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Abstract
As UN multidimensional peacekeeping operations have proliferated over the past two
decades, violence against peacekeepers has increased as well. Yet there exists substantial sub-national geographic variation in patterns of violence. What explains this variation? We contend that much of the violence against peacekeepers stems from strategic
motivations. Peacekeepers in multidimensional PKOs serve as substitute providers of
governance and security, working to bolster perceived state capacity and legitimacy in
areas where the government cannot send its own forces. Insurgents target peacekeepers in expectation of a PKO unit’s capacity to win over the support of local civilians.
We argue that insurgents rely on three primary heuristics to predict the downstream
efficacy of peacekeeping forces: personnel composition, peacekeeper gender, and peacekeeper nationality. We test our theory using an original dataset of geocoded United
Nations multidimensional peacekeeping deployments peacekeeping deployments. Using
primary documents sourced directly from the UN covering 10 multidimensional peacekeeping operations from 1999-2018, we present comprehensive time-series data on UN
peacekeeper deployment location by type, gender, and nationality. We find that insurgents overwhelmingly target peacekeepers in areas with a large number of three types
of forces: police, non-Western, and female peacekeepers.
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Introduction
On April 20th, 2019, an improvised explosive device (IED) hit a convoy of United Nations vehicles traveling on a road between the towns of Douentza and Boni in the Mopti
region of Central Mali. The IED killed one Egyptian peacekeeper and wounded four others.1 Peacekeepers responded by killing one of the alleged assailants and arresting nine.
As UN peacekeeping operations have become more robust and localized over time, violence
against peacekeepers has increased as well. Peacekeeper fatalities have increased since the
1990s. Over 1000 peacekeepers were killed in action between 2010 and 2018, as compared
to 768 peacekeeper fatalities between 1990 and 1998, despite UN deployment to Bosnia and
Rwanda, two infamously violent conflicts, during the 1990s. Yet there exists substantial
sub-national geographic variation in patterns of violence. What explains this variation? Existing approaches examine rebel violence as part of national-level strategy to make gains
in a conflict against an incumbent government (Ruggeri et al. 2013; Salverda 2013; Fjelde
et al. 2016). Yet these accounts do not focus on the strategic implications of peacekeeping
within the broader context of modern insurgencies, namely that rebel groups should resist
the efforts of peacekeepers that can undermine their position with civilians in their localities.
We argue that much of the violence against peacekeepers stems from strategic motivations. Despite attempts by United Nations peacekeeper to appear impartial and act in an
unbiased fashion, their deployment affects the relationship between insurgent rebel groups,
the state, and civilians. Peacekeepers in multidimensional PKOs provide security and stability in a conflict or post-conflict setting where the government does not have the capacity
to send its security sector forces. By serving as substitute providers of security, peacekeepers
can bolster the perceived capacity and legitimacy of the government. In doing so, they decrease the incentives for civilians to support rebel groups. With their connection to civilians
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under threat, insurgents target peacekeepers as a means of forcing them out of particular
regions in an effort to undermine support for the government.
We test our argument using a novel dataset of UN deployments to multidimensional
peacekeeping operations. For this analysis, we used primary documents from the UN to
gather geocoded data on peacekeeping deployments by type of peacekeeper, self-reported
gender identification, and nationality. We find strong evidence of insurgent targeting of UN
peacekeepers where UN police are deployed, except in an active conflict settings in which
UN military troops are participating in a counter-insurgency operations. We also find robust
evidence of a strong relationship between the deployment of non-Western peacekeepers and
targeting of peacekeepers. We find some limited evidence, as well, of strategic targeting
of peacekeepers in areas where women are deployed. However, the existence of a gendered
protection norm that limits women’s deployment to hostile areas in which insurgencies are
active prevents us from making concrete causal inferences.
This paper makes three contributions to existing scholarship. First, we advance research
on violence against peacekeepers, an understudied topic in study of peacekeeping operations.
We build on existing research that emphasizes the importance of conflict dynamics in understanding patterns of peacekeeper targeting (Fjelde et al. 2016) by shifting the focus to the
local level, where modern counter-insurgencies are won and lost. Second, we contribute to
the study of the sources of insurgent violence against counter-insurgents, specifically when
counter-insurgents are international actors. Third, we provide new data on peacekeeping
deployment, offering a complete and nuanced picture of multidimensional peacekeeping deployment.
The paper proceeds as follows. First, we outline the strategic logic of violence against UN
peacekeepers. We discuss existing research on peacekeeper targeting and then draw upon
micro-level theories of violence to identify a series of testable hypotheses. Second, we present
our research design. Third, we offer our findings. Fourth, we discuss potential explanations
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for our findings and highlight potential limitations of our approach. We conclude with some
thoughts about the applications and extensions of our findings.

