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Abstract
Despite the abundance of evidence that peacekeeping works, we know little about
what actually makes peacekeepers so eﬀective. Recent work suggesting that local
agendas are central to modern conflicts make this omission particularly problematic.
The article demonstrates that the presence of peacekeepers makes individuals more
optimistic about the risks of engagement and the likelihood that members of outgroups
will reciprocate cooperation. I use data from a lab-in-the-field experiment conducted
in Mali, a West African country with an active conflict managed by troops from France
and the United Nations (UN), to show that UN peacekeepers increase the willingness of
individuals to cooperate relative to control and French enforcers. Moreover, I find that
UN peacekeepers are especially eﬀective among participants who hold other groups
and government institutions in low esteem. Follow-up interviews and surveys suggest
that perceptions of the UN as unbiased rather than other mechanisms account for its
unique eﬀectiveness.
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Introduction
Peacekeeping plays a central role in our understanding of how civil wars end. For instance,
enforcement by peacekeepers make negotiated settlements in civil wars possible, deter belligerents from returning to violence, and promote post-conflict institution-building (Walter
2002; Doyle and Sambanis 2006; Fortna 2008; Howard 2008; Gilligan and Sergenti 2008).
In particular, scholars have highlighted the eﬀectiveness of peacekeepers from the United
Nations (UN), noting their ability to increase the duration of peace (Hultman et al. 2016),
contain the spread of violence (Beardsley 2011), and limit violence against civilians (Hultman et al. 2013). While it is clear that UN peacekeepers reduce violence related to civil war,
the mechanisms specifying how they do so in practice are not well understood. This article
begins to fill this gap by providing a theory and causally-identified evidence that explains
how peacekeepers promote peaceful interactions between individuals on the ground.1
Prominent ideas about the eﬀectiveness of peacekeeping mostly focus on how operations
shape the behavior of armed groups and their leaders. However, conflict research has increasingly emphasized the centrality of individual behavior and motivation to political violence
and successful post-conflict reconstruction (Kalyvas 2006; Autesserre 2010; Lake 2017). Although scholars have recognized the importance of analyzing the eﬀects of peacekeeping at
a sub-national level (Ruggeri et al. 2017; Fjelde et al. 2019) and oﬀered geocoded measures
capturing the deployment of peacekeepers (Cil et al. 2019; Hunnicutt and Nomikos 2020),
much remains to be learned about the how peacekeepers maintain order between everyday
citizens of conflict settings. For instance, the deployment of 105 UN peacekeepers in March
2016 to Bouna, a small town in the north-eastern part of Côte d’Ivoire, ostensibly prevented
a local dispute from unraveling a hard-fought and UN-brokered peace. A group of farmers
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from the Lobi ethnic group had accused cattle herders from the Peulh ethnic group of grazing their cows on Lobi land, destroying the crops in the process. A series of reprisals and
counter-reprisals left more than 20 Ivorians dead and forced thousands to leave their homes
in less than a week.2 However, the deployed peacekeepers managed to defuse tensions, kept
the area stable, and faciliated a return to broad-based cooperation between farmers and
herders in Bouna.3 What explains the success of peacekeepers in cases such as this? The
argument and evidence I put forth here suggests that the Bouna dispute is indicative of
broader patterns of the ability of UN peacekeepers to enforce peaceful interactions between
individuals.
Specifically, this article advances a theory that peacekeepers increase the willingness
of individuals to cooperate across social groups by shaping how they perceive the risks
from engaging in cooperation. I present a straightforward decision framework in which
an individual’s willingness to cooperate in the short-term is a function of their beliefs about
whether or not others will reciprocate that attempt at cooperation. I argue that peacekeepers
shape these beliefs in systematic ways. In particular, the presence of peacekeeping patrols
makes individuals more optimistic in their perceptions of the risks of engagement and about
the likelihood that members of outgroups will reciprocate their attempts at cooperation.
Through this mechanism, international peacekeepers make residents of conflict settings more
willing to cooperate across group boundaries.
I test this argument with a pre-registered lab-in-the-field experiment carried out in Mali,
a West African country with an ongoing ethnic conflict managed by troops from the UN and
France. Identifying the causal eﬀect of peacekeeping with observational data is challenging
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because patrols typically deploy to areas with limited prospects for intergroup cooperation.
An observational analysis would be unable to separate the eﬀect of international patrols from
the characteristics of these locations, such as a history of hostile intergroup interactions. A
lab experiment is particularly well-suited as an alternative empirical approach because it
allows for observation of actual cooperative behavior under circumstances that do not introduce additional factors that may bolster or undermine cooperation. To measure willingness
to cooperate, I recruited participants to play a trust game in which they are told to send
money to an anonymous partner from a diﬀerent ethnic group. I randomly assign participants to a control group or one of two treatment groups in which they are told that two
patrolling oﬃcers from either the UN or France will punish any low partner contributions
with a fine. To identify the eﬀect of peacekeeping, I compare the amount participants send
in the control group to the two treatment groups.
The evidence shows that some, but not all, types of peacekeeping has a strong positive
eﬀect on the willingness to cooperate in a conflict setting. Whereas the UN treatment increased willingness to cooperate by 32.7% relative to control, the France treatment had no
substantive or statistically significant eﬀect. I find that UN peacekeeping is especially effective among individuals with little other reason to cooperate—those with low social trust,
little contact with members of other ethnic groups, and low trust in formal governance institutions. I also present some evidence that the UN is relatively more eﬀective among
individuals who have had previous interactions with peacekeepers compared to those who
have not. Perceptions of the UN’s ability and willingness to intervene in an everyday interaction relative to France likely drive these divergent eﬀects—the UN and France have diﬀerent
local capacities, information about interactions, relationships to favored ethnic groups, and
histories of intervention. Follow-up interviews and surveys suggest that perceptions of the
UN’s unbiasedness may be the most important channel through which the UN increases
willingness to cooperate. This provides an important link between cross-national evidence
3

