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Abstract: This thesis addresses the challenges for democracies to maintain support
for war when there are many casualties. Casualty Sensitivity Theory, Elite Cue
Theory and theories on the “Rally Round the Flag” Effect are used to explain how
war and casualties influence public opinion in democracies. Relevant aspects from
these theories are applied on a comparative case study of conflicts. These conflicts
have been selected as they involve democracies at war with many casualties. The
objective of this thesis is to find out how Sweden and similar democracies in Europe
can rally popular support if they were to aid another European country against
Russian aggression. Therefore, the cases chosen are non-existential wars where
withdrawal at all times has been a viable option. The result of this study suggests a
political strategy for maintaining support for war when casualty numbers are high and
apply it to a Swedish/European setting.

Key words: Casualty sensitivity, Rally Round the Flag, Elite Cue Theory, War,
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1. Introduction

The Russian aggression in Ukraine gives a sinister echo from the past. It is easy to make
comparisons with Nazi Germany and the struggle between democracy and dictatorship. But
even if we intellectually can connect the dots and understand that democracy has a price to
pay, [ wonder if we have the stomach for war in this day and age.

The formative age between 17 to 25 shapes a person’s attitudes for life, especially
around questions as dramatic as war and casualties of war. Experiencing these events and
having them installed in one’s memory is sometimes referred to as the “primacy effect” and
has a stronger impact on attitudes than events that occurred earlier in life or before birth. This
is not to say that attitudes can’t be revised or that earlier events don’t have an impact on one’s
intellectual reasoning (Schuman & Corning, 2012).

This is often mentioned as one of the mechanisms that drove anti-war sentiments
during the 60s and 70s. The “boomers” rebellion against the Vietnam war and against the
“interwar” generation became stronger since they had not been exposed to the primacy effect
of World War 2. The boomers are now an aging generation, and the voting majority is
generation x, y and z. But little is known about these generations’ attitudes about war and
casualties. The fact that Sweden has not been to war for over 200 years would make the
realities of war even harder for Swedish citizens to grasp.

Being born a Swedish GenX I would argue that sacrifice and patriotism is not the
common life-experience. My formative years were during the 90s and I would say that
individualism is the strongest sentiment within my generation (Sirias, et al., 2007). From
what I can tell, this is not less prevalent in the younger generations with perhaps an exception
for young people engaging in environmental issues.

Military threats to our nation have not been viewed as much of a real prospect for
most people in Sweden. Spending a lifetime in the Army I’ve often had to defend my career
choice with arguments like, we’re securing peace by resolving conflicts where they arise (the
Middle East, Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, DRC etc.) or that a small and efficient defense can
constitute an embryo for a larger defense to grow from in case of a crises in a faraway future.
Today it seems to me that war might happen much quicker than most Swedish politicians and
generals thought only a few years ago. There is no telling the future developments the war in

Ukraine might have for the security in Europe and the aim of this thesis is to find out how our



population would respond politically to a war with high losses in human life, in which

Sweden is a warring party.

2. Research problem

Much has been researched in this field. Gallup-polls started in the 1930s and World War two
was the first conflict where public opinion was researched. The first modern study on what
casualties means for war support was made by Mueller (1970). His research concluded that
war begins with a certain amount of popular support that decreases as time passes and
casualties mount (Mueller, 1970). His results have been revised by other scholars that show
that mechanisms behind the relationship between casualties and popular support are more
complex than that, and that the impact of for example expectations of success and the gains
of that success is important for popular support (Gartner & Segura, 2022), how elites
influence public opinion (Saunders, 2015) and how elites can shape public opinion with the
help of the media (Druckman & Holmes, 2004), (Althouse & Coe, 2011). In their book
“Paying the Human Costs of War” Gelpi et. al. (2009) takes a wide grip on war-support,
investigating how support for war has developed in most US conflicts since the Korean war
to the war in Iraq of 2002. What they and other researchers don’t do is to summarize what the
successful political recipe for public support for a war with high numbers in casualties would
be (Gelpi, et al., 2009). My aim is to narrow the scope by investigating cases that I believe
have traits that apply to a large-scale conflict in Europe, compare these cases to express a
model for political action that would be successful in maintaining support for said war and try
to apply this on a Swedish/European setting.

Russia invaded Ukraine February 20™ in 2022. Over three years later this war is still
ongoing, and it does not seem like the Ukraine is winning. Depending on which sources you
go to, the Russian casualties mount up to 700 000 (casualties include dead and severely
injured). Ukrainian losses are also high, and numbers are reaching the 400 000s depending on
the sources (Center, 2025). These numbers are to be expected. Both countries have
technologically advanced armed forces and loss of life between effectively fighting and
somewhat equally strong adversaries is always higher on the attacking side, even though
Russian doctrine puts less effort into protecting their soldiers.

As a member of NATO and the EU Sweden is firmly on the side of Ukraine, both
morally and practically. Sweden together with the rest of the EU and Nato is sending military
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border is as high as ever. The Trump-administration in the US is showing a lack of resolve
against Russia in their handling of the peace-negotiations between the adversaries and its
commitment to Europe is called into question. The Russian nuclear weapons arsenal is the
major reason to why there are no European troops in Ukraine giving active military support
to the Ukrainians.

My main reason for researching this field has been the fact that I see it as a real
possibility that Sweden will be sending troops to fight against Russia in the near future. If not
to Ukraine, then to some other part of the European border with Russia, perhaps to the Baltic
states where Sweden already has troops stationed. Swedish politicians and the Swedish
military tend to downplay this risk in the media. But the fact remains that Sweden is a
member of NATO and there is a volatile war in Europe. It would be difficult to calculate how
this event could unfold and what chain reactions it might spark. In worst case this conflict
would expand and include Europe and the US. A war in which European and or US troops
actively engages Russia would be fought on an industrial scale, perhaps with nuclear
weapons. Casualty numbers would be catastrophic. Not taking a full out nuclear war into
account, the result of which would be too difficult to estimate, if the American contribution to
this hypothetical war would be half-hearted or perhaps non-existent, European forces would
still stand a good chance of being successful based on one thing and one thing only. The
political resolve to stick to the fight. This resolve would be fundamentally based on these
countries ability to withstand large amounts of casualties.