The Strategic Logic of Violence against UN Peacekeepers
Civil wars are a contest between incumbent governments and insurgent rebel forces that seek
to expel government security forces from contested territories (Kalyvas 2006). Governments
are often aided in their efforts to eradicate insurgencies by international armed forces, either militaries from other states or peacekeeping troops. Insurgents and counter-insurgents
rely upon convincing civilians to support them. For insurgents, sympathetic civilians can
provide supplies and refuge from the government. For counter-insurgents, collaborationist
civilians can provide critical information about the whereabouts of insurgents. Civilians
decide whether to support insurgent or governments depending on the ability of each actor
to provide public goods. The fundamental and foundational public good is security and
stability.
After many civil wars, central governments lack the capacity to provide security and
stability throughout an entire state. The UN authorizes the deployment of multidimensional
peacekeeping operations to substitute for the state in these cases. In the long-term, these
peacekeeping missions support the development of a security sector that can independently
maintain the stability of the territory of the state (Karim and Gorman 2016) and promote the
rule of law (Blair 2019). In the short-term, however, these missions rely upon international
troops to prevent violence from breaking out and spreading.
In the past two decades, multidimensional UN peacekeeping operations have increased
both qualitatively and quantitatively (Bellamy et al. 2010). Existing studies have shown that
peacekeepers can maintain order, provide security, and promote stability. Cross-national
research has found that UN peacekeepers bring conflicts to an end (Doyle and Sambanis
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2006), increase duration of peace (Fortna 2008), keep the peace after conflict ends (Gilligan
and Sergenti 2008), and reduce armed group victimization (Hultman et al. 2013). Recent
research has shown that these findings extend to localized operations that reduce the duration
of conflict episodes (Ruggeri et al. 2017), reduce the likelihood of civilian victimization by
rebel groups (Fjelde et al. 2019), increase intergroup cooperation (Nomikos 2019a), and lower
the likelihood of intercommunal violence (Nomikos 2019b). Yet single-case studies have cast
doubt upon these claims (Autesserre 2015; Costalli 2013; Mvukiyehe and Samii 2010). Critics
point to rising casualty numbers in UN peacekeeping operations as important evidence of
the UN’s struggles.
What accounts for violence against peacekeepers? Existing research on violence against
peacekeepers has been comparatively sparse. Scholars have argued that violence against
peacekeepers is a critical part of rebel groups’ national-level strategy against a government
(Salverda 2013; Fjelde et al. 2016). Recent efforts have advanced this research agenda by
providing more precise data on attacks against peacekeepers (Henke 2017; Bromley 2018).
Yet peacekeepers are increasingly deployed in the context of modern insurgencies that are
fundamentally different than the conflicts of the previous century. By deploying to the frontline of insurgencies, peacekeepers have increasingly become the targets of insurgent attacks.
A recent UN-commissioned report on the security of UN peacekeepers by Lieutenant General
Carlos Alberto dos Santos Cruz identifies 2011 as a watershed year. Chapter VII peacekeeping operations in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Mali, Central African Republic, among
other missions authorized in the past decade, present unique dangers. In these operations,
violence has increasingly come from dispersed insurgent organizations engaging in a protracted struggle against the government. Peacekeepers are often the targets of this violence,
perceived by insurgents as allied with counter-insurgent authorities. Indeed, peacekeepers
can provide critical information to maintain stability in these contexts (Gordon and Young
2017; Duursma 2018).
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We argue that insurgents target peacekeepers that they perceive are the likeliest to gain
civilian support during multidimensional deployments. UN peacekeepers are increasingly
becoming critical counter-insurgency (COIN) actors. When peacekeeping operations succeed,
local governments benefit and insurgencies fail. Recent evidence shows that insurgents are
well aware of the effectiveness of peacekeeping operations and actively seek to obstruct them
at the local-level (Duursma 2019). Peacekeepers in multidimensional PKOs provide security
and stability in a conflict. By serving as substitute providers of security, peacekeepers
can bolster the perceived capacity and legitimacy of the government. When international
actors support local governments in a conflict, they make themselves targets of insurgencies,
regardless of their motives (Narang and Stanton 2017). When peacekeeping operations
improve the governments ability to provide public goods in the short term, they decrease
the incentives for civilians to support rebel groups. With their connection to civilians under
threat, insurgents target peacekeepers as a means of forcing them out of particular regions
in an effort to undermine support for the government.
In particular, we identify three types of peacekeepers that are likely to be perceived as
effective counter-insurgents. It is against these peacekeepers we should observe the greatest
amount of strategically targeted violence. First, UN police have a uniquely small footprint
that allows them to integrate with civilian populations (Nomikos 2019b). We do note,
however, that UN military troops should also draw the attention of rebel attacks, especially in
modern insurgencies. Second, non-Western peacekeepers are the most likely to be perceived
as unbiased. Lacking a colonial legacy, these peacekeepers are the least likely to perceived
as having imposed upon (Talentino 2007). Identity and the composition of peacekeepers
play a critical role in the success of these operations (Bove and Ruggeri 2015). Third,
female peacekeepers possess unique advantages relative to male peacekeepers, which make
them more effective and popular with local populations (Karim and Beardsley 2017). We
summarize the hypotheses as follows:
5

