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Do Peacekeepers Contain Conflict? Insights
from Spatially Disaggregated Data

Abstract

Mission-level data strongly suggests that peacekeeping operations offer a path toward conflict
reduction. Recently available spatially disaggregated intra-mission data tells a more complex
story. Peacekeepers are deployed, within missions, to where violence strikes, and they can
prevent bloodshed, but the evidence for the latter is relatively brittle and contingent. This paper
suggests that these findings at different levels of aggregation need not be contradictory, but
that they constitute a puzzle that calls for continued efforts to improve and expand access to
intra-mission data and a new evaluative approach that investigates a variety of adjustable
mission components. | discuss the particular relevance of high-resolution geographic data
for analyses of peacekeeping, comprehensively compile recent data collection efforts in this
area, summarize their key findings and limitations, and outline a research frontier as it
emerges from these datasets.

JEL-Code: C81, D74, D78
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1. Introduction

Much of the quantitative research concerning the effects of peacekeeping missions on vio-
lence reduction finds reason to be sanguine. Walter, Howard, and Fortna (2020), in a recent
summary, describe an “extraordinary relationship between peacekeeping and peace.”
“Peacekept” places in or emerging from conflict appear to suffer less violence than those that
fail to attract a peacekeeping mission. Researchers, however, have only relatively recently be-
gun to ask whether the same relationship holds locally, within peacekeeping missions, and
collected spatially disaggregated data that would permit answers to this question. It turns out
that these answers inject a certain sense of complication into the emerging consensus regard-
ing peacekeepers’ efficacy. Peacekeeping deployments are directed toward particularly con-
flictual places—the “hard” cases, in a sense—as is true in cross-national comparisons. But

their conflict-reducing effects appear much more circumscribed.

This poses a puzzle: Why would local-level effects differ from mission-wide outcomes? Is it
plausible that a mission as a whole can amount to more than the sum of its parts? | argue that
this is an important, exciting research agenda, but that progress will require, first, continued
efforts to improve and expand access to intra-mission data, and second, a focus on an evalu-
ative analytic approach that tries to assess the different effects of an array of peacekeeping

components.

In this paper, | first briefly discuss armed conflicts as location-bound occurrences, and | note
that disaggregated spatial data has been used to study a number of aspects of these conflicts.
The analysis of peacekeeping missions has lagged somewhat behind, not the least because of
a dearth of high-resolution peacekeeping data. | next outline several reasons for why the study
of peacekeeping missions in particular stands to benefit from a spatially disaggregated ap-
proach, compile a detailed listing of the key data collection efforts that have been undertaken

in this area, and present my understanding of key insights that these datasets have generated.



The summary of relevant databases may be of particular interest to those working in this

field.!

| then turn to challenges that remain, in particular in terms of data availability, and conclude
with a set of emergent research priorities and recommendations for both practitioners and
academics: First, there is a need for better high-resolution data on both civilian and troop
movements as well as other standardized conflict features to match existing peacekeeping
location data. Second, the United Nations (UN) as the principal operator of peacekeeping mis-
sions should allow qualified researchers to access detailed records for academic analyses, and
| discuss ways in which this could be accomplished while maintaining the security and confi-
dentiality of these records. Third, the UN should consider building a modern monitoring and
evaluation system for peacekeeping operations, in line with those that exist for many other
varieties of international interventions in fragile societies. Finally, the scholarly research
agenda should move toward a comparatively evaluative approach. As Walter, Howard, and
Fortna (2020) write, the question going forward is not whether peacekeeping “works” glob-
ally, but rather which components, approaches, troop configurations, and deployment pat-

terns are most efficacious.
2. The need for disaggregation in peacekeeping research

Armed conflicts are spatially complicated phenomena. Their presence and intensity varies
with characteristics of the local geography and population, perhaps leaving civilians in one
region targeted but largely unaffected elsewhere. They interact with neighboring localities, as
violence in one place might spark violence in another or draw fighters from elsewhere (Buhaug
and Gleditsch 2008; Rustad et al. 2011). And these linkages shift over time, as frontlines

change and troops move.