Ukraine is fighting for its existence and has no choice but to fight. The perception of
how intolerable living under the occupation of Russia would be decides how hard people
resists invasion. The Ukrainians have lived under Russian supremacy and have a clear take
on that. But supporting nations not under direct attack would always have the option to secure
a separate peace and leave the alliance and the war-effort. This would be done after a
calculation about the winnability of the war, the consequences of a Russian victory and first
and foremost the cost in human lives. These nations and among them Sweden would be
democracies. Democracies have several advantages in alliance-building and warfare. For one,
leaving an alliance is difficult if there is a parliamentary decision for joining it. Turning tail
also has consequences if the alliance is successful in winning the war. Having left the alliance
would mean huge losses in prestige. This country would be seen as treacherous and other
countries in the alliance would be hesitant to do business with it in peacetime. All else being

equal, every four years or so, there is an election. As an autocracy Russia doesn’t have this



problem. President Putin’s power is not being challenged. It is therefore crucial that these
democracies can hold elections and still stay committed to a war with many casualties.
The enemy would put much effort into causing a split in an alliance through
psychological warfare, aiming to enhance the perception of costs in lives, making the war-
effort seem meaningless and downplaying the consequences of invasion. If this was to be
successful in one case, with one member of the alliance leaving the war, it might cause a

chain-reaction, break up the alliance and the war would most likely be lost.

2.1 Research question

We need not worry about whether the soldiers will fight or not. Even though patriotic feelings
and a sense of righteousness is important in the beginning of a war, soldiers fight for their
own survival and the survival of their comrades once they have been deployed (Wong 2006).
What is much more difficult to estimate is how popular opinion among civilians is shaped by
mounting military casualties (Sidman & Norpoth, 2012). It is very important to understand
that there is a crucial difference in popular support if for example Sweden is attacked by
Russia and the war is existential, in comparison to a situation where Sweden sends troops to
aid another country (Gartner & Segura, 1988, pp. 297-298). The argument that “our country
will be next” will not be palatable to all citizens and perhaps it would not be accurate either.
To find out, I will examine four cases and try to work out what a successful concept for
maintaining that popular support could be. In this thesis, my standpoint will be that staying in
a hypothetical war with Russia and maintaining the alliance with our European allies is the
morally justifiable course of action and that the political leaderships first priority is to
maintain popular support for this hypothetical war. Studying and comparing historical cases
will give us knowledge about how this is done. More specifically, this study aims to
contribute to a better understanding of the mechanisms at work that need to be managed in
such a situation. The question to be answered is: How can democratic governments maintain

popular support for war with high casualty numbers?

3. Literature research

The theoretical framework for this thesis is built on research mostly made by American
scholars and with the American public as research unit. There are two reasons for this; firstly,

the requirements of my research-design, secondly, most research to be found on this topic is



about American conflicts and often by American scholars. But one must bear in mind that the
American people have specific traits when it comes to attitudes about war and costs of war. I
will account for these when needed. Lee (2022) finds by researching opinion-polls that
Democrats are more sensitive to casualties and more inclined to support strategies of
negotiation than weaponized conflict and that Republicans are more positive to deployment
of military strategies and are more resilient to mounting casualties (Lee, 2022). Women and
minorities are generally less tolerant of casualties and less supportive of war. Young people
are more supportive than older people. (Gelpi, et al., 2009, p. 35). This is to be stated, but it
has little impact on this project since the measurement related to the research-question is the
total national support for war. Republicans and Democrats are not directly comparable to
European Conservatives and Liberals but there are similarities. Tolerance for casualty and
support for war varies along the political spectrum, but it is the total national support for war
that I find interesting for this thesis and therefore I have sought to find out which factors
influence casualty tolerance. By researching existing literature that revolves around war
support I have focused on theories about casualty sensitivity, the “rally round the flag” effect,
elite cue theory, political priming and the influence of media to construct variables that

impact popular support for war.

3.1 Casualty sensitivity

The public could be divided into four distinct groups. Doves, hawks, defeat-phobics and
casualty-phobics. Doves will never support war, hawks will support war no matter what,
casualty-phobics will only support a minimal number of casualties. Of these four categories
the defeat-phobics is the most important category to influence since they will support a war
as long as it is perceived as successful (Gelpi, et al., 2009, p. 237).

Support for war is to a large extent based on the public’s tolerance for casualties. So
much so that it is sometimes difficult to tell the two concepts apart. The level of tolerance for
casualties is primarily based on the public’s expectations of success. There is also a
relationship between expectations of success and the perception that going to war was the
right decision. If a war is perceived as winnable the chances of the public believing that going
to war is the right decision increases. But if the winnability of that war is called into question,
support withers and the public might regard the decision of going to war or even to remain in
that war as the wrong decision. On the other hand, if doubts were cast on whether the

decision to go to war was the right thing in the initial phase and the war is successful, public



attitudes might swing and become positive about the decision to go to war in the first place
(Gelpi, et al., 2009, pp. 212-214).

What matters most for the impact on public support is not always how many
casualties occur but rather how and why they occur. If lives are lost without any foreseeable
strategic gains, public support might be lost. But if the war still seems winnable and the lives
were lost while achieving a clear military objective, those casualties will not have the same
impact on support (Sidman & Norpoth, 2012) (Gelpi, et al., 2009, pp. 23-27).

Depending on how a war progresses there is an alternating effect on public opinion
between marginal costs in lives and the accumulated number of casualties. When war
progress shifts dramatically, the lives lost in ongoing or recent action (marginal costs) are
salient to the opinion about war. But as losses decrease, opinion is shaped by the accumulated
numbers in casualties. It would appear as if the public updates its opinion based on the costs

of the war in relation to how it progresses (Gartner & Segura, 1988, pp. 295-296).