documenting the eﬀectiveness of UN peacekeeping operations and studies that emphasize
the positionality of an international intervener as foreign (Lyall et al. 2013; Lake 2016).
The results further imply that residents of conflict settings may reject the presence of some
international actors more than others and that this may have real eﬀects on peacekeeping
outcomes.
This article extends existing research on the conditions under which the international
community can reduce the fragility of conflict settings (Beath et al. 2012; Crost et al. 2014;
Sexton 2016; Lyall et al. 2020). The findings of this study suggest that peacekeepers, deployed
with the explicit mandate to enforce peaceful interactions within civilian communities, can
promote intergroup cooperation in weakly institutionalized settings. Existing scholarship on
intergroup cooperation has explored the eﬀect of factors such as in-group policing (Fearon
and Laitin 1996), exposure to violence (Gilligan et al. 2014), national identity (Charnysh
et al. 2015), and international aid (Fearon et al. 2015) but has devoted considerably less
attention to the eﬀect of peacekeeping operations. Although intergroup cooperation does not
necessarily lead to the creation of self-enforcing institutions that remain in the absence of an
international actor (Beardsley 2008), it limits intercommunal violence, promotes economic
development, and bolsters social trust. For these reasons, it is important to examine how
international actors can encourage citizens of post-conflict societies to cooperate across group
boundaries.

A Micro-Level Theory of Intergroup Cooperation under
Peacekeeping
In the aftermath of civil wars, individuals, families, or clans living in the same community
struggle to sustain cooperation over local issues such as cattle herding, property rights, or
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the value of goods.4 Individuals living in post-conflict settings must assess several parameters before choosing to cooperate across group boundaries. The expected utility of choosing
to cooperate involves weighing the material and social benefits of intergroup cooperation
against the costs, which are a function of the probability that a potential partner will choose
to reciprocate cooperation and the risk that a potentially straightforward interaction may
escalate into violence. Limiting cooperation to members of an in-group serves as a rudimentary yet invaluable survival technique, helping individuals minimize the risk of being taking
advantage of during cooperation (Brewer 1999). Coethnicity may be especially useful in
identifying trustworthy partners (Habyarimana et al. 2009). The structure of the interaction
may increase payoﬀs to cooperation relative to non-cooperation (Bolton and Ockenfels 2000).
Alternatively, cooperation may be a direct function of how individuals interpret each other’s
motives in the interaction (McCabe et al. 2003). Individuals in a society may earn reputations
for trustworthiness or norms for reciprocity may dominate in a community, dictating how
individuals should return cooperative action (Berg et al. 1995). Moreover, in-groups might
possess unique abilities to enforce defections, which can help increase intergroup cooperation
in the long-run (Fearon and Laitin 1996; Bernhard et al. 2006).
For residents of post-conflict settings, intergroup cooperation may not be worth the risk
at all. Civil wars destroy state capacity, limit the eﬃcacy and legitimacy of domestic institutions, and rip apart the social fabric that connects individuals to one another, making
intergroup cooperation an unlikely prospect. Domestic state police and security institutions
can promote cooperation in multi-groups settings by punishing those who take advantage of
individuals that try to cooperate, thereby increasing the probability that partners will reciprocate. When conflict eradicates the limited capacity and legitimacy of these institutions,
they cannot intervene in intergroup interactions in order to limit the risk that the inter4
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actions become violent. Moreover, frayed social trust shortens time horizons across group
boundaries in post-conflict settings, posing another threat to cooperation. Preference for
an in-group member over an out-group member will only increase as cooperation with an
out-group becomes riskier (Tajfel and Turner 1979; Lyall et al. 2013). Intergroup violence
hardens ethnic cleavages, making individuals more likely to identify with parochial in-groups
and less likely to extend cooperation to members of out-groups (Sambanis and Shayo 2013).
Peacekeepers increase an individual’s willingness to cooperate by increasing the perceived
probability that their partner will reciprocate the cooperation. Hypothesis 1 summarizes this
prediction.5 International actors—organizations, regional alliances, or countries—deploy
armed police or military troops to patrol villages, towns, and neighborhoods of cities to
enforce peaceful interactions between members of diﬀerent social groups. These peacekeeping
patrols encourage cooperation through the punishment or threat of punishment of individual
violations of the law. Peacekeeping at this level is a question of deterrence.6 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. The message
to locals is that if they use violence, peacekeepers will respond in kind or detain them. In so
doing, peacekeeping patrols deployed to conflict settings lay the foundation for intergroup
cooperation at the local level.
Hypothesis 1 Peacekeepers increase individuals’ willingness to cooperate with members of
5
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other groups.
As an example, consider the duties of Gladys Ngwepekeum Nkeh, a Cameroonian oﬃcer
in the UN police (UNPOL) force deployed as part of the UN Multidimensional Integrated
Stabilization Mission in the Central African Republic (MINUSCA). During one of her daily
patrols in a neighborhood of Bangui, the capital of the Central African Republic, Nkeh
discovered that a resident of the neighborhood had raped a thirteen-year-old girl. In a state
with limited security and judicial institutions, events like this rape can begin a cycle of
retaliation and counter-retaliation between families and members of a community. Instead,
Nkeh and her UNPOL contingent quickly apprehended a suspect, helping bring him to
justice swiftly.7 Knowing that a security oﬃcer like Nkeh exists and is active in enforcing
interactions can bolster cooperation between individuals, families, and ethnic groups.
The eﬀectiveness of peacekeepers as local-level enforcers is a function of the identity
and type of international actor doing the enforcement. Hypothesis 2 articulates this logic
formally. Indeed, existing research has oﬀered several reasons why the UN rather than
individual countries is particularly well-suited to promoting peace at the local level (Smidt
2019). First, domestic populations may perceive the UN to be less biased than patrols from
individual countries. International organizations such as the UN operate without a legacy of
colonial rule(Abbott and Snidal 1998; Bush and Prather 2018), which domestic populations
almost universally associate with favored minority groups (Tambiah 1989; Posner 2005).
Such a history might make locals hesitant to believe that an international peacekeeper from
a former colonial power would intervene on their behalf if a non-cooperative partner was
from a favored group. Second, multidimensional UN peacekeeping deployments possess
substantial operational capacity, with an annual budget in excess of $1 billion and 10,000
7
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troops for operations in countries like Mali, the Central African Republic the Democratic
Republic of Congo, and the South Sudan (Howard 2019). As the logic goes, the more welloutfitted troops there are in a given locality, the more operational resources peacekeepers
have to enforce local-level peace (Ruggeri et al. 2017; Fjelde et al. 2019) Additionally, UN
peacekeepers deploy more widely than limited unilateral foreign interventions, collecting
information about social interaction information through daily patrols around a locality.
Having information about these interactions, including the setting in which the dispute
takes place, facilitates the UN’s eﬀorts to promote intergroup cooperation (Gordon and
Young 2017).
Hypothesis 2 Peacekeepers from the UN increase individuals’ willingness to cooperate with
members of other groups more than peacekeepers from single countries.
I also argue that peacekeeping at the local level is at its most eﬀective when baseline (i.e.,
pre-treatment) levels of intergroup and social trust are low. 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. Moreover, if an individual trusts a potential
partner enough, external enforcement of uncooperative behavior is not necessary since they
believe that the partner will reciprocate any attempts at cooperation. It is unlikely that
peacekeepers have a significant eﬀect on such interactions since they are needed less in these
circumstances.
Hypothesis 3 Peacekeepers increase individuals’ willingness to cooperate with members of
other groups more among individuals with low levels of baseline trust than individuals with
high levels of baseline trust.
Finally, I posit that the more individuals interact with peacekeepers, the more likely they
are to trust their enforcement commitment and trust that any potential interactions with
members of other groups will be policed. Although limited data exists about the interactions
8