High-resolution analyses of these processes have made tremendous leaps in the last few

years, as spatially disaggregated conflict data has become available and widely used. This

! The paper focuses on operations of the United Nations (UN), the single most important source of peacekeepers, but notes related efforts
and data sources when indicated.



trend includes ambitious cross-national efforts such as the Armed Conflict Location & Event
Data, ACLED (Raleigh et al. 2010) and the Georeferenced Event Dataset, GED (Sundberg and
Melander 2013).2 It also includes theater-specific compilations such as the U.S. National Coun-
terterrorism Center’s Worldwide Incidents Tracking System (WITS).3 In tandem with the
growth of these collections, micro-level theories explaining variation in violence exposure in
times of war have also burgeoned (Berman, Shapiro, and Felter 2011; Justino 2009; Kalyvas

2006; Verwimp, Justino, and Briick 2019).

Studies using spatially disaggregated, subnational data have investigated how conflict occurs,
endures, or spreads as a function of climactic factors (von Uexkull et al. 2016), poverty (Hegre,
@stby, and Raleigh 2009), population concentrations (Raleigh and Hegre 2009), peripherality
(Buhaug 2010), road density (Salvi, Williamson, and Draper 2020; Zhukov 2012), cell phone
coverage (Pierskalla and Hollenbach 2013), radio signal strength (Yanagizawa-Drott 2014),
types of foreign aid expenditures (Karell and Schutte 2018), and battlefield losses (Kibris
2021). The effects of counterinsurgent compensation for wrongfully detained civilians (Blair
2020) have been studied, as have the effects of indiscriminate violence (Lyall 2009; Schutte

2017).

High-resolution quantitative analyses of peacekeeping missions, meanwhile, still remain com-
paratively sparse. A substantial quantitative literature on peacekeeping has developed over
the course of the last two decades or so. This literature has focused primarily, but not exclu-
sively on UN missions—perhaps not surprisingly, given that the UN has been and remains the
world’s most prolific operator of peacekeeping missions. But until recently, much of its gen-
erally optimistic insights have relied almost exclusively on country-year (or sometimes mis-

sion-year) data on peacekeepers (Doyle and Sambanis 2000; Fortna 2004; Fortna and Howard

2 Others include the Event Data on Armed Conflict and Security, EDACS (Chojnacki et al. 2012), and—a predecessor to them all—the Kan-
sas Event Data System, KEDS (Schrodt 2006; Schrodt, Davis, and Weddle 1994).

3 See e.g. Bove and Gavrilova (2014). Other examples are the Significant Activity (SIGACT) database for Afghanistan (Karell and Schutte
2018) and the Hamlet Evaluation System (HES) and Combat Air Activities File (CACTA) for Vietnam (Kocher, Pepinsky, and Kalyvas 2011).



2008; Gilligan 2008). We have learned from this literature that peacekeeping is indeed asso-
ciated with prolonged spells of peace—that is, peace kept. But the black box approach that
prevailed in statistical studies of peacekeeping until just a few years ago, born of necessity
given the paucity of fine-grained data, left many questions frustratingly unanswered: Do
peacekeepers actually act to suppress conflict where it is threatening to erupt? How do they
contain trouble spots? Where and when do they confront and engage those that threaten

violence?

Early work on the effects of peacekeeping across geographic space still used country-year
data. For example, Beardsley (2011) documented that peacekeeping can ameliorate the risk
of cross-border conflict contagion, and Beardsley and Gleditsch (2015) noted that the geo-
graphic range of violent events appears reduced when a (robust) peacekeeping mission is de-
ployed, while themselves indicating that their analysis is limited by the absence of georefer-

enced peacekeeping details.*

Several data collection efforts have improved matters since then, and | will turn to a review
and analysis of these relatively recent endeavors in a moment. But, first, why does the study
of peacekeeping missions in particular stand to benefit from spatially disaggregated data? |

believe there are at least six reasons.

Sparse deployments: Despite their political prominence, most peacekeeping missions amount
to no more than a very limited, sparse physical presence across a host country’s territory. Take
the example of the UN Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS), a country roughly the size of France
or Afghanistan. When civil war rocked the country in early 2014, UNMISS had troops stationed
in just seventeen locations.® Imagining peacekeeping as a diffuse, omnipresent feature in this

kind of conflict landscape can be misleading. In reality, most peacekeeping missions are a

4 Another approach to dealing with this limitation has been to rely on individual-level survey data to construct indicators of peacekeeping
exposure (Beber et al. 2017, 2019).