3.2 Cost vs benefit

It has been argued that support withers along with a climbing toll of casualties but Gelpi et.al
(2009) prove with their research that this is not an inexorable decline and that support shifts
depending on the publics judgement of the war (Sidman & Norpoth, 2012) (Gelpi, et al.,
2009, pp. 9-11). How many casualties that can be tolerated in war is of course impossible to
quantify without knowing the specifics about the conflict in question. It is the trade-off
between casualties and political/military gains that would give a specific number (Gelpi, et
al., 2009, pp. 98-100). Casualties in war can affect not only the publics sense of loss in a cost-
benefit context but also serve as a measurement of success or failure. High numbers of
casualties could lower the expectance of success in war for the public (Lee, 2022). In a
prolonged war casualties can also be viewed as a sunk cost. If lives have been sacrificed,
there could arise a mentality within the public to “stick with it” so that those lives were not
lost in vain (Boettcher & Cobb, 2009).

When the public form their opinion they consider how the war has gone so far and
how many casualties have occurred, how it’s going right now and if the casualty numbers are
rising or falling. This tells them how many casualties they can expect in the future. In their
mind they calculate whether the cost is fair in comparison to the achievable political gains of

the war (Gartner & Segura, 2022).



Military families are less prone to support war due to the risk of losing loved ones.
Casualties also affect support locally. In hometowns of soldiers that have been reported dead
or injured a reduction in support for the war is clearly noticeable (Hayes & Myers, 2009).
Hayes & Myers (2009) finds that mounting casualties on a national level causes the popular
opinion to shift towards favoring a withdrawal of troops. They also argue that the level of
shifts in opinion varies with the proximity of casualties. The more casualties that occur on
local constituency level, the higher the decrease in support for war in that particular
constituency. They also find that the salience of reported proximate casualties only lasts for
two to three weeks and that the accumulative casualty on national level creates a more long-
term decline in support for war (Hayes & Myers, 2009). As the toll in lives and hardships is

being paid it is the job of the political leadership to motivate the public to endure.

3.3 Influence of the elites and the political leadership

Domestic elites have much influence on the public’s tolerance for casualties. When the
domestic elites are in consensus and line up behind a military venture the chances of robust
public support increases by large. But even small divides can impact this support negatively.
International elites also play an important role. If other countries take part as allies in the
conflict and support is expressed from other nations, the perception of justness in the war-
effort makes support increase (Saunders, 2015) (Gelpi, et al., 2009).

Support from domestic elites is very attractive to the leadership. Gaining support from
a few elites that can influence public opinion saves time and effort that would otherwise have
to be spent convincing the public. Elites with expertise regarding conflicts, such as high-
ranking military officers, chief administrators, party leaders, politicians with experience in
foreign politics and diplomats are especially salient to the leadership. Obtaining their support
might require some backroom politics but these elites often belong to networks of other elites
who in turn can be gained as supporters of the leaderships policies. Targeting elites is also of
strategic importance for future elections. It is of much value to get support from elites whose
critique could hurt the leadership politically. The other side of that coin is that policies might
have to be adjusted to receive their support. This might put restraints on war policies such as
the amounts of troops that can be deployed or the level of aggression that can be mounted in
the conflict. Having to compromise with domestic elites can also have a dampening effect on
threats made to the enemy if the enemy is aware of the domestic political situation (Saunders,

2015).



Gelpi et. al (2009) has shown that the low casualty tolerance during the
interventions in Somalia (black hawk down), Lebanon (embassy-bombing) and Kosovo had
much to do with the messages that were conveyed by the President and his administration.
When the political leadership itself conveys a half-heartedness or a lack of resolve in an
ongoing military conflict popular support for that conflict diminishes. The role of the
leadership is to shape the opinion and if leaders show a belief that the war is winnable and
that war is justified this is easier to accomplish (Gelpi, et al., 2009, pp. 207-208).

Political consensus is easier to achieve in wartime and on war issues than in peace
on domestic policies. One reason for this is that it is risky for a political challenger to criticize
the handling of the same war that challenger would inherit in case of winning the next
election (Gelpi, et al., 2009, p. 237). Serious problems with popular support occur when the
war is a salient issue and elites are divided, because then the public will follow elites based
on partisan attitudes and not national sentiments (Saunders, 2015). For this reason, it is very
important for the leadership to reach the public with their political messages and make salient

the issues that are important for winning the war (Gartner & Segura, 1988, p. 298).

3.4 Media and the priming of the public attitude

Priming is not persuasion. It is shifting focus to a specific area in which the leadership needs
public support and make the public shift the criteria on which it evaluates the political
leadership. It could also be shifting focus away from an area in which the leadership doesn’t
want critique. Priming the public opinion is performed through political actions and speeches
that are enhanced by the media (Druckman & Holmes, 2004). Political leadership needs to
put the war-issue ahead of all other political issues.

Free media is a cornerstone for democracy and politicians need to manage it
efficiently in times of war. Autocracies have an advantage in this area. They can control
information much more effortlessly and their message to the public can remain unfiltered.
Research shows that people who are highly attentive to news about a specific conflict often
have a shaped opinion about its issues. They have actively chosen to read newspapers and
watch the news on TV. Those who are less attentive to news are more difficult to reach, but
when so happens their opinion can be more influenced (Hayes & Myers, 2009). Even if these
people are to a large extent removed from the flow of information, they are still susceptible to
change in opinion if their social identification patterns change, such as they might do in war,

i.e. nation before party (Althouse & Coe, 2011).



The public’s response to casualties during war does not always have to be a decline
in support, it can also be a rise in support. When this happens it often depends on the way it is
covered by media. An example of this is the reporting from Fallujah when military
contractors were killed, burned and strung up from a bridge. The footage angered people and
increased public resolve (Gelpi, et al., 2009, p. 162). The opposite effect could be seen during
the Tet-offensive in Vietnam. Technically a military gain for the US, but it showed
Vietnamese resolve and called the winnability of the overall war into question (Gelpi, et al.,
2009, p. 171).

The public is informed about the realities of war by the media, but the media does
not have full access to information due to lack of security in a warzone and the fact that much
information often is classified. But it is absolutely crucial for political leaders to have good
press-relations in times of war. If the leadership has a solid base of trust, it can take criticism,
but it needs to get its message across to the public through the unyielding negative press that
might influence the public during loss of life in a wartime situation and manage to rally the

public around crucial national interests (Groeling & Baum, 2008).

