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Abstract

The rise of China as a global power has been a prominent feature in international politics. Simultaneously,
the United States has been engaged in ongoing conflicts in the Middle East and South Asia for the past two
decades, requiring a significant commitment of resources, focus, and determination. This paper
investigates how third-party countries react to the United States’ preoccupation with these conflicts,
particularly in terms of diplomatic co-operation and alignment. We introduce a measure of US distraction
and utilize network-based indicators to assess diplomatic co-operation or alignment. Our study tests the
hypothesis that when the US is distracted, other states are more likely to co-operate with its principal rival,
China. Our findings support this hypothesis, revealing that increased co-operation with China is more
probable during periods of US distraction. However, a closer examination of state responses shows that
democracies distance themselves from China under these circumstances, while non-democracies move
closer.

Keywords: Security networks; US foreign policy; latent variable models; network analysis; measurement models

The fall of Syria’s Bashar al-Assad regime on 8 December 2024 was a shocking and welcome piece
of geopolitical news that brought an end to thirteen years of fighting. Assad’s position had seemed
stable following Russian direct military intervention in the conflict in 2015, as rebel groups were
unable to make real progress without incurring devastating Russian airstrikes. But, in the face of a
renewed offensive by opposition forces in December, additional Russian support was not
forthcoming, and instead Syria’s leader fled to Moscow. This reversal of fortune can be explained,
in large part, by shifting Russian priorities and resources — ‘after Mr. Putin invaded Ukraine in
2022, Syria plummeted down the Kremlin’s priority list ... Warplanes that Russia may have
otherwise sent to reprise the brutal bombing campaigns were instead committed to Ukraine’.!
These events highlight the interdependent and contingent nature of international co-operation.
Resources are finite, and states are at times forced to make hard choices in the face of scarcity.
Russia’s decision to abandon Syria and focus resources on Ukraine demonstrates the trade-offs
states face in stark terms.” Smaller states observe the decisions major powers make in cases like

Alphabetical order signifies equal authorship, all mistakes are our own.
"The New York Times, https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/08/world/europe/russia-syria-assad-putin.html.
Foreign Affairs, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/russia/putin-chose-ukraine-over-syria.
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this, and while the initial intervention in Syria bolstered Russia and Putin’s reputations, failure will
likely have the opposite effect. An observer of Russian and Eurasian politics, Eugene Rumer,
commented on Russia’s behavior at the end of the Syrian Civil War: ‘What good is Russia as a
partner if it cannot save its oldest client in the Middle East from a ragtag band of militias?™

There are thus two dynamics in play here. Major powers are aware of the reputational
consequences of removing support from allies and seek (all else equal) to maintain credible
commitments and support their partners. Resources and attention, however, are not unlimited
and shocks (either domestic or interstate) may occur, forcing states into choices that risk their
hard-won reputations. Our expectation is that smaller states, in making choices about which
major power to align with, observe the actions of these powers and update their strategies
accordingly.

We look at these dynamics in the context of two of the largest stories in international politics in
the past two decades. First, China’s ascent during this time period along with an assertive Russian
foreign policy has given rise to a more competitive landscape in terms of state alignments. China,
in particular, has emerged as a formidable competitor to the United States, both militarily and
through diplomatic efforts such as its Belt and Road initiative — a policy focused on foreign
investment in developing countries.

Second, the United States focused considerable resources during this time period on wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan. This consumed a great deal of attention and (more recently) generated
disputes over the ability of the US military to prepare for conventional conflicts while at the same
time fighting counter-insurgencies and engaging in nation-building (Tammen 2006).*

We contend that examining states” alignment choices over the last two decades with major
powers is incomplete without considering both dynamics simultaneously: the rise of Chinese
power alongside the burdensome commitments of the United States.” While there are certainly
other factors that constrain US foreign policy, such as leadership preferences or economic
interdependencies, we center our analysis here on military commitments. Conflicts such as
those in Iraq and Afghanistan were unambiguous drains on the United States’ capacity to
respond to additional crises. They also offer clear empirical measures (for example troop
levels, casualty figures) through which third parties can infer US bandwidth. Although policy
preferences or isolationist leadership styles might similarly affect US engagement, they are
more challenging to measure consistently over time and are not the focus of our work here.®

Our investigation into the changing alignment of states in the international system is driven by
the belief that studying these dynamics offers valuable insight into conflict and co-operation
between states. Empirical studies focusing solely on interstate conflict have always faced
challenges; conflict is relatively rare, different time periods are not directly comparable, issues of
selection abound, and much of our data are geographically limited.”

Here, we explore the other side of the coin: co-operation between states, specifically the
decision of states to align with either the United States or China. Following Keohane (1984), we

3The New York Times, https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/08/world/europe/russia-syria-assad-putin.html.