5 See the UNMISS deployment map from March 2014 available at https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3843916?In=en.




punctuated phenomenon—vast stretches of territory dotted with islands of UN activity. Dis-
aggregated data allows us to appreciate this fact analytically and move away from heroically
assuming spatially undifferentiated deployments. We need disaggregated data to know where
peacekeepers are physically located in relation to trouble spots and whether they are in fact

as proximate as casual observers might expect.

Spatial contingencies: High-resolution data on the spatial position of troops allows us not only
to see connections to collocated occurrences, but also linkages to conflict and peacekeeping
events elsewhere. In fact, an event in one place can have one set of consequences locally and
an entirely different and opposite set of consequences elsewhere (Schutte 2017). If peace-
keepers do in fact target perpetrators of violence, a strategy of combatant mobility and con-
flict displacement are natural concerns (Beardsley and Gleditsch 2015). Spatially undifferenti-
ated mission-level data leaves us in the dark concerning such externalities and spillover dy-

namics.

Modern mandates: Peacekeeping troops continue to be deployed along international borders
(Townsen and Reeder 2014), but much more commonly the focus of contemporary peace-
keeping missions is on the protection of civilians and the reduction of violence within conflict
theaters. In a traditional peacekeeping mission, such as UNFICYP in Cyprus, force is appropri-
ately concentrated along a narrow buffer zone of possible confrontation. The protection of
civilians, in contrast, frequently requires flexible and sustained projection of force across large
areas. In order to assess the efficacy of such modern comprehensive mandates, we need to

know when and where peacekeepers in fact project force as intended.

Theory testing: A classic theoretical narrative underpinning claims of peacekeeper efficacy
centers on the UN as a security guarantor, in particular in cases of post-peace agreement mis-
sions. Parties to a conflict may be unable to credibly commit by themselves to implement their
part of a bargain, so international peacekeepers are deployed to ensure that settlement vio-
lations are punished, which in turn makes it possible that the settlement gets signed in the

first place. But this popular explanation implies that peacekeepers would in fact act to stop



conflict from recurring. Anecdotally, it is not clear that they do. Activists and journalists fre-
guently lament the inconsistent or lackluster responsiveness of UN troops. In order to speak
to this issue more systematically and comprehensively, we need disaggregated peacekeeping

deployment data.®

Knowledge accumulation: The dearth of high-resolution, high-velocity data has meant that
the question of how UN peacekeeping missions actually operate on the ground has often been
overlooked by quantitative researchers. Qualitative researchers and policy practitioners,
meanwhile, have long written about the inner workings of peacekeeping missions. A bifur-
cated scholarly discourse has been the result, with a distinct gap in terms of typical assess-
ments of efficacy. Highly critical qualitative case studies stand in contrast to a body of quanti-
tative literature that presents peacekeeping deployments in a mostly positive, if not down-
right exuberant light.” The differences in scope and level of observation have made it difficult
to accumulate knowledge across methodological approaches, and fine-grained quantitative
data will perhaps help resolve some of the discrepancies in how quantitative and qualitative

researchers understand peacekeeping.

Practitioner support: While high-level policy debates and mandated objectives are often ar-
ticulated at the country level, practitioners are well aware that missions vary tremendously
within a given context. From their perspective, disaggregated data may be particularly helpful
for the purposes of predictive analysis (Duursma and Karlsrud 2019). But aside from this, aca-
demic analyses that reflect within-mission variation are likely relatively more useful to a
broader set of practitioners than broad-brush, country-level summary results. Practitioners

would in this sense also benefit from peacekeeping scholars’ access to disaggregated data.

® For a discussion of whether peacekeeping effects hold up at the ground level, and how they may or may not aggregate from the bottom
up, see Autesserre (2014).

7 Dorussen (2014) also notes this discrepancy, and Walter, Howard, and Fortna (2020) have a helpful summary of this debate. Examples of
critical case studies include Autesserre (2010) with respect to the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Miiller and Bashar (2017)
concerning the African Union-UN Hybrid Operation in Darfur (UNAMID), and Day et al. (2019) concerning the UN Mission in South Sudan
(UNMISS).