3.5 Rally round the flag

Peace-time approval for US presidents lies around 30-60 % while 70-90 % during rally-
periods (Feinstein, 2022). Much of the theory around political support in times of war is
based on US presidential approval ratings. This measure is rather crude since the polling
question only asks whether the respondent approves of the president or not and studies often
doesn’t control for other factors that could account for approval or disapproval. Mueller
(1970) defines a rally point as an event that must be: A) International. B) Involve (in this
case) the United States and the Presidency in particular, and C) be specific, dramatic and
sharply focused. A Rally-point in time creates a spike in popular support that is followed by a
decline. Therefore, the events that causes the “Rally round the flag” effect are often missed
by polls for approval ratings (Mueller, 1970).

The “Rally round the flag effect” is connected to patriotism. If a threat is posed to the
nation, nationality becomes more important than political affiliation and the sense of
nationality becomes stronger than other identities like for example race and socioeconomic
grouping (Baker & Oneil, 2001).

By proving that there is a strong correlation between rally-points and what has been

reported on the front-page of the New York Times, Baker and Oneil (2001) give evidence that



the “Rally round the flag effect” is closely connected to the way media operates (Baker &
Oneil, 2001). International crisis creates an informational environment that differs from
domestic affairs. The public doesn’t get the full and unbiased picture, and the media has a
national one-sided scope in their reporting. The media doesn’t have access to fully objective
sources and if willingly or mistakenly they use biased sources they risk harsh criticism for
being unpatriotic (Baker & Oneil, 2001). This makes the media an important tool in shaping
public opinion around incidents that can spark rallies.

Rallies increase the leaderships popularity and popular leaders have more power to
influence parliamentary bodies and can achieve more politically in an international conflict.
Leaders also have access to security related information that is denied their opponents, the
use of which can be politically exploited. These Rallies also impact the opposition. Fear of
seeming unpatriotic can make opponents hesitant to politically criticize national policy during
international crises. When the US has been the originator or a revisionist in a conflict Baker
and Oneil (2001) found that the rally effect has been stronger than when the US has been
responding to aggression. This likely has to do with the fact that before planned activities the
leadership has had an opportunity to prime the public and shape their opinion (Baker &
Oneil, 2001). An example of this could be the invasion in Iraq in 2002.

4. Theoretical framework

This chapter frames the main takeaways from the theories explained in the previous section
and defines the key features of the variables that will be used in our analysis. From the
theories we infer that it is crucial that the public remains confident in the winnability of the
war throughout its duration. Winning the war is interpreted differently in different conflicts.
From here on we will call it Prime Political Objective (PPO) which entails all stated war aims
whether they are securing democracy or unconditional surrender. The PPO of a war might
change over time, and it is crucial that the updated PPOs are accepted by the public. We
assume that governments not willingly engage in wars that they know they cannot win. There
might be hidden agendas, but the stated PPO is what is researched here. The PPO is conveyed
to the public through speeches, political action, debates and the media. Whether the political
leadership is successful in getting its message through is a variable that will be explored, and
we will call it “Clear message” (M). For this variable to be present the PPO is acceptable to
the public from a cost-benefit perspective, it is clear and consistent, and it is conveyed by

media without distortion.
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Political consensus and support from key elites allows the leadership to follow
through on their PPOs. It is important to avoid criticism from elites, especially when the war
is salient to the public through news-media during combat-related events. Elites are defined
as political leaders, chief administrators, military leadership and influential experts. If
managed successfully, leadership will be re-elected, and the PPOs will remain consistent. The
ability to maintain consensus and elite-support will be our second variable to be explored and
we will call it “Elite-consensus” (E). For this variable to be present there is political unity
where the political opposition is committed to the war and there is no dissent from key elites.

Rallies need to be addressed politically by the leadership through media. Rally-points
have two effects on public support. A rally creates a spike in political support for the national
leadership which can be exploited for effective warfare. They also give rise to national
feelings of resolve. These have a large impact on public support for war that can have a long-
lasting effect. The lasting effect of a rally can vary, and its longevity is very difficult to
determine with existing references in polling history. Though the effect will not be measured,
the occurrence of one or more rallies (R) will be determined and consequently our third
variable to explore.

Unfortunately, all incidents on the battlefield cannot be turned into rallies. This could
depend on the nature of the incident itself or the response to it either by the military or the
political leadership. These incidents are sometimes connected with casualties, often due to
negligence or sometimes just plain bad luck. The common denominator is that they call into
question the achievement of the PPOs. This will be our fourth variable, and we will call it
“negative impacts” (N). For the same reasons as with rallies the measurement will be its
presence.

The cost-benefit calculations made by the public determines whether the sacrifice is
worth the possible gains. If the casualty-tolerance for a war-endeavour is over-stepped
leadership will lose political consensus and support from the elites. If the public judgement is
consistent and not temporary in that the human cost is too high for the PPOs, the war is
basically lost from a political standpoint. This will be our dependent variable, and we will
call it “affordable” (A). For the outcome-variable to be negative the public support for war
has not only been temporarily lost but is lost in such a way that it has impacted the outcome

of the war.
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5. Method

My method has been inductive. In my research I have had a general idea of what is important
politically to maintain popular support for war, but not a notion distinct enough to formulate
at testable hypothesis.

I have made a comparative case-study with a historical approach by choosing four
conflicts in which I investigate popular support in one of the warring parties. I use the Most
Similar Systems Design (MSSD) as my research tool. MSSD is a method to define
commonalities that can explain a certain outcome. To do this, one has to explore the presence
of variables that influence the outcome-variable (dependent variable), “Affordable” (A), as
stated in the previous section. The independent variables are the ones also stated in the
previous section, Clear Message (M), Elite Consensus (E), Rallies (R) and Negative Impacts
(N). I investigate the cases, extract factual evidence from the empirical material and make a
judgement about the presence or non-presence of each variable. By constructing a truth-table
I visualize the variables being present or not in each case and use Boolean expressions to
make inferences about how these independent variables effect the dependent variable (the
outcome) which is whether political support has been maintained or not, which in all cases
also equals to whether the war has been won or not. In the discussion section in the end of
this thesis I apply these results on a Swedish/European setting.

