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Abstract 

In the last three decades, civil conflicts have become more complex and intractable than in the 

past. One reason for this development is the proliferation of rebel groups within the armed 

oppositions involved in these conflicts. Today, armed oppositions are more likely to be 

movements composed of loosely connected or competing rebel groups rather than unitary 

blocs. Yet, despite their centrality to the dynamics of conflict, different structural 

characteristics of and competitive and power relations within armed oppositions have not been 

taken in adequate account as possible predictors of civil conflict outcomes. To further our 

knowledge and cover this gap in the scholarship, the dissertation investigates how and to what 

extent the fragmentation, internal competition, and internal power distribution of armed 

oppositions affect civil conflict termination. 

The dissertation develops a theory that sees the fragmentation of, a moderate and severe 

competition, and a dispersed distribution of power within armed oppositions as having an 

impact on the fighting effectiveness of the rebels, the countereffort of the government, 

bargaining problems, and the intensity of the conflict. This impact shapes, in turn, how civil 

conflicts end. This theory is tested with a nested analysis consisting of a large-N and a small-

N analysis. Through the large-N analysis, the dissertation demonstrates that, at a general level, 

these characteristics of armed oppositions indeed affect how civil conflicts end. Through the 

small-N analysis, the dissertation further illustrates the causal mechanisms linking these 

characteristics to specific civil conflict outcomes. 

With these findings, the dissertation makes two important contributions. First, it provides 

generalisable conclusions that remedy the limited generalisability of the scholarship on the 

phenomena under study. Second, it provides indications on how to resolve conflicts in which 

the involved oppositions are fragmented and bedevilled by internal competition, thus helping 

disentangle the proverbial complexity of multi-party civil conflicts. 
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Introduction 

In March 2011, thousands of protesters took the streets of the major Syrian cities demanding 

the resignation of the President Bashar al-Assad. Very soon, what started as a popular uprising 

in the context of the so-called Arab Spring, turned into a full-blown civil conflict involving 

several rebel groups contesting the authority of the Syrian regime. Between 2013 and 2015, 

more than 40 recognised rebel groups of different size were involved in the armed conflict with 

the regime as part of ISIS, al-Nusra, the Free Syrian Army, and the Syrian Democratic forces 

(Gade, Gabbay, et al. 2019, Gade, Hafez, et al. 2019). In the same year in which the Syrian 

civil conflict started, the government of Sudan was contested by as many as six rebel groups at 

the same time (Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and Eck 2018). In that year, South Sudan 

obtained the independence from Sudan but South Sudanese and Darfurian rebel groups, such 

as the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM), Sudan Peopleôs Liberation Movement (SPLM), 

and South Sudan Defence Movement (SSDM), were still involved in the conflict against the 

regime of Khartoum. More recently, in the context of another decades-long civil conflict, rebel 

groups such as the March 23 Movement (M23), CNPSC, and Kamuina Nsapu were all fighting 

the regime of the Democratic Republic of Congo at the same time. Between 2017 and 2018, at 

least six different rebel groups were active in a rebellion aimed at deposing the regime guided 

by Joseph Kabila (Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and Eck 2018). Beyond the duration, 

severity, and the strains left on civilian life, these civil conflicts have another clear element in 

common. At some point during each of these conflicts, there were multiple rebel groups 

simultaneously contesting the authority of the incumbent government. 

In the last three decades, civil conflicts have been characterised by the involvement of an 

ever-increasing number of actors. The involvement of third parties, such as states, international 

organisations, and different non-state actors, has surely complicated the dynamics of civil 

conflicts. However, it is the proliferation of rebel groups that has made these conflicts even 
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more violent, long-lasting, and intractable. The figure below reports ï for any given year 

between 1946 and 2017 ï the total number of governments involved in civil conflicts across 

the world (black line), the total number of civil conflict episodes that were being fought by 

these governments (dark grey line), and the total number of rebel groups involved in these very 

conflict episodes (light-grey line). The trend of the black line reveals that, in general, the 

number of states in which a civil conflict was being fought increased with time, crudely 

suggesting that the number of civil conflicts also increased with time. This trend is further 

corroborated by the direction of the dark grey line, which indicates that not only the number of 

civil conflicts increased with time, but also that many countries increasingly began to host more 

than one civil conflict episode at the same time.1 More importantly, Figure 1 shows how, 

especially toward the end of the Cold War, the number of rebel groups involved in civil 

conflicts started to grow. If, for example, in 1947 a total of six states were fighting in as many 

civil conflict episodes involving a total of nine rebel groups, in 1989 a total of 32 states were 

fighting in 39 civil conflict episodes involving a staggering total of 58 rebel groups. This 

example underscores that, even if in the decades before incumbent governments were often 

opposed by more than one rebel group at a time, from the 1980s on it became more common 

for civil conflicts to involve multiple rebel groups at the same time. 

As much as political parties, which are connected in broader political oppositions by the 

same basic objective of contesting the policies of the incumbent government, these multiple 

rebel groups are connected in broader armed oppositions by the basic objective of violently 

contesting the government over a certain incompatibility. As the data in Figure 1 imply, armed 

oppositions are rarely unitary and cohesive blocs. Rather, they are often composed of multiple 

coexisting and competing rebel groups. From the  existing data on civil  conflicts fought from  

 
1 Note that the number of conflict episodes is larger than the number of governments involved in civil conflicts 

because a government can be simultaneously involved in more than one conflict episode at once if these conflicts 

are fought over a different incompatibility. 
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Figure I.1: Governments and rebel groups involved in civil conflict episodes (1946-2017) 

 

Note: Count of the total number of governments and rebel groups involved in civil conflict episodes per year, from 1946 to 

2017. Data from óUCDP Dyadic Dataset version 18.1, 1946-2017ô (Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and Eck 2018). Data 

includes both high and low-intensity civil conflicts. 

 

1946, it emerges that in at least half of them armed oppositions were fragmented at some point  

during the conflict, that is they were composed of multiple autonomous rebel groups 

simultaneously contesting the incumbent government (Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and 

Eck 2018, Walter 2019). 

Yet, although the fragmentation of armed oppositions is a common characteristic of civil 

conflicts, it was only relatively recently that scholars have begun paying more attention to how 

it might affect the dynamics of these conflicts. Until not long ago, civil conflicts have been 

investigated through the lens of