3. Spatially disaggregated data collections

As the need for spatially disaggregated peacekeeping data became apparent over the last dec-
ade or so, several data collection projects were launched.® Table 1 summarizes five important
initiatives, which produced the Peacekeeping Location Event (PKOLED) and Peacekeeping Op-
erations Deployment (PKODEP) datasets, the Geocoded Peacekeeping Operations (Geo-PKO)
dataset, the Robust Africa Deployments of Peacekeeping Operations (RADPKO) dataset, and
Joint Mission Analysis Centre (JMAC) data.’

This list features data sources that have been used in quantitative, academic work. This is why
JMAC data is included here, but other internal UN resources that are available to some or all
peacekeeping missions are not. Duursma (2021) provides a helpful recent summary of these

resources.

All of these data sources rely on UN reporting in one form or another. PKOLED, the first of
these efforts, coded and georeferenced named locations that appear in the texts of the UN
Secretary-General’s reports on peacekeeping missions. This is a time-consuming process and
prone to challenges associated with coder reliability, notwithstanding recent developments in
automated text analysis that could offer solutions (Amicarelli and Di Salvatore 2021). It also
yields data of varying precision, depending on the level of the administrative unit used to de-

scribe any particular incident.

This led the PKOLED investigators and others to focus on UN-generated maps of mission-spe-

cific peacekeeping deployments. These maps provide information for an entire mission, as

& Temporal disaggregation of mission-year peacekeeping data preceded spatial disaggregation. Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon (2013)
and Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon (2014) used monthly deployment information to link peacekeeping missions to decreases civilian
casualties and battlefield fatalities, respectively. Ruggeri, Gizelis, and Dorussen (2011) and Dorussen and Gizelis (2013) present quantita-
tive analyses of event data, without reference to specific georeferenced locations.

° Peitz and Reisch (2019) separately coded deployment maps for UN activities in the DRC, as did Phayal (2019) for UNAMID. Levin (2015)
also coded a georeferenced dataset of subnational peacekeeping deployments in eight African post-Cold War conflicts.



opposed to describing one deployment event at a time; contain details concerning the loca-
tions of bases, types of units, and nationalities present at a base; and follow a common tem-

plate that has been relatively stable for decades.

Table 1: Notable data collections

Name Data source Coverage Data publicly Reference
available

Peacekeeping Lo- Event descriptions  Post-Cold War UN No?® Dorussen and
cation Event Data in UN Secretary- peacekeeping mis- Ruggeri (2017)
(PKOLED) General (SG) re- sions, primarily in Af-

ports rica
Peacekeeping Op- Deployment maps Major UN peacekeep- Yes'? Ruggeri, Dorus-
erations Deploy- from SG reports, ing missions in Sub-Sa- sen, and Gizelis
ment Data plus force contri- haran Africa, 1991- (2017, 2018)
(PKODEP) bution data 2006
Geocoded Peace- Digitally published  All UN peacekeeping Yes®? Cil et al. (2020)
keeping Operations UN deployment missions, 1994-2020
(Geo-PKO) maps
Robust Africa De- Deployment maps  All sub-Saharan Chap-  Yes!* Hunnicutt and

ployments of
Peacekeeping Op-
erations (RADPKO)

Joint Mission Anal-
ysis Centre (JMAC)
data

from mission re-
ports to SG, plus
monthly force con-
tribution data from
DPO

UN-native field
mission infor-
mation

ter VII UN deploy-
ments, 1999-2018

Principally all UN
peacekeeping missions
since 2006

No, proprietary
UN intelligence

Nomikos (2020b)

Duursma and
Read (2017) use
data from Darfur,
2008-09%°

10 PKOLED data for the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) in Bosnia, 1992-1995, is publicly available as part of the replication
files for Costalli (2014) at http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1017/50007123412000634. PKOLED data was also used e.g. in Powers, Reeder, and
Townsen (2015), and Townsen and Reeder (2014), without publicly available replication files.

11 Ruggeri, Dorussen, and Gizelis (2017, 2018) note that coverage extends to 1989. The publicly available data extends to 1991.