Cases have been chosen to have baring on the research question. In our case, how
democracies can maintain popular support for war with high numbers in casualties. The
similarities between cases that [ have sought for are (a) a liberal democracy in a (b) war with
a probability of casualties being high enough to question the human cost and (c) that
withdrawal at all times have been a viable option. Two of these cases have a negative
outcome, as in loss of popular support and two of them have a positive outcome, as in
popular support having been maintained. The cases I have chosen are the US in the Vietnam
war, the US in the Korean war, The UK in the Falklands war and the US in Europe during
WW2. The whole process of selecting cases is not accounted for in the thesis, but cases like
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have been discarded on the grounds of not having enough
casualties in intense battle-sequences. Some conflicts are too old for comparison since values
have changed much, and the warring parties did not have fully developed democratic
institutions like in the cases of Brittain and the US during World War 1. Obviously, there is an
overrepresentation of the US in this study. But the similarities required in these cases

constitutes that the countries to be studied have the capability to perform expeditionary
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warfare and very few nations have that. The US has had democratic allies in these conflicts
that could perhaps have been studied, but I believe the public attitudes in these countries were
contaminated by the public attitudes in the US. Cases when democracies have been attacked
in their heartland sovereign territory have been excluded both on the grounds on which I base
my research-design and on the fact that popular support in an existential war is much more
difficult to compare between cases since it is based on the fear and loathing of the enemy.

Over the years I have studied the chosen cases thoroughly by reading numerous
historical works. Each case has events and developments that respond well to my theoretical
findings and the variables explained above. For this thesis | have focused on academic work
that explains in detail the consequences for war-support that has come from these events and
processes. | then label these factual findings under each of my designated variables. I rely on
scholars and their analyses of war-support in regard to these events and developments in each
case. This means of course that my work can be subjected to biases. The two earlier cases of
Korea and The US in Europe are from an era when poll-analysis was in its infancy. This
doesn’t affect its quality much but maybe its complexity in that perhaps more could be said
about public opinion in these cases with modern methods and that aspects of what influenced
war-support might have gone undetected. There could perhaps also be a certain amount of
fallacy in how the support is interpreted. However, since most of this material is based on
well-established historical facts and that early polls shortcomings are clearly explained in the
material, I estimate the impact of biases and the shortcomings of early polls to be negligible
for this thesis. Much of the material is based on polling for presidential support. As
mentioned, these polls need to be carefully scrutinized for other possible explanations than
the conflict in question. This is also a well-known fact that is carefully treated within the
peer-reviewed material.

The weakness of this method lies within its dependability and its transferability. There
is a limited number of cases that have the similarities [ have deemed to be necessary for this
study. This makes it difficult to display solid evidence for conclusions drawn about which
variables need and need not be present for a war to have popular support. The number of
cases also puts limitations on how many variables that can be explored. Too many variables
would result in collinearity and offer further problems with dependability. Still the variables
that have been used have causal mechanisms which I therefor explain and visualize. Even
though much research exists about these variables impact on popular support, [ have not been
able to attribute them specific weight due to the complex research that would require.

Therefore, inferences about their comparative impact are difficult to make.
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The strength of this method is the selection of cases. All cases have attributes that
apply to the research question. By selecting few cases, nuances can be discerned and put in
context with the help of the researched theoretical material. The variables impact on the cases
is clearly motivated and the factual background is solid, notwithstanding what was mentioned
about the reliability of the material.

I don’t see any ethical problems with this research. However, the argumentation that
the political leaderships first priority should be to maintain popular support for war might
seem offensive to some. Therefore, I stress that the justification of war is not what is
researched here, but rather the political mechanisms that democracies need for popular
support for war. The research question, the discussion and the application of results onto a
Swedish setting is biased against Russian aggression. But you could also argue that it is a

democratic view biased against authoritarianism.

6. Results and Analysis

The variables that were constructed from theories on casualty sensitivity, the “rally round the
flag” effect, elite cue theory, political priming and the influence of media are Clear Message
(M), Elite Consensus (E), Rallies (R) and Affordable (A). The latter also being the dependent
outcome variable. These variables do not exist in vacuum. There is a causality between them
and by understanding the mechanisms behind the causality the variables are easier to put in
context within each case. Therefore, I begin the analysis by explaining causalities, followed
by the analysis of each case separately. After that I display the results in a truth-table and
make inferences. Finally, I present the result of my analysis. As in the truth-table the presence
of a political phenomenon is expressed with uppercase letters and the non-presence by

lowercase letters in the section explaining causality.

6.1 Causality

A clear PPO (M) facilitates elite consensus (E) if it is attractive to elites. If elite consensus
(E) exists, the PPO (M) can remain uncompromised and be reinforced by elites (E). A clear
message (M) to the public and support by the elites (E) can reinforce the effects of rallies (R)
and supress the effect of negative impacts (N) as shown on the left side of the figure. As

shown on the right side in the figure, failure to convey a clear PPO (M) to the public and to
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the elites (E) gives precedence to negative influences (N) which can be further reinforced by
(E) and cause (a).

Time is a factor that is unaccounted for in this analysis, but it is clear that time
decreases support if support is not reinforced by rallies (R). Time also increases the risk of
negative impacts (N) taking place and further decrease support (Mueller, 1970). Blue arrows

symbolize positive impact and red arrows symbolizes negative impact.

A a
M e A / R M -*-b A R
E ’ N E — ) — N

6.2 The US in Korea

The Korean Peninsula was divided along the 38" parallel during WW2 as a result of the
USSR invading Japanese occupied Korea from the north and the US invading from the south.
The cold war resulted in two states, North-Korea and South-Korea. Backed by the Soviet
Union the North-Koreans attacked South-Korea in June 1950. With the Soviet Union and
Communist China not being present in the UN Security Council a resolution denounced the

attack, and a US-led coalition was formed to repel the North-Korean forces.