4See, for example, https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/ ADA554328. Crucially, however, the United States is distinct from the
Russian example in Ukraine and Syria, largely because the resource burden of its commitments in the Middle East — while
serious — are not crippling.

SWe also consider Russian power during this time period, which is relevant given the co-operation between China and
Russia.

SWe leave a fuller exploration of what role these leadership-centered factors may play as an avenue for future research.

’See de Marchi et al. (2004); Gartzke and Jo (2009); Jenke and Gelpi (2017); Metzger and Jones (2018), and Bowlsby et al.
(2020) for an overview of these issues. In short, making empirical claims about the likelihood of conflict between states in the
current international system requires addressing two competing problems: either we broaden the sample and inappropriately
group non-independent and identically distributed (IID) observations together, or we can limit our sample to a particular
context but end up with geographically limited and rare event data. In short, there are no easy solutions to the challenges of
studying conflict.
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define co-operation as ‘when actors adjust their behavior to the actual or anticipated preferences
of others’. Although the causal mechanisms leading to war and co-operation are likely distinct,
previous research has demonstrated that, all else being equal, states engaged in co-operative
relationships are much less likely to participate in military conflict (Bailey et al. 2017; Gallop and
Minhas 2021). By examining the causes of co-operation between states, we can bypass the
statistical issues involved in studying interstate conflict directly and concentrate on the more
abundant data generated by decisions states make over who they align with. Genuine year-to-year
variance in state relationships enables us to examine a broader set of mechanisms that explain co-
operation. Further, understanding how states connect with one another on co-operative
dimensions can shed light on changes in the capacity of major actors - such as the United States
and China - to influence the international system.

To assess these dynamics, we create a novel empirical measure of US distraction and
commitment and examine how fluctuations in the United States’ focus impact other states’
alignment with either the United States or China. We pay particular attention to differences
between democratic and non-democratic regimes, as our intuition suggests that non-democratic
regimes may be especially inclined to align more closely with China during periods of US
distraction - a finding that adds evidence to the prior research on this topic (Werner and Lemke
1997; Voeten 2004; Binder and Payton 2022).

In our examination of the link between conflict and co-operation, we contribute to an
extensive literature on state alignment in international relations. The realist tradition, based on
structural factors and emphasizing the role of power in explaining alignment, has proposed
various arguments: states may align themselves against more powerful states in the system to
ensure their survival (Waltz 1979); against more threatening or proximate states, or those
perceived as having aggressive intentions (Waltz 2010); or with more powerful states to
maximize their benefit from future conflicts (Schweller 1994). Generally, states with similar
regimes, particularly democratic states, are more likely to align, whether through economic co-
operation (Remmer 1998; Mansfield et al. 2000, 2002) or military alliances (Gibler and Sarkees
2004; Leeds 2003; Kinne 2018; Walt 1997; van Beek et al. 2024). Previous research has also
explored the effects of power on state alignment, including the potential of foreign aid and trade
to purchase policy alignment (de Mesquita and Smith 2007; Alesina and Dollar 2000), military
sales and transfers serving the same purpose, and Nye’s concept of soft power making a state’s
policies more appealing to third parties (Nye 1990). In the specific case of alignment with
China, studies have demonstrated that trade with China has led to policy alignment on
economic issues, but not necessarily on political and diplomatic issues (Kastner 2016); studies
have also shown that in diplomatic contexts like the UN, most states align more closely with
China and Russia than the United States, but this is least true for members of NATO
(Nurullayev and Papa 2023). However, the question of whether a realignment in the
international system vis-a-vis China occurred during the two-decade period in which the
United States’ focus was on South Asia and the Middle East has not received adequate attention.

One of the significant challenges each of these theories faces is that we cannot directly measure
alignment but must infer it from observable behaviors. We rely on the fact that, just as alliances
(Warren 2010; Cranmer et al. 2012); multinational military exercises (Galambos 2024); and
conflict (Maoz 2012; Ward et al. 2007) occur in networks between states, so does co-operation.
Crucially, these networks capture how changes in one relationship can reverberate across many
others. Consider, for example, how Russia’s preoccupation with the war in Ukraine led it to scale
back material support for the Assad regime in Syria — an adjustment that other Middle Eastern
states interpreted not just as a Russia—-Syria matter, but also as a signal about Russia’s broader
reliability as a security partner. To systematically capture these wider ripple effects, we employ a
latent factor model (LFM) to measure how states relate to each other in a network context (Hoff
et al. 2013; Minhas et al. 2019). Our approach uses co-operative interactions as inputs, projects
them onto a lower-dimensional space that describes the overall co-operation between states, and
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positions actors closer together if they frequently co-operate or have a high level of co-operation
with the same third parties. Substantively, this parallels other techniques that estimate a reduced-
dimensional map - such as ideal points for legislators (Poole and Rosenthal 1985) or topic models
for text (Roberts et al. 2016; de Marchi et al. 2021) - but it does so while explicitly accounting for
the underlying interdependencies across the entire system of states.

