
 

New research sheds light on how
international community can maintain
stability in post-conflict areas
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Ethiopia, Nigeria, Colombia, Myanmar and Syria are just a handful of
the places around the world currently engaged in ongoing civil wars.
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Even when peace agreements can be negotiated to end civil wars,
maintaining stability is incredibly challenging. In these fragile post-
conflict areas, a small communal dispute can easily escalate and unravel
peace deals.

Peacekeepers can help contain the spread of violence and promote
peaceful interactions between groups, but how? And in what situations
can peacekeepers be most effective? New research from Washington
University in St. Louis answers these important questions.

The research, conducted by William Nomikos, assistant professor of
political science in Arts & Sciences, demonstrates that peacekeeping
patrols make individuals more optimistic in their perceptions of the risks
of engagement and about the likelihood that members of outgroups will
reciprocate attempts at cooperation. That confidence makes individuals
more willing to cooperate with members of other groups.

And that's important because intergroup cooperation limits communal
violence, promotes economic development and bolsters social trust,
Nomikos said.

"Peacekeepers do what domestic security institutions are unable or
unwilling to do—draw a clear line between violence used in intergroup
interactions and the punishment of such violence," Nomikos said.

"Peacekeepers interact with civilians, learn about ongoing disputes in a
locality and attempt to stop such disputes from escalating," he added.
"Even when disputes are far from violent, the presence of peacekeepers
discourages aggression that may lead to bloodshed. They lay the
foundation for intergroup cooperation at the local level."

But not all peacekeeping arrangements work. Nomikos' research, in the 
Journal of Politics, explains why and offers valuable insight for the

2/6



 

international community on how to reduce the fragility of post-conflict
settings, including between Israel and Gaza.

Conducting research in the field

To test the effectiveness of peacekeepers, Nomikos conducted a "lab-in-
the-field" experiment in Mali, a West African country with an active
conflict managed by troops from France and the United Nations,
between February and March 2016. At this time, the ethnic conflict
between minority Tuareg separatists and the Malian government had
receded as a threat to the stability of Mali, replaced instead by pockets
of communal violence driven by breakdowns in cooperation.

Nomikos recruited participants to play a trust game. Each participant
was given 1,000 West African francs (FCFA) and tasked to donate a
portion of the endowment to a fictitious Tuareg partner. They were told
that study organizers would double the donation, up to 2,000, and the
Tuareg partner would choose how much to send back. In this game, the
non-Tuareg's optimal strategy is to cooperate with their Tuareg partners.

Participants were randomly assigned to either a control group or one of
two treatment groups, in which they were told that two patrolling
officers from either the UN or France would punish any low partner
contributions with a fine. For the safety of the research participants, real
peacekeepers and Tuareg Malians did not participate in the game.

Some, not all, peacekeeping efforts work

Participants assigned to the control group sent an average of 601 FCFA
or about 60% of their initial endowments to their Tuareg partners.
Participants assigned to the French peacekeeping group sent an average
of 631 FCFA, approximately 5% more than the control group. The
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difference was statistically insignificant.

Those assigned to UN peacekeeping test group were far more generous,
though. On average, they sent 797 FCFA to their Tuareg partners—an
increase of 32.6% compared with the control group.

Follow-up interviews and surveys with study participants show UN
peacekeepers were more effective than French peacekeepers at
encouraging cooperation because they were viewed as unbiased.
Additionally, participants believed UN peacekeepers were more likely to
intervene in everyday interactions than French counterparts.

"Individuals trust that unbiased peacekeepers will punish any potential
party that transgresses in a social interaction," Nomikos said. "By
contrast, biased peacekeepers fail to reassure individuals that they will
protect them from being taking advantage of by favored parties."

Research provides blueprint for future success

According to Nomikos, the results imply that residents of post-conflict
settings may reject the presence of some international actors more than
others, which can impact peacekeeping outcomes.

"Former colonial powers account for the vast majority of unilateral
military intervention in existing conflicts in Africa," Nomikos said.
"Even if an intervention is conducted by a non-colonial major power
such as the United States or a historically neutral power such as Sweden,
locals are likely to perceive troops as biased. Countries typically launch 
military operations in alliance with local ethnic groups. This is especially
true in the context of communal disputes at the local level."

Additionally, peacekeeping at the local level is at its most effective when
baseline levels of intergroup and social trust are low.
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"It is under these conditions that enforcement is needed the most since
members of two different social groups will have little reason to trust
each other enough to cooperate," Nomikos said.

Peacekeepers deployed with the explicit mandate to enforce peaceful
interactions within civilian communities can promote intergroup
cooperation, even in weakly institutionalized settings. However,
intergroup cooperation will dissipate when peacekeepers withdraw
unless there is substantial development of domestic institutional
capacity, Nomikos said.

"It is for this reason that most modern UN peace operations have
become long, drawn-out affairs, even after nominal peace treaties have
been signed," he said.

While this may be a challenging electoral proposition for many
countries, Nomikos hopes his research will provide rationale for
contributing countries to make further investments in local-level
peacekeeping efforts.

"The conditional aspects of the results—that the UN is more effective in
low trust settings and with increased contact—could also help us
understand failures of UN peacekeeping," he said.

The research also offers a potential way forward for Israel and Gaza,
where the most recent conflict left more than 200 people dead and ended
with an Egyptian-brokered ceasefire. According to Nomikos, the first
ever UN peacekeeping operation was deployed to Israel-Palestine in
1948 as part of the UN's mediation efforts with the founding of the state
of Israel.

"That mission is still in place, but it is small and non-military—around
400 civilian staff. It is unlikely that a substantial peacekeeping operation
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would be deployed to the area to mediate the conflict for political
reasons," Nomikos said.

"However, my research suggests that there are gains to be made if the 
international community is willing to get creative and focus on local-
level peace rather than bargaining between elites. Secretary of State
Antony Blinken, for example, is met with the relevant leadership, but it's
unclear how much control these leaders have over their own
communities.

"The new frontier of the Israel-Palestine conflict has been so-called
intercommunal violence or communal conflict, meaning that there have
been outbursts of violence between civilians in mixed ethnicity
communities. My research shows that international actors can be
effective in small numbers in these areas," he added.

  More information: William George Nomikos, Peacekeeping and the
Enforcement of Intergroup Cooperation: Evidence from Mali, The
Journal of Politics (2021). DOI: 10.1086/715246
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