Hypothesis 1a The greater the number of UN police in a given locality, the greater the
amount of insurgent violence against UN peacekeepers as whole.

Hypothesis 1b The greater the number of UN military troops in a given locality, the greater
the amount of insurgent violence against UN peacekeepers as whole.

Hypothesis 2 The greater the number of UN personnel from non-Western states in a given
locality, the greater the amount of insurgent violence against UN peacekeepers as whole.

Hypothesis 3 The greater the number of UN personnel that identify as women in a given
locality, the greater the amount of insurgent violence against UN peacekeepers as whole.

Research Design
Violence against Peacekeepers
We argue that insurgents redirect violence away from civilians and state groups towards
peacekeepers when they anticipate peacekeepers to be effective counter-insurgents. An observable implication of this argument is that peacekeepers would be involved in conflict at
a higher rate when perceived as legitimate challengers to insurgent forces. To this point,
we use geocoded conflict event data from the Armed Conflict Location and Event Database
(ACLED) to measure levels of violence against peacekeepers at a country’s second administrative unit of analysis (ADM2).
We operationalize violence against peacekeepers in three different ways.2 First, we construct a simple dummy variable indicating whether peacekeepers were directly involved in
violent conflict in a given ADM2. This binary measure allows us to test for how different
2

We use information the identity of conflict actors to determine when peacekeepers are involved directly
in conflict events. We mark a conflict event as an instance of violence against peacekeepers when (1) the
peacekeeping mission acronym is one of the four primary actors listed in the description of a given conflict
event and (2) when the conflict event involved direct clashes between armed forces. As such, we exclude
non-violent events involving peacekeepers that are recorded in ACLED, such as the establishment of a new
peacekeeping base.
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compositions of peacekeepers affect the likelihood of subsequent violence against peacekeepers. Second, we tally the month-long count of conflict events directly involving peacekeepers
for each ADM2 in our sample. Using this count variable, we are able to test how changes in
the composition of peacekeeping forces relate to changes in absolute level of violence against
peacekeepers. Finally, we operationalize violence against peacekeepers as the proportion of
conflict events directly involving peacekeepers, per month. This measure provides the most
precise test of theory we outline above, as it allows us to capture how insurgents may reallocate violence away from other targets, such as civilians or government forces, towards
peacekeepers specifically following changes to the composition of local peacekeeping units.
Figure 1 displays how violence against peacekeepers unit at the local level varies as a
function of deployment levels across Chapter VII missions. Descriptively, Figure 1 shows
that the average proportion of violence directed towards peacekeeping forces is modestly
higher in ADM2s where larger than average contingents of peacekeepers are stationed. This
descriptive trend is particularly apparent in the UN’s deployment in the Central African Republic (MINURCA), Darfur (UNAMID), the Democratic Republic of Congo (MONUSCO),
and Mali (MINUSMA). This aligns with the findings of the dos Santos Cruz report, which
details how these specific operations have been the most frequent targets of insurgent attacks.
We use recently released data on monthly data peacekeeper fatalities from the UN to test
the prima-facie construct validity of our dependent variables. We use data from Bromley
(2018) for the 1999-2009 period and mission-level data from Henke (2017) for the 1999-2015
period. We find that all three of our measures of violence against peacekeepers correlate
positively with reported peacekeeper fatalities these datasets.3
3