In developing our measure of co-operation, we aim to capture specific patterns that often occur
when reducing the dimensionality of a network. One such pattern is stochastic equivalence.
Stochastic equivalence refers to the idea that there are communities of nodes in a network, and
actors within a community act similarly towards those in other communities. Thus, the
community membership of an actor provides us with information on how that actor will act
towards others in the network. Put more concretely, a pair of actors ij are stochastically equivalent
if the probability of i relating to, and being related to, by every other actor is the same as the
probability for j (Anderson et al. 1992). For example, in an international co-operation network, we
might see relatively isolated rogue states, like North Korea and Iran, as being stochastically
equivalent, because they have limited co-operation with states like China and Russia, and generally
conflictual relations with wealthy Western states (Hafner-Burton et al. 2009).% Similarly, close
allies of the United States (for example Canada and the United Kingdom) will exhibit high degrees
of stochastic equivalence, be likely to co-operate with other affluent Western states, and direct
conflictual acts towards said rogue states. This concept speaks to the assertion that we can learn
something about how an actor will interact with an entire network based on, for example, the
existing set of relationships that they are enmeshed in.

Another dependence pattern that often manifests in networks is homophily - the tendency of
actors to form transitive links. The presence of homophily in a network implies that actors may
cluster together because they share some latent attribute. In the context of clustering in alliance
relationships, we are likely to find that states like the United States, United Kingdom, and
Germany may cluster together because of shared liberal norms. We would overlook salient
information if we did not use, for example, the United Kingdom’s behavior towards third parties
when trying to understand whether those third parties aligned with the United States. Doing so is
likely to paint an incomplete picture of the co-operative networks and alignment patterns that
states have with one another.

The LFM accounts for these higher-order dependence patterns and ensures that similarity in
alignment is likely to be transitive. For example, if the United States aligns with the United
Kingdom, and the United Kingdom aligns with France, the United States and France should also
be aligned. Furthermore, the most useful feature of the LFM for our purpose is that it summarizes
the interdependencies between actors in a relational k-dimensional latent vector space. From this
vector space, we can both understand how states in the system are tied to others in the system and
ask more specific questions about the dominance of particular actors in the system, such as China.

Our plan for the rest of the article is straightforward. First, we will outline the two competing
theories for how the United States’ constraint could affect relationships in the international
system. Second, we will establish our measure of the level of constraint of the United States during
the period from 2000 to 2020. Third, we will detail the LFM and output measures for this time
period. Lastly, we will present the results of our downstream regressions that detail the impact on
co-operation as a function of constraint.

8North Korea and Iran are distinct in many respects, but they share certain exclusionary patterns of alignment with respect
to major Western powers, illustrating how states can be stochastically equivalent even without directly resembling each other
in all dimensions of foreign policy.
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Theoretical Intuition

Constraints on the United States, represented by military entanglements and shocks, could have
different effects on how states align with the United States’ main rival, China. We could consider
the United States’ attention and resources as limited. When the United States is preoccupied (for
example with conflicts in Afghanistan or Iraq), it may have less capacity and flexibility to address
crises in East Asia. We refer to this theory as the ‘distraction model’.

An alternative perspective focuses on reputation and credibility, suggesting that by investing
resources and making sacrifices in contexts like Iraq or Afghanistan, the United States
demonstrates its determination and commitment to act elsewhere. We refer to this theory as the
‘credibility model’.

Distraction Model

The basic insight of the distraction model is that both resources and attention are finite (Deutsch
and Singer 1964; Haass 2008; Bilmes 2013). While the United States is a historically rich and
powerful country, each successive conflict or intervention depletes available resources, particularly
in an increasingly multipolar world. All else being equal, the United States may be less likely to
engage in a second (or third, etc.) conflict while it is, for instance, involved in Iraq and
Afghanistan. This has significant implications for third-party behavior, particularly if they are
considering actions contrary to the interests of the United States. For instance, a state developing
illicit weapons systems, invading a neighboring state, or merely aligning more closely with the
United States’ strategic rivals may face fewer consequences while the United States is distracted.

Our focus lies on third-party actors and their relationship with China (that is, a United States
adversary). The intuition here is that many states are in hierarchical relations with the United States
(see Organski 1968 or Beardsley et al. 2020 for a more recent example). Weakening those relations to
pursue closer ties to China risks a coercive response from the dominant state, but this response is less
likely to be forthcoming when the United States has less free resources and bandwidth. We are not
including the entire spectrum of hostile actions that third parties might undertake. When applied to
our measurement of state affinity, this logically leads to our first hypothesis:

HYPOTHESIS 1 (Distraction Model): When the United States is more distracted, states will align
more closely with China.