12 The dataset is available at https://www.aruggeri.eu/data.

3 An interactive dashboard and the data are available at https://geopko.shinyapps.io/GeoPKODashboard.

1 The dataset is available at https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentld=doi:10.7910/DVN/BQU5VD (Hunnicutt and
Nomikos 2020a)

15 See also Duursma and Karlsrud (2019) for a discussion of the JMAC data, including a set of event descriptions.



Maps underpin the data collections for PKODEP, Geo-PKO, and RADPKO, but even so there
are differences across these datasets. Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson (2019) note a correlation
of 0.85 between their coding and the one by Ruggeri, Dorussen, and Gizelis (2017) for over-
lapping cases. Aside from variation in coverage, the maps themselves are subject to some
interpretation: The UN only publishes map images, with troop strength and locations indi-
cated symbolically and approximately. And research teams differ in how they employ auxiliary
data to improve accuracy and precision. In particular, both PKODEP and RADPKO cross-check
data against monthly mission-level deployment reports, and the latter uses them to construct

additional variables (e.g. gender composition) and interpolate data when maps are irregular.

The UN maintains a more complete record of deployment than is shown on sporadically pub-
lished mission maps, or at least it has in more recent years with the advent of Joint Mission
Analysis Centers (JMAC) located in New York and at mission headquarters. However, this data
is not usually available to researchers, and unfortunately Duursma's and Read's (2017) use of

it in the case of UNAMID may well remain an exception.
4. Insights on deployment patterns and peacekeeper efficacy

What have we learned from these relatively recent improvements in intra-mission peacekeep-
ing data? Recall that the general consensus of the quantitative literature, primarily based on
mission-level data, is that peacekeeping works—it diminishes violence and prolongs spells of
peace. The evidence emerging from analyses of fine-grained spatial data, however, paints a

somewhat more complicated picture.

Let’s take two sets of empirical questions in turn. First, where do peacekeepers go? Are peace-
keeping units in fact deployed to where violence strikes? Second, once in place, do peace-

keepers prevent or reduce future bloodshed?

Most research agrees at least to some extent that UN peacekeeping missions sent personnel
to areas that have experienced violence. They are, in this important sense, mandate-compli-
ant. In their analysis of PKODEP data, Ruggeri, Dorussen, and Gizelis (2018) find that peace-

keepers tend to be deployed to conflict sites, although long delays are common. Using yearly

10



grid data, they find a typical two-year gap until deployments have been significantly effectu-
ated. They also find that a “logic of convenience” can constrain deployment decisions, as
troops are more likely to be deployed to accessible areas. Similarly, Fjelde, Hultman, and Nils-
son (2019) find—in their analysis of data that would later be released as part of the Geo-PKO
dataset—that peacekeepers respond to instances of violence against civilians, in particular if
committed by rebel forces. Battle intensity does not predict peacekeeping deployments in
their analysis. They also see delays, but note that deployments tend to increase in the space
of six months after instances of one-sided violence. Finally, Hunnicutt and Nomikos (2020b)
report, on the basis of their RADPKO data, that peacekeepers go where violence has occurred.
They indicate that the UN can be highly responsive, but in their illustrative case the violence
that the UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA) is quickly

acting to tamp down is violence against MINUSMA peacekeepers themselves.

Country-specific studies largely concur. Costalli (2014) uses PKOLED data for Bosnia to argue
that peacekeepers deployed to areas that had experienced particularly severe violence. Town-
sen and Reeder (2014) observe similar patterns in PKOLED data for the UN Mission in the DRC
(MONUC), 1999-2005, with UN troops deployed to sites of one-sided violence and govern-
ment-rebel clashes (while steering clear of rebel groups fighting one another). Powers,
Reeder, and Townsen (2015) term this deployment strategy “hot spot peacekeeping” and find
some evidence for it using PKOLED data from the DRC (2000-05), Angola (1995-98), Ivory Coast
(2003-05), and Sierra Leone (1998-2001). Their results point toward some heterogeneity in
mission-level deployment decisions, as conflict intensity is sometimes positively and more in-
frequently negatively associated with peacekeeping deployments. Still, the weight of the evi-

dence indicates that peacekeepers go where they must and are mandated to go.