between civilians and peacekeepers, research suggests that UN bases may increase economic
activity (Mvukiyehe and Samii 2010) and that UN peacekeeping patrols may strengthen perceptions of state authority (Blair 2019). In fact, prominent critiques argue that UN peacekeepers should interact more, not less with local populations (Autesserre 2015). Although
contact should have a trust-building eﬀect, it is also possible that any positive eﬀects would
be oﬀset if locals perceive the intervention to be neo-colonial (Pierre 2015). This negative
eﬀect is likely exacerbated when peacekeepers come from a single country. Nonetheless, existing work has demonstrated that international peacekeepers can build fruitful relationships
with local populations through increased contact (Gordon and Young 2017).
Hypothesis 4 Peacekeepers increase individuals’ willingness to cooperate with members of
other groups more among individuals with whom they have frequent contact than individuals
with whom they have infrequent contact.

Peacekeeping and Intergroup Conflict in Mali
I test the hypotheses in Mali, a landlocked West African country with several ongoing conflicts managed by French and UN troops. At the time of research, France and the UN
had both deployed patrols to promote local-level cooperation between members of diﬀerent
social groups. This confluence of events oﬀered a unique opportunity to study how residents of a post-conflict setting in which identity-based disputes are highly salient respond to
peacekeeping without jeopardizing the safety and security of research participants and staﬀ.
A long history of intergroup tensions characterizes the socio-political context of the study.
Relations between the Tuareg ethnic minority, numbering about 400,000 (almost 2% of Mali’s
population) and Mali’s dominant “Mandé”8 ethnic groups structure Malian politics.9 After
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independence from French colonial occupation in 1960, the Mandé-based central government
refused to grant the Tuareg their own independent state. Instead, the new government
enacted policies to make Mali a purely Mandé nation-state (Snyder 1967; Jones 1972). In
response, Tuareg leaders launched rebellions against the central government in 1963, 1990,
2006, and 2012 (Lecocq 2010; Wing 2013).
A coalition of major Tuareg armed groups signed a peace accord with the government to
formally end the most recent round of hostilities in June 2015 (Pezard and Shurkin 2015).
Nonetheless, relations between ethnic groups remain poor. With overextended local police,
abusive domestic military forces, and a corrupt court system, the Malian state cannot enforce
the rule of law (Pezard and Shurkin 2015). Farmers, traders, and cattle herders instead call
upon armed groups or self-defense militias to settle local scores and resolve intracommunal
disputes (Human Rights Watch 2018). Intergroup trade has become dangerous and has
decreased dramatically. Many Malians report a sense of helplessness—they want to trade
but fear being taken advantage of or worse (Human Rights Watch 2017; Nomikos 2020). For
example, in January 2015, two men travelled to the Amasarakate market near the city of
Gao in northern Mali in order to sell a motorcycle, a common mode of transportation. On
their way home from the market, four armed Tuareg men, one of whom they had traded
with, ambushed them and took the money they had earned (Human Rights Watch 2015).
In response to growing intercommunal violence, France and the UN have both deployed
forces to enforce intergroup cooperation within communities. French forces, in addition to
their ongoing counter-insurgency eﬀorts against Islamic extremists (Operation Barkhane),
have launched peacekeeping operations throughout Mali (Gillier 2015). The United Nations
Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA), established by Security Council Resolution 2100,
deployed in April 2013. MINUSMA employs a defense (military) force, tasked primarily with
tempered ethnic divisions in Mali. As they note, however, cousinage does not extend to
intergroup relations with Tuareg in Mali.
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preventing violence from armed groups and individuals associated with armed groups, and
a security (police) force, tasked primarily with lower engagement missions to prevent local
crime and to enforce communal peace.10 MINUSMA short-range patrols target communities,
providing them with an opportunity to report crimes and to register local grievances. Additionally, MINUSMA police deploy long-range patrols that accompany Malians to weekly
markets outside of major population centers to encourage trade and protect them from intergroup predation. The purpose of the patrols is to prevent violence before it occurs while
also protecting civilians that engage in cooperative behavior like trade with other ethnic
groups.11 For instance, UN patrols in northern Mali routinely accompany cow herders to
markets outside of secure city centers to make sure that the herders or the farmers they
interact with at these markets do not cheat or steal from their trading partners, who are
frequently from another ethnic group.
I carried out the study in February-March 2016. At this time, the ethnic conflict between
Tuareg separatists and the Malian government had receded as a threat to the stability
of Mali, replaced instead by pockets of intercommunal violence driven by breakdowns in
cooperation (Nomikos 2020). Peacekeeping patrols looking to prevent these breakdowns are
likely less eﬀective in Mali than they would be in other settings, making Mali a diﬃcult test
for the main hypothesis (Hypothesis 1). As one of Africa’s poorest and most underdeveloped
states, Mali lacks the institutional and infrastructural capacity to support large peacekeeping
operations that rely on domestic roads, bases, and airfields to deploy troops where needed.
The size, demographics, and geography further complicate the eﬀorts of peacekeeping patrols
to project power—Mali is one of Africa’s ten largest and least densely populated states, more
than half of Mali’s land area is covered by the Saharan desert, and a large mountain range
on the northern border with Algeria provides ideal hiding places for violent actors.
Author interview with MINUSMA Police Commissioner, August 3rd, 2016.
11
Author interview with MINUSMA Deputy Police Commissioner, August 3rd, 2016.
10