Credibility Model

The Credibility Model is rooted in a long history of research about resolve (Schelling 1966; Walter
2006; Crescenzi 2007; Gibler 2008; Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo 2015). The theory’s driving concept is
that we cannot directly determine a state’s willingness to undertake costly actions (such as kinetic
military actions or coercive economic measures) to achieve a goal, as the ratio of the cost of these
actions to their benefit is unobservable. However, we can infer states’ willingness to pursue costly
actions by examining their past behavior.

Existing studies have examined the conditions under which states make inferences about
reputation. For instance, in the context of North Korea-United States relations, the United States
repeatedly refrained from using force in response to provocations, which diminished its
reputation for resolve (Jackson 2016). Importantly, the inference is not confined to the dyadic
relationship (Crescenzi 2018). Signals from state A directed at state B can also shape how
state C perceives A’s resolve. In simple terms, if the United States demonstrates a willingness to
bear substantial costs to achieve desirable political outcomes in one context, third-party actors
should update their beliefs about the United States’” willingness to bear costs in other contexts.

At the same time, credibility is a relational concept that combines capabilities, interests, and
reputation for resolve (Mercer 2018) to evaluate ‘an actor’s record of keeping commitments’
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(Jervis et al. 2021, p.428). Studies indicate that states with greater capabilities and power (Morrow
1989; Press 2005) and those with higher stakes in a situation are perceived as more resolute
(Arreguin-Toft 2005). The United States’ military engagements in the Middle East highlight its
substantial capabilities — both in terms of military resources and logistical power to sustain
prolonged operations — while reflecting high stakes, such as ensuring regional stability, securing
energy resources, countering terrorism, and maintaining alliances.

It is important to note that credibility and resolve are context-dependent: states are more
willing to incur high costs to avoid conquest by a genocidal tyrant than they would be to secure
lower tariffs on agricultural goods. The discussion surrounding reputation and resolve then leads
to a contrasting perspective on how third parties will react to US constraint — as previously
mentioned, we are focused on third-party relations with China:

HYPOTHESIS 2 (Credibility Model): When the United States is constrained due to military
commitments, they will have demonstrated more resolve, and states will be less willing to align
closely with China.

Methods

To test the competing dynamics of the distraction and credibility models, we develop a measure of
‘constraint’ that captures limits on the United States’ capacity or, alternatively, shifts external
perceptions of its resolve. Our focus here is on conflict-based variables drawn primarily from the
scale of active US military engagements, deployments, and associated casualties.” The main
advantage of focusing on conflict-based variables is that they are readily observable indicators of
expenditures of national resources and attention and also have substantial variance across the time
period of interest.!?

Under the distraction model, constraints such as overseas conflicts and extensive force
commitments reduce the United States’ bandwidth to engage elsewhere, making it more difficult
to respond to states shifting their alignment. Under the credibility model, these same
commitments demonstrate the United States’ willingness to bear costs, thereby bolstering its
reputation for resolve. In this way, the very factors that might signify reduced capacity can also be
interpreted as heightened credibility, depending on the perspective taken.

Broadly speaking, we operationalize US constraints as a function of two potential sources:

1. Active conflicts the United States is involved in, especially those with high material
commitments and US casualties;

2. US force commitments around the globe, including troop deployments and defense
expenditures.

We argue that each of these sources can plausibly indicate both distraction and credibility, which
is why we treat them collectively as measures of US constraints.!! A simple latent variable model of

9There are, of course, other sources of constraint and commitment in the interstate system. State leaders may promote
isolationist or outreach policies, economic initiatives, trade agreements, and military-on-military contact; all of these likely
have an impact and could serve as measures. We plan on investigating these dynamics in future work. In particular, the
discontinuities created by recent shifts towards more isolationist policies in the United States or outreach policies by China are
likely to be a fruitful avenue for further research.

10political crises may also have an impact, but these are rare and unlikely to be systematically consequential (Frieden et al.
2017).

!1See Table S1 in the SI for details.
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F1 (Active US Conflicts)

F2 (US Defense Spending)

Factor Scores

1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Figure 1. Visualization of F; and F, over time.

the categories produced two features, representing active US conflicts (F;) and US defense spending/
commitments (F,).!* Figure 1 visualizes how the two factors have changed over time.

The graphs in Figure 1 display considerable variance that aligns with our priors on constraints
resulting from US military conflicts over the past two decades: the measure of distraction based on
military spending declines sharply following the end of the Cold War, rises dramatically after the
9/11 attacks, and then gradually diminishes as the United States starts allocating less attention and
resources to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq; the measure based on active US conflicts increases
as the Cold War ends and the United States begins fighting several small wars during the 1990s,
peaks during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and then decreases to a still relatively high
equilibrium in the 2010s.

