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Abstract

[bookmark: _Hlk173319390]Democracies tend to comply with international law in their interactions with other democracies. When autocracies interact with democracies or with other autocracies, compliance with international law is much less likely. This is why autocratic regimes tend not only to increase noncompliance with international law by their own actions but also to spread noncompliance in other states in their vicinity. In contrast, shifting towards democracy carries with it the advantage of better interactions with other democracies. This is why a shift to democracy usually happens in waves, with multiple autocracies that realize democracy will be better for all of them. The result is a dynamic equilibrium between the continual spreading of autocracy and noncompliance and waves of democratization leading to more compliance. This paper will begin to investigate how the dynamic equilibrium evolves over time, with a focus on the spread of non-compliance. The paper employs data about UN General Assembly votes to determine how practices of compliance and noncompliance tend to spread between states. 
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1. [bookmark: _Toc212314885]Introduction

It is a well-known fact that democracies tend not to go to war with other democracies. In fact, when democracies interact with other democracies, they usually comply with international law. In contrast, autocracies are notorious for breaking international law more than democracies. When a democracy interacts with an autocracy, it may be forced to shift its behavior toward noncompliance with international law. This implies that noncompliance with international law can easily spread from autocracies to democracies and quickly engulf growing parts of the international community. 

Fortunately, there is also a counterforce to the spreading of noncompliance. When states shift to democracy, it is beneficial for them to do that together with states in their area. The benefits of being a democracy are significantly increased when a democracy interacts with other democracies because then all interacting states comply with international law and peacefully act in ways that are advantageous to all parties. Changes to democracy, therefore, usually happen in “waves” involving many states at the same time. 

What emerges are two vectors that form a dynamic equilibrium. On the one hand, noncompliance spreads from autocracies to democracies; on the other hand, autocracies shift towards becoming democracies in concentrated waves. The fate of compliance with international law depends on the interaction of these two vectors. What remains to be examined is what are the channels that spread behaviors between the states. In other words, which states are likely to follow the behavior of which states? Only by examining these channels, one can make educated guesses on how the global arena is likely to evolve over the years. 

To analyze these channels of influence, the paper investigates UN General Assembly votes on violations of international law. The paper employs principal component analysis of each UN resolution, capturing the similarity of institutional framework (i.e., rule of law, political stability, degree of democracy, etc.) between the voting party in the UN and the violator of international law. The paper offers a novel measure of non-compliance and checks whether sharing the same side on a UN vote correlates with similar tendencies towards more or less compliance with international law. 

The new technique to investigate how likely it is that states will influence one another’s behavior, combined with novel ways to measure accurately the compliance practices of states make it possible to make viable predictions about how international practices of compliance or noncompliance with international law will develop. 

Part 2 provides a literature review and an explanation of the theory. Part 3 describes the model and the methodology used. Part 4 relates the results of the empirical investigation. Part 5 concludes. 

2. [bookmark: _Toc212314886]Literature review and theoretical mechanisms at work

Most international law scholars are familiar with the famous quote of Louis Henkin “Almost all nations observe almost all principles of international law and almost all of their obligations almost all of the time” (Henkin, 1979 at 47). But is this quote really true? Or rather, more precisely, is it saying something concrete about the practice of states? Without an accurate metric specifying how to count every act of noncompliance, it is easy to come up with such a general statement about the compliance of states without really saying that much. 

Noncompliance of states with international obligations is a real and prevalent problem (Cogan, 2006). Many scholars have tried to understand and to address this issue (Pineschi, 2024; Tagle, 2015; Gross, 2004; Farer, 2003; Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998; Koh, 1997; Frowein, 1994; Zoller, 1984; Henkin, 1979; Kadish, 1973). For example, Oona Hathaway associates some of the phenomenon of noncompliance with the tendency of states to undertake obligations they do not intend to fulfil just because doing so could boost their reputation (Hathaway, 2002). Luckner and Fikfak (2023) investigate a dynamic network of unitary actors and explore with a threshold model how the norm of compliance-with-ECtHR-judgements moves within the network, and how states associate and disassociate from one another in the course of establishing and spreading a norm. They show that (a) rather than strictly favouring compliance under all conditions, the network of states tends towards non-compliance often, (b) the behaviour of compliance is not and cannot be seen as a series of isolated actions by individual states, and that (c) compliance rates are locked in relatively quickly and subsequently do not change much over time (Luckner and Fikfak, 2023). Whereas Findley at al. (2025) argue that the material self-interest remains an all-too-powerful temptation to violate international standards and rules.

Moreover, Chayes and Chayes (1993) suggest that noncompliance with international law is a deviant rather than an expected behaviour, and as endemic rather than deliberate. Furthermore, Parente (2023) suggests that compliance may sometimes result from democratic leaders adjusting compliance behavior according to public opinion, especially when the implicated actor is popular. In particular, Parente (2023) advocates the view that compliance is a function of proximity to the next presidential election, therefore necessitating greater responsiveness to the public’s opinions, and the public’s attitudes toward the actor implicated by the ruling. Parente (2023) tests her argument on an original dataset of all Inter-American Court rulings implicating the military where she shows that if the public does not support the military, the probability of compliance increases closer to an election; however, if the public does support the military, the probability of compliance decreases. Finally, van Aaken and Simsek (2021) argue that compliance theory needs reframing in order to realize the array of positive inducements already existing and their potential in international law.

To understand why states fail to comply, it is therefore crucial to understand how the reputation of states works, both because states tend to undertake obligations in order to boost their reputation, and because when states are caught failing to comply, they suffer a reputational sanction. 

The most intuitive theory of state reputation was developed by Andrew Guzman. According to this theory, reputation is a tool used by states to signal their low-discount rate. A low-discount rate is an indication of how much a state values the future. Doing something that creates an immediate cost in the hope of a future gain signals a low discount rate because it shows the state cares enough about future gains to justify undertaking an immediate cost. States gain from signaling their low-discount rate because this means their treaty partners will believe them, knowing that they will not go back on their obligations in pursuit of quick gains (Guzman 2008). 

When states undertake a treaty obligation, this accordingly creates a reputational benefit because the state limits its freedom of action (Moore 2003). When a state violates a treaty obligation, its reputation will be damaged because it is not willing to face the immediate costs of compliance in exchange for maintaining its standing in the international community (Guzman 2008). Finally, if a state is caught violating international law by an international court, but then complies with the orders of that court, this compliance with the judgment can help rebuild some of the damage to the state’s reputation (Dothan 2015). 

Democracies are usually states with a lower discount rate than non-democracies. The reason is that just like international obligations limit the ability of the state to act and constitute an immediate cost so do the guarantees that democracies are committed to like human rights, constitutional limitations and checks and balances in government. A state that respects democratic principles even when it is difficult to do so, shows that it is willing to sustain immediate costs for the potential of future benefits (Farber 2002). The same low discount rate that guides states into preserving their domestic constitution guides them towards compliance with the international obligations undertaken by the state. 

