in
the United States. As part of the Total Force, it is a
deployable expeditionary operational reserve for the
active component of the federal military (Blankshain
2021; Summers-Lowe 2019), but as the descendant of
the original state militia forces, it is directly subordinate
to the governor and plays an explicit domestic order
role. We are particularly interested to see whether this
special status of the National Guard lends them more
legitimacy than the active component of the military in
domestic roles or than the police under certain circum-
stances. Third, and finally, we consider how the type of
intervention—that is the mission and whether the
actors are armed or unarmed—influences public sup-
port for these efforts. We further expect the effects of
the actors and intervention types to be conditional on
the context in which the intervention is happening.
Some of the factors we investigate seem straightfor-

ward. For example, we expect the public to support
interventions that are unarmed over those that are
armed, those that are focused on providing logistical
support rather than order maintenance, and those that
are in response to more traditional threat and disaster
scenarios rather than in response to political protests.3

Other factors, however, are more ambiguous. The
public, for example, may prefer local police interven-
tion rather than federal military intervention, or state
National Guard rather than either police or the mili-
tary. Alternatively, the public may view federal forces
as more neutral and professionalized than local police
or part-time National Guard members (Cohn 2022). It
is also possible that these factors will interact and, in
particular, that the scenario provoking deployment will
shape respondents’ preferences over actors and mis-
sion types. Finally, we note that how respondents feel
about many of these factors may depend on individual-
level factors such as partisanship or race. Our research
design allows us to examine these possibilities.

We test our predictions using a preregistered con-
joint design survey experiment4 in which we manipu-
late four treatments: the type of event provoking a state
response (Category-5 hurricane, Black Lives Matter
[left] protest, ReopenAmerica [right] protest, potential
terrorist attack, and disease outbreak), the intervening
actor (the military, active duty military, the National
Guard, or police), the purpose of the intervention
(provide logistical support or maintain order), and
whether the intervening actor is armed or unarmed.
Overall, we find that participants favor more limited
intervention (except in response to a terrorist threat).
When such interventions do occur, participants prefer
(i) authorities deploy local police forces or the National
Guard over federal military forces, (ii) those actors be
unarmed, and (iii) those actors conduct logistical sup-
port rather than order maintenance. We further find
evidence that support for interventions is conditional
upon the instigating event. Most notably, participants
are less likely to support the use of federal military
forces versus police or National Guard in response to
political protests. Yet, respondents (across partisan ID)
are less likely to object to an armed or order mainte-
nance response to a Black Lives Matter (BLM) protest
than to a ReopenAmerica protest. Finally, we find that
Republican respondents are more likely to support
interventions during political protests (regardless of
the political valence of the protest), order maintenance
interventions, and armed interventions.

These findings illuminate several areas of scholarly
and public interest. First, while some research suggests
that domestic deployments do not necessarily nega-
tively affect public confidence in the military within
theUnited States (Cohn 2022; Snyder 2020), we do find
that the public views an intervention by the regular
military as somewhat less desirable or legitimate than
one conducted by police or the National Guard. This
adds yet another wrinkle to the literature on what
constitutes “confidence” in the military and what fac-
tors affect it. Second, our findings support other

substantive beliefs about what uses of state coercive power would be
legitimate or appropriate and under what conditions. In short, we do
not know what the U.S. public’s ideal standard of behavior is, and
several of the scenarios we investigate imply strongly that the ideal
may itself be contested among social groups (implying Beetham’s
“legitimacy deficit,” but without any data on what various groups
think is appropriate, we cannot tell when a legitimacy deficit may be
happening).
3 These expectations are based on literature showing that most states
and publics make clear distinctions between logistical support (airlift
capacity, search and rescue, ground transport, supply of equipment,
etc.) and coercive or “order maintenance” activities (see e.g.,
Berndtsson and Ledberg 2023, 2–4; Durán et al. 2023, 2–9), that most
publics including the US public dislike order maintenance policing
and militarized policing (Berndtsson and Ledberg 2023; Fagan and
Davies 2000; Gau and Brunson 2010; Mummolo 2018), and that
traditional threat scenarios (such as terrorist threats and natural

disasters) are likely to garner more elite consensus and general
legitimacy than more politicized scenarios such as protests. Less is
known about pandemic intervention.
4 Our experiment was IRB approved and follows appropriate pro-
tocols regarding ethical standards of human subjects research, includ-
ing a certificate of informed consent (in which participants are
informed there are no risks or benefits to participating), clear debrief-
ing, and appropriate compensation.
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research that indicates that the US public in general
objects to intrusive, armed, order maintenance inter-
ventions, regardless of which actor is doing it and across
a range of instigating events (though less so in response
to traditional security threats). Republicans are, how-
ever, more accepting of this type of intervention. This
reinforces the need to disaggregate public opinion in
studies on civil-military and civil-police relations, as it is
clear that such views can differ widely among groups.

PRETTY PRUDENT? US PUBLIC SUPPORT
FOR MILITARY MISSIONS

Scholars of IR and US foreign policy have long been
interested in the question of what factors influence
public support for military operations abroad, finding
that the US public maintains some fairly consistent
attitudes in this realm (e.g., Holsti 2004; Shapiro and
Page 1988). This extensive body of research shows that
public support for such operations is influenced by a
variety of factors, including beliefs about mission legit-
imacy (Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler 2005; 2009; Jentleson
1992; Jentleson and Britton 1998; Reifler et al. 2014),
expectations about the costs of the mission (Caverley
2014; Flores-Macías and Kreps 2017; Gartner and
Segura 1998; Horowitz and Levendusky 2011; Kriner,
Lechase, and Cappella Zielinski 2018; Mueller 1973;
Reifler et al. 2014; Russett 1990), whether the president
is of the respondent’s party or not (Burbach 2019), what
other party elites are cuing (Bartels 2002; Berinsky
2007; 2009; Zaller 1992),5 whether there is elite con-
sensus or dissensus (Berinsky 2007; 2009; Zaller 1992),
and perceptions of or expectations about success
(Eichenberg 2005; Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler 2005;
2009).
Jentleson and Britton (1998) sort military operations

abroad into three categories—Foreign Policy
Restraint, Internal Political Change, andHumanitarian
Intervention—and find that the public consistently
supports certain types of missions more than others.
Their research posits that the underlying mechanism
for this differential support lies in a combination of the
differences in how the public perceives the legitimacy
and likely effectiveness of these operations. Missions
likely to be perceived as legitimate and effective—
particularly those categorized as Foreign Policy
Restraint, or what might be thought of as classic
defense of sovereignty missions—receive the highest
levels of public support (see also Kiratli 2023). Those
that are likely to be perceived as illegitimate or less
effective—particularly missions classified as Internal
Political Change—receive the least public support.
Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler (2005; 2009) explicitly test
these mechanisms, finding that both the perceived
legitimacy of a military operation and expectations of
its success do in fact matter for public support, with
success mattering more than legitimacy. Beliefs about
mission and/or actor legitimacy and expectations of

success may also shape support for domestic missions,
but we know little about what the US public views as
legitimate in the domestic realm or what types of
interventions they expect to be successful.