Measuring Alignment

We also need a measure of how closely states are aligned and how these relationships change over
time. One approach would be to simply examine a raw measure of co-operation between states,
but this presents several problems. First, states vary in their overall levels of voting participation at
the UN - a higher co-voting rate between the United States and France, for instance, does not
necessarily reflect deeper political alignment than a lower rate between France and a smaller or less
engaged country. Rather, the United States and France might both regularly vote ‘Yes” on widely
supported resolutions, inflating their co-voting score. Second, abstentions and low voting
participation can mask genuine disagreement versus mere disinterest: a pair of states may rarely
vote in tandem not out of antagonism but because one or both frequently abstain on certain
resolutions. By treating co-voting patterns as a form of relational data, we can better distinguish
low co-voting driven by actual contention from low co-voting born of ambivalence or passive
engagement. A network approach thus allows us to capture these higher-order interdependencies -
such as clustering, transitivity, and indirect ties — when inferring a latent measure of alignment
from UN voting behavior. Both of these issues can be addressed by treating measures of
co-operation as a form of relational data and employing a network approach to infer our latent

127 scree plot for the distraction index is shown in Figure S1 of the SI. Over 75 per cent of the variance is explained by a
principal components analysis (PCA) with the latent variables. Additionally, Figure S2 provides a discussion of the variable
weights for each factor.
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measure of alignment. A network approach enables us to capture the different orders of
interdependencies in relational data, which will be discussed in more detail in this section.

Our raw measure of co-operation is based on the similarity in states’ UN voting records
(Voeten 2013). We examine the percentage of votes at the United Nations General Assembly in
which states voted the same way."? Although we operationalize alignment primarily through UN
co-voting behavior, we view ‘alignment’ as a broader phenomenon encompassing co-operation on
policy. Diplomatic co-operation - like co-sponsoring UN resolutions — provides a tangible
indicator of alignment, but states can also align through defense co-operation, trade agreements,
or foreign policy stances (for example joining a US-led coalition or building deeper ties with
China). Hence, while our empirical measure relies on voting data for systematic, globally
comparable coverage, we acknowledge that alignment extends beyond diplomatic interactions to
include economic and military domains as well. Our focus on co-voting thus captures one crucial
dimension of foreign policy co-ordination, especially relevant for understanding how states
navigate superpower competition when the United States is ‘distracted’. We use this longitudinal
network of voting data to estimate state affinity via an LFM.'*

The LFM is a network model designed to account for three different orders of
interdependencies in relational data. First, it considers the tendency of some actors to be both
the initiator and target of conflict and co-operation by including sender and receiver random
effects. Second, it accounts for the fact that co-operation is often reciprocal through the
composition of the error term. Finally, the aspect that sets the LEM apart from other network
estimators is how it addresses third-order dependencies. Two specific types of third-order
dependencies that the LFM can handle are homophily (the tendency for actors sharing an
unobserved characteristic to interact more with each other) and stochastic equivalence (the notion
that actors playing similar roles in a network are more likely to co-operate with the same third
party). Stochastic equivalence differs from homophily in that actors close to one another in a
network do not necessarily interact more. Instead, actors within the same group in a network
share similar relationship patterns with actors in other groups, such as a connection to a
common actor.

The LFM manages these third-order dependencies with a multiplicative random effect based
on matrix decomposition procedures.”” This third-order term is valuable for coping with left
censoring in the data, since we can use common or contrasting voting patterns with third parties
at the United Nations to ascertain whether states truly share alignment in the broader
diplomatic network, or if their divergence extends further. We formulate the latent factor model
as follows:

BIn our aggregation procedure, any resolution that passes or fails with overwhelming support (e.g., beyond 95 per cent
‘Yes’) contributes almost uniformly to each y;; entry, leaving little variation to separate pairs of states. Because our latent factor
model is estimated by maximizing a likelihood sensitive to cross-dyad differences, these near-unanimous votes exert negligible
‘pull’ in determining states’ positions. We show in the Appendix that the LFM continues to recover the underlying latent
structure even when such low-discriminatory votes are present, paralleling item-response theory (IRT), where consensus items
offer scant information for distinguishing among respondents.

!4See Cranmer et al. (2015); Cheng and Minhas (2021); Huhe et al. (2021); and Dorff et al. (2022) for other attempts to use
network models to infer alignments in different contexts. We also acknowledge the well-documented limitations of UN
General Assembly voting data. States may vote strategically, align with larger coalitions for reasons beyond sincere policy
affinity, or abstain to signal nuanced positions. Despite these caveats, UN General Assembly roll-call votes remain one of the
few systematically recorded sources of global political behavior over time and have been shown to correlate robustly with
broader patterns of foreign-policy alignment (e.g., Voeten 2013). Furthermore, since our latent factor model leverages relative
differences in voting, near-unanimous or highly strategic votes tend to contribute minimal discriminatory power and thus
have a limited effect on the final spatial estimates.