Another way to think about discount rate of democracies is to consider that usually democratic leaders care about the survival and success of the state in the long run. Autocratic leaders care only about the continuation of their own government and this is why they care less about what will happen in the distant future (Ginsburg 2021). Compliance with international law implies costs now and benefits only later in the future, a time frame that non-democratic leaders do not think about. 

In accordance with these observations about the low discount rate of democracies, there are many indicators of their greater respect and greater use of international law. Democracies sign more treaties than non-democracies, they have a larger propensity to use a variety of international tribunals and they tend to join international organizations with more precise obligations in their charters (Ginsburg 2021). 

The neat picture of democracies that comply with international law more than nondemocracies is blurred when the two types of countries interact with each other. When states interact with other states, their actions have an effect on states they interact with. This means that states do not operate in isolation. Democracies do not go to war with other democracies, but they often fight against non-democracies (Ginsburg 2021, 31-32). When a country that is committed to compliance is met with a non-compliant country that endangers it, it may resort to war and to violations of international law. 

This dynamic suggests that non-compliance with international law is contagious. A community of compliant states can be infiltrated by a noncompliant state and gradually the other compliant states would shift to noncompliance. Just like a community of actors that play cooperate in a stag-hunt game would gradually shift to playing defect if infiltrated by actors that play defect, so would the community of states shift from compliance to noncompliance if invaded by nondemocracies (Dothan 2022). 

This doesn’t mean that democracies are doomed to extinction in any evolutionary model. Mutual compliance with international law brings with it significant benefits in the interactions between states. It means both states get better deals, do not waste resources on conflicts, and their mutually beneficial agreements are respected. Additionally, when democracies go to war against nondemocracies, the democracies usually win (Ginsburg 2021, 31-32).

This means that there are plenty of reasons to transition into democracy. Moreover, when many states that interact much with one another transition to democracy at the same time, the benefits to the groups of states are particularly large. This explains the phenomenon of “democratic waves” when many states shift to democracy around the same time (Gunitsky 2018). 

On the other hand, the clear advantages of shifting to a low-abiding democracy are always counter-balanced by the contagious effects of non-compliance. States that interact with noncompliant states would have an incentive not to comply themselves, carrying through the practice of noncompliance to yet other states. The ultimate condition of states would be determined by a dynamic equilibrium motivated by two contradictory vectors: (1) the contagious element of noncompliance stemming from the incentive to reciprocate and repeat international law violations (2) the contagious element of democracy stemming from the higher returns democracies can collectively secure by fruitful collaboration (Dothan 2022). 

The focus of this paper is on the spread of noncompliance among states. It will attempt to isolate the factors that determine how practices of noncompliance travel between states. By examining how noncompliance spreads among states, this paper brings research one step closer to determining the outcome of the dynamic equilibrium regulating state compliance with international law. 

3. [bookmark: _Toc212314887]Data and Methodology

[bookmark: _Toc212314888]3.1 	Identification Strategy

Our empirical analysis tests the central mechanism of the theoretical model: the dynamic equilibrium between compliance and non-compliance with international law. Specifically, we examine how institutional distance from violators shapes the probability that a given country votes in favor of UN General Assembly (UNGA) resolutions condemning breaches of international law. The underlying hypothesis is that governments whose governance quality diverges from that of the violator are more likely to align with international norms, while those institutionally proximate to the violator exhibit higher tolerance or support for norm violations.

The empirical design leverages the full corpus of UNGA resolutions from 1946 to 2023 that address violations of international law, including issues related to sovereignty, human rights, territorial integrity, and the use of force. Each country–resolution pair represents a unique observation of a compliance choice. The dependent variable  takes the value 1 if country i votes in favor of the resolution k (signalling compliance with international law) at time t, 0 if it abstains or is absent, and -1 if it votes against the resolution (signalling non-compliance or support for the violator).

The principal explanatory variable captures the institutional distance between the voting country and the violator. Using governance indicators from the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset, we extract the first principal component of standardized institutional attributes, including the rule of law, political stability, and degree of democracy, to construct a unidimensional latent measure  for each country-year combination. This measure is then compared to the corresponding weighted score of the violators in year ,  to compute the normalized institutional distance:



Where  denotes the weighted average of the violators governance scores in year . The underlying ratio effectively captures the degree of similarity between the institutional frameworks of the voting country and the violator. Positive values indicate institutional dissimilarity (i.e. governance stronger than the violator), while values close to one suggest convergence with the violators governance norms. By multiplying this ratio with a categorical variable denoting voting behavior, , we obtain a continuous measure of compliance:



Which captures both the strategic and attitudinal dimensions of voting by embedding the institutional context (through Z) as well as the behavioral stance (through D) in the compliance score. In turn, the resulting variable produces a continuous compliance score that varies across countries, resolutions and time. Unlike more traditional dichotomous measures of compliance, our specification allows for dynamic cross-sectional and temporal comparison.

The empirical analysis proceeds in two stages. In the first stage, we begin by estimating a baseline problit and logit models linking the probability of pro-compliance vote to the country-level institutional distance from the violators of international law. The basic probit specification that takes place is:



Where  represents the vector of control variables,  is the set of country-fixed effects,  is the set of time-fixed effects common to all countries, and  denotes the random error term. To mitigate potential omitted variable bias from unobserved cross-sectional and temporal factors, our empirical approach employs the high-dimensional fixed-effects estimator (Correia et. al. 2016) which allows for the simultaneous inclusion of country-, year- and resolution-fixed effects. The key parameter of interest is  which represents the elasticity of compliance with respect to the governance distance from the violators’ norms. Our theoretical expectation is that  which implies that increasing the distance from the violators governance norms is associated with greater compliance with international law.

The second stage extends the analysis by estimating annual latent ideal points of compliance for each country using a Bayesian Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) procedure. Following Epstein (2007a), the approach models each state’s underlying policy preference as a time-varying ideal point inferred from its observed voting record. Thus, for  voting countries and  violators over a finite horizon , the latent compliance propensity is defined as:



where the inverse hyperbolic sine transformation smooths the distribution of governance distances and retains interpretability for zero or negative values. Using the Metropolis-Hastings algorithm, a large sequence of posterior samples is drawn for each country–year pair, generating more than 1.5 million iterations per unit of observation and approximately 2.5 billion draws in total. From the resulting posterior distributions, we compute posterior means, standard deviations, and credible intervals for each country’s latent compliance score. This particular ideal-point framework provides a continuous measure of each state’s revealed preference for compliance, permitting the analysis of dynamic trajectories of international-law alignment across time and regime type.