There is also a robust political science literature
regarding the factors that generally shape public sup-
port for domestic issues within the United States.6
Here, we know that partisanship, ideology, elite cues,
media coverage, race/ethnicity, gender, and a host of
other demographic factors matter. All this leads us to
expect more legitimacy for less politicized missions and
more straightforward threats. Yet, little if any of this
work explicitly considers the issue of support for
domestic military interventions within the USA. This
literature also tends to remain separate from the soci-
ology- and criminology-heavy literature on policing
and police legitimacy (see Bottoms and Tankebe
2012; Tankebe 2014; Worden and McLean 2017).
Indeed, public opinion research on policing and police
legitimacy tends to focus on slightly different depen-
dent variables than research on military operations
abroad. As a result, these two literatures do not speak
directly to one another.

Across the literature on public opinion toward US
foreign policy, the common dependent variable is pub-
lic support for military operations or missions, which is
believed to be based on public beliefs about the legit-
imacy of the mission and its likelihood of success. In
contrast, the dependent variable in studies of policing is
usually the legitimacy of the actor, generally believed to
derive from the police’s procedural justice (Tyler 2004;
2006;Worden andMcLean 2017) and possibly from the
public’s identity with the groups or power structures
supported by the police (Bradford,Milani, and Jackson
2017). Thus, while legitimacy is an important variable
in studies focused on foreign policy, it is usually applied
to understand support for the mission rather than the
actor conducting that mission (i.e., the military organi-
zation itself). Indeed, the legitimacy of the military
organization is largely assumed, at least in the context
of research on US public opinion. The same, however,
cannot be said of police organizations in the USA (or in
many other countries). One of our aims, therefore, is to
begin to bridge this gap in the literature by investigating
public support of different types of policing missions as
well as public attitudes about the legitimacy of different
actors performing those missions.7 Indeed, we believe
that the type of actor engaging in such missions may be
a critical component for perceptions of legitimacy and
effectiveness.

Finally, there is a large comparative literature on
domestic uses of militaries. Comparativists, particularly
those that focus on Latin America, examine (i) how the
public responds to the constabularization of military

5 However, Baum andGroeling (2010) note that the elasticity of such
drivers shifts over time.

6 Berinsky (2009) notes that, for the most part, the study of public
support for foreign policy (particularly military operations) largely
remains entirely separate from the study of public opinion on domes-
tic issues.
7 As Rathbun et al. (2016) note, attitudes about foreign policy and
attitudes about domestic policy are based on a coherent set of fairly
basic attributes and attitudes. Thus, it is reasonable to expect them to
be consistent and to study them together.

Jessica Blankshain, Lindsay P. Cohn, and Danielle L. Lupton
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forces (i.e., their use for policing and civil order pur-
poses) and (ii) how the domestic use of such military
forces affects civilians. Recent evidence clearly shows
that publics across Latin America support the domestic
use of military forces and perceive these actors to be
more effective than local or federal police forces,
despite clear evidence that employing the military
domestically increases civilian harms (e.g., Blair and
Weintraub 2023; Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021; 2024;
Harig 2020; Pion-Berlin 2017). Further evidence from
across Africa and theMiddle East indicates that publics
can clearly differentiate between different types of
militarized and policing actors (e.g., Revkin 2022),
and publics are sensitive to the use of violence by such
authorities (e.g., Curtice and Behlendorf 2021) but also
that militaries generally enjoy much higher levels of
trust and public legitimacy than police—as is also the
case in the USA. We believe it is important to examine
how these dynamics may play out in the USA, espe-
cially given the distinct historical context and civil-
military relations exhibited across states (see De Bruin
and Karbatak 2022).

PRUDENCE AT HOME: TRANSLATING US
PUBLIC SUPPORT INTO A DOMESTIC
CONTEXT

The question then becomes: how do these concepts
translate into public support for the use of coercive
state power in the US domestic context? While Jenne
and Martinez (2022) argue that the legal and constitu-
tional structure will both influence and be influenced by
domestic uses of the military, Cohn (2022) argues that
the legal context for such use in the USA is both
permissive and rather stable and that the more impor-
tant question (for understanding effects on public opin-
ion) is what roles the public believes are legitimate.We
further argue that perceptions of role legitimacy will
likely be linked to support—especially when an orga-
nization is deployed to complete a task not normally
associated with it, such as when actors who typically
operate in the international realm are asked to do so
domestically. We saw above that beliefs about mission
legitimacy are linked to support for military operations
abroad, and Tyler (2004) notes that support for police
and policing is linked directly to perceptions of the
legitimacy of their presence and behavior. Thus, there
is a clear concept that perceptions of legitimacy of
action should influence public support for the use of
the organization. The difficulty we currently face in the
US context is that we lack information on the public’s
views of the relative legitimacy of different actors
engaging in different domestic roles.
The literature on police legitimacy generally finds

that two of the main factors influencing such percep-
tions are procedural legitimacy (e.g., do the police
behave in ways that people perceive as fair, even if
they do not like the outcome?) (Jackson et al. 2013;
McCluskey, Mastrofski, and Parks 1999; Tyler 2004)
and “Order Maintenance Policing” techniques (e.g.,

stop and frisk techniques decrease police legitimacy)
(Fagan and Davies 2000; Gau and Brunson 2010).
Accordingly, this drives our argument to focus on four
key factors that can influence the perceived legitimacy
of the domestic use of coercive state power: (i) the
instigating event type, (ii) the actor deployed, (iii) the
purpose of the mission, and (iv) the type of
intervention used.

First, we hypothesize that public support for state
coercive force will vary by the instigating event. More
specifically, we anticipate the public will be more sup-
portive of responses to traditional security threats
rather than toward social issues, such as protests, or
for other humanitarian purposes, such as in response to
disease outbreaks. Our intuition here is in part moti-
vated by the findings of the military operations litera-
ture that shows that the US public sees “realpolitik” or
more “objective” threat missions as more legitimate for
the military than those focused on more interventionist
aims (Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler 2005; 2009; Jentleson
and Britten 1998; Kiratli 2023). Translating this to a
domestic contest would suggest that the public may be
more supportive of responses to traditional security
threats. These types of events are also far more likely
to generate elite consensus on the response. Moreover,
recent studies from criminology and sociology show
that the public generally opposes policing tactics during
protests (Metcalfe and Pickett 2022; Revkin 2022).