In the future, we will randomly select and manually validate 100 instances of violence against peacekeepers from our data to ensure that we are excluding non-violent conflict events to which our theory does
not apply, such as the uncontested establishment of a new peacekeeping base or events where peacekeepers
actively target insurgent groups.
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Figure 1: Violence against Peacekeepers, Chapter VII Missions
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Note: Individual points correspond to the average level of violence against peacekeepers in a
country’s second administrative unit (ADM2) over a mission’s mandate. Darker points indicate more violent events involving peacekeepers. For each mission, ADM2-levels of violence
against peacekeepers are arrayed according to the average numbers of peacekeepers deployed in
the same ADM2. Points clustered at the left side of the plots correspond to ADM2s wherein
no peacekeepers were stationed over the course of the mission; points clustered towards the
right side of the plots correspond to ADM2s that received increasingly large deployments of
peacekeepers.
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Peacekeeping Deployment Data
To test our hypotheses on the strategic targeting of peacekeepers based on their type, gender,
and ethnicity, we use original data on the subnational location and composition of peacekeepers attached to multidimensional deployments (Hunnicutt and Nomikos 2019).4 Our
data build on previous efforts to collect spatially granular data on peacekeeping deployments (e.g., Ruggeri et al. (2013), Fjelde et al. (2019)), but makes improvements regarding
data collection and quality along three dimensions.
First, our data encompasses solely and entirely the scope of multidimensional UN peacekeeping operations with the authority to patrol at the local level: missions with Chapter
VII mandates following the publication of the Brahimi Report (Brahimi 2000; Bellamy et al.
2010). Figure 2 offers a temporal cross-section of our data. Past research relies on samples
that combine UN peacekeeping missions across mandates, equivocating traditional deployments with ones designed to intervene at the local-level. Blurring this distinction has clear
empirical implications. To accurately capture the local dynamics of peacekeeping, we must
make comparisons solely among missions with the operational mandate to conduct local
patrols.
Figure 2: Sampled UN PKOs
Mission

State (Region)

Mission Dates

Data Coverage

UNAMISL

Sierra Leone

Oct 1999-Jun 2006

Oct 1999-Nov 2005

UNMIL

Liberia

Sep 2003-Mar 2018

Sep 2004-Jun 2017

UNOCI

Cote d’ Ivoire

Apr 2004-Jun 2017

Aug 2004-Jul 2014

ONUB

Burundi

May 2004-Dec 2006

Apr 2005-Nov 2006

UNMIS

Sudan

Mar 2005-Jul 2011

Sep 2005-Jul 2011

UNAMID

Sudan (Darfur)

Jul 2007-Present

Jul 2007-Dec 2017

MINURCAT

Chad

Sep 2007-Dec 2010

Apr 2009-Nov 2010

MONUSCO

Democratic Republic of Congo

Jul 2010-Present

Jul 2010-Dec 2017

UNMISS

South Sudan

Jul 2011-Present

Nov 2012-Dec 2017

MINUSMA

Mali

Apr 2013-Present

Mar 2014-Dec 2017

MINUSCA

Central African Republic

Feb 2014-Present

May 2015-Dec 2017

Second, our data offer precise estimates of the UN peacekeeping deployments in sub4

We describe the data collection effort in greater detail in the online appendix and in codebook of our
dataset, available online and updated weekly at https://www.patrickhunnicutt.com/pko-data.html.
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Saharan Africa. We match monthly peacekeeping force contributions as listed in reports from
UN DPO with maps of deployments published in mission reports of the Secretary General.
To the best of our knowledge, no other dataset uses the former set of reports, which provide
monthly statistics on actual troop deployments. Instead, previous efforts have relied on map
symbology from reports of the Secretary General to approximate peacekeeper deployment
at each base (Ruggeri et al. 2017; Fjelde et al. 2019). This is important with regards to
data precision because reports of the Secretary General are published both infrequently and
commonly without updated deployment maps.
Third, our data provide previously unavailable fine-grained information on peacekeepers
disaggregated by type, nationality, and gender. The UN deploys three types of non-civilian
personnel to post-conflict areas: military troops, police, and military observers. Our data
includes variables that divide each personnel type by gender as well as nationality. By disaggregating peacekeepers along these dimensions, our data both makes feasible descriptive
analyses regarding previously unexplored patterns of UN peacekeeping deployments and
allows researchers to investigate more complex theories of how UN personnel affect local
conflict dynamics. To this point, Figure 3 displays a cross-section of our data for the UN
peacekeeping mission in Liberia (UNMIL). From this figure, we can visually infer that multinational deployments patterns characteristic of Chapter VII peacekeeping missions may not
apply to the Liberian deployment, where peacekeeping was a fairly unilateral affair outside
of the country’s capital of Monrovia. We present similar figures for other multidimensional
missions in our Online Appendix).