Posterior intervals are used to quantify uncertainty around the estimated compliance measures. The variance of each posterior distribution is decomposed into short-run (cyclical) and long-run (deterministic) components, identifying whether deviations from the international-law benchmark are transitory or structural. To tackle the robustness of our estimators, alternative weighting schemes for multi-violator years are implemented, along with randomization and block-sampling checks. All estimations are conducted with clustered standard errors at the country level.

[bookmark: _Toc212314889]3.2		Samples and descriptive statistics

The empirical analysis draws on the complete corpus of United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) resolutions that explicitly address violations of international law between 1946 and 2023. This universe includes resolutions dealing with breaches of sovereignty, human-rights abuses, acts of aggression, and non-compliance with multilateral obligations. After a systematic review, we identify 188 resolutions meeting these criteria. For each resolution, we calculate the governance distance between every UN member state and the weighted average of the violators’ governance characteristics. This procedure mitigates the bias that would result if the reference point were based on a single country, thereby ensuring that violations are detected through a non-uniform and representative distribution across time and regions.

The full sample consists of 6,342 country-year-resolution observations capturing latent policy preferences toward compliance with international law. The key variables, (i) vote in favor of the resolution is binary and (ii) the compliance ideal point, is continuous and unbounded. Negative values denote dissent from international norms and condemnation of the violator, values around zero correspond to neutrality or abstention, and positive values reflect latent or explicit support for the violator. To complement this measure, we compile a second dataset of 23,405 matched observations of country-level votes on each resolution. The dependent variable can take three distinct values: a vote in favor of the resolution, an abstention, or a vote against it. Because a vote in favor of the resolution is typically interpreted as support for the enforcement of international law, this outcome serves as our main indicator of compliance behavior.

Constructing a coherent benchmark for governance distance presents methodological challenges, since in most years more than one state commits an internationally recognized violation. To overcome this, we compute a weighted average of the quality-of-governance scores for all violators in a given year, with weights reflecting the relative salience of each violation as captured by UN citation frequency. In years with a single violator, the reference point naturally coincides with that country’s governance score. This procedure ensures that our compliance parameters are not excessively influenced by isolated cases and that the resulting measure retains both conceptual clarity and empirical comparability. Table 1 reports a representative corpus of the UNGA resolutions included in the sample, ranging from early post-war conflicts to contemporary crises. Examples include Resolution 109 (1947) on threats to Greek sovereignty by Turkey, Resolution 498 (1951) condemning Chinese intervention in Korea, Resolution 1761 (1962) recommending sanctions against apartheid South Africa, Resolution 338 (1973) calling for an end to the Yom Kippur War, Resolution 47/121 (1993) condemning ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, Resolution 68/262 (2014) reaffirming Ukraine’s territorial integrity, and Resolution ES-11/4 (2022) defending the principles of the UN Charter in the context of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

Table 1: A Sample of UN General Assembly Resolutions on the Violation of International Law
	Resolution
	Year
	Question
	Violator
	Defender

	Resolution 109
	1947
	Threats to the political independence and territorial integrity of Greece
	Turkey
	Greece

	Resolution 289
	1949
	On the Question of the disposal of the former Italian colonies: recommending that Libya should be independent not later than January 1, 1952
	Italy
	Lybia

	Resolution 498
	1951
	China to cease all hostilities on the Korean peninsula, its armed forces continue invasion of Korea & large-scale attacks upon UN forces
	China
	S. Korea

	Resolution 500
	1951
	general trade embargo against People's Republic of China and North Korea for their aggression in Korea
	China & N Korea
	S. Korea

	Resolution 498
	1951
	Response to the intervention of Chinese Communist troops in Korean War
	N Korea
	S. Korea

	Resolution 505
	1952
	Threats to the political independence and territorial integrity of China 
	Soviet Union
	China

	Resolution A/RES/616(VII)[B]
	1952
	The question of race conflict in South Africa resulting from the policies of apartheid of the Government of the Union of South Africa 
	South Africa
	black population

	Resolution A/RES/721(VIII)
	1953
	The question of race conflict in South Africa resulting from the policies of apartheid of the Government of the Union of South Africa
	South Africa
	black population

	Resolution 804
	1953
	Question of atrocities committed by the North Korean and Chinese Communist forces
	China
	S. Korea

	Resolution 815
	1954
	Complaint by the Union of Burma regarding aggression against it by the Government of the Republic of China
	China
	Burma

	Resolution A/RES/917(X)
	1955
	The question of race conflict in South Africa resulting from the policies of apartheid of the Government of the Union of South Africa 
	South Africa
	black population

	Resolution 997(ES-I)
	1956
	Suez crisis
	France & UK
	Egypt

	Resolution 1105
	1956
	The situation in Hungary
	Russia
	Hungary

	Resolution 1180
	1957
	The Korean question
	N. Korea
	S. Korea

	Resolution A/RES/1248(XIII)
	1959
	Question of race conflict in South Africa resulting from the policies of apartheid of the Government of the Union of South Africa
	South Africa
	black population

	Resolution A/RES/1375(XIV)
	1959
	Question of race conflict in South Africa resulting from the policies of apartheid of the Government of the Union of South Africa
	South Africa
	black population

	Resolution A/RES/1627(XVI)
	1961
	Assassination of the Prime Minister of Burundi
	Ruanda
	Burundi

	Resolution 1740
	1961
	The Korean question 
	N. Korea
	S. Korea

	Resolution 1741
	1961
	Question of Hungary
	Russia
	Hungary

	Resolution A/RES/1663(XVI)
	1961
	The question of race conflict in South Africa resulting from the policies of apartheid of the Government of the Repulbic of South Africa
	South Africa
	black population

	Resolution A/RES/1746(XVI)
	1962
	The future of Ruanda-Urundi
	Ruanda
	Burundi

	Resolution 1761
	1962
	Recommended sanctions against South Africa in response to the governments policy of apartheid.
	South Africa
	black population

	Resolution 1964
	1963
	The Korean question
	N. Korea
	S. Korea

	Resolution 2065
	1965
	Question of the Falkland Islands
	Argentina
	UK

	Resolution 2132
	1965
	The Korean question
	N. Korea
	S. Korea

	Resolution 2105
	1965
	Implementation of the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples 
	N. Korea
	S. Korea

	Resolution 2079
	1965
	Question of Tibet
	China
	Tibet

	Resolution 2077
	1965
	Question of Cyprus
	Turkey
	Cyprus

	Resolution 2668
	1970
	Question of Korea
	N. Korea
	S. Korea

	Resolution 338
	1973
	called for an end to the Yom Kippur (October) War of 1973, in which Israel faced an offensive led by Egypt and Syria. 
	Egypt
	Israel

	Resolution 33/75
	1978
	Urges the Security Council to take all necessary measures for ensuring UN decisions on the maintenance of international peace and security.
	Israel
	Palestinians