H1: Public support for use of state coercive force will
vary by the instigating event type. Public support for
different agents, missions, and types of intervention
may also vary by instigating event type.

Second, we hypothesize that public support for the
domestic use of state coercive force will vary by the
actor being deployed. In particular, we anticipate that
the public will be more supportive of the domestic use
of the National Guard and less supportive of active-
duty military use across scenarios but are agnostic as to
whether they will prefer police to the military actors or
not. On the one hand, conservatives in the USA tend to
favor state or local over federal control (Rendlemen
and Rogowski 2024), and some comparative research
indicates that publics (in this case, in Iraq) can distin-
guish between the actions of federal versus local police,
preferring action by local forces who may be viewed as
more restrained (Revkin 2022). As mentioned above,
there is also evidence that the use of military forces for
domestic missions increases harm to civilians (Blair and
Weintraub 2023; Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021;
2024). In the US context, Mummolo (2018) notes that
police forces that look more militarized enjoy lower
public confidence.

On the other hand, publics may be more supportive
of the use of military or National Guard personnel for
two reasons. First, there is extensive evidence that the
US public at large holds the military in high confidence
(e.g., Burbach 2019; Kennedy, Tyson, and Funk 2022;
Lupton and Webb 2022; Margulies and Blankshain
2022). Evidence from Latin America suggests that
police forces who look more like military forces are

I’m from the Government, and I’m Here to Help
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perceived as more effective (Flores-Macías and Zarkin
2022). Indeed, Latin American publics appear to trust
the military—rather than the police—to exercise better
restraint and to better respect human rights (Pion-
Berlin and Carreras 2017)8 and are increasingly accep-
tant of the domestic use of the military (Harig 2022).
Even more so, this increased trust in the military coin-
cides with reduced public support for police operations
(Sung Capellan, and Barthuly 2022). Second, the
increased politicization of police forces in the US con-
text may undermine this public trust, especially among
certain segments of American society (see Kennedy,
Tyson, and Funk 2022). This may be especially true as
such politicization has been accompanied by an
increased militarization of police forces (see Kraska
2007; Moule, Fox, and Parry 2019). Thus, it is possible
that the direction of this relationship between public
support for domestic force and the actor employed
could go either way.

H2: Public support for domestic force will vary by
actor.

Third, we hypothesize th1at mission type can further
shape public support for state coercive force. More
specifically, we anticipate that theUS public will bemore
resistant to interventions whose purpose is to maintain
order, as opposed to missions that primarily involve
providing logistical support. Our intuition here is again
linked to trends in policing. Order Maintenance Policing
(Fagan andDavies 2000; Kelling andWilson 1982) and a
police culture of easy resort to force (Cohn 2020; Kraska
2007) negatively affect both crime (i.e., they increase it)
and public trust (Metcalfe and Pickett 2022; Mummolo
2018; Nix, Ivanov, and Pickett 2021). These findings hold
beyond the US context. Research shows, for example,
that excessive police actions inUganda can lead to public
backlash against these actors and against the state
(Curtice and Behlendorf 2021). Accordingly, we believe
these actions will not only be seen as less legitimate but
will also garner less public support. Logistical support, on
the other hand, tends to be viewed positively
(Berndtsson and Ledberg 2023, 2–4; Durán et al. 2023).

H3: Public support for the domestic use of force will
vary by mission type.

Fourth, and finally, we hypothesize that support for
the domestic use of force will further vary by the type
of intervention employed—armed or unarmed. More
precisely, we anticipate that theUS public will bemore
resistant to armed interventions. As noted above,
there is evidence that militarized policing reduces
perceptions of legitimacy in the context of the USA
(Bieler 2016;Moule, Fox, and Parry 2019).9 Mummolo

(2018), for example, finds that images of heavily
armed or militarized police forces reduces public sup-
port for police funding and for increased police
patrols. Research on Latin America further suggests
that it is often difficult for militaries to perform con-
stabulary duties effectively, even when they are
trained to do so (Harig 2020; Pion-Berlin 2017). Sim-
ilarly, research fromAfrican politics shows that violent
and repressive police action can spur collective dissent
against authorities (Curtice and Behlendorf 2021).
And recent work indicates that armed policing
may induce negative US public responses in some
contexts (see Yesberg Brunton-Smith, and Bradford
2021).

H4: Public support for the domestic use of force will
vary by type of intervention.

In addition, and as we explain in more detail later in
this study, we further consider the underlying causal
mechanisms behind these hypothesized relationships.
As suggested by the literatures discussed above, par-
ticularly following Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler (2005),
we expect that perceptions of legitimacy and effective-
ness of the missions and actors drive public support for
and warmth toward these operations. Furthermore, we
consider how our identified factors may interact with
one another. Most notably, it is likely that the instigat-
ing event may condition participants’ perceptions of
the other aspects of an intervention. For example,
the public may support a specific actor intervening
in response to a terrorist attack, but not a disease
outbreak.

RESEARCH DESIGN

To test each of our hypotheses, we conduct a conjoint
design survey experiment in which we observe how
participants perceive distinct domestic uses of state
coercive power. More specifically, we assess how fac-
tors such as the type of event, the type of actor, and the
type of intervention matter for public perceptions of
approval, legitimacy, and effectiveness. Conjoint
design experiments have been employed to address a
wide variety of issues across international relations,
American politics, and comparative politics. The pri-
mary advantage of conjoint designs, when compared to
more traditional factorial designs, is their ability to
“assess the effect of one factor and compare this effect
to the effect of various other factors” (Knudsen and
Johannesson 2019, 2). Accordingly, they are particu-
larly well suited to study outcomes that can have
numerous contributing factors.

Survey Design

Participants in the survey read a series of vignettes in
which they are told about “a government response to a
domestic incident.” It is made clear to the respondents
that “all situations are hypothetical.” After reading
each vignette, participants answer a series of questions

8 This perception persists despite the evidence that the domestic use
of military forces in the region increases civilian harms (Blair and
Weintraub 2023; Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021; 2024).
9 Research in this space primarily stems from comparative politics as
well as the broader sociology and criminology/policing literature.
These studies tend to look at how prominent or visible the weapons
are (e.g., Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2022), that is, the actors are
obviously armed.
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meant to gauge their approval and feelings toward the
situation, as well as their perceptions of the legitimacy
and effectiveness of the use of coercive state power
domestically (see Bell 1982; Burbach 2019; Johnson
2005). Please note that at no point in the survey do
we use the term “coercive state power” when describ-
ing the situation to participants. Participants engage in
three rounds of decision-making, viewing, and respond-
ing to three distinct randomly assigned treatments
propagated using the Conjoint Design Survey Tool
(Strezhnev et al. 2014).
The experiment is a 5 × 4 × 2 × 2 design allowing for