Estimation strategy
We estimate the relationship between our measures for peacekeeping violence and three sets
of independent variables. Specifically, we use our data to construct three sets of independent variables relating to the deployment of UN peacekeepers. For each set, we measure
10

Figure 3: UNMIL Personnel Dec-2010, by Nationality

Contributing
Country
Pakistan
Ghana
Multinational
Nigeria
Bangladesh
Ukraine
China
Jordan
Mongolia
Nepal
Philippines

deployment at time t − 1 where t indicates a time period of a potential violent event against
peacekeeper to account for the fact that insurgents need a month to react strategically to
the presence of peacekeepers. First, we measure UN peacekeeping personnel by type: troops
(in thousands), police (in hundreds), military observers. Second, we divide peacekeepers by
self-reported gender identification: female peacekeeping personnel (in hundreds) and male
peacekeepeeing personnel (in hundreds). Third, we report peacekeeping personnel totals by
identity: African peacekeepers (in hundreds), Asian peacekeepers (in hundreds), and Western peacekeepers (in hundreds).5 We consider any peacekeeper from Canada, the United
States, Europe, Australia, or New Zealand as “Western.”
We employ three sets of models to estimate the relationship, depending on the operationalization of the dependent variable. First, we use ordinary least squares (OLS) multivariate regression to estimate the relationship between our independent variables and the
5

We omit Latin American peacekeepers because of the paucity of their deployment in our mission. Their
inclusion does not alter our results substantially.
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proportion of violent events that involve peacekeepers, measured between 0 and 1. Second,
we use a rare events logistic (RElogit) regression to estimate the relationship between our
independent variables and the onset of a violent event with a peacekeeper, measured as either
0 or 1. Third, we use a negative binomial count model to estimate the relationship between
our dependent variables and the count of attacks against peacekeepers.6
There are two key methodological concerns with our strategy, both related to the potential
presence of endogeneity bias. First, it is likely that deployment patterns of different kinds of
peacekeepers at the local level—our independent variables of interest—are correlated with a
set of confounders that are also correlated with patterns of violence against peacekeepers—
our dependent variable of interest.
We include potential confounders as covariates in the regressions. Because certain peacekeepers might better be able to reach rough terrain, we include Terrain, a measure of
the slope in a district multiplied by the elevation to capture how mountainous the area is.
In addition, since peacekeepers are most vulnerable to insurgent attacks when deployed in
peripheral areas and certain peacekeepers might be better equipped to deal with these distance, we include Travel Time, a measure of the average travel time (in minutes) by land
transportation from the admin2 district to the nearest major city with more than 50,000
inhabitants. Finally, since certain troops are likelier to deployed in bigger cities compared to
others, we also include Population, a measure of the admin2 district population. We take
the log of each of these covariates.
Finally, we include a measure (PKO Violence) for whether a given district experienced
any peacekeeper violence at any point prior to the given time period of analysis. We do this
because we find both qualitative and quantitative evidence that the UN responds in kind to
6

We use a count model in these models to estimate the effect of peacekeeping deployments because
our dependent variables are counts of events. Using a linear regression with a count variable can produce
inefficient and inconsistent estimates. We use a negative binomial model rather than a Poisson count model
to account for the fact that the data may be overdispersed.
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increasing levels of violence during active deployments. For instance, we document an increase in peacekeeper deployment to the Tomboctou district in Mali from 1,250 peacekeepers
in May 2015 to 1,600 in June to 2,200 in July. Over the same period, there were six conflict
events in the Tomboctou district, five involving UN peacekeepers.In reports published during this period, UN officials expressed concern about these attacks and formally requested a
greater number of troops to Mali in general and Tomboctou specifically (Secretary-General
of the UN 2015). As the UN increases its troops, they provide insurgent with more targets. Unless we explicitly control for this, our estimations will likely generate a great deal
of bias in favor of theory since it the variables will likely capture a relationship between the
opportunity of targeting peacekeepers granted by the deployment of a new peacekeepers.
The second potential methodological concern is that our dataset, albeit localized at the
level of the sub-national (ADMIN2) district, contains many units of observation with no
peacekeepers. Including these units would likely bias our estimates in favor of our theory since
they would suggest a powerful correlation between peacekeeping deployment and violence.7
To mitigate potential selection bias, we use the coarsened exact matching (CEM) procedure
Iacus et al. (2012) introduce to reduce imbalance on observables between localities that have
had peacekeeping and those that had not. We match on variables that our own analysis, as
well as previous scholarship, suggest are predictive of UN sub-national deployment: logged
measures of population, terrain, travel time to major cities, in addition to the country of
deployment and whether a location experienced violence against peacekeepers at any point in
our sample.8 Although the matching procedure helps increase the precision in our estimates,
we still include the covariates in our regressions in our order to adjust for the remaining
imbalance.
We caution that we cannot interpret our estimates causally with full certainty. However,
7

As a robustness check, we also conducted our analyses on the full sample with no deviations from the
findings presented in the body of the paper.
8
We include balance figures in our Online Appendix.
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through these procedures, we increase our confidence in these estimates. Although we cannot
account for unobserved confounders, we have included in our analysis the most frequently
cited sources of patterns of deployment. Additionally, by operationalizing the dependent
variable in three different ways and estimating each set of relationships using three different
sets of model specification, we increase the robustness of our findings. Finally, we note that
by matching on country of deployment, we are in effect controlling for potentially differences
that might exist between countries.