	Resolution 34/37
	1979
	Deplored Moroccan occupation of Western Sahara and urged to terminate it.
	Morocco
	Western Sahara

	Resolution 36/172C
	1981
	Acts of agression by the apartheid regime against Angola and other independent African States
	South Africa
	Angola

	Resolution 37/18
	1982
	Armed Israeli agression against Iraqi nuclear installations 
	Israel
	Iraq

	Resolution A/RES/37/3
	1982
	Consequences of the prolongation of the armed conflict between Iran and Iraq
	Iran
	Iraq

	Resolution S/RES/714(1991)
	1991
	on peaceful settlement of the armed conflict in El Salvador
	El Salvador
	own population

	Resolution 47/121
	1993
	condemned ethnic cleansing of the Bosnian Muslims by the Bosnian Serbs as genocide.
	Serbia
	Bosnia & Hercegovina

	Resolution S/RES/1244
	1999
	Condemning all acts of violence against the Kosovo population as well as all terrorist acts by any party.
	Serbia
	Kosovo

	Resolution 62/243
	2006
	sovereignty and territorial integrity" of Azerbaijan, internationally recognized borders, immediate, complete and unconditional withdrawal of Armenians
	Armenia
	Azerbaijan

	Resolution 62/167
	2007
	Expressed serious concern about human rights in North Korea.
	N. Korea
	its own population

	Resolution 63/3
	2008
	Request for an advisory opinion of the ICJ on whether the unilateral declaration of independence of Kosovo is in accordance with international law
	Serbia
	Kosovo

	Resolution 62/243
	2008
	The situation in Nagorno-Karabakh.
	Armenia
	Azerbaijan

	Resolution 1633 
	2008
	On consequences of the war between Georgia and Russia.
	Russia
	Georgia

	Resolution A/RES/64/10
	2009
	Follow-up to the report of the United Nations Fact-Finding Mission on the Gaza Conflict : resolution
	Israel
	Palestine

	Resolution A/RES/64/296
	2010
	Status of internally displaced persons and refugees from Abkhazia, Georgia, and the Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia, Georgia 
	Russia
	Georgia

	Resolution 64/298
	2010
	Request for an advisory opinion of the ICJ on whether the unilateral declaration of independence of Kosovo is in accordance with international law
	Serbia
	Kosovo

	Resolution A/RES/65/287
	2011
	Status of internally displaced persons and refugees from Abkhazia, Georgia, and the Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia, Georgia
	Russia
	Georgia

	Resolution A/RES/66/253B
	2012
	The situation in the Syrian Arab Republic
	Syria
	

	Resolution A/RES/66/253A
	2012
	The situation in the Syrian Arab Republic
	Syria
	own population

	Resolution A/RES/67/262
	2013
	The situation in the Syrian Arab Republic
	Syria
	

	Resolution 68/262
	2014
	Territorial integrity of Ukraine.
	Russia
	Ukraine

	Resolution A/RES/70/265
	2016
	Status of internally displaced persons and refugees from Abkhazia, Georgia, and the Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia, Georgia
	Russia
	Georgia

	Resolution A/RES/71/130
	2016
	The Situation in the Syrian Arab Republic
	Syria
	own population

	Resolution A/RES/71/290
	2017
	Status of internally displaced persons and refugees from Abkhazia, Georgia, and the Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia, Georgia
	Russia
	Georgia

	Resolution ES-10/19
	2017
	Status of Jerusalem
	Israel
	Palestine

	Resolution 73/263
	2018
	Situation of human rights in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol, Ukraine.
	Russia
	Ukraine

	Resolution 72/191
	2018
	Situation of Human Rights in the Syrian Arab Republic.
	Syria
	own population

	Resolution A/RES/72/282
	2018
	Complete and unconditional withdrawal of foreign military forces from the territory of the Republic of Moldova
	Russia
	Moldova

	Resolution A/RES/73/194
	2018
	Problem of the militarization of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol, Ukraine, as well as parts of the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov
	Russia
	Ukraine

	Resolution ES-10/L.23
	2018
	llegal Israeli actions in Occupied E Jerusalem and the rest of the Occupied Palestinian Territory" and "Protection of the Palestinian civilian population
	Israel
	Palestine

	Resolution 75/287
	2021
	The situation in Myanmar 
	Myanmar
	own population

	Resolution 76/70
	2021
	Problem of the militarization of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol, Ukraine, as well as parts of the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov
	Russia
	Ukraine

	Resolution ES-11/1
	2022
	 Aggression against Ukraine
	Russia
	Ukraine

	Resolution ES-11/2
	2022
	 Humanitarian consequences of the aggression against Ukraine
	Russia
	Ukraine

	Resolution ES-11/3
	2022
	 Suspension of the rights of membership of the Russian Federation in the Human Rights Council
	Russia
	Ukraine

	Resolution 76/262
	2022
	Standing mandate for a General Assembly debate when a veto is cast in the Security Council
	Russia
	Ukraine

	Resolution A/RES/77/208
	2022
	The right of the Palestinian people to self-determination 
	Israel
	Palestine

	Resolution A/RES/77/228
	2022
	Situation of human rights in the Islamic Republic of Iran
	Iran
	own population

	Resolution A/RES/77/230
	2022
	Situation of human rights in the Syrian Arab Republic 
	Syria
	own population

	Resolution A/RES/77/247
	2022
	Israeli practices affecting the human rights of the Palestinian people in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, including East Jerusalem
	Israel
	Palestine

	Resolution A/RES/77/208
	2022
	The right of the Palestinian people to self-determination 
	Israel
	Palestine

	Resolution ES‑11/1
	2022
	Aggresion against Ukraine
	Russia
	Ukraine

	Resolution A/RES/77/125
	2022
	The occupied Syrian Golan 
	Israel
	Siria

	Resolution ES-11/4
	2022
	Territorial integrity of Ukraine: defending the principles of the Charter of the United Nations
	Russia
	Ukraine

	Resolution A/RES/ES-11/6
	2023
	Principles of the Charter of the United Nations underlying a comprehensive, just and lasting peace in Ukraine
	Russia
	Ukraine





Figure 1: Frequency distribution of the violation of international law by the aggressor countries, 1946-2023
[image: ]

The descriptive evidence reveals distinct geographical and temporal patterns. Figure 1 plots the frequency distribution of aggressor countries, showing that Russia, Israel, and North Korea appear most frequently as violators of international law. Figure 2 illustrates the distribution of victims, indicating that approximately fifteen percent of all resolutions concern Ukraine, thirteen percent concern South Korea, and eleven percent relate to an aggressor’s own population, typically in the context of internal repression or civil conflict. Across all resolutions, roughly sixty-two percent of the recorded votes support the resolution condemning the violation, confirming that the majority of UN member states systematically endorse the enforcement of international legal norms. The estimated compliance ideal-point variable is positive on average, signifying a general tendency toward compliance, although it exhibits substantial variance across countries and periods.