80 distinct combinations. The first treatment varies the
type of event to which the state responds and has five
levels: “a Category-5 Hurricane,” “a Black Lives Mat-
ter (BLM) protest,” “a Reopen America protest,”10 “a
threat of multiple car bombs to be detonated by a
terrorist organization,” and “an outbreak of a highly
contagious and deadly disease.” For our analyses, we
employ the Category-5 Hurricane response as the
baseline category, as it is the most politically neutral.
We include two distinct types of protests here to cap-
ture the ideological diversity of recent protests, with the
BLM condition representing a left-leaning protest and
the Reopen America condition representing a right-
leaning protest. The second treatment considers the
type of actor who responds to the event and has four
levels: “the police,” “state-controlled National Guard
personnel,” “the military,” and “active-duty military
personnel.”Here, we employ the police as the baseline
category. We use the police as our baseline as they are
the default law enforcement and emergency response
organization. For the sake of comprehension and accu-
racy, the vignette also indicates which authority
invoked the responding actor.11 We did this primarily
to distinguish the federal actors (“the military” and
“the active-duty military”) from the state actors (the
NationalGuard). Future work could further investigate
the specific question of whether the public responds
differently to state versus federal use of NationalGuard
forces. We also believe it is important to include both
“the military” and “active-duty military personnel” as
the military is a more ambiguous term that includes a
host of personnel engaged in distinct activities and with
different designations (such as the reserve component
and theNationalGuard). Including both conditions will
provide more insight on what the public thinks of when
they hear “the military.” The third treatment focuses
on the type of intervention performed by the respond-
ing actor and has two levels: “provide transportation
and distribute supplies” and “maintain order.” The
former serves as our baseline. The final treatment
focuses on whether the responding actor is armed and
has two levels: “unarmed” and “armed.” We employ
unarmed as the baseline here.

Measuring Outcomes of Interest

After reading each vignette, participants are asked a
series of questions to gauge their approval of the
intervention, as well as their perceptions of the legiti-
macy and effectiveness of the intervention. We mea-
sure each of these perceptions with multiple constructs,
as this improves response reliability as well as external
and internal validity (McDermott 2002). To this end,
we purposely employmultipleDVs for each concept we
measure. Furthermore, we derive each of our DVs
from the literatures noted earlier. Work from studies
in sociology and policing largely focus on perceptions of
legitimacy, while studies from comparative politics
instead examine questions of public confidence and
perceptions of effectiveness. Accordingly, we include
DVs that speak directly to these literatures. We mea-
sure each of our DVs on a 7-point scale, as they are
more reliable and precise than 5-point scales (see
Russo et al. 2021).

Regarding approval, we first ask participants
whether they “approve” or “disapprove” of the inter-
vention as a binary measure. We then follow this up by
immediately asking their level of approval along a
7-point scale ranging from “strongly approve” to
“strongly disapprove.”As an additionalDV tomeasure
participants’ approval, we ask participants how they
“feel about this situation.” They are then able to rate
their feelings on a 7-point scale ranging from “very
warm or favorable” to “very cold or unfavorable.”
The inclusion of this measure allows us to further gauge
participants’ overall feelings toward the action.

In addition to approval, our main outcomes of inter-
est focus on perceptions of effectiveness and legitimacy
of the intervention. We measure effectiveness in two
ways. First, participants are asked to indicate on a
7-point scale how “effective or ineffective” they think
the action will be. Second, participants rate on a 7-point
scale the extent to which they think the actor will do a
“good or bad job in this situation.” Regarding legiti-
macy, we ask participants to directly rate on a 7-point
scale how “legitimate or illegitimate” they think the
action is. As a synonym for legitimacy, we also ask them
to indicate on a 7-point scale how “appropriate or
inappropriate” they think it is to deploy the actor in
the given situation. These alternate wordings are used
as a robustness check on sometimes difficult-to-
interpret terms like “legitimacy” and “effectiveness.”

Additional Measures

In addition to measuring our primary outcomes of
interest, we also include questions to gauge partici-
pants’ views on the government and civil liberties. We
ask these after the treatments so as not to prime the
participants. We also ask a standard battery of ques-
tions regarding ideology, partisanship, race/ethnicity,
age, income, regional location, feelings toward Donald
Trump, and whether the participant or an immediate
family member has ever served in the armed forces or
been a police officer. Research indicates that this num-
ber of decision tasks does not overwhelm participants

10 Including both a left- and a right-affiliated protest allows us to test
whether and how partisanship matters for beliefs about legitimacy
and effectiveness.
11 This consists of the President for the active-duty military and “the
military” treatments, the Governor for the National Guard treat-
ment, and mayors for the police treatment.
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or undermine response quality and response rate
(Bansak et al. 2018; Jenke et al. 2021).

Participant Selection and Demographics

We administered our survey through Qualtrics and
used their panel service for participant recruitment.
Our survey was IRB approved prior to launch and
preregistered with EGAP prior to data analysis. Our
sample consists of 1,241 US respondents which Qual-
trics quota-sampled to match the census on age, edu-
cation, and sex.12 We fielded the survey between
28 July and 14 August 2020. A small pilot began on
28 July, and we fully launched the survey on 3 August.
Our nation-wide sample is highly reflective of the US
adult population and closely matches census data on
key demographics. For example, 50.8% of our sample
identify as female. Regarding partisanship, 36.7% of
our sample identify as Democrats, while 29.3% identify
as Republicans. Just under two-thirds of our sample
(63.1%) have at least some college education and
11.4% of the sample hold a graduate degree.

RESULTS

Following Hainmueller and Hopkins (2015) and Hain-
mueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto (2014), among
others, the attributes presented to participants in the
conjoint design were randomized. As is standard for
conjoint design analyses, we estimate average marginal
component effects (AMCEs). Each of the figures pre-
sented shows the point estimates and 95% confidence
intervals of our regression analysis. As with other
conjoint design analyses, the effects should be inter-
preted in relation to the reference levels shown in the
figures. For each treatment, we chose what we believe
to be the most neutral category as our baseline refer-
ence level.

We begin by first examining the unconditional
AMCEs across each of our DVs, as shown in
Figure 1. In doing so, we find remarkably consistent
results. Most notably, participants view interventions in
response to a BLM protest, a Reopen America protest,
and a disease outbreak more negatively than in
response to a Category-5 hurricane (the baseline), with
these effects being statistically significant across each of
our six DVs. Thus, participants are skeptical of inter-
ventions into politically motivated situations, such as

FIGURE 1. Perceptions of DVs

Note: Dots represent OLS estimates with 95% confidence intervals. Coefficients reflect the change in approval and warmth for each
attribute relative to the baseline category. Baseline categories are depicted as dots without confidence intervals. Full regression results
available in Supplementary Table 1A.