11

Moreover, Mali is an especially diﬃcult test case for the eﬀectiveness of UN peacekeepers
as international enforcers (Hypothesis 2). Because French and UN troops deployed at nearly
the same time, in similar areas, and often carry out similar missions, civilians occasionally
do not distinguish between the two. UN peacekeepers thus have fewer distinct advantages
in Mali than in other settings where a division of labor between international actors may
be clearer. Since the deployment of the UN in 2013, more peacekeepers have died in Mali
than in any other peacekeeping operation, often in high-profile setbacks that make national
news in Mali. For example, during the first week of the study, extremists hit a UN base
with mortars, gunfire, and a truck bomb, killing five and wounding thirty more (Diallo and
Diarra 2016). For these reasons, I expect the findings presented in the paper to generalize
to other conflict settings with international peacekeeping operations.

Research Design: Identifying the Eﬀect of Peacekeeping
Testing the argument that peacekeepers increase individual willingness to cooperate with
members of outgroups requires isolating the eﬀect of peacekeeping from two primary threats
to identification. First, the eﬀect of peacekeeping must be isolated from characteristics of
the local context that may inhibit or bolster cooperation. For example, peacekeepers deploy
to violent and unstable areas where intergroup cooperation is diﬃcult to sustain, resulting in
a spurious negative correlation between peacekeeping and cooperation. As Figure 1 shows,
this issue is particularly severe in Mali. The panel on the left visualizes the total number of
conflict events by cercle, the second largest administrative district in Mali, using the Armed
Conflict and Event Location Dataset (ACLED) (Raleigh et al. 2010). The panel on the right
visualizes the average number of UN peacekeepers deployed using the Robust Africa Deployments of Peacekeeping Operations (RADPKO) dataset (Hunnicutt and Nomikos 2020),
with darker areas indicating greater number of peacekeepers and the black dots indicating
UN bases. The UN deploys to the most violent areas of Mali.
12

Figure 1: Peacekeepers Deploy to the Most Violent Settings
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Second, the eﬀect of peacekeeping patrols enforcing an interaction must be isolated from
the eﬀect of information generated by the circumstances surrounding that interaction. Each
exchange between members of diﬀerent social groups introduces new information that likely
aﬀects whether an individual will want to cooperate or not, making it diﬃcult to disentangle the eﬀects of this new information from the eﬀects of peacekeeping enforcement. For
instance, a cattle herder may meet several members of their community in a weekly market patrolled by peacekeepers, choosing ultimately to sell the meat from some of their cows
after several peaceful interactions. Using solely observational data, we may come to the
premature conclusion that the peacekeeping patrols increased the willingness of the cattle
herder to cooperate. Yet, it would not be clear whether the herder cooperated because of
the presence of the peacekeepers or new information about their fellow community members
gathered during the weekly market.
In order to address these two threats to identification, I implemented a lab-in-the-field
experiment in February and March 2016 designed to elicit cooperative behavior from nonTuareg Malians toward Tuareg partners. In the fashion of a trust game, I tasked participants
with sending a part of an initial salary to a Tuareg partner that they then had to trust would
reciprocate the attempt at cooperation (Berg et al. 1995; McCabe et al. 2003). In order to
address the first threat to identification, I randomly assigned participants to a control group
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or one of two peacekeeping treatments so that any potential characteristics of the area of
the study would be independent from the eﬀect of enforcement. If assigned to a treatment, I
informed participants that a peacekeeper, either from the UN or France, would observe and
fine low contributions, a common method from experimental psychology to operationalize
the presence of a third-party enforcer (Fehr and Fischbacher 2004; Bernhard et al. 2006).
To deal with the second threat to identification, I kept all characteristics of the interaction
between the non-Tuareg and the Tuareg participants the same across all treatment groups.
Therefore, any diﬀerences between the treatment and control groups can only be attributed
to the eﬀect of the treatment groups, not new information that arises over the course of the
social encounter.

Protocol
Four mobilizers recruited participants to come to a central location where one of eight enumerators would meet a participant and explain the rules of the game. A local field manager
provided each participant a detailed briefing before the game and debriefing after the game
to ensure full comprehension.
The protocol of the game was as follows. First, enumerators gave participants 1,000
West African francs (FCFA) in an envelope.12 Second, enumerators showed each participant
a picture of their partner in the game—a Tuareg man—and told them his name and ethnicity to make sure that they understood that they were interacting withwith someone from
the Tuareg ethnic group. Although participants thought their partner was human, I preprogrammed the Tuareg partner’s behavior in advance. Third, participants were randomly
assigned to no enforcement (control), UN peacekeeping, or French enforcement. Fourth, enu12
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Figure 2: The structure of the game.
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merators told the participants that the study organizers would double however much they
send for a maximum of 2,000 FCFA. However, they were also told that the Tuareg partner
would choose to keep between 0 and 2,000 FCFA for themselves and send back only the
remainder. If the participants were assigned to UN or French peacekeeping, the enumerators explained that peacekeepers would look at both contributions and assess a fine of 500
FCFA if they considered either amount low. Fifth, enumerators left the participants alone
to decide how much to send to the Tuareg partner. Sixth, enumerators returned to collect
the envelope and the game ended.
The principal outcome of interest in the lab experiment is the amount (out of 1000
FCFA) that the non-Tuareg Malian participant decided to send to her Tuareg partner. I
use the amount sent to operationalize willingness to cooperate—the greater the amount
sent, the greater the willingness to cooperate across group boundaries. By comparing how
much participants sent in the treatment groups (UN and France) to the control group, I can
quantify in a controlled environment the degree to which peacekeepers increase willingness
to cooperate.