The evidence concerning the local-level security-improving effects of peacekeeping deploy-
ments is much more mixed, by comparison. Ruggeri, Dorussen, and Gizelis (2017) find no clear
effect on the onset of local violence using the PKODEP data, but suggest that deployments
shorten the duration of conflict episodes. Cil et al. (2020), using Geo-PKO data for all UN

peacekeeping missions in Africa, 1994-2014, see no first-order association between a lagged

11



troop presence and battle deaths, but a conditional reduction of battlefield violence where
roads are dense. Concerning civilian deaths, Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson (2019), using data
for missions in Africa with civilian protection mandates in the years 2000-2011, find that local
peacekeeping contingents can protect civilians against rebels, but not government forces.
Hunnicutt and Nomikos (2020b), with their RADPKO dataset, replicate the negative associa-
tion between peacekeeping deployments and rebel violence in the relevant subset of cases,
but find that the result either “washes out or is reversed when we use the entire sample of
missions” —while a UN presence is positively correlated with government forces beginning to

commit atrocities against civilians.

Perhaps these ambiguous results simply reflect a considerable amount of effect heterogene-
ity. While Peitz and Reisch (2019) find violence-reducing effects in the DRC, Costalli (2014)
does not in Bosnia, and neither do Mvukiyehe and Samii (2020) for the UN Mission in Liberia
(UNMIL). Phayal (2019) finds that the presence, but not the capacity of UN troops correlates
with a reduction in civilian fatalities in Darfur. Meanwhile, Peitz and Reisch (2019) note that
deployments with helicopters, airplanes or marine units tend to outperform infantry units in
the DRC. There may also be heterogeneity in the effects of UN compared to non-UN missions,
which are studied far less frequently, with the analysis of the African Union (AU) effort in So-

malia by Elfversson, Lindberg Bromley, and Williams (2019) an exception.

How one reads these results might also depend on the view one takes on issues of selection
and endogeneity that affect all of these analyses. Can we reasonably attribute the absence of
violence-reducing effects to selection bias, or should we rather be wary of any evidence in
favor of such effects? A popular argument, articulated e.g. by Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson
(2019), contends that the apparent fact that peacekeepers are deployed to violent areas
should, if anything, bias researchers against any finding of peacekeeper efficacy. It is easy to
see why this is an attractive argument, but it makes an assumption that usually is not fully
recognized, namely that violence will persist locally, all other things being equal. This may not
be a well-founded assumption for internal wars, where attacks and clashes often move from

one place to another (and violent areas can see mean reversion). If a flare-up of violence is

12



just that—a surge followed by subsidence—then a deployment of peacekeepers some months
later will induce a misleadingly optimistic correlation between their presence and an absence
of violence. That is, deployment dynamics could bias researchers toward a finding of peace-
keeper efficacy. Given the lead times involved in relocating peacekeeping units, especially if a
base needs to be newly set up as opposed to expanded, deployments do not necessarily target

“hard cases” in the present, but cases that were hard.

This is not as much of an issue for the equivalent argument concerning the mission-level rec-
ord of peacekeeping activity (Fortna 2004), because conflicts are not as spatially mobile across
international borders. The Sudanese civil war, say, would not have suddenly disappeared in
Sudan and reconstituted itself anew in Ethiopia. Internationalization is of course a common
feature of civil wars, but generally not in the sense of a conflict being entirely displaced across
borders. By contrast, fronts shift easily within armed conflicts, especially in modern insurgen-
cies where “frontlines” are often diffuse to begin with. In this case, what looks like peacekeep-
ers having a violence-abating impact may in reality be a deployment that puts boots on the
ground once violence has already moved elsewhere. This dislocation of violence could be a
strategic response to a looming peacekeeper deployment on the part of combatants—Peitz
and Reisch (2019) describe such a process of conflict displacement using data from the eastern

DRC for 2000-2014—but it could also simply reflect non-strategic mean reversion.

This is not to say that conflict displacement is necessarily more common than peacekeeping-
induced containment. A reading of Beardsley and Gleditsch (2015) or Ruggeri, Dorussen, and
Gizelis (2017) could suggest the opposite. But one important task for future research on sub-
national peacekeeping deployments will be to better understand these dynamics of conflict
spillovers. Much of the relevant literature does not explicitly identify spillover effects, not-
withstanding exceptions such as Peitz and Reisch (2019) and Duursma and Read (2017). Cur-
rently researchers commonly analyze high-resolution spatial data by aggregating up either
within political-administrative units or within grid cells. Alternative analytical approaches over
continuous space as in Kelling and Lin (2020) are rare. The grid-based approach dominates—

and how grid cells relate to one another is often left entirely unstructured. As spatial data, e.g.
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fine-grained information on road networks or physical obstacles such as swamps and moun-
tains, and our ability to use it continues to improves, we should have a better sense of how
conflict can be displaced, how peacekeeping missions can project power, and why some mis-