Figure 2: Frequency distribution of violation of international law by the victim, 1946-2023
[image: ]

The average governance-distance measure between UN members and aggressor states is negative, implying that, on average, national governance structures are more similar to those of violators than to the idealized benchmark of full legal compliance. This asymmetry underscores the structural tension between states’ formal commitments to international law and their practical affinities with the institutional environments of violators. Descriptive statistics summarized in Table 2 confirm this pattern. The mean share of votes in favor of resolutions is 0.62, while the mean of the compliance ideal-point variable is 0.59. The average governance distance equals -1.22 with a standard deviation of 2.48, indicating wide heterogeneity in institutional proximity to violators. 

Structural covariates used for robustness analyses further characterize the sample include real GDP per capita is approximately 9,912 USD with large cross-country dispersion, mean population size is 3.5 million with substantial right-skewness, and the frequency of coups d’état is relatively low at 0.04 per year. The average urbanization rate equals 33%, while an indicator for internal armed conflict is positive in about fourteen percent of observations. 

Together, these statistics depict a diverse international sample spanning the full spectrum of economic development, demographic size, and political stability. Overall, the control variables exhibit rich variation across both time and countries, providing an empirical foundation well suited for the estimation of dynamic compliance equilibria. The combination of institutional-distance measures, latent ideal points, and high-frequency voting data offers a novel and granular lens through which to examine how governments balance strategic alignment with normative commitment in their observable support for international law.


Table 2: Descriptive Statistics
	
	# paired matched obs
	Mean
	Std
	Min
	Max

	Panel A: Outcomes

	Vote in favor of the resolution
	23,425
	0.621
	0.484
	0
	1

	Vote ideal point
	19,736
	0.589
	0.526
	-0.870
	1.473

	Panel B: Key treatment variable of interest

	Governance quality distance (member vs. aggressor)
	18,021
	-1.223
	2.484
	-5.021
	7.413

	Panel B: Structural covariates

	GDP per capita
	17,444
	9911.88
	12554.02
	2860
	111851

	Population size
	17,444
	3554.84
	12.302.59
	6.798
	147614.2

	Coup d’etat
	14,079
	0.043
	0.223
	0
	3

	Urbanization rate
	10,597
	0.328
	0.201
	0.034
	1.487

	Civil war
	11,114
	0.139
	0.346
	0
	1
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Table 3 presents the baseline linear probability estimates linking institutional proximity to violators of international law with the probability of compliance, defined as a vote in favor of the corresponding United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) resolution. Columns (1), (3), and (5) include progressively richer sets of unobserved effects, country and time fixed effects, to mitigate potential omitted-variable bias arising from persistent heterogeneity in institutional and geopolitical characteristics. Columns (2), (4), and (6) employ the high-dimensional fixed-effects estimator proposed by Correia et al. (2016), which allows for the simultaneous inclusion of country-, year-, and resolution-fixed effects. This specification captures nuanced spatio-temporal heterogeneity, accounting for resolution-specific idiosyncrasies or global shocks that might influence voting patterns.

The results confirm the theoretical expectations. In the baseline specification, an increase in institutional distance from the violator is associated with a 4.5 percentage point rise in the probability of voting in favor of the general assembly resolution, indicating greater compliance with international law and lower tolerance for violations. The inclusion of time-fixed effects in column (3) slightly reduces the coefficient to 3.8 percentage points, reflecting the influence of common temporal shocks such as global crises or shifts in international norms. When the model is further extended to include interaction fixed effects at the country-year level, the coefficient remains positive and statistically significant, though its magnitude declines to 2.1 percentage points. This reduction highlights the role of unobserved time-varying factors, such as temporary alliances, diplomatic rhetoric, or external pressure, that may jointly affect voting behavior. The persistence of statistical significance, however, suggests that the underlying relationship between governance distance and compliance is robust. In substantive terms, countries that are institutionally more dissimilar to the violators of international law exhibit systematically higher probabilities of casting votes consistent with international legal norms.

Table 3: Linear Probability Estimates of the Institutional Proximity to Violator on Compliance with International Law, 1946-2023
	
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	(4)
	(5)
	(6)

	
	LPM
	High-Dimensional Fixed Effect
	LPM
	High-Dimensional Fixed Effect
	LPM
	High-Dimensional Fixed Effect

	Governance Distance
	0.045***
(0.005)
	0.018*
(0.013)
	0.038***
(0.0123)
	0.042***
(0.013)
	0.041***
(0.006)
	0.021***
(0.008)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Covariates
	YES
	NO
	YES
	YES
	YES
	YES

	Country-Fixed Effects
(p-value)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)

	Time-Fixed Effects
(p-value)
	NO
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)

	Resolution-Fixed Effects
(p-value)
	NO
	YES
(0.000)
	NO
	YES
(0.000)
	NO
	YES
(0.000)

	Country-Year Fixed Effects
(p-value)
	NO
	NO
	NO
	NO
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	# resolutions
	75
	75
	75
	75
	75
	75

	# countries
	218
	218
	218
	218
	218
	218

	# paired observations
	8,454
	8,494
	8,454
	8,494
	8,454
	8,494

	Notes: the table reports the effects of the similarity with violators governance norms on the compliance with international law using the full corpus of UN General Assembly resolutions for the period 1947-2022. Coefficient estimates are obtained from linear probability models (LPM) and high-dimensional fixed-effects estimators following Correia et. al. (2016). The LPM expresses the probability of voting in favor of the UN resolution as a linear function of governance distance and controls. The high-dimensional estimator absorbs multiple sets of fixed effects (country, year, and resolution) simultaneously to remove unobserved heterogeneity. Standard errors are clustered at the country level to account for serial correlation within countries over time, and are reported in the parentheses. Statistical significance is denoted by *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.



[bookmark: _Toc212314892]	4.2	Probit and logit estimates

To examine the robustness of the linear probability findings, we estimate a series of probit and logit models in Table 4, which are more appropriate for binary dependent variables and more efficient in the presence of heteroskedasticity. Across specifications, the results remain qualitatively unchanged and quantitatively stronger. In the full model with unobserved heterogeneity, a 10 percent increase in the institutional distance between a member state and the violator increases the probability of voting in favor of the resolution between 14.5 and 17 percent in the probit model specification (p-value<0.001). When the assumption of normally distributed stochastic voting shocks is relaxed using the logit specification, the estimated probability gain rises further to 25-29 percent, also significant at conventional levels.