12 We contracted our sample at a rate of $2.80 per participant.
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political protests, and these effects are particularly
strong for the BLM protest treatment. We also find
that participants are more skeptical of interventions
focused on maintaining order (rather than providing
logistic support) and that are armed (rather than
unarmed), with these effects being negative and statis-
tically significant when compared to the appropriate
baseline across each of our six DVs. We also find some
evidence that participants are more skeptical of inter-
ventions by the military, although these results are less
consistent across our DVs.
These findings suggest that, even in a context of

increased domestic uses of the military and significant
negativity toward police forces, popular feeling is more
skeptical of military versus police interventions. Fur-
thermore, the public is rather skeptical of various types
of militarized responses, including in that definition
armed responses and order maintenance responses as
well as intervention by a military actor. This raises
questions about the direction in which policing has
been moving for the last several decades, an issue we
explore further in our concluding discussion. Overall,
our findings thus far indicate that participants favor
limited interventions, but that when interventions do
occur, participants prefer: (i) authorities deploy local
actors rather than military personnel, (ii) those actors
be unarmed, and (iii) those actors provide logistical
support rather than maintain order. Furthermore, the
results of these analyses indicate that the substantive
effects of event type are particularly strong, an issue
which we explore in further detail below.

Disentangling the Role of Event Type

We expect that respondent’s views on the type of inter-
vention will vary by event. In our experimental con-
struct, we assigned participants to be evenly distributed
across event types. We, in some ways, model our differ-
ent scenarios along Jentleson and Britton’s (1998) three
Principal Policy Objectives: a threatened terrorist attack
is the most like a conventional and objective threat
requiring some kind of policing response, à la their
Foreign Policy Restraint. Protests of different political
stripes are most like their Internal Political Change,
involving valence issues and deeply subjective percep-
tions of threat, as well as less clarity about how useful or
necessary coercive force will be. Natural disasters like
hurricanes or pandemics are somewhat akin to their
Humanitarian Interventions: clearly a need for some
intervention but unclear who should do it.13
Thus, it is likely that the effects of our treatmentsmay

vary based on the type of event instigating the inter-
vention. Indeed, our analysis of unconditional AMCEs
(presented in Figure 1) indicates that varying the event
type had the largest substantive effect on participant
attitudes. We have no expectation that these events are

equally likely to occur in the real world. As a result,
unconditional AMCEs may provide a misleading pic-
ture of the public’s overall attitudes toward interven-
tions. For example, numerous analysts noted the
incredible disparity in police presence, and activity,
between BLM protests and the January 6 insurrection
at the Capitol (Booker 2021; Eligon 2021; Koerth
2021). Statistical evidence from the ACLED dataset
shows thatUS police forces aremore likely to intervene
during left-wing protests than during right-wing pro-
tests and are more likely to use violence against the
former, rather than the latter.14

Accordingly, we next focus our analysis on disaggre-
gating the influence of our actor and mission type
treatments by event type across each of our DVs. In
doing so, we believe we can provide further insight into
how the public makes calculations about their support
for intervention into different instigating events. To
examine the influence of event type, we once again
estimate AMCEs, but we now disaggregate these
effects based on the intervening event. In the figures
that follow, we present the point estimates and 95%
confidence intervals of our regression analyses. To get a
better understanding of the substantive effects of our
results, we also report unadjusted marginal means in
the text in terms of scale points (sp), following reporting
recommendations by Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley
(2020).15

Beginning with perceptions of approval, and as
shown in Figure 2, we find that participants’ approval
of distinct types of intervention is correlated with the
instigating event. Most notably, we see variation in
approval based on the intervening actor. Use of the
National Guard (as compared with the police)
increases intervention approval by 0.54sp (CI: 0.58,
0.50; p: 0.002) in response to a Cat-5 hurricane, and
by 0.49sp (CI: 0.51, 0.47; p: 0.014) in response to a
disease outbreak. In contrast, use of the military
reduces intervention approval by 0.89sp (CI: −0.89,
−0.88; p: 0.000) in response to a BLM protest and by
0.55sp (CI: −0.61, −0.49; p: 0.009) in response to a
Reopen America protest. Similarly, use of active-duty
military personnel reduces intervention approval by
0.75sp (CI: −0.76, −0.75; p: 0.002) when deployed in
response to a BLM protest and by 0.60sp (CI: −0.67,
−0.53; p: 0.007) in response to a Reopen America
Protest. Substantively, our results regarding BLM pro-
tests are particularly impactful here as this equates to a
23.4% reduction in approval when “the military” are
deployed and a 19.9% reduction in approval when
“active-duty military” are used. We also find that the
use of such active-duty military personnel increases
intervention approval by 0.42sp (CI: 0.43, 0.42; p:
0.040) when deployed during a disease outbreak.

We next examine the effect of mission type and
whether the intervening actor is (un)armed. We find
that participants are more skeptical of missions focused

13 For readers wondering why we did not make the pandemic treat-
ment the baseline, recent research indicates support for police
responses to pandemics is often politically motivated (Nix, Ivanov,
and Pickett 2021).

14 https://acleddata.com/special-projects/us-crisis-monitor/.
15 For similar reporting of conjoint results in the APSR, see Freder-
iksen (2022).

I’m from the Government, and I’m Here to Help

391

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 IP

 a
dd

re
ss

: 3
.1

7.
17

5.
24

, o
n 

31
 Ja

n 
20

25
 a

t 0
9:

38
:0

4,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

 h
tt

ps
://

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

24
00

03
39

https://acleddata.com/special-projects/us-crisis-monitor/
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055424000339


on maintaining order (when compared with those
focused on logistical support). Here, order mainte-
nance operations reduce approval by 0.61sp (CI:
−0.63, −0.58; p: 0.000) when used in response to a
Cat-5 hurricane, by 0.44sp (CI: −0.45, −0.44; p: 0.003)
when deployed in response to a Reopen America
protest, and by 0.63sp (CI: −0.64, −0.61; p: 0.000) when
used during a disease outbreak. Armed interventions
(when compared with unarmed interventions) also
reduce approval by 0.62sp (CI: −0.64, −0.59; p: 0.000)
when used in response to a Cat-5 hurricane, by 0.46sp
(CI: −0.49, −0.44; p: 0.000) when deployed in response
to a Reopen America protest, and by 0.58sp (CI: −0.63,
−0.54; p: 0.002) when employed during a disease out-
break. In contrast, armed intervention increases
approval by 0.39sp (CI: 0.42, 0.36; p: 0.004) when used
in response to a terrorist car bomb threat. It is impor-
tant to note that participants are not less likely to
reduce their approval for order maintenance or armed
interventions toward BLM protests, despite these fac-
tors reducing their approval when used toward Reopen
America protests.
Our measure for warmth yields similar results, as