Research Safety and Ethical Considerations
The safety of the participants and local enumerators was of utmost importance to me.
I did not wish to expose my subjects to any unnecessary risk, judgment, or actual punishment from a peacekeeper based upon their behavior in my study. Since the empirical
strategy of the game, which focuses on the one-shot contributions of non-Tuareg Malians,
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did not necessitate any response from the peacekeeper, I did not invite real peacekeepers to
participate in the experiment. That is, the participants did not observe any peacekeeper behavior. They are merely told that two peacekeepers from either France or the UN, depending
on treatment group, will fine them if they make a low contributions. The game ends before
they see the result of the fine. Peacekeepers rely on deterrence since punishing each peach
violation is unmanageable (Ruggeri et al. 2017). Having a game with anticipated rather than
actual punishment thus reflects how peacekeepers use an important coercive instrument.
Additionally, I did not use real Tuareg partners because the volatile nature of intergroup
relations in Mali, an active conflict setting, could have produced hostile feelings toward
Tuareg players. It would have been diﬃcult to ensure the safety of all participants if such
hostilities were to escalate. Moreover, the hypotheses generate testable implications about
the willingness of members of one group to cooperate with others. Because data collection
did not require the involvement of the target of cooperation, it was not necessary to subject
the participants of the game to risk. Finally, I made sure that the pre-programmed return
from the Tuareg at the end of the game was generous to perpetuate positive impressions of
Tuareg Malians. Ultimately, all subjects received the same monetary payoﬀ (1,500FCFA).
All participants were thoroughly debriefed after the game until it was clear that they
understood the deception used in the game.

Sampling Procedure
I drew a sample of 512 non-Tuareg Malians from eight randomly selected neighborhoods of
southeast Bamako, a semi-rural and residential part of the capital city of Mali (see Figure
B1 in Appendix). I sample from this part of Bamako to minimize the diﬀerences between
Bamako and other areas of Mali. This sample is representative of residents in Bamako.
However, it is not representative of all residents of Mali in two respects. First, even in these
residential areas, the proximity to the center makes life substantially diﬀerent than it is for
16

Table 1: Summary Statistics and Balance on Demographic Covariates between Treatments
Mean

Diﬀerence

p-value

Control (C)

France (Fr)

UN

Fr-C

UN-C

Fr-UN

Fr-C

UN-C

Fr-UN

26.99

26.59

26.63

-0.40

-0.37

-0.03

0.61

0.66

0.97

Female

0.12

0.11

0.09

-0.01

-0.03

0.02

0.77

0.36

0.45

Bambara

0.33

0.32

0.36

-0.02

0.02

-0.04

0.77

0.70

0.42

Bamako Native

0.53

0.50

0.52

-0.02

0.00

-0.02

0.70

0.93

0.72

Education (0-8)

4.71

4.73

4.71

0.02

0.00

0.02

0.94

1.00

0.93

Children

2.47

2.50

2.57

0.03

0.10

-0.06

0.81

0.49

0.60

Tuareg Friendship

0.51

0.55

0.54

0.04

0.03
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0.85

UN Contact (0-4)
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3.00
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0.11
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0.23

0.40

0.35

0.04

Age

rural residents of Mali. Second, the ethnic make-up of the sample diﬀers between Bamako
and the rest of Mali, with Tuareg representing a smaller share of the population in Bamako
than in Northern Mali, for instance. To the extent that this study focuses on non-Tuareg
Malians, this is less of an issue.
Table 1 presents summary statistics and tests of whether treatment assignment was
balanced across baseline covariates. The average participant was 26 years old, has two
children, and has completed middle school. Only half of participants were Bamako natives
and about half have a close friend who is Tuareg. About 34% of the participants said
that they were members of the Bambara group, the largest ethnic group in Mali, similar
to levels across Mali according to the most recent census. The only severe sampling issue
that arose was that the mobilizers under-sampled women. Although this limits the ability to
generalize some of my findings, cultural considerations made sampling women very diﬃcult.
In particular, very few women were willing to leave their neighborhoods and come to the
location of the experiment. In the Appendix, I analyze solely the responses of the women
in my sample to investigate this issue further. Balance tests do not indicate any failures in
the randomization procedure. One potential exception is that participants assigned to the
France treatment group said that they come into contact with UN patrols more frequently
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than those assigned to the UN treatment group. I adjust for this potential imbalance in
robustness checks presented in the Appendix and find that it does not aﬀect the main
results.
I chose Bamako as the setting for the lab experiment for three reasons. First, the UN has
its main military and police headquarters in Bamako. Participants will likely be familiar with
the UN peacekeeping mission. Survey question responses from the experiment confirm this.
68% report seeing UN peacekeepers “all the time” or ”often.” Only 2% report never having
seen them. As such, Bamako oﬀers the lab experiment a high degree of internal validity.
That is, given the awareness of the UN, the observed treatment eﬀects are likely to operate
as theorized. Second, since 2012, violence in northern and central Mali has forced internally
displaced Tuareg to take up residence in Bamako. This migration has not only diversified
neighborhoods in Bamako but also heightened intercommunal tensions between Tuareg and
non-Tuareg in the area. Finally, the attacks on the Radisson Blu hotel in November 2015, the
first of their kind since the June 2015 peace accords, likely increased the salience of violence
for respondents at the time of the experiment. Shortly after the conclusion of the experiment,
armed groups attacked the EU training mission in Bamako. Moreover, the frequent attacks
on UN peacekeepers and surrounding populations make for ubiquitous headlines in Bamako.
These factors have combined to make Bamako one of the most active test cases of local-level
peacekeeping in Mali.