sions appear to have positive effects while others do not.®

Finally, note that an absence of a violence-reducing effect at the intra-mission level need not
necessarily imply that peacekeeping missions as a whole are ineffective (Levin 2015). Even if
a local peacekeeping presence does not appear to reduce violence compared to other areas,
this can be entirely consistent with the larger peacekeeping mission as a whole improving the
security situation for everyone—or at least leading to a better security situation than the
country would face in the counterfactual scenario lacking a peacekeeping missions. It is not
clear that mission-level success can and should in fact be simply understood as the sum of
local-level incidents and effects, and at this point we only have a limited understanding of how
micro-level developments link up to shape macro-level outcomes in this arena (Autesserre

2014).
5. Persistent data limitations

A fundamental challenge of the existing spatial data collections—as impressive and laudable
as they are—is that they rely on UN deployment maps. Maps are published at best on a
monthly basis, but more typically quarterly, with many quarters or longer stretches of time
lacking maps. Maps for two consecutive months are rare. As Hunnicutt and Nomikos (2020b)
note, maps are not missing at random. They tend to be available with greater frequency at
the beginning and the end of missions. It is not even clear if a month without a digitally avail-
able map can be properly characterized as a month for which a map is “missing,” because we
do not know if a map was ever generated for that particular mission-month—the UN does not
provide a list of all maps that were at some point generated, whether for public release or
otherwise. The fact that the raw map data is so sparse means that, first, we can still not be

entirely certain about how many peacekeepers have been stationed where, most of the time.

16 See Beck, Gleditsch, and Beardsley (2006), and also note their more technical point that autoregressive spatial models tend to outper-
form models with spatially lagged errors.
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Second, analyses can become sensitive to how the data is interpolated—if there is a change
between deployment maps, it is not clear when exactly and how gradually or quickly the

change took place.

Another well-known issue with UN deployment maps is that they generally show mission-as-
signed, not actual deployment levels. Missions are commonly understaffed, especially after
their initial Security Council authorization and after any subsequent mandate expansions. This
means that a battalion that is symbolically indicated as such on a deployment map may not in
fact be operating at this level of strength. PKODEP and in particular RADPKO attempt to fix
this issue by also using mission-level contributing country deployment totals, but their correc-

tions can only be approximate.

Deployment maps also lack information about patrols or other activities that allow peace-
keepers to project force across populations and territories. Patrols are a key component of
missions, as they try to prevent violence through deterrence, physically disrupt threats to ci-
vilians, respond to protection-related incidents, or enforce ceasefires and other local and na-
tional agreements. Maps that offer snapshots of base locations and their associated troop
strength cannot capture these activities and the relationships with local actors that they imply.
As Dorussen and Ruggeri (2017) point out in Clayton et al. (2017), we could easily expect a
peacekeeping presence to have heterogeneous effects depending on the type and quality of
these interactions—but we will not able to explore these questions using data based on de-

ployment maps alone.

This raises the question what kind of data could help answer these questions, and at what
level of granularity we might be able to obtain such data. But it raises an even more funda-
mental question: At what level of detail does the UN, or more specifically the Department of
Peace Operations (DPO) or the Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs (DPPA) at UN
headquarters, possess this data, and for which historical and contemporary missions (Bosco

2017)?
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Geolocated daily base deployment figures likely do exist, also for a substantial portion of the
historical record, although this is not publicly known and these records are in any case not
likely to be standardized or maintained with an eye towards analysis across missions and time.
The situation concerning patrols and other off-base activities is surely worse. The fragmentary
orders upon which patrols are actually carried out are generally supposed to be archived, but
historically no cross-mission retention scheme has been in place for them. Patrol totals are
regularly reported by missions, but detailed information about patrols is often inconsistently
or selectively recorded—precisely because they form such a central mission output, and
troop-contributing countries face strong incentives to report patrol activities that are just as
mandated. While incidents are often reported with geographic coordinates, routine patrols
are not, and political challenges and sensitivities surround them as they do other geospatial

UN data (Convergne and Snyder 2015).