These estimates reveal a robust bandwagon effect in compliance behavior. When the overall quality of governance improves globally, the propensity to comply with international law tends to amplify itself through strategic imitation. As more countries join the “wagon” of compliance, adherence becomes the modal behavior. Conversely, when the average governance quality deteriorates across the international system, the likelihood of compliance falls, reflected in higher rates of abstention or opposition to resolutions condemning violations. Even though the magnitude of this negative spillover is smaller, it remains statistically significant. The interpretation aligns with theoretical expectations from dynamic equilibrium model. During periods of institutional deterioration, short-term payoffs from opportunistic non-compliance dominate, particularly among developing countries, which exhibit higher rates of abstention in such contexts.

Overall, the probit and logit estimates reinforce the baseline findings, demonstrating that institutional distance from the violator is a powerful and statistically significant determinant of compliance behavior. The marginal effects are stable across specifications, and the log-likelihood ratio tests indicate that model fit improves substantially when governance distance is included as an explanatory variable. The count values between 0.67 and 0.69 confirm that the models capture a large share of the systematic variation in voting outcomes and successfully predicts around two thirds of the voting outcomes in the United Nations General Assembly.

Table 4: Probit and Logit Estimated Effects of Institutional Distance on Compliance with International Law, 1946-2023
	
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	(4)

	
	Probit
	Logit
	Probit
	Logit

	Governance Distance
	0.145***
(0.018)
	0.252***
(0.033)
	0.169***
(0.042)
	0.293***
(0.071)

	
	
	
	
	

	Covariates
	YES
	YES
	YES
	YES

	Country-Fixed Effects
(p-value)
	YES
	YES
	YES
	YES

	Time-Fixed Effects
(p-value)
	NO
	NO
	YES
	YES

	
	
	
	
	

	Log LR Test
(p-value)
	844.65
(0.000)
	848.32
(0.000)
	1195.39
(0.000)
	1204.14
(0.000)

	Count R2
	0.67
	0.67
	0.69
	0.69

	
	
	
	
	

	# countries
	164
	218
	153
	218

	# paired observations
	8,437
	8,494
	8,007
	8,494

	Notes: the table reports the effect of the similarity with violators governance norms on the probability of compliance with the international law using the full corpus of UN General Assembly resolutions for the period 1947-2022. Coefficient estimates are obtained using probit and logit models of the probability of voting in favor of UN General Assembly resolutions addressing violations of international law. Both specifications include country and year fixed effects where indicated. Covariates control for GDP per capita, population size, urbanization, and conflict incidence. Standard errors are clustered at the country level to allow for serial correlation of residuals within countries, and are reported in the parentheses. Statistical significance is denoted by *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.



[bookmark: _Toc212314893]	4.3	Effects by political regime: democracies vs. non-democracies

A key question in the analysis is whether the relationship between governance distance and compliance with international law varies across political regimes. To address this, we estimate separate models for democracies and non-democracies using Boix et. al. (2003) classification criteria. The results, reported in Table 3, reveal striking heterogeneity. In democratic states, greater institutional similarity with the violators of international law is associated with a 16 percent decrease in the probability of voting in favor of the resolution, indicating a marked departure from the compliance benchmark. When the same relationship is estimated using a logit model, the magnitude of the effect increases to 32 percent (p < 0.001). This pattern is consistent with the idea that democracies, being more responsive to reputational incentives and international scrutiny, exhibit a more pronounced behavioral adjustment when their institutional characteristics diverge from those of violators.

In contrast, for non-democratic regimes the estimated probit and logit coefficients on governance distance in columns (3) and (4) are statistically indistinguishable from zero. This null effect suggests that in autocracies, institutional dissimilarity from violators does not systematically translate into differences in compliance behavior. Authoritarian governments appear less sensitive to the reputational or normative dimensions of international law, treating UNGA voting decisions as primarily strategic rather than normative acts. This divergence across regime types provides compelling evidence that compliance with international law is conditioned not only by structural similarity to violators but also by domestic institutional constraints and the degree of political accountability. Democracies internalize the reputational costs of non-compliance more strongly, while autocracies face limited external or domestic pressure to conform to international norms. The log-likelihood ratio tests and count R2 values reinforce this interpretation. Among democracies, both the probit and logit specifications display high explanatory power (count R2 = 0.71), while the corresponding models for non-democracies yield near-zero coefficients and lower overall fit. These results reveal a sharp bifurcation in the mechanisms underpinning compliance behavior. In democratic regimes, compliance with international law operates through reputational and institutional channels consistent with dynamic equilibrium theory, whereas in non-democratic regimes, compliance is driven by opportunism, alliances, and short-term geopolitical calculus.

Table 5: Probit and Logit Estimated Effects of Institutional Distance on Compliance with International Law in Democracies and Non-Democracies, 1946-2023
	
	Democracies
	Non-Democracies

	
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	(4)

	
	Probit
	Logit
	Probit
	Logit

	Governance Distance
	0.165*
(0.087)
	0.329***
(0.149)
	0.691
(0.204)
	0.099
(0.115)

	
	
	
	
	

	Covariates
	YES
	YES
	YES
	YES

	Country-Fixed Effects
(p-value)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)

	Time-Fixed Effects
(p-value)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)

	
	
	
	
	

	Log LR Test
(p-value)
	588.68
(0.000)
	597.55
(0.000)
	1036.89
(0.000)
	1044.99
(0.000)

	Count R2
	0.71
	0.71
	0.72
	0.71

	# observations
	2,853
	2,853
	5,103
	5,103

	# countries
	80
	80
	115
	115

	Notes: the table reports the effect of the similarity with violators governance norms on the probability of compliance with the international law across democracies and non-democracies using the full corpus of UN General Assembly resolutions for the period 1947-2022. The classification of political regimes into democracies and non-democracies is based on the binary classification proposed by Boix et. al. (2003). Coefficient estimates are obtained using probit and logit models of the probability of voting in favor of UN General Assembly resolutions addressing violations of international law. Both specifications include country and year fixed effects where indicated. Covariates control for GDP per capita, population size, urbanization, and conflict incidence. Standard errors are clustered at the country level to allow for serial correlation of residuals within countries, and are reported in the parentheses. Statistical significance is denoted by *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.
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To probe the temporal dynamics of compliance with international law, we estimate annual ideal points for each country using a Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) procedure applied to the full corpus of United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) resolutions from 1946 to 2023. This approach constructs a continuous latent trait of compliance at the country-year level by jointly modeling all voting decisions as draws from an underlying distribution of policy preferences. The method produces posterior means and standard errors for each ideal point, allowing the construction of empirical confidence intervals and dynamic trajectories over time. This framework captures the evolution of compliance behavior and enables us to assess whether respect for international law has become more or less pronounced across different political regimes and periods.