Results
This section presents tests of whether the peacekeeping treatments increase participants’
willingness to cooperate across group boundaries. I estimate the treatment eﬀects in the
lab-in-the-field experiment with an OLS estimator given by Yi = β0 + βj Zi,j + αn + αe + #i ,
where Yi is the amount sent by the non-Tuareg Malian participant i to their Tuareg partner
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Figure 3: UN Treatment Increases Intergroup Cooperation
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and Zi,j indexes the j treatment groups (with control as a reference group). Randomization
occurred at the cluster level where the cluster was the enumerator-day. For this reason, I use
robust cluster standard errors, which allow the error terms within the clusters to be related
while assuming only that the error terms from diﬀerent clusters are independent (Angrist
and Pischke 2008; Samii and Aronow 2011). In order to recuperate the eﬃciency losses
from clustering and the inability to block-randomize the treatments, I estimate the average
treatment eﬀect with neighborhood fixed eﬀects, denoted αn , and enumerator fixed eﬀects,
denoted αe . This estimation strategy allows for a conservative, theory-based improvement
in precision without needing to include further covariates or alternative model specifications
that may introduce bias due to overfitting (Gerber and Green 2012).
Figure 5 graphs the main results. Each of the three points in the figure presents the
estimated amount sent to the Tuareg participants in each of the three treatment conditions
(control, UN peacekeeping, and French enforcement). Participants assigned to UN peacekeeping send 797 out of 1,000 FCFA to their Tuareg partners. This represents an increase
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Figure 4: UN Treatment Increases Willingness to Cooperate for Low Trust Individuals
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of 196 FCFA or 32.6% compared to control, a substantive and statistically significant difference. Participants assigned to French peacekeeping send 631 out of 1,000 FCFA to their
Tuareg partners. This corresponds to an increase of 30 FCFA or 5% compared to control,
though the diﬀerence is not statistically distinguishable from zero. Moreover, the amount
sent by participants in the UN treatment group diﬀers to a substantively and statistically
significantly extent from the amount sent by participants in the French treatment group.
The main results provide mixed evidence in favor of Hypothesis 1 and strong evidence
in favor of Hypothesis 2. In line with Hypothesis 1, peacekeepers increase the willingness of
participants to cooperate, though this eﬀect is localized to the UN treatment. The diﬀerence
between the UN and France treatment eﬀects supports Hypothesis 2, which predicted that
UN peacekeeping would be more eﬀective than any peacekeeping by a single state.
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Next, I test observable implications derived from Hypothesis 3, that peacekeeping will
have a greater eﬀect on individuals with lower levels of baseline trust. In order to test this,
I look at participants’ responses to four pre-treatment questions that measure both social
trust and institutional trust. For each of the four measures, I group together all low trust
participants in one category and all high trust participants in another category. Table C1 in
the Appendix lists the four questions and how I categorized participants’ responses as either
low or high trust.
Across all groups, the UN treatment increases willingness to cooperate for individuals
with low trust but not for individuals with high trust, lending strong support to Hypothesis
3. The France treatment eﬀect is statistically indistinguishable from zero across subgroups.
To illustrate the diﬀerences in eﬀects between low and high trust groups, Figure 4 graphs the
estimated amount participants sent to their non-Tuareg partners in each treatment condition.
On the left-hand side are each of the low trust groups and on the right-hand side are each of
the high trust groups. For example, among those who believe that the majority of Tuareg
support separatist groups (the first set of panels in the figure), participants assigned to
UN peacekeeping send 950 out of 1,000 FCFA to their Tuareg partners. This represents an
increase of 400 FCFA or 72.7% compared to control. However, among individuals who believe
that most Tuareg do not support separatist groups, there is no substantive or statistically
significant diﬀerence in the amounts sent in each treatment group. These results suggest
that the eﬀectiveness of peacekeeping enforcement is localized to individuals with little other
reason to cooperate with members of other social groups.
Finally, I test Hypothesis 4, which stated that contact with peacekeepers will make individuals more likely to trust the enforcement capacity and commitment of those peacekeepers.
Figure 5 graphs the amount sent to the Tuareg partner as a function of contact with UN
peacekeepers. I divide contact into three categories depending on quantity and quality of
participants’ contact with UN peacekeepers. I categorize participants who say they regularly
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Figure 5: Amount Sent to Tuareg Partner, by Treatment and Contact with UN
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see or speak to peacekeepers as being in “frequent contact.” Individuals who occasionally
saw peacekeepers but did not speak to them had “some contact.” I categorized participants
who did not regularly see or speak to peacekeepers as having “infrequent contact.”
The results oﬀer mixed evidence in favor of Hypothesis 4. Participants assigned to the
UN treatment group demonstrate a greater willingness to cooperate than those assigned to
control in all three subgroup categories. The absolute magnitude of the UN treatment eﬀect
does not appear to be correlated with individual contact with UN peacekeepers. However,
UN peacekeeping increases average contributions by 52% relative to control for individuals in
frequent contact with the UN, compared to 27% for individuals with infrequent contact and
28% for those with some contact, which supports the hypothesis. The diﬀerence in relative
magnitude is due to the fact that individuals in frequent contact with the UN send less on
average to Tuareg partners in the control group, suggesting that these individuals are the
least likely to want to cooperate with members of other ethnic groups in the first place.
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Discussion: Investigating the Mechanisms
The main results demonstrate that UN peacekeepers increase the willingness of non-Tuareg
Malians to cooperate with Tuareg Malians in the form of contributions in a trust game but
that French peace enforcers do not. I now turn to an investigation into the potential reasons
for why this may be the case. I find evidence that perceptions of the UN as unbiased and
France as biased account for the relative greater eﬀectiveness of UN peacekeeping. I find
little evidence in favor of other potential mechanisms. I disentangle these mechanisms using
data from the lab experiment, interviews with participants of the lab experiment, and a
follow-up survey.