While room for improvement surely remains, the UN has made substantial progress with re-
spect to its data collection practices in peacekeeping operations in general and geospatial data
retention and analysis in particular (Duursma 2021). Joint Operations Centers (JOC) and Joint
Mission Analysis Centers (JMAC) were first initiated by the UN Department of Peacekeeping
Operations (DPKO) in 2005, and now play a central role in systematic information acquisition
and analysis (Duursma 2017), and the Situational Awareness Geospatial Enterprise (SAGE) da-
tabase was introduced as a way to log incidents and actions, replacing daily situation reports.
The rollout of SAGE has not been without problems: Data collection is not automated, remains
focused on events and incidents, and imposes additional entry burdens on missions, which
was arguably a reason why its UNMISS launch initially failed (Laurence 2019). Still, it has the
potential to be transformative as it centralizes and standardizes data capture for peacekeep-

ing operations, but remains out of reach for academic researchers.

For non-UN missions, data collection and availability vary, but are not generally any better.
The SIPRI Multilateral Peace Operations Database, for example, which is the largest database
of non-UN peacekeeping missions, does not include any detailed spatial data (van der Lijn and

Smit 2017). Troop-contributing countries often maintain separate, confidential records of
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their activities, with the level of detail commensurate with their capacity, but these also are

usually inaccessible to scholars.
6. Conclusion

Where does this leave scholars of peacekeeping? Commendable strides have been made in
terms of the spatially disaggregated data that has been collected by several teams of research-
ers. We know that peacekeepers tend to go where violence has occurred, and that they can
help prevent further suffering—at least sometimes. Yet much remains unknown: Geolocated
strength figures for most mission days, information on when exactly and how quickly site-
specific deployments change, details for patrols and other force projection activities, and how
all of this affects the strategic interplay between combatants, civilians, and peacekeeping

troops.

| will conclude with four forward-looking remarks. First, in the absence of additional UN data
releases, it seems at this stage difficult to imagine any comprehensive data collection effort
that will substantially improve our knowledge of peacekeeping deployment sites, as it stands
given available maps. But there does seem room for data collections around these missions,
or efforts to carefully link additional existing data that describe features of the conflict land-
scape as it responds to the presence of peacekeepers. For example, civilians are rarely appre-
ciated as strategic actors in empirical analyses of peacekeepers’ effects on them, but they can
choose to gather around deployment sites to seek protection, avoid such sites if they fear
becoming a target, and in general condition their movements on their expectations in the
context of a peacekeeping mission (Sundberg 2020). Better, high-resolution data on such
movements, or corridors for combatant troop movements, or other standardized facets of the
conflict setting could in turn broaden what researchers can accomplish with available peace-

keeping location data.

Second, as the UN improves its processes by which it gathers information about peacekeeping
operations, it should allow qualified non-UN researchers to access at least a subset of this

data. This need not entail releasing e.g. SAGE data publicly. UN DPO could for example provide
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access to a secure, freestanding system at headquarters, where researchers would be able to
run their statistical models; or the department could publish a description of the data struc-
ture, allow researchers to submit analysis code, run the code for researchers, and return the
output only. This is a common procedure that permits researchers to work e.g. on personally
identifiable sensitive employment data, and it seems sensitive mission data could be pro-
tected in the same fashion. Returned outputs could in fact be mission-neutral, i.e. only results

based on multiple missions could be returned.

Third, UN peacekeeping operations should consider building modern monitoring and evalua-
tion systems, and draw on the expertise of outside researchers when designing impact evalu-
ations (Gorur 2019). The fact that quantitative analyses across missions largely agree that UN
peacekeeping can reduce conflict, while the intra-mission correlation between deployments
and diminished violence is far from clear, only goes to show that the story of peacekeeping
efficacy is perhaps not as straightforwardly told as one might have thought. There is still much
to be learned about what exactly makes a mission a success, both locally and at the mission

level.

Fourth, by the same reasoning, the academic research agenda should move toward being
comparatively evaluative, as recently suggested by Walter, Howard, and Fortna (2020). What
exactly makes peacekeeping “work”? Which type of units, with what kind of personnel, em-
ploying which practices where, in response to what contextual factors, have the highest like-
lihood of reducing violence?!” These kinds of questions ought to inspire many more years of
vibrant peacekeeping research and disaggregated geolocated data should be one its central

elements.

17 See Blattman et al. (forthcoming) for an example of evaluative work in an extraordinarily challenging, violence-prone setting.
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