Table 6 reports the estimated effect of institutional distance from the violators on the compliance with international law. The full-sample estimates in column (1) show that increasing the institutional distance in governance quality from the weighted average of violators is associated with an approximately 30 percent increase in the dynamic ideal point of compliance with international law (i.e. p-value<0.001). This implies that as a country’s governance diverges from the institutional characteristics of violators, its revealed propensity to comply with international norms rises sharply. The relationship is stable and statistically significant across specifications, reinforcing the interpretation that institutional quality is a powerful predictor of behavioral adherence to legal norms in the international arena.

Among democracies, as reported in column (1) the effect is substantially larger, roughly 60 percent higher than the baseline, indicating that improvements in governance quality translate more forcefully into normative alignment with international law. This amplification can be interpreted as evidence that democratic institutions magnify the reputational and audience-cost mechanisms underpinning compliance. In democracies, leaders are electorally accountable, foreign-policy decisions are scrutinized by the public and the media, and deviations from international norms generate visible legitimacy costs. As a result, institutional distance from violators acts not only as a structural marker of quality governance but also as a reputational amplifier that reinforces the incentive to uphold international law.

Interestingly, even within the sample of non-democracies, indicated in column (3), the estimated effect remains positive and significant: improving governance quality relative to the violator is associated with a 37-percent increase in the probability of compliance. Although authoritarian regimes face weaker domestic accountability, they remain embedded in networks of trade, aid, and diplomacy where reputation matters. The positive effect therefore suggests that better-governed autocracies internalize at least some external legitimacy incentives. They may comply not out of normative conviction but out of instrumental rationality, seeking international recognition, foreign investment, or reduced sanction risk. The finding reveals that compliance can operate through strategic adaptation even when domestic accountability is limited.

The bandwagon effect is particularly pronounced among mature democracies, reported in column (4). Increasing the governance distance from violators by one standard deviation predicts a 55 percent rise in the dynamic ideal point of compliance. This large effect reflects the self-reinforcing nature of reputational equilibria in consolidated democratic systems. Mature democracies have accumulated decades of institutional credibility and have deeply internalized the procedural and normative expectations of the international community. Because their foreign-policy decisions are observed and emulated by others, compliance signals not only adherence but leadership. The resulting reputational externality means that each act of compliance strengthens the expected payoff to future compliance, generating a virtuous cycle of norm reinforcement. In this context, the bandwagon effect manifests as an institutional contagion of legitimacy where countries with long democratic histories lead by example, and the credibility of their behavior pulls others toward the compliance equilibrium.

By contrast, the effect among third-wave democracies, those that transitioned in the 1970s and 1980s, is only about one-third the size of that observed in mature democracies. The smaller magnitude likely reflects the persistence of transitional legacies and incomplete reputational consolidation. Although these countries have been democratic for several decades, many experienced political volatility, corruption episodes, or policy reversals that diluted the perceived reliability of their commitments. Their domestic institutions may also remain less deeply anchored in international legal norms. Consequently, even as governance quality improves, the credibility of compliance signals remains lower, producing a more modest translation of institutional distance into observable adherence. In theoretical terms, third-wave democracies occupy an intermediate equilibrium, no longer constrained by authoritarian opportunism, yet not fully endowed with the reputational capital characteristic of long-standing democracies.

Finally, the estimated effect among post-communist and new democracies, in column (6), is roughly two-thirds the magnitude of that observed in mature democracies, a result that is both substantively meaningful and theoretically revealing. These states, most of which democratized after 1990, entered the international system under conditions of institutional flux and high external scrutiny. Their accession to global and regional organizations, such as the European Union, NATO, and various UN bodies, created strong external anchors of compliance. In many of these countries, the drive to demonstrate international respectability was integral to the consolidation of democratic identity. The relatively strong responsiveness of compliance behavior to governance improvements therefore reflects the disciplining effect of external conditionality. Unlike older democracies, where compliance is endogenous to reputation, newer democracies comply to build reputation. Their behavior aligns with what international-relations theorists describe as compliance through socialization, the process by which emerging democracies internalize norms in pursuit of membership, legitimacy, and investment credibility.

Taken together, these findings reveal a coherent pattern consistent with the dynamic-equilibrium model of compliance and the theoretical logic of the bandwagon effect. Institutional quality not only predicts cross-sectional differences in compliance but also shapes the temporal evolution of states’ ideal points toward international law. Mature democracies amplify the reputational externality of compliance; third-wave democracies exhibit partial convergence; and post-communist democracies, driven by external validation, display rapid but externally anchored adaptation. The global distribution of compliance thus evolves endogenously as states observe, emulate, and respond to the behavior of others, a dynamic consistent with the view of international law as a self-enforcing coordination equilibrium embedded in a world of asymmetric reputational interdependence.

Table 6: Effects of Institutional Distance on Compliance with International Law using Dynamic Ideal Points, 1946-2023
	
	Full Sample
	Democracies
	Non-Democracies
	Mature Democracies
	Third-Wave Democracies
	Post-Communist and New Democracies

	
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	(4)
	(5)
	(6)

	Governance Distance from Violators
	0.303***
(0.016)
	0.485***
(0.032)
	0.372***
(0.010)
	0.555***
(0.178)
	0.189***
(0.030)
	0.358***
(0.033)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Covariates
(p-value)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)

	Country-Fixed Effects
(p-value)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)

	Time-Fixed Effects
(p-value)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)

	Country-Year Fixed Effects
(p-value)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)
	YES
(0.000)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	# Monte Carlo Markov Chain simulations
	1,500,000
	1,500,000
	1,500,000
	1,500,000
	1,500,000
	1,500,000

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	# observations
	9,279
	3,798
	5,918
	2,015
	1,012
	514

	# countries
	218
	116
	162
	28
	12
	16

	R2
	0.33
	0.46
	0.42
	0.33
	0.26
	0.42

	The dependent variable is the dynamic ideal point of compliance with international law, derived from country-level latent preference estimates based on the full corpus of United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) resolutions between 1946 and 2023. Ideal points are estimated using a Bayesian Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) approach following Epstein (2007a). The algorithm samples more than 1.5 million posterior draws per country-year observation, producing approximately 2.5 billion total iterations. Posterior means, standard deviations, and 95 percent credible intervals are computed for each state to obtain the annual dynamic ideal point of compliance. The principal explanatory variable, governance distance from violators, is calculated as the ratio of each country’s first principal component of institutional quality to the weighted average of the violators’ governance scores in the same year. Governance indicators are drawn from the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset and include rule of law, political stability, and democratic accountability. The measure captures the relative institutional dissimilarity between the voting country and the violator of international law. All specifications consist of standard covariates (GDP per capita, population size, urbanization, and internal conflict) and include country, year, and country–year fixed effects to absorb unobserved heterogeneity across space and time. This high-dimensional fixed-effects structure removes both persistent and time-varying country-specific influences as well as common shocks that could jointly affect governance and compliance behavior. Standard errors are clustered at the country level to account for serial correlation in the error structure and for arbitrary heteroskedasticity within countries over time. The number of observations, countries, and the model fit (R²) are reported at the bottom of the table. Statistical significance is indicated by *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, and * p < 0.10.
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The empirical results reveal a consistent and statistically robust relationship between institutional distance from violators of international law and the probability of compliance, measured through voting behavior in the United Nations General Assembly. This relationship can be understood through the lens of the bandwagon effect, a central mechanism in both international relations and behavioral institutional theory. The bandwagon effect describes how the actions of a few influential actors can create self-reinforcing behavioral patterns among others, leading to the diffusion of compliance or non-compliance as a collective equilibrium outcome rather than a purely individual decision.