shown in Figure 3. Here, we see that use of theNational

Guard in response to a Cat-5 hurricane increases feel-
ings of warmth by 0.50sp (CI: 0.54, 0.46; p: 0.002). In
contrast, use of the military reduces feelings of warmth
in response to a BLM protest by 0.67sp (CI: −0.68,
−0.66; p: 0.004) and to a Reopen America Protest by
0.47sp (CI: −0.53, −0.43; p: 0.019). We also find order
maintenance operations reduce feelings of warmth by
0.67sp (CI: −0.69, −0.64; p: 0.000) when used in
response to a Cat-5 hurricane, by 0.32sp (CI: −0.31,
−0.32; p: 0.029) when deployed toward a Reopen
America protest, and by 0.74sp (CI: −0.77, −0.72;
p: 0.000) when used during a disease outbreak. Armed
intervention increases feelings of warmth by 0.32sp (CI:
0.34, 0.30; p: 0.015) when used in response to a terrorist
car bomb, but such armed intervention reduces feelings
of warmth by 0.46sp (CI:-0.48, −0.44; p: 0.000) during a
Cat-5 hurricane, by 0.33sp (CI: −0.36, −0.32; p: 0.021)
when deployed in response to a Reopen America
Protest, and by 0.49sp (CI: −0.53,−0.44; p: 0.000) during
a disease outbreak. Note that there once again is no
statistical difference from the unarmed baseline for
responding to a BLM protest.

Similarly, in Figures 4 and 5, we see that responding
to a BLM protest with the military reduces perceptions

FIGURE 2. Approval by Intervention Event

Note:Dots represent OLS estimates with 95% confidence intervals. Coefficients reflect the change in approval for each attribute relative to
the baseline category. Baseline categories are depicted as dots without confidence intervals. Full regressions available in
Supplementary Table 5A.
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of legitimacy by 0.93sp (CI: −0.97, −0.91; p: 0.000) and
appropriateness by 0.96sp (CI:-0.98, −0.94; p: 0.000),
while responding with active-duty military personnel
specifically reduces perceptions of legitimacy by 0.83sp
(CI: −0.87, −0.80; p: 0.000) and appropriateness by
0.75sp (CI: −0.77, −0.74; p: 0.002). Substantively, these
results are particularly impactful, as this equates to a
23.7% reduction in perceived legitimacy and a 25.5%
reduction in perceived appropriateness when the mili-
tary are deployed and a 21.1% reduction in perceived
legitimacy and a 20.0% reduction in perceived appro-
priateness when active-duty military personnel are
used. Likewise, responding to a Reopen America pro-
test with the military reduces perceptions of legitimacy
by 0.47sp (CI: −0.52, −0.40; p: 0.028) and appropriate-
ness by 0.51sp (CI: −0.56, −0.45; p: 0.016), while
responding with active-duty military personnel reduces
perceptions of legitimacy by 0.48sp (CI: −0.55, −0.41; p:
0.030) and appropriateness by 0.49sp (CI: −0.56, −0.41;
p: 0.030). In contrast, responding to a disease outbreak
with the National Guard or active-duty military
increases perceptions of appropriateness by 0.48sp
(CI: 0.52, 0.43; p: 0.018) and by 0.43sp (CI: 0.45, 0.39;
p: 0.039), respectively. We also find that employing the
National Guard in response to a Cat-5 hurricane

increases perceptions of legitimacy by 0.49sp (CI:
0.51, 0.47; p: 0.004) and appropriateness by 0.63sp
(CI: −0.66, −0.59; p: 0.000).

In contrast, order maintenance interventions in
response to a Cat-5 hurricane are viewed as 0.69sp less
legitimate (CI: −0.70, −0.67; p: 0.000) and 0.68sp (CI:
−0.70, −0.66; p: 0.000) less appropriate. Such interven-
tions in response to disease outbreaks similarly are
viewed as 0.56sp (CI: −0.58, −0.55; p: 0.000) less legit-
imate and 0.69sp (CI: −0.71, −0.68; p: 0.000) less appro-
priate. Similarly, order maintenance interventions in
response to a Reopen America protest are viewed as
0.30sp less legitimate (CI: −0.30, −0.29; p: 0.000), but
there is no statistically significant effect for appropri-
ateness. Armed interventions reduce perceptions of
legitimacy by 0.42sp (CI: −0.43, −0.42; p: 0.001) and
appropriateness by 0.46sp (CI: −0.48, −0.44; p: 0.000)
when used in response to a Cat-5 hurricane. They
similarly reduce perceptions of legitimacy by 0.43sp
(CI: −0.48, −0.37; p: 0.003) and appropriateness by
0.44sp (CI: −0.49, −0.40; p: 0.003) when deployed dur-
ing a disease outbreak. Armed intervention in response
to a Reopen America protest also reduces perceptions
of legitimacy by 0.58sp (CI: −0.60, −0.55; p: 0.000) and
appropriateness by 0.41sp (CI: −0.43, −0.38; p: 0.008).

FIGURE 3. Warmth by Intervention Event

Note:Dots representOLSestimateswith 95% confidence intervals. Coefficients reflect the change in perceived legitimacy for each attribute
relative to the baseline category. Baseline categories are depicted as dots without confidence intervals. Full regressions available in
Supplementary Table 6A.
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Notably, we find no such similar results for armed
intervention into a BLM protest. Finally, such armed
interventions increase perceptions of legitimacy by
0.38sp (CI: 0.40, 0.35; p: 0.005) when used in response
to a terrorist car bomb.
Finally, we turn to our results regarding perceptions of

effectiveness and participants’ confidence that the inter-
vening actorwill do a good job, as shown in Figures 6 and
7.Here,we find that responding toaCat-5hurricanewith
the National Guard increases perceptions of effective-
ness by 0.59sp (CI: 0.62, 0.55; p: 0.000) and increases
confidence that the intervening actor will do a good job
by 0.60sp (CI: 0.64, 0.55; p: 0.000). Responding to aCat-5
hurricane with the military also increases such confi-
dence by 0.45sp (CI: 0.47, 0.42; p: 0.006). Similarly,
deploying the National Guard or active-duty military
personnel in response to a disease outbreak increases
perceptions of effectiveness by 0.41sp (CI: 0.44, 0.39; p:
0.026) and by 0.53sp (CI: 0.54, 0.53; p: 0.006), respec-
tively, but is not statistically significant for confidence in
job quality. Conversely, responding to a BLM protest
with the military reduces perceptions of effectiveness by
0.55sp (CI: −0.56, −0.54; p: 0.015).
Regarding the influence of order maintenance oper-