Results
Our main results are displayed in Tables 1-3. Overall, we find evidence suggesting that
insurgents target peacekeepers based on their expectations of units’ capacities to operate as
effective counter-insurgents.

Insurgent Targeting by Peacekeeper Type
In line with our first hypothesis, we find that UN policing units are associated higher levels of
violence against peacekeepers, both in an absolute and relative sense. As the first column of
Table 1 suggests, the deployment of UN police is positively associated with the proportion of
conflict events that involve attacks on peacekeepers. For a given administrative unit, we find
that deploying an additional 100 UN police to a given district is associated with 0.6% increase
in the proportion of total conflict events which involve peacekeepers directly for the average
district/month. Deploying an additional 1000 UN troops is associated with a similarly
positive but substantively smaller increase in the proportion of conflict events involving
peacekeepers. Interestingly, deploying additional UN military observers is associated with
reductions in the proportion of conflict events involving peacekeepers, though this effect
is substantively insignificant and may be an artifact of military observers’ deployment to
14

Table 1: Personnel Type v. Violence against PKO

DV: PKO Violence

Troops (1000s)t−1
Police (100s)t−1
Observerst−1
Covariates
N
Note:

Proportion (0-1)

Onset (0/1)

Count

OLS

Logit

Negative Binomial

0.0013∗∗∗

0.0717∗∗∗

0.1048∗∗∗

(0.0001)

(0.0065)

(0.008)

0.0054∗∗∗

0.2078∗∗∗

0.0742∗

(0.0005)

(0.0229)

(0.0324)

-0.0003∗∗∗

-0.0151∗∗∗

-0.0059+

(0)

(0.0031)

(0.0035)

Yes

Yes

Yes

29145

29145

29145

+ p< 0.1; * p< 0.05; ** p< 0.01; *** p< 0.001

conflict zones preceding the full deployments of peacekeeping missions.
The second and third columns of Table 1 show that these results are robust to using
alternative specifications of the dependent variable.

Insurgent Targeting by Peacekeeper Identity
We also find evidence providing general support for our second hypothesis. For a given administrative unit, the proportion of conflict events directly involving peacekeepers increases
following an additional deployment of African peacekeepers in the preceding month (Table
2). Both the likelihood and count of peacekeepers’ direct involvement in conflict similarly
increases as additional Asian and African peacekeepers are deployed (columns two and three,
Table 2). Table 2 too shows that we cannot perfectly rule out a non-zero association between deploying additional Western peacekeepers and subsequent levels of of violence against
peacekeepers within a given administrative unit, at the conventional level of statistical sig15

Table 2: Contributor Identity v. PKO Conflict

DV: PKO Conflict

African PKO (100s)t−1
Asian PKO (100s)t−1
Western PKO (100s)t−1
Covariates
N
Note:

Proportion (0-1)

Onset (0/1)

Count

OLS

Logit

Negative Binomial

0.0026∗∗∗

0.1023∗∗∗

0.1382∗∗∗

(0.0001)

(0.0053)

(0.0074)

0.0003∗

0.0413∗∗∗

0.059∗∗∗

(0.0001)

(0.006)

(0.008)

0.0015+

0.1125∗

0.0895

(0.0009)

(0.0456)

(0.0624)

Yes

Yes

Yes

29145

29145

29145

+ p< 0.1; * p< 0.05; ** p< 0.01; *** p< 0.001

nificance. Taken together, these results at least suggest that non-Western peacekeepers are
more frequently involved in violent conflict than are there Western counterparts across each
of the missions included in our sample.