In the context of international law, states do not make compliance decisions in isolation. Each government observes the behavior of others, updating its beliefs about the legitimacy, enforcement credibility, and reputational payoffs associated with adherence to or violation of international norms. When leading or high-governance states comply, their behavior signals that adherence carries reputational and strategic benefits. Other states, particularly those whose institutional frameworks resemble those of the compliant actors, are more likely to emulate such behavior. Conversely, when influential violators engage in norm-breaking without facing severe sanctions, they signal that the reputational or enforcement costs of non-compliance are lower than expected, prompting opportunistic alignment among states with similar institutional characteristics. The result is a collective dynamic equilibrium, where compliance or non-compliance spreads through imitation, expectation, and interdependence rather than through coercion or independent cost-benefit calculation.

Our empirical evidence fits this theoretical logic precisely. The positive and significant effect of institutional distance from violators on compliance demonstrates that countries further removed in governance style and institutional quality from the violator are more likely to vote in favor of resolutions condemning the violation. This pattern indicates that compliance with international law operates through relational alignment rather than universal principle, states conform to the behavioral patterns of peers with whom they share institutional similarity. The findings therefore reveal that international compliance is a networked phenomenon, governed by positional similarity in the space of governance norms.

The asymmetry between democracies and non-democracies provides an even clearer test of the bandwagon mechanism. In democratic regimes, where reputational incentives are strong and political accountability links domestic legitimacy to external conduct, the bandwagon effect amplifies compliance. Democracies tend to observe and imitate other democracies: when democratic peers condemn violations, this sets a behavioral expectation that non-compliance would entail reputational loss or diplomatic isolation. The estimated 16-32 percent decrease in compliance probability when democracies become more similar to violators suggests that the reputational contagion of norm-breaking is real and powerful. In contrast, non-democratic regimes, less exposed to reputational discipline and often insulated from domestic accountability, show no significant behavioral response to institutional distance. Their compliance behavior is thus governed by strategic opportunism rather than normative imitation, consistent with theoretical models in which authoritarian leaders face minimal domestic reputational constraints.

From a dynamic-equilibrium perspective, these results imply that compliance with international law evolves as an endogenous coordination process. Each country’s decision to comply or defect shifts the perceived payoff matrix for others. When a sufficient mass of states complies, the expected reputational return to compliance rises, generating positive feedback and stabilizing the compliant equilibrium. Conversely, when major powers defect, the reputational externality shifts downward, reducing the marginal benefit of compliance and fostering cascades of abstention or silent tolerance of violations. This dynamic equilibrium captures the essence of the bandwagon effect: small initial shocks, such as a major power’s decision to violate or defend international law, can produce large, system-wide behavioral realignments.

In this sense, international law functions not only as a system of formal rules but also as a coordination device embedded in a global signalling network. Compliance signals respectability, predictability, and legitimacy, while defection signals opportunism and risk tolerance. Our findings show that states interpret these signals through the lens of institutional similarity: those more closely aligned with violators are more prone to follow them, while those structurally distant from violators gravitate toward compliance. The statistical evidence of a self-reinforcing pattern, where improvements in global governance quality amplify compliance probabilities, and deterioration depresses them, thus provides direct empirical support for the theoretical prediction of a bandwagon equilibrium in international law.

5. [bookmark: _Toc212314896]Conclusion


Noncompliance of states with international obligations is one of the most discussed issues in scholarly literature and the understanding of why some state comply and why some do not comply with the undertakings they have made sparked a burgeoning debate around the world. This paper joints this debate by identifying two vectors that may form a dynamic equilibrium. On the one hand, noncompliance spreads from autocracies to democracies; on the other hand, autocracies shift towards becoming democracies in concentrated waves. The fate of compliance with international law depends on the interaction of these two vectors. 

This paper also examines the channels of contagion and measures empirically how noncompliance spreads from one state to the other. The paper shows that noncompliance is likely to spread first to states that are similar to the violator of international law. We suggest that when democracies interact with other democracies, compliance in international law may result from positive spill-overs in their interaction. But when autocracies or weak democracies interact with autocracies like China or Iran, the result is that they are significantly more likely to act opportunistically to signal their loyalty to autocracies or express muted criticism, which leads to the breakdown of positive bandwagon effect and makes international law an opportunistic tool, and violations more profitable with higher payoffs. Empirical results actually reveal a consistent and statistically robust relationship between institutional distance from violators of international law and the probability of compliance, measured through voting behavior in the United Nations General Assembly. This relationship can be, as we argue, best understood through the lens of the bandwagon effect, a central mechanism in both international relations and behavioral institutional theory.

While analysing a worldwide sample, the paper discovers a significant behaviour pattern where improving governance norms relative to violators actually triggers the bandwagon effect. That is, when countries improve governance standards (rule of law, freedom of the press, judicial independence, political accountability etc.) relative to the violators, they tend to jump on the bandwagon and amplify the compliance with international law. The effect in democracies is around 30 percent higher compared to the effect in non-democracies. However, there is also a heterogeneity effect among democracies, where, for example, mature democracies tend to have around 14 percent stronger effects than democracies in general. The bandwagon effect is much weaker in third-wave democracies, those that democratized in 1970/1980 time framework. Their estimated effect is around one half smaller than in mature democracies, showing that even democracies with some authoritarian legacy (Spain, Portugal, Greece, Indonesia etc) tend to act more opportunistically in international law, weakening the bandwagon effect considerably.

Finally, another potential mechanism of interaction that may increase the influence between states could be bilateral treaties that states sign, which may affect how close the randomly selected country in the UN is to the violator of international law. For instance, if China is pressing hard on African countries to sign bilateral investment treaties with the Chinese government, this implies that the policymakers and executive branch of government in these countries are intrinsically incentivized to side with China when the latter commits a violation of international law. This may translate to a greater tendency to violate international law among these states if China commits international law violations. Conversely, if African or Latin American countries sign bilateral investment or cooperation treaties with law-abiding countries, the leadership in these countries is somewhat intrinsically incentivized to adhere to the principles of international law. Further empirical work is required to test this and other channels for the spreading of behavioural patterns among states. Such work can help determine in what situations the bandwagon effect is likely to materialize. 
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