Testing the Bias Mechanism
Unbiased peacekeepers convince individuals to cooperate through a credible commitment to
punish any potential party that transgresses in a social interaction. The unbiased peacekeeper will in the minds of the local population stop any violence, attack any perpetrators
of violence, or detain survivors. By contrast, biased peacekeepers fail to reassure individuals
that they will protect them from violence by favored parties. Individuals from non-favored
groups do not doubt that biased peacekeepers will punish them should they turn to violence (Favretto 2009). They doubt, however, whether biased peacekeepers will punish their
favored group to protect non-favored civilians from violence.
Some scholars argue that bias may actually improve an international actor’s chances for
promoting peaceful outcomes. According to this perspective, only biased peacekeepers can
credibly convince their favored group about the resolve of other ethnic groups since they are
eﬀectively “on their side” (Kydd 2003; Smith and Stam 2003; Savun 2008). Additionally,
bias may reveal private information about a peacekeeper’s willingness or resolve to enforce
peace (Favretto 2009). Or, biased peacekeepers may have unique leverage over their favored
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parties, which they can use to promote peaceful outcomes (Touval 1982; Zartman and Touval
1985).
Bias is unlikely to help peacekeepers bolster intergroup cooperation, however. It is not
clear why a biased peacekeeper would be able to persuade non-favored groups not to take
violent action. Indeed, since they wish to achieve the best possible outcome for their favored group, non-favored groups will not take seriously private information held by biased
peacekeepers. Similarly, biased peacekeepers will not hold any unique leverage over nonfavored groups (Beber 2012, p. 404). Moreover, while biased international actors may be
well-suited to elite-level conflicts in which there exist informational asymmetries about relative power and resolve, they are less well-suited to local-level conflicts characterized by
intergroup mistrust (Kydd 2006). In these cases, biased peacekeepers will support their favored side, regardless of trustworthiness, making them unreliable enforcers of intercommunal
interactions.
Skeptics question whether the UN is truly unbiased. Some suggest that UN impartiality
is a “delusion” (Betts 1994). According to this line of thinking, when an actor invests as
much human and financial capital in a post-conflict state as the UN does, it cannot maintain
its impartiality (Lake 2016). It is also possible that the bias of the UN Security Council in
favor of certain armed groups might manifest in perceptions of individual UN peacekeepers
(Talentino 2007; Benson and Kathman 2014; Rhoads 2016). Research shows that member
states use their position on the Security Council to influence where UN peacekeepers are
posted (Mikulaschek 2017). However, these theories apply to political elites and armed
groups rather than citizens disputing over local issues. In fact, existing research suggests
that regular citizens in states with UN peacekeeping missions complain that the UN does
too little rather than that it does too much (Talentino 2007; Kelmendi and Radin 2016).
Non-Tuareg Malians largely perceive the UN to be an unbiased international actor that
does not favor any domestic groups. In order to systematically assess Malians’ perceptions,
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I conducted a follow-up survey in July 2016 with 874 respondents in eight neighborhoods of
Bamako and 12 rural villages in Central Mali.13 The survey asked the respondents whether
they believed that the UN or France, respectively, was biased in favor of an ethnic group
in Mali. Figure 6 graphs their responses. As the left side of the figure shows, 0.67 of all
respondents said that they perceived of the UN as unbiased, compared to 0.41 who perceived
of France as unbiased, a substantively and statistically significantly lower proportion. Moreover, as shown on the right side of the figure, 0.38 of all respondents said that France was
biased in favor of the Tuareg. 0.27 said that the UN was biased in favor of the Tuareg, a
diﬀerence of 0.11, statistically significant at the .05 level.
The results of this survey demonstrate that though most Malians perceive the UN as
unbiased and more Malians see France as biased, a small proportion still perceive the UN
as biased in favor of the Tuareg. This perceived bias likely stems from a combination of
two factors. First, the UN peacekeeping operation has inevitably become entangled with
the French military intervention. This association has compromised the UN’s independence,
at least in the mind of some Malians. Second, the UN peacekeeping operation in Mali has
occasionally engaged in firefights with armed groups that have resulted in civilian casualties
(Sieﬀ 2017). As a result, Mali presents a least likely application of this mechanism—the UN
13

I describe the sampling procedure in greater detail in the Appendix.
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will struggle to convince a part of the local population that it is unbiased and will enforce
intergroup cooperation without favoring the Tuareg. If the analysis oﬀers evidence in favor
of the mechanism, I would expect it generalize to other settings as well.
Interviews with the participants of the experiment following the experiment demonstrate
how these perceptions manifest in individual motivations. Some participants contrasted
the UN to a colonial intervener. For example, a 22-year-old male participant said that
he preferred the UN to France because “it did not colonize Mali and therefore will not
target any interests (Participant DI6).” Others referenced the multi-national nature of UN
peacekeeping operations as a consideration. Another 22-year-old man, who was assigned to
the UN treatment and sent the Tuareg 750 FCFA, said that he preferred the UN “because
it’s an international institution specifically created to maintain peace (Participant CF12).”
When asked whether he considered the UN to be unbiased and why, a 35-year-old male
participant said that he believes the UN is unbiased because it is “supporting Mali, its
role is to create an area of peace, dialogue, and reconciliation, and it’s doing the job well
(Participant BE21).”
These interviews also provide further evidence that the participants of the experiment
perceived France as biased in favor of the Tuareg. For example, a 28-year-old man assigned
to the French treatment that sent 400 FCFA to his Tuareg partner said that he did not think
that France is unbiased because “it helps the Tuareg (Participant AE20).” Some specifically
highlighted French alliances with Tuareg armed groups as a sign of persistent French bias. A
28-year-old man who sent 450 FCFA doubted that France is unbiased because “it supports
the Tuareg rebels (Participant CH10).” A 51-year-old Malian man assigned to the French
treatment who sent the Tuareg 500 FCFA, said that he does not trust France to manage
the Malian crisis because “France supports the Tuareg rebels (Participant AG15).” Another
participant, a 26-year-old man also assigned to the France treatment that sent his partner
350 FCFA, specifically identified French support of the Tuareg armed group Ansar Dine as
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a cause for concern (Participant DH13).
To more directly test whether the bias mechanism accounts for the eﬀectiveness of the
UN treatment relative to the French treatment, I asked each participant after the game—but
before they were told about the final monetary outcome of the game—what they thought
their Tuareg partner had sent back to them. According to the bias mechanism, participants
assigned to the UN treatment should expect Tuareg Malians to cooperate more than those
assigned to the France treatment because they perceive the UN as more unbiased than
France. As a result, participants assigned to the UN should expect their Tuareg partners to
return more than those assigned to France since they would believe that UN peacekeepers
would punish low contributions by the Tuareg partner but French peacekeepers might not.
An analysis of participants’ answers to this question reveals that participants assigned to
the UN treatment believe that their Tuareg partners will send back more than those assigned
to the France treatment. When assigned to French peace enforcement, participants believed,
on average, that their Tuareg partner had returned 452 FCFA. However, when assigned to
UN peacekeeping, participants believed, on average, that their Tuareg partner returned 556
FCFA, a diﬀerence of 104 FCFA or about 20% (p = 0.0518). The diﬀerence in beliefs about
the amount that the Tuareg partner would return are thus in line with the expectations of
the bias mechanism.