Insurgent Targeting by Gender Identification
Our results run counter to the argument underpinning our third hypothesis. Across each
of our dependent variables, we find no evidence suggesting that female peacekeepers have
a non-zero effect on subsequent levels of violence against peacekeepers (Table 3). We do,
however, find consistent evidence suggesting that larger deployments of male peacekeepers
are associated with higher subsequent levels of violence against peacekeepers. We also find
some limited evidence that the deployment of female peacekeeping personnel is negatively
associated with attacks against peacekeepers. We interpret this effect as suggestive evidence
of a gendered protection norm in UN Multidimensional peacekeeping missions (Karim and
16

Table 3: Gender Identification v. PKO Conflict

DV: PKO Conflict

Female PKO (100s)t−1
Male PKO (100s)t−1
Covariates
N
Note:

Proportion (0-1)

Onset (0/1)

Count

OLS

Logit

Negative Binomial

-0.0088∗∗∗

-0.0638

-0.2737+

(0.0017)

(0.1075)

(0.1436)

0.0016∗∗∗

0.0661∗∗∗

0.1019∗∗∗

(0.0001)

(0.0048)

(0.0062)

Yes

Yes

Yes

29145

29145

29145

+ p< 0.1; * p< 0.05; ** p< 0.01; *** p< 0.001

Beardsley 2017). We investigate this possibility in greater detail below.

Discussion
Next, we explore variations in insurgent targeting of peacekeepers further. In particular, we
show that UN military troops, rather than UN police, are likelier targets of rebel groups in
active insurgencies. We also document the existence of a gendered protection norm. Once
we account for this, we find some suggestive evidence that insurgents target peacekeepers in
areas with female police forces.

Targeting Focuses on Peacekeeping Troops in Modern Insurgencies
If our argument that insurgents target peacekeepers strategically is correct, we would expect
to see peacekeeping operations with large numbers of peacekeeping military troops to draw
more rebel attention during missions with active insurgencies. Recent research suggests
that peacekeepers are differentially effective during an active conflict as opposed to after
17

(Ruggeri et al. 2017). We find evidence consistent with this argument. We again regress our
three measures of peacekeeper violence on a set of independent variables that includes each
peacekeeper type, but limit this analysis to missions in our sample that were active after
2011—the date which the UN itself considers a watershed for insurgent targeting.
Table 4: Personnel Type v. Violence against PKO, post-2011 Missions

DV: PKO Conflict
Proportion (0-1)

Onset (0/1)

Count

OLS

Logit

Negative Binomial

0.0043∗∗∗

0.1467∗∗∗

0.1455∗∗∗

(0.0003)

(0.0164)

(0.0182)

-0.0007

-0.0783

0.0677

(0.0015)

(0.0878)

(0.0978)

-0.0007∗∗∗

-0.0066

-0.0126∗

(0.0001)

(0.0055)

(0.0064)

Covariates

Yes

Yes

Yes

N

9993

9993

9993

Troops (1000s)t−1
Police (100s)t−1
Observerst−1

Note:

+ p< 0.1; * p< 0.05; ** p< 0.01; *** p< 0.001

We report the results of these regressions in Table 4. Compared to the full sample, we find
that the association between deployment of peacekeeping troops and insurgent targeting of
peacekeepers during this period is four times greater. This finding is robust across all three
models. We also find no statistically significant association between police and peacekeeper
targeting. This suggests that insurgents focus their attention on UN peacekeeping troops
during an active insurgency rather than UN police.
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Figure 4: Sub-national UN Police Deployment, by Mean Percent that Identify as Women
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(c) Mali (MINUSMA)

Gendered Protection Norm and Targeting of Female Peacekeepers
Our main results offered no evidence for our third hypothesis, that insurgents would likely
target areas with more female peacekeepers for strategic reasons. Instead, we found a robust
negative association between the deployment of female peacekeeping personnel to a given
locality and targeting of UN peacekeeping forces in that locality. What explains this association? Two mechanisms are observationally equivalent in this case. First, it might be the
case, counter to our hypothesis, that insurgents perceive women to be less effective counterinsurgents and shift their resources away from peacekeeping deployments that have. Second,
we might be observing a spurious correlation biased by the existence of a gendered protection
norm within the UN. This norm would prescribe the deployment of women away from areas
that might experience violence (Karim and Beardsley 2017). Although we account for many
observable confounding variables, it is challenging to adjust empirically for the existence of
this norm.
We find evidence that the gendered protection norm explains the observed negative relationship. Our data suggests that the gender-balance of UN peacekeeping deployments is fair
on average, but does vary by personnel type and across missions. Although some districts
receive no female peacekeepers or police (for example, the Salala district in Liberia, highlighted red in Figure 4a), the majority of local peacekeeping missions deploy some female
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peacekeepers. Moreover, female peacekeepers are not limited to urban bases. For example,
we find that the most gender-balanced units in Liberia are located outside of the country’s
capital, Monrovia. Nonetheless, women consistently play a smaller role in UN troop contingents than they in policing operations. Even in more recent operations, women are an
important part of policing (see for example, Figures 4b and 4c).
Table 5: Gender Identification v. Violence against PKO, post-2011 Missions