5This effect needs to be multiplicative because, by multiplying random variables, we can preserve the third-order residuals,
which would have zero expectation if they were simply added.
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Vi = £(6;), where
0 = Po+a;i+ b+ ey (1)
+ u/ Dy,

where y;; represents the observed level of co-operation between states i and j; f is the intercept;
a; and b; are sender and receiver random effects, respectively; 6; = uv; is the multiplicative
term capturing third-order dependencies such as homophily and stochastic equivalence; and ¢;;
is an error term.

Our focus for measuring co-operation is on the uf Dv; term, which is included in the model to
capture third-order dependencies. This captures the tendency of states to not only co-operate with
each other but also to co-operate with similar third parties. Put simply, it allows us to quantify
indirect ties. At its core, the uf Dv; term is similar to conducting a singular value decomposition
(SVD) of a network after accounting for the general propensity of actors to form a tie (8,) and
variation in how active some are in sending or receiving ties through a set of random effect terms
(a; and by, respectively).'® To estimate the uf Dv; term, we need to specify a dimension for the
multiplicative effects. If we choose one dimension, we could write this term in vector notation as:
0;; = dy(u;1xv;;). Here, if we find, for example, that uysa & tcanada> this would imply that the
United States and Canada send ties to similar third parties, meaning they are stochastically
equivalent to one another in terms of their sending relationships. Additionally, if 4ysa & Vcanada
and d; > 0, this implies that the United States is likely to send a tie to Canada due to homophily,
which indicates that there is some latent nodal attribute Canada and the United States share that
makes a tie between them more likely. We take the multiplicative effects term for every pair of
countries in every year as a measure of alignment.'”

Face Validity

We turn to descriptive statistics of our measure, first, by looking at the overall network of
relationships uncovered, and then by looking in more detail at the time series of certain prominent
relationships. Our model maps each state into a latent vector space and we visualize this for our
measure of Alignment for 2000 and 2019 in Figure 2.

States with their vectors pointed in similar directions are more likely to influence each other
and common third parties, whereas states whose vectors point in opposite directions have limited
influence on each other. There are a few immediate takeaways from these networks. First, the
diplomatic alignment measure based on UN voting shows three discernible clusters: the United
States and Israel (and Canada in 2019) are relatively isolated but generally close to a larger cluster
with most of the other major European powers, along with Japan, Australia, and New Zealand.
The third cluster contains the vast majority of the Global South.'® These figures show that the
measures of diplomatic alignment correspond to many of our intuitions about influence in world
politics while also maintaining important and novel characteristics based on the data used to
generate them.

We also test the face validity of these measures by looking at how they characterize three
important dyads. We choose the relationship between the United States and United Kingdom,

These random effect terms are drawn from a multivariate normal distribution as follows:
{(a1,b)),...,(a,, bn)}%N (0, X4p). They are drawn in this way because, in networks, we often find that actors who are
more likely to be sending a high degree of ties may also be more likely to be receiving a high degree of ties.

7We ran models with both a two- and a five-dimensional latent factor space, and found the results to be relatively
consistent, and so for the sake of clarity, we focus on the easier-to-interpret two-dimensional results. In the SI, we have
included a section showing that our results are consistent with a five-dimensional latent factor space; these results are shown in
Section A.2.

'8This is true whether we are looking at a latent factor model with two- or five-dimensional latent factors.

https://doi.org/10.1017/5S0007123425101026 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123425101026
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123425101026

10 Ha Eun Choi et al.

2000 2019
[ ] ' N ]

@. o®
USA .J' CAN\
ISR
d @
' USA
L ]

' 1
L J— AUL|
-ﬁ : g ) ) G UKGL

CHN /. ﬁ | JPN

ARR N ® AFG é l\d-_\
SYR r ; -, ’ TN GMY'
SYR '™
CHN

UKG
-
‘\ 'A”jl .
aMY &
AFG GM L]
v @ PN
®
[
®e ®

Figure 2. Visualization of multiplicative effects for our measure of alignment. The left panel shows the results for 2000 and
the right for 2019. Each circle designates a country and the color corresponds to the legend at the center of the
visualization. Countries that are closer together are those that share indirect ties.
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Figure 3. Level of diplomatic alignment for selected dyads over time.

which we expect to be generally close and amicable, and the United States’ relations with its two
major competitors, China and Russia. As shown in Figure 3, this measure captures the general
tenor of the relationships — the United States and United Kingdom have a consistently positive
relationship, whereas the relationship the United States has with both China and Russia, based on
UN voting, is characterized as more adversarial. The time series interestingly points to generally
positive relationships in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, which deteriorate precipitously starting
in 2003 with the Iraq war. While there are some marginal improvements, the relationships remain
quite negative.
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Regression Models

Given the measure described in the previous section, our empirical approach to testing H1 and H2
is straightforward. The dependent variable (DV) is the affinity of actors to China as measured by
our network-based approach using UN voting data. Higher values on this measure indicate that
states are more diplomatically aligned, while lower values indicate the opposite.!” Our unit of
observation here is the country-year, with a sample of 118 countries measured annually between
2000 and 2020.%°

Our key independent variable is our measures of US distraction, which we measure through
active US conflicts (F;) and US defense expenditures and force commitments (F,).?! For each
country-year observation, we include the value of US distraction in the previous year to see how it
relates to that country’s alignment with China.