Clear message
The PPO for the US in Korea is up for interpretation. The UN-resolution stated that North-

Korea should withdraw to the 38" parallel. This was achieved, but developments on the field
and in the military leadership caused a campaign far into North-Korean territory. Then the
Peoples Republic of China intervened, and the US-led coalition was pushed back. This
developed into a situation where the US military pursued one PPO and the Truman-
administration another. From the military perspective the president pursued a strategy of not
winning the war. The military and political leadership did not convey a clear PPO to the
American public (Sidman & Norpoth, 2012). Sparked by partisan divide the media accused
the Government of covering up the true numbers in casualties. McArthur further deteriorated

the press relations by criticising the media for not understanding warfare. Bad press relations
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with the army and the “fog of war” caused the press to become less critical towards unofficial

sources and to exaggerate casualty numbers (Casey, 2010).

Elite consensus

The very public rift between General Douglas McArthur and President Truman was a clear
breakdown of elite consensus. After the Chinese intervention McArthur wanted to expand the
war, and his policies were favoured by a large part of the US public. President Truman
favoured the conclusion of the war in a stalemate, which was more in line with the original
UN-resolution in which the North-Koreans where to withdraw back to the 38" parallel.
McArthur was fired from his position but received moral support from many Americans and
went on a speaking tour where he openly criticized the Truman-policies in the Korean war.
The Presidents attitude which by his actions displayed a sort of half-heartedness about the
commitment to the war had a negative impact on the overall public support for the war.
President Truman did not pursue another term in the election of 1952; the democrats were
defeated by the Republicans and General Dwight D Eisenhower assumed the presidential
office with an agenda to seek a swift conclusion to the war in Korea. The conflict ended with
an armistice in 1953. Elite consensus was not maintained during the US war in Korea

(Sidman & Norpoth, 2012).

Rally-points and negative impacts

The US was not prepared for the North-Korean attack and initially the war did not go very
well. The UN-coalition was confined to a beachhead in south-Eastern Korea. General
Douglas McArthur, confident in his own ability to manage press-relations gave the American
press free reins in the early part of the war to operate without censorship. This made it clear
to the public that the American forces were under-prepared and met strong resistance (Casey,
2010).

The landing at Inchon lead by General McArthur sparked a “rally round the flag”
effect with the US public. But the successful campaign pushing far north of the 38™ parallel
caused the Chinese to intervene. The US faced defeat on the battlefield and only after many
difficulties managed to halt the advancing Chinese and North-Korean troops. However, this
did not spark another “rally-round the flag” effect but rather the opposite. The retreat of the
US-forces caused declining public support for the war. Support did increase when the UN-
forces pushed back and recaptured Seoul, but a stalemate around the 38" parallel

characterized the rest of the war with a steady decline in popular support. Victory in Korea
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became elusive. The Chinese intervention had a clearly negative effect on public opinion

(Gartner & Segura, 1988) (Gelpi, et al., 2009, pp. 25-26).

Outcome

The outcome of the Korean war is debatable. The UN-resolution was upheld. The Truman-
doctrine of containing the spread of communism was followed. But peace was never really
achieved. Still today there is only a cease-fire and power on the Korean peninsula hangs in
the balance of superpowers. The American public at the time would have wanted a different
outcome and by early 1952 only 37 % of the US public supported the intervention in Korea
(Kriner, 2006). The outcome is at best seen as a compromise, but public support was clearly

lost.

6.3 The US in Vietnam

The Vietnam war was initially a war between North Vietnam and South Vietnam. The North
being backed by the USSR and the South by the US. But it was also an insurgency by the
North Vietnam-backed Viet Cong. The US had initially only a small contingent of advisers
(deployed in 1955) present in Vietnam, but the US gradually increased its forces up to over
500 000 troops joined by allied forces in smaller numbers and at the end of 1968 the war had

shifted into becoming a war between the US and North-Vietnam.

Clear message

The Vietnam war span over the precedencies of Dwight D Eisenhower, John F Kennedy,
Lyndon B Johnson, Richard M Nixon and Gerald Ford (even if he only managed the
conclusion of it). It was a conflict that grew gradually from having entailed a small
contingent of military advisers to a full-scale war. In the beginning of the conflict many
Americans hadn’t even heard of it. This made the PPOs change over time and towards the
end of the LBJ precedency the PPO was to get out as soon as possible or as the Nixon
campaign expressed it, “honourable peace”. LBJs first priorities were domestic and his half-
hearty commitment to the war in Vietnam contributed to the loss of faith in the war-effort
being meaningful. Covert operations and military campaigns without public oversight during
the Nixon administration further decreased the popularity of the war (Gelpi, et al., 2009).
The stated PPOs hailing from the Truman doctrine to stop the spread of communism
became vailed to the public after controversial depictions of the war on TV. The Tet-

offensive in early 1968 was covered in live-colour (which was a rather new phenomenon) by
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all major networks. Most memorable is the coverage of the chief of police executing a
member of the Viet Cong on a street in Saigon. Failure to manage the media is a key factor
to not having been able to convey the PPO to the public during the war in Vietnam (Culbert,
1998) and clarity of the PPOs was lost due to a half-heartedness for the war among the

leadership together with a lack of consistency in policies.

Elite consensus

There was a very vocal opposition that favoured an immediate withdrawal from 1968 and
onwards. Would Jane Fonda or Martin Luther King Jr who voiced the antiwar sentiment be
considered elite? Walter Cronkite with his critical reporting on the war? If we consider elites
to be official top administrators, military or politician, then during the entire war there was
consensus among the elites about staying committed to the war-effort.

The level of commitment varied though. And as stated earlier the PPOs changed into
getting out as fast as possible without losing too much face. There were of course debates
within parties but opposition whether democrat or republican never favoured a full
withdrawal without peace-negotiations. Some political and military elites tended to be more
hawkish since many realized that military victory would have required a bigger commitment.

Escalation was also from time to time favoured by the public (Gelpi, et al., 2009).