DV: PKO Conflict
Proportion (0-1)

Onset (0/1)

Count

OLS

Logit

Negative Binomial

-0.0347∗∗∗

-0.6125∗

-0.7602∗

(0.0057)

(0.3102)

(0.3493)

0.0038∗∗∗

0.1274∗∗∗

0.1437∗∗∗

(0.0002)

(0.0118)

(0.0129)

Covariates

Yes

Yes

Yes

N

9993

9993

9993

Female PKO (100s)t−1
Male PKO (100s)t−1

Note:

+ p< 0.1; * p< 0.05; ** p< 0.01; *** p< 0.001

To explore how this norm influences the targeting of peacekeepers further, we conduct
two additional empirical investigations. First, we look solely at post-2011 peacekeeping
operations. As previously discussed, these operations resemble modern insurgencies the most.
If a gendered protection norm accounts for the observed relationship in our main results,
we should see an even stronger negative relationship between the deployment of female
peacekeepers and the targeting of peacekeepers in this subsample. As Table 5 indicates, we
find substantial evidence that this is indeed the case. For all three model specifications, the
size of the coefficient associated with deployment of peacekeepers who identify as women are
greater in size several times over compared to the full sample (see Table 3).
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Table 6: Gender, Type v. Violence against PKO

DV: PKO Conflict

Female Troops (100s)t−1
Female Police (100s)t−1
Male PKO (100s)t−1
Covariates
N
Note:

Proportion (0-1)

Onset (0/1)

Count

OLS

Logit

Negative Binomial

-0.0397∗∗∗

-1.4626∗∗∗

-1.8617∗∗∗

(0.006)

(0.2844)

(0.3443)

0.0091

1.365∗∗∗

0.5452

(0.0079)

(0.339)

(0.4407)

0.002∗∗∗

0.0803∗∗∗

0.1175∗∗∗

(0.0002)

(0.0085)

(0.0101)

Yes

Yes

Yes

12181

12181

12181

+ p< 0.1; * p< 0.05; ** p< 0.01; *** p< 0.001

Second, we also subdivide female peacekeepers in the full sample by type of peacekeeper
(military troop or police).9 As we’ve shown, the gendered protection norm applies less to
police deployments compared to military troop deployments. To systematic evaluate this
possibility, we run regressions of our dependent variables on counts of peacekeeping military
troops who identify as women and countrs of peacekeeping police who identify as women.
We include, as controls, the same covariates as before, and a count of all male peacekeeping
personnel. We report the results of these regressions in Table 6. We find that the negative
association between female peacekeepers and violence against peacekeepers is largely the
result of the deployment of female troops. This suggests that the gendered protection norm is
very real and it has a real effect on how women are used in peacekeeping operations. Indeed,
the association is flipped—positive—between female police and attacks on peacekeepers.
However, the coefficient is only statistically significant in one of three models. Thus, we
9

We drop military observers because of collinearity issues.
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interpret this as weak evidence in favor of our third hypothesis. At the very least, the
deployment of women police to a given locality is associated with a higher probability of the
onset of insurgent violence against peacekeepers.

Conclusion
UN peacekeeping operations are in the midst of a deadly historical peak in violent activity
direct toward peacekeeping troops. Although scholars have been paying increasing attention
to the this topic, the focus of existing research has been on elites fighting national-level rebellions against centralized government. This scholarship highlights the important dynamics
of conflict, bargaining, and negotiation that leads to rebel group violence. Yet multidimensional peacekeeping operations are increasingly being deployed in the context of modern
insurgencies where rebellions involve grizzled insurgents that rely upon civilian support to
undermine the government far from the center.
UN peacekeeping operations have adjusted to insurgent tactics by deploying at a local
level and have paid the price. In this paper, we outline the strategic logic that underlies insurgent attacks against peacekeepers. In particular, we argue that insurgents attack
peacekeepers in localities where they expect peacekeepers to succeed in persuading civilians
to support the government’s counter-insurgency instead of the insurgency. We find a robust
relationship between the attacks against peacekeepers and the deployment of non-Western
troops as well as the deployment of UN police forces.
While we argue that this is due to insurgents’ behaving strategically by taking into
account the potential effectiveness of peacekeeping operations, it is possible that alternative
mechanisms may also be able to explain some of our results. For example, it might be
the case that insurgents are better able to target troops for non-Western states that do
not possess the same equipment and training for detecting improvised explosive devices.
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To adjudicate between these competing logics, we can imagine semi-structured interviews
with UN field commanders and field experiments as promising ways to examine further the
microfoundations of the strategic logic we outline.
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