We also include several country-level controls that might influence how closely a country is
aligned to China diplomatically. Specifically, we control for a country’s population, their GDP,
and the distance between their capital and Beijing. To address political factors that might make a
country more or less closely aligned with China, we include Polity’s measure of a country’s level of
democracy (the intuition being that autocratic regimes will be closer to other autocracies, like
China, and democracies will be less close, all else being equal). To consider other structural factors,
we estimate our models within a hierarchical framework. In the first set of results, we rely on
random effects for the country, and later we examine how the effect of our key independent
variables varies based on a state’s domestic political institutions.*?

Empirical Results

In the first set of models depicted in Figure 4, we see results that generally conform to the
distraction hypothesis. As F; increases (listed as ‘United States Constraint Proxy’), denoting a
higher level of US attention and resources devoted to the Middle East and South Asia, states
consistently experience an increase in their diplomatic alignment with China (though our estimate
of this result is measured with a high degree of uncertainty). When we move to the right panel, in
which we are proxying US constraint with troop deployments and military spending, F,, we see a
similar pattern: diplomatic alignment with China increases with our measures of US distraction.

For control variables, results are generally consistent with our expectations. Democracies are
less likely to be aligned diplomatically with China, and the same is true for rich states. The distance
to Beijing has a consistent positive effect across all models, indicating that there is closer alignment
between China and more distant states, on average, which might speak to the wariness that some
of China’s neighbors feel with regard to its growing importance.

One possible explanation for the relatively high levels of uncertainty is that these models show
the aggregate effect, but beneath the surface, different states react to US distraction in different
ways. To understand whether or not we can find evidence of variation in how countries are
responding to China, we visualize the country random effect estimates from the diplomatic

¥While some models allow node-level covariates to shape the latent factor estimates in a single, integrated framework
(Austin et al. 2013; Olivella et al. 2022; Minhas and Hoff 2024), we adopt a two-stage approach - first estimating each state’s
latent alignment position, then regressing those positions on external predictors — for the sake of both clarity and
computational simplicity. This approach mirrors what others have done in the networks literature when working with
analogous types of models: Weschle (2018); Marrs et al. (2020); Huhe et al. (2021).

20Although we focus specifically on how closely states align with China, the underlying LFM leverages the entire co-voting
network rather than a unidimensional distance-to-China metric. By factorizing the full matrix of co-voting rates, we capture
higher-order dependencies (e.g., block structures and stochastic equivalences) that shape states’ voting behavior in ways a
single-actor measure might miss.

ZINote that F, and F, have sufficient correlation that we run models using the variables separately rather than including
them together.

22Figure S3 of the SI provides descriptive statistics for each of the variables used in this analysis.
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Figure 4. Parameter estimates from a hierarchical model on diplomatic alignment with random country effects. Each
column shows the results with a different distraction measure that is labeled in the facet on the top of the plots. Points
represent average value of parameters, thicker line represents the 90 per cent confidence interval, and thinner the
95 per cent. GDP, gross domestic product.

Figure 5. Country random effect estimates, where the lower values in red indicate less alignment with China and higher
values in blue indicate greater alignment. Countries in gray are those that were omitted from the model.

alignment models in Figure 5. For both measures of alignment, we see notable variation in country
random effect estimates.

While Figure 5 shows substantial heterogeneity in countries’ responses to US distraction, we
now move towards examining this heterogeneity in a more systematic way. The most obvious and
commonly used division in the study of international conflict and co-operation is to divide states
based on their domestic political institutions. The diplomatic behavior of states occurs within and
is conditioned by political institutions. Therefore, we might expect a common stimulus, like US
distraction, to lead to different reactions when decisions are made by a hereditary autocrat than
when they are the purview of a democratically elected legislature or executive.
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Figure 6. Parameter estimates from a hierarchical model on diplomatic alignment with varying effects of the distraction
measures by Polity categories. The top panel shows how the distraction measures vary by Polity categories, and the bottom
panel shows the fixed effects, each column again representing the results of one model. Points represent the average value
of parameters, the thicker line represents the 90 per cent confidence interval, and the thinner line represents the 95 per cent
confidence interval.

We thus modify our hierarchical model to allow the effect of our US distraction variables to
vary across types of political institutions. We measure political institutions using Polity scores,
relying on the canonical division into consolidated democracies (Polity Score > 7),
consolidated autocracies (<-6), and mixed regimes (all other states). In these models, we
allow a random slope for the two distraction proxies in each tranche of the Polity score. These
results are shown in Figure 6.