Rally-points and negative impacts

The Tet-offensive was militarily not a victory for the North Vietnamese. But with the help of
TV, it gave the impression that the fighting capacity of the North Vietnamese was stronger
than expected (Sidman & Norpoth, 2012). Negative impacts both in Vietnam in the form of
war-crimes and questionable tactics as well as the handling of protests within the USA
increased negativity towards the war. With a better strategy to handle negative press and a
capacity to convey clear PPOs the Tet-offensive could have been used to spark a “rally round

the flag” effect (Gelpi, et al., 2009, pp. 29-30).
Outcome

In 1968 only 41% of the American people supported the war in Vietnam (Kriner, 2006). The

result was clearly a defeat, both politically and militarily.
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6.4 The US in Europe

The US involvement in World War two and its ability to withstand a large toll in human
sacrifice can be difficult to grasp with today’s standards. All other expeditionary warfare
dwarfs in comparison. But how this enormous democracy that at the beginning of World War
two was firmly isolationistic, changed its opinion in a few years and decided to join the war

with full force is also a political achievement of magnitude.

Clear message

President Franklin D Roosevelt was an extremely skilled orator and politician. He enjoyed
massive political support from his handling of the great depression in the US. In the years
leading up to the war he held several radio addresses in which he primed the American public
especially with regards to the Lend-Lease contract with Great-Britain to support Brittain and
other opponents of Nazi Germany (Kriner, 2006).

The election in 1940 had all the characteristics of a wartime-election even if the US
technically wasn’t at war. FDR was elected to a large degree depending on his war policies.
The economy was failing and priming the public towards the war-issue was crucial for FDR.
The sense of “country before party” became strong under FDR and by consistently
prioritizing the war issue the President had primed the public for war and casualties in a way

that had a lasting effect even through the elections in 1944 (Norpoth, 2012).

Elite consensus

Throughout the US involvement in WW?2 elite consensus was strong. Even if there were
candidates with antiwar policies the Republicans chose an interventionist in Wendell Willkie
to run against FDR in the elections of 1940. With US successes in the war FDR gained a
certain win in the elections of 1944. Opposition to the war was often labelled as semi-fascist
such as the antisemite “America first committee” supported by flying legend Charles

Lindbergh who consequently destroyed his reputation.

Rallies and negative impacts

The attack on Pearl harbour sparked a very strong “rally round the flag” effect. This appears
to have lasted and boosted support for the war throughout the entire campaign (Kriner, 2006).
The US intervention in World War two was an enormous effort that spanned not only

across Europe (and Africa) but also the Pacific. US casualty reporting was controlled by the
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armed forces. Several considerations had to be taken due to operational security and together
with allied forces. The reporting of a combat related death could take up to 75 days. This
meant that information regarding victories and losses could be reported in a manner that
didn’t cause public outcry in relation to casualties (Casey, 2010).

Around 250 000 US troops were killed in the European theatre during World War two.
The US involvement followed a steady path of advancement and victories, casualties didn’t
really mount until 1944 when victory was already at hand (Gartner & Segura, 1988, pp. 4-5).
The toll of casualties was of course a high price to pay but with the absence of stalemate and

perceived unnecessary losses no negative impacts can be discerned.

Outcome
The outcome of World War two has shaped and continues to shape the security situation in
Europe. It made the US a global superpower and in the long run increased its wealth

significantly. The defeat of Nazi Germany and its allies was unconditional and definite.

6.5 The UK and the Falklands

The war in the Falklands can be seen as somewhat of an outlier in conflicts during the cold
war. Both antagonists were western aligned. The “Monroe-doctrine” of not allowing
European powers to gain influence in the western hemisphere was set aside and the US
decided to back Great Britain, but only after some consideration. The Soviet-Union backed
Argentina due to its anti-colonial claims. The British point of view was that the Falklands

were a British sovereign territory being invaded by Fascists (Ambler & Mills, 2022).

Clear message

The concluding part of Prime minister Thatcher’s announcement in parliament regarding the
Argentine invasion: The Falkland-islands and their dependencies remain British territory, no
aggression and no invasion can alter that simple fact. It is the Governments objective to see to
that the islands are freed from that occupation and returned to British administration at the
earliest possible moment (The Royal Palace, 2010). The message from Prime Minister
Thatcher was clear. The press conveyed the message in support of the government throughout

the Falklands campaign (Norpoth, 1987).
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Elite consensus

The British were caught off guard, but the Argentinian invasion was met with a swift
response supported by massive public support. The UN Security-Council condemned the
Argentinian actions but also urged Britain to seek diplomatic peaceful solutions. There was
opposition but it was drowned out by media and a strong majority in parliament. The
government had the support from the national elites and secured US support though it didn’t

make time to secure further international support (Harvard, 2016).

Rallies and negative impacts

The Falklands war was to a large degree fought between the Argentinian Airforce and the
British Navy. The sinking of the General Belgrano (an Argentinian warship) risked British
standing internationally as it was a clear escalation with heavy casualties. Losing a naval
vessel is dramatic and often carries a large toll in human lives. It is also an event that has little
success attached to it. Several British ships were destroyed and sunk, among them the HMS
Sheffield and the Sir Galahad (Harvard, 2016).

The Argentinian invasion caused a “rally round the flag” effect that lasted the
duration of the war. The war was handled successfully and swiftly and was over within three
months. The effect of the victory benefitted Margaret Thatcher and the conservatives in
upcoming elections (Norpoth, 1987). The fact that the “Rally Round the Flag” effect was so
strong in Brittain had much to do with a will to restore British prestige after the failure in the
Suez-crisis in the fifties and decades of economic decline. There were several negative
developments on the sea for British naval forces. However, the war was won quickly, so they
didn’t have the same impact as they would have had in a prolonged war (Harvard, 2016). The

war in the Falklands had both rallies and negative impacts.

Outcome
The outcome of the Falklands war was a political and military success with a full withdrawal
of Argentine forces from the Falkland Islands and consequently lead to the fall of the

Argentine military Junta.

6.6 Truth-table

In the cases explained above we have confirmed the variables presence or non-presence and

below they are presented in a truth-table. Uppercase letters display the presence of the
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political phenomena (variable), and lowercase letters displays the absence of said

phenomena. Below the table is the result as shown in Boolean expressions.

Clear Elite- Rally- Negative Outcome
Units of Message Consensus | points impacts Affordable
analysis
m e R N a
US in
Korea.
m E r N a
US in
Vietnam
M E R n A
US in
Europe
M E R N A
UK in the
Falklands

N is necessary but not sufficient for a. N+m is necessary and sufficient for a. R is not
sufficient for A. E is not sufficient for A. M is necessary for A. M+E+R is necessary and

sufficient for A.