ations, we find that employing such operations in

response to a Cat-5 hurricane reduces perceptions of
effectiveness by 0.60sp (CI: −0.63, −0.57; p: 0.000) and
confidence in job quality by 0.61sp (CI: −0.64, −0.58; p:
0.000). Similarly, such operations reduce perceptions of
effectiveness by 0.47sp (CI: −0.49, −0.46; p: 0.001) and
confidence in job quality by 0.29sp (CI: −0.29, −0.29; p:
0.037) when deployed in response to a Reopen Amer-
ica protest. Participants are also skeptical of such oper-
ations when used during a disease outbreak, as
effectiveness decreases by 0.77sp (CI: −0.81, −0.75; p:
0.000) and confidence in job quality decreases by 0.71sp
(CI: −0.73, −0.69; p: 0.000) when compared to the
baseline. Finally, we find that armed interventions
significantly influence perceptions of effectiveness
and confidence in job quality for each of the event
types except for a BLM protest. Here, armed interven-
tions reduce effectiveness by 0.39sp (CI: −0.40, −0.37; p:
0.001) in response to a Cat-5 hurricane, by 0.30sp (CI:
−0.32, −0.29; p: 0.035) in response to aReopenAmerica
Protest, and by 0.33sp (CI: −0.37,−0.29; p: 0.019) during
a disease outbreak. Armed interventions also reduce
confidence that the actor will do a good job by 0.36sp
(CI: −0.39, −0.34; p: 0.002) when used in response to a
Cat-5 hurricane, by 0.42sp (CI: −0.44, −0.39; p: 0.003) in
response to a Reopen America Protest, and by 0.47sp

FIGURE 4. Legitimacy by Intervention Event

Note:Dots representOLSestimateswith 95% confidence intervals. Coefficients reflect the change in perceived legitimacy for each attribute
relative to the baseline category. Baseline categories are depicted as dots without confidence intervals. Full regressions available in
Supplementary Table 7A.
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(CI: −0.51, −0.42; p: 0.000) during a disease outbreak.
In contrast, armed interventions increase perceptions
of effectiveness by 0.43sp (CI: 0.44, 0.41; p: 0.001) and
confidence in job quality by 0.37sp (CI: 0.39, 0.36; p:
0.002) when deployed in response to a terrorist
car bomb.
As a whole, these results inform us about how the

public views the role of the National Guard and other
military actors. Most notably, our findings indicate that
participants are most supportive of the use of the
National Guard in response to humanitarian crises, like
mass weather events and disease outbreaks. Our results
also suggest that participants are indeed able to distin-
guish between different types of military actors and
weigh the use of these actors based on the instigating
event.16 Participants are largely skeptical of the use of
military actors in response to domestic political pro-
tests. Yet, it is troubling (if not disturbing) that

participants are critical of the use of armed interven-
tions in response to Reopen America protests, but not
in response to BLM protests. Similarly, we find evi-
dence (albeit less consistently so) that participants are
less critical of order maintenance operations when
used during BLM protests. We explore each of these
findings and their policy implications further in the
conclusion.

Additional Analyses

We next (briefly) explore the mechanisms that might be
driving participants’ approval, beyond the conditioning
effect of event type. As argued by Gelpi, Feaver, and
Reifler (2005; 2009), support for military operations
depends on perceptions of legitimacy and, even more
importantly, the likelihood of success (see also Eichen-
berg 2005).17Accordingly,we consider howparticipants’
perceptions of legitimacy and appropriateness as well as
effectiveness and job quality may influence their
approval and general feeling toward an intervention.

FIGURE 5. Appropriateness by Intervention Event

Note: Dots represent OLS estimates with 95% confidence intervals. Coefficients reflect the change in perceived appropriateness for each
attribute relative to the baseline category. Baseline categories are depicted as dots without confidence intervals. Full regressions available
in Supplementary Table 8A.

16 Our results for “themilitary” and “active-dutymilitary” are largely
indistinguishable, with some caveats. Overall, participants seem to be
more supportive of the use of active-duty military personnel in
response to a disease outbreak and more skeptical of the use of
“themilitary” in response to a BLMprotest; yet, there is quite a bit of
variance here based on the DV being measured.

17 However, Berinsky (2009) notes that this has less to do with actual
success than with beliefs about prospective success shaped by elite
framing.
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As shown in Supplementary Figures 1A and 2A, we find
that participants’ approval and warmth are indeed sig-
nificantly associated with perceptions of legitimacy,
appropriateness, effectiveness, and job quality. Partici-
pants who view the intervention as legitimate, appropri-
ate, effective, orwho think the intervening actorwill do a
good job have significantly higher approval and warmth
ratings of the situation, even when controlling for treat-
ment effects.18 Conversely, participants who perceive
the intervention to be illegitimate, inappropriate, inef-
fective, or who think the intervening actor will do a bad
job exhibit significantly lower approval and warmth
ratings of the situation, even when controlling for treat-
ment effects.19 While we cannot draw conclusions about
the causal direction of these associations, our findings
are consistent with the argument that the public makes a
cost–benefit calculation with respect to supporting
domestic operations, similar to the one they make for
foreign operations. That is, they take into consideration
legitimacy and likely effectiveness when weighing

whether to approve, rather than simply approving or
disapproving all such state actions.

We also consider how our results may vary based on
two additional factors: the partisanship and race/ethnic-
ity of participants. We believe that, given the politically
sensitive nature of the treatments and the strong findings
across the American politics literature regarding the
effects of partisanship and race/ethnicity on political
preferences, it is important to include these variables
in our analyses. There is little reason to believe that
participants’ responses to questions regarding their par-
tisanship or race/ethnicity (which we asked post-
treatment) will be influenced by the treatments or their
responses to our dependent variables.20

Our results, available in Supplementary Table 2A,
show that there are indeed some distinctions between

FIGURE 6. Effectiveness by Intervention Event

Note: Dots represent OLS estimates with 95% confidence intervals. Coefficients reflect the change in perceived effectiveness for each
attribute relative to the baseline category. Baseline categories are depicted as dots without confidence intervals. Full regressions available
in Supplementary Table 9A.

18 Each of these effects is significant at the 0.001 level.
19 Each of these is significant at the 0.001 level, except for the
influence of the belief that an intervention will be ineffective on
approval, which is significant at the 0.01 level.