For F}, both autocracies and mixed regimes (anocracies) show a positive relationship between
US distraction and alignment with China, whereas consolidated democracies become less aligned

2In the Appendix, we replicate these results using a specification with country fixed effects. The results there corroborate
our main findings that autocracies and anocracies tend to increase their diplomatic alignment with China when the United
States is more distracted, while democracies are less inclined to do so.
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with China when the United States is more distracted. A similar pattern emerges for F,, where
non-democratic regimes again respond positively to US constraint, in contrast to democracies.
Taken together, these results suggest that US distraction fosters greater alignment with China
among regimes outside the democratic core.

Alignment with Russia

In the SI, we present in more detail an additional set of models that focus on alignment with
Russia. These results are similar to the results on alignment with China - both our measures of
constraint are associated with closer diplomatic alignment with Russia. When we look at the
heterogeneous effect of constraint conditioned by regime type, we find similar patterns —
constraint has the greatest impact in moving autocracies towards Russia, less impact on
anocracies, and the least on democracies. The substantive similarity in results between our models
of alignment with Russia and China increases our confidence in the robustness and
generalizability of these dynamics, and highlights the importance of considering both constraint
and domestic political institutions in order to understand co-operative behavior.

Conclusion

In this paper, we develop a theory of how constraints faced by the United States have realigned co-
operation networks in the international system. Specifically, during times of US distraction, we
find that states are more likely to co-operate with China, and this effect is especially pronounced
for non-democratic countries. To arrive at this finding, we not only introduced factor-based
measures of US distraction but also employed a network-based approach to gauge how co-
operation with China has evolved across the diplomatic domains. Our distraction measures reveal
substantial fluctuations over time, and we provide face validity checks for our latent measures of
co-operation.

The implications of our study underscore how shifts in diplomatic co-operation - including
realignments towards China - can occur outside the domain of military conflict and may be
missed by analyses that focus narrowly on war or crisis behavior. China’s capacity to exert
influence has grown most notably when the United States is heavily committed elsewhere,
underlining how occupation- and conflict-related costs extend beyond the immediate ‘blood and
treasure’. These burdens spill into diplomatic and economic realms, thereby prompting some
states — particularly those with authoritarian regimes - to recalibrate their external ties towards
Beijing in search of alternative diplomatic guarantees.

A further implication emerges when considering potential changes in US foreign policy under
the Trump administration that are less centered on supporting or partnering exclusively with
other democracies. Our findings suggest that if Washington continues down a path of more
transactional or interest-based relationships, rather than democracy-centered alignment, this
could recalibrate existing patterns of co-operation. On the one hand, a US administration that
places less emphasis on promoting democratic norms might remove an obstacle to engaging more
deeply with authoritarian states, potentially drawing some non-democracies back into the US
orbit. On the other hand, these same non-democracies may see a continued or even accelerated
opening to align with China if they perceive US commitments as inconsistent or subject to sudden
recalculation. Such flexibility in US policy could thus reinforce the finding that states weigh US
capacity and attention - rather than shared governance models - when forging partnerships.

These findings also raise a fundamental question about the enduring role of US institutional
commitments to democracy in shaping alignment patterns when the United States is heavily
engaged elsewhere. While our results indicate that autocracies are especially likely to gravitate
towards China under US distraction, they also suggest that democratic regimes remain less
inclined to defect — perhaps reflecting the residual power of shared political norms and long-term

https://doi.org/10.1017/5S0007123425101026 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123425101026

British Journal of Political Science 15

credibility commitments. If so, this would offer a compelling case where ‘institutions matter’ in a
tangible way, by helping the United States preserve alliances even as its bandwidth for global
engagement contracts. Future research might further parse how the erosion or amplification of
these liberal commitments, including their soft-power dimensions, affects the realignment
calculus of third-party states.

Although we focus here on conflict-based engagements, isolationist or non-interventionist
leadership choices could yield a similar effect. States may interpret a deliberate policy of
retrenchment much like a militarily overstretched United States, concluding that Washington is
less likely to intervene abroad and thus seeking alternative alignments. We currently lack a
consistent measure of these leadership-driven nuances across our time frame; however, producing
such a measure would provide an important avenue to furthering this research.

Ultimately, our work highlights the utility of studying alignment networks in order to
illuminate dynamics of both co-operation and conflict. As the United States’ foreign engagements
shift, it can trigger realignment elsewhere in ways that later shape its ability to respond to major-
power competition, most notably with China. Understanding these relational patterns — and how
they vary with both US distraction and evolving policy priorities — offers a clearer view of how
diplomatic alignments are formed, sustained, and recalibrated in an increasingly multipolar world.

Supplementary material. Supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doiorg/10.1017/
S0007123425101026.
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