6.7 Results

The truth-table tells us that the requirement to achieve popular support for a war with high
numbers in casualties is a clearly conveyed PPO (M), elite consensus (E) and at least one
“Rally” (R). The US experienced the “Rally round the flag” effect in Korea and had elite
consensus about the war in Vietnam, but the clarity of the PPO (M) was not present in either
of these two cases. The Falklands example tells us that negative impacts (N) can occur but
does not have to result in loss of popular support (a). The Korean war tells us that “rallies”
(R) can occur but do not have to result in popular support being maintained (A). The Vietnam

war tells us that elite consensus (E) does not guarantee popular support (A). In both negative
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cases (Korea and Vietnam) the PPO was not clearly conveyed (M) to the public, but in both

positive cases (Falklands and the US in Europe) they were.

7. Discussion

We have now come to the section where we apply the results from our analysis on Swedish
conditions which in turn would apply to other European countries of similar origin. The
analysis shows that three factors need to be present for a democracy engaging in a war with
high numbers in casualties to have a successful political outcome. Firstly, there must be elite
consensus. Secondly, there must be a presence of the “rally round the flag” effect and thirdly,
the PPOs (Prime Political Objectives) must be clearly conveyed to the public, which implies
political consensus, but also the absence of significant critique from key elites.

Sweden has recently joined NATO and is now in an intense military build-up phase with
a very large fiscal spending on defence. All of this has been managed with political consensus
and has been supported by national elites or at least without significant critique from these
elites. The Swedish government has in all aspects understood the importance of political
consensus behind important decisions about national security. To demonstrate I have chosen
a speech made by Swedish Prime Minister Ulf Kristensson at a press conference after a
meeting with the other Swedish party leaders concerning the Swedish defence. From an
eleven-minute-long speech will I quote six statements by the Prime minister on political unity
(Statsradsberedningen, 2025):
We want the largest possible unity behind these decisions (increased military spending).
We are united in the current support (to Ukraine), both militarily and politically.
We are united in that we, after a peace agreement will support Ukraine in defending its
freedom.
We are united about strengthening Swedish defence.
We are united about the Swedish political action within the EU when it comes to defence
capabilities.
We are now a member of an alliance of 32 countries of which three are nuclear powers and

two are European nuclear powers.

The possibilities to achieve a “rally round the flag”-effect in case of a future war with Russia

would be too hypothetical for this discussion. One would just have to assume that there would
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be incidents that if handled correctly, could be turned into rallies. This would likely be followed
up by propaganda and dehumanisation of the enemy.

What can be theorized is the way the PPOs ought to be conveyed to the public. The cost
and benefit calculations of the public is what ultimately determines its support for war.
Therefore, there must be coherence between the PPO and the publics tolerance for casualties.
If not, elite consensus is likely to be lost, probably also resulting in the loss of parliamentary
unity. Here there is a very significant difference between the American (and British) public
that has been studied so far, and the Swedish public. Apart from what was mentioned about
generational attitudes in the beginning of this thesis, I assume that since Sweden has not gone
to war in over 200 years Sweden will have a very different casualty tolerance from the onset. |
make this assumption because polling attitudes and tolerance for casualties in a hypothetical
war, among a population with no experience of war through several generations would make
confident inferences impossible to make. Exactly how the difference in the preconditions for
casualty tolerance is shaped, due to the lack of experience that Sweden has of war, will have to
be an unknown for now.

The fact that Sweden is now a member of NATO has consequences. As article 5
constitutes, an attack on one member should be seen as an attack on all members. Politically,
supporting another member state is not even a choice. Fulfilling the obligations of the NATO
treaty will inevitably be part of the PPO.

The legal aspect of a military alliance enhances the public tolerance for casualties since
most citizens believe that their country should follow its commitments and agreements and that
breaking these agreements would come with a cost. Increasing public awareness of the
specifics of an alliance-treaty increases public support for fulfilling its agreements. If the
country that is to be supported has shared national interests the tolerance for casualty further
increases. Military alliances create an in-group effect among its citizenry which enhances
solidarity against out-group aggressors. To enhance support among the public it is important
to keep the salience of military alliances even in times of peace (Berejikian, 2022).

The Swedish people must be informed about the obligations of belonging to an alliance
to the same extent, if not more, than about the benefits. Sweden has had a tradition of holding
popular referendums before making important decisions with long term implications. However,
it is likely that the political leadership in Sweden deemed the security situation as so grave and
time critical that the application for NATO-Membership was handed in without a popular
referendum and without much political debate preceding it. Most people understand the

implications about having to contribute, but the understanding of the human costs this
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commitment could have probably varies. The messaging conveyed from Swedish political
leaders must entail the contribution-aspect of NATO: s Article 5 and prime the public towards
the fact that there might come a time when Sweden and Europe will have to spend not only

economic resources on fighting Russia, but also blood.

8. Conclusion

In a future conflict where Sweden gives active military support to an allied nation the
Political Primary Objectives (PPO) must be clearly conveyed to the public through political
action, speeches and media. They need to be coherent with public casualty tolerance that is
shaped by the perception of the possible political gains of a war. Consistency in policy further
facilitates the clarity of the PPO.

Elite consensus has to be maintained. This is primarily achieved by a well-established
PPO that is based on national interests and international commitments in regard to military
alliances. Most importantly the leadership must make the public believe that the PPOs are
achievable, in other words that the war can be won. The “Rally round the flag” effect has to
be achieved to enhance the sense of justness in military action.

Reliable data on Swedish preconditions for casualty tolerance is missing. This could
perhaps be remedied by interdisciplinary research, merging the fields of social-psychology
and political science. Research like this could be useful for the Swedish political leadership in
planning and preparation, if the security situation in Europe continues to deteriorate.

These are the mechanisms that Politicians will have to manage if Sweden is to give
active military support to another country in Europe against Russian aggression and be able
to see the war through without risking losing popular support for the war-effort.

Furthermore, this thesis main contribution is that it highlights the implications of
casualty sensitivity for popular support and the political priming of the Swedish population

needed for Sweden to be a reliable ally during a full-scale war in Europe.
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