20 Randomization into the treatment conditions means that the
experimental factors are orthogonal to the demographic covariates
by design. Scholars caution that researchers should not condition
their analyses on post-treatment variables as this can introduce post-
treatment bias into the results, undermining the base logic of exper-
imental design (see Montgomery, Nyhan, and Torres 2018). How-
ever, responses to partisanship and race are unlikely to be affected by
participants’ responses to the treatment. Accordingly, we do not
believe this introduces post-treatment bias.
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the perceptions of Republicans and Democrats. Repub-
licans are significantly more likely than Democrats to
approve of interventions into BLM protests (p: 0.000)
and Reopen America Protests (p: 0.002). They are also
significantly more likely to approve of interventions that
employ the National Guard (p: 0.017) or the military
(p: 0.000), as well as order maintenance (p: 0.001) and
armed (p: 0.000) interventions. Additional analyses of
each of the remaining primary outcomes of interest
confirm these results. Regarding race/ethnicity, we find
little evidence that white respondents exhibit distinct
preferences in response to our treatments when com-
pared to either Black respondents or all respondents of
color, as shown in Supplementary Tables 3A and 4A.21

CONCLUSIONS

Our study finds remarkably consistent evidence across
our survey experiment that US participants prefer

more limited uses of the state’s coercive apparatus
domestically, apart from preferring armed responses
to a threatened terrorist attack. Furthermore, we find
consistent support for each of our preregistered
hypotheses. First, compared to a hurricane, partici-
pants are overall less supportive of interventions in
response to a BLM protest, to a Reopen America
protest, or to a disease outbreak, demonstrating that
the instigating event is important (H1). Second, there is
clear evidence that respondents prefer that local police
or the National Guard conduct these interventions,
rather than federal military forces, indicating that the
type of actor conducting the intervention matters (H2).
These effects appear to be especially pronounced for
responses to disease outbreaks, natural disasters
(where participants prefer the use of the National
Guard over the police), and for interventions into
political protests (where participants prefer the use of
the police over the military). Third, participants are
further skeptical of interventions that focus on main-
taining order, providing evidence that the mission type
is a critical factor in public perceptions (H3). Further-
more, participants are particularly skeptical of order
maintenance operations in response to natural disas-
ters, disease outbreaks, or a Reopen America Protest.

FIGURE 7. Confidence in Job Quality by Intervention Event

Note: Dots represent OLS estimates with 95% confidence intervals. Coefficients reflect the change in perception that the actor will do a
good/bad job for each attribute relative to the baseline category. Baseline categories are depicted as dots without confidence intervals. Full
regressions available in Supplementary Table 10A.

21 Further analyses comparing white versus Black participants or all
participants of color with results broken down by event type confirms
no significant differences between these groups.
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Fourth, and finally, we also find that participants prefer
intervening actors be unarmed (with the exception of
response to terrorist threats), indicating that the type of
intervention also matters (H4). Additional tests reveal
that partisanship can be an important factor influencing
these perceptions. Republican respondents are more
likely to support interventions during political protests
(regardless of the political valence of the protest), order
maintenance interventions, and armed interventions.
However, we find little evidence that respondent race/
ethnicity is associated with distinct perceptions
(in contrast to Carey and Cisneros 2023).
Our study carries critical implications for both

scholars and policymakers. First, our argument and
results speak to the broader questions of public trust
and confidence in the military, particularly from an
Americanist and IR perspective. We find that partici-
pants in our experiment viewed intervention by “the
military” or “the active-duty military” as less desirable
or legitimate than one conducted by the police. Yet
most studies of public trust in the military across IR
(and foreign policy analysis) orAmerican politics fail to
consider the domestic role the military plays, particu-
larly in an era of heightened partisan polarization in the
USA. This indicates a need for scholars to delve more
deeply into the relationships between public beliefs
about actor legitimacy and proper role conceptions
and the public’s actual experiences with different actors
in different scenarios. It will be important to untangle
how the characteristics of such situational uses may
influence public perceptions of the armed forces, or
indeed, vice versa (Bradford, Milani, and Jackson
2017).
While scholars have long recognized that the public

is not monolithic in its support for the military institu-
tion, our study shows that we also need to consider the
role of the context of military action in such public
perceptions. Respondents generally viewed the
National Guard as either equally legitimate/appropri-
ate/effective as the police, or slightly better. This indi-
cates that the public potentially do differentiate
between “the military” and the National Guard, and
that they recognize a distinction in their roles and mis-
sions. We do caveat, however, that in our survey the
National Guard treatment stated that they were sent in
by the governor, and participants may be responding to
that prompt rather than, or in addition to, the National
Guard prompt itself. More research is needed to under-
stand what the public knows or believes about the
National Guard. Still, our results point to support from
participants for the use of the National Guard in
response to natural disasters and disease outbreaks.
Second, our study speaks to current public debates

regarding the influence of police militarization on pub-
lic policy and domestic support of the police and other
armed actors. In this regard, our research supports
other work that indicates that the public generally
objects to intrusive, armed, order maintenance inter-
ventions. Yet, we show that partisanship is a sharp
divider of opinion, as Republicans are more accepting
of this type of intervention than others. Furthermore,
they are more accepting of these types of interventions

in response to protests. Third, and relatedly, the results
of our study lend a word of caution to future work on
these issues. Our work reiterates the need for public
opinion studies on civil-military and civil-police rela-
tions within the USA, as well as more work on the
perceptions of and beliefs about the National Guard.
We urge scholars to consider how the norms in each
realm may differ. In particular, we see the need for
more scholarship on how the public views the appro-
priate roles of each actor. One could argue that the
increased use of themilitary in theUS domestic context
could lead to a “hollowing out” of civil-military rela-
tions (see Zaverucha 2000), which should be of keen
interest to both scholars and policymakers. Yet, unlike
work focusing on Latin American politics, our research
indicates that the US public is less trusting of the use of
military forces domestically. Thus, we encourage future
work to consider how the state of civil-military relations
across different countries (or regions) may influence
perceptions of domestic uses of state force.

Finally, and relatedly, our study carries important
policy implications, particularly regarding recent trends
in policemilitarization aswell as debates over the use of
federal forces domestically and the professionalization
of theNational Guard (see Burbach, Cohn, and Lupton
2020; Lupton, Burbach, andCohn 2020). Participants in
our study clearly did not believe that military forces are
an appropriate substitute for police forces, despite
broad public trust in the military and despite concerns
about police tactics more broadly. Evenwith suggestive
evidence that domestic uses of the military or National
Guard do not dampen public support of the military as
an institution (Cohn 2022; Snyder 2020), our research
shows that popular feeling is ex ante skeptical of both
the appropriateness and effectiveness of such uses of
military personnel. We find the public is skeptical of
militarized responses, including armed responses,
order maintenance responses, and responses by federal
military personnel. Accordingly, this raises serious
questions and intense doubt about the direction in
which policing has been moving for the past several
decades, and about the willingness of the executive to
employ federal forces domestically.
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