Testing Other Mechanisms
In this section, I discuss three potential alternative explanations for the size of the UN
treatment eﬀect relative to the France treatment eﬀect. I do not find evidence supporting
any of these mechanisms. In the Appendix, I consider several additional mechanisms as well.
Although this analysis does not definitively rule out all other explanations, it does provide
some suggestive evidence that the bias mechanism is the primary channel through which UN
peacekeeping increases willingness of Malians to cooperate across group boundaries.
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First, it is possible that Malians perceive the UN as biased against Tuareg Malians or
in favor of Malians from one of Mali’s other groups. However, it seems unlikely that a UN
anti-Tuareg bias would increase the willingness of individuals to cooperate with Tuareg in
the presence of UN peacekeepers since respondents would expect the UN not to punish them
if they chose not to cooperate. In fact, the main results in this article suggest that nonTuareg Malians are more willing to cooperate with Tuareg Malians when UN peacekeepers
are present. Moreover, responses to the follow-up survey provide little evidence for this
alternative mechanism (see Figure 6). Very few respondents said that they believed the UN
to favor a non-Tuareg Malian ethnic groups (e.g., Bambara, Malinke, Peulh) from which the
experiment sampled. About 4% of all respondents believed the UN to be biased in favor of
these groups.
Second, I also find no evidence that Malians’ beliefs about the amount of information
available to peacekeepers account for the eﬀectiveness of the UN. I designed the lab experiment so that UN peacekeepers and French enforcers would have the same amount of
information about the intergroup interaction. In both treatment groups, enumerators tell
participants that two peacekeepers will look at the amount that they send to their Tuareg
partners. For this reason, information alone cannot account for the diﬀerence in treatment
eﬀects between France and the UN. As an additional check, I asked the respondents in the
follow-up survey whether they agreed with the statement that a given actor—France or the
UN—knows about the problems in their village. 14.3% of respondents agree or strongly agree
that France knows about village disputes compared to 12.7% for the UN. This suggests that
information about disputes alone cannot explain the UN’s singular ability to increase the
willingness of individuals to cooperate.
Finally, it might be the case that Malians perceive the UN as having more localized
operational capacities than France. Since the central challenge to intergroup cooperation is
that disputing parties are unable to commit to cooperate, as long as the peacekeeper can
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project enough power to enforce local-level interactions, they can help disputing parties overcome this commitment problem (Walter 2002). And it might be the case that individuals
might believe that the UN is better suited to mobilize local resources to punish individual
transgressions. However, the design of the experiment controls for any potential variation in
beliefs about local capacity by keeping constant across treatments the number of peacekeepers (two), the distance to the individual (“in this building”), and enforcement capability
(identical fine). And so, it is unlikely that local capacity explains the diﬀerence in eﬀect
between the UN and France treatments.

Conclusion
In this article, I argue that peacekeepers increase the willingness of individuals living in a
post-conflict setting to cooperate with members of other social groups. I present evidence
from a pre-registered lab-in-the-field experiment in Mali in line with this argument. I find
that participants send more of their initial salary to partners when assigned to a treatment
in which they are told that UN peacekeepers will punish any low contributions compared to
control or to an identical French enforcement treatment. Furthermore, the results indicate
that the UN is particularly eﬀective among participants with low levels of social and institutional trust. Evidence from the experiment, interviews following the experiment, and a
follow-up survey further suggest that the eﬀectiveness of the UN is driven by the perception
that the UN is more unbiased than France.
Given the challenging nature of peacekeeping operations in Mali, the logic of this argument likely generalizes to other peacekeeping setting involving diﬀerent types of social
groups. Applied beyond Mali, the main results of the study link the micro-level operations
of UN peacekeepers with the robust macro-level finding in the scholarly literature that UN
peacekeeping maintains order after conflict. The conditional aspects of the results—that the
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UN is more eﬀective in low trust settings and with increased contact—could also help us
understand failures of UN peacekeeping. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, UN peacekeepers have been notorious for not connecting with the local population, especially deep in
those isolated areas (as in Kivu) where residents are distrustful of other ethnic groups and
government institutions (Autesserre 2010).
Finally, the findings of this paper also oﬀer potentially important policy prescriptions
for how international actors can eﬀectively bolster intergroup cooperation on the ground.
In particular, this study suggests that the United Nations, rather than a colonial intervener
with a legacy of relations with local groups in the country, will be especially eﬀective at this
task. UN operations should emphasize peacekeeper contact with local populations, especially
those individuals isolated from other social groups and central governance institutions. Such
peacekeeping can lay the foundation for long-term reconciliation and building of social trust
in war-torn states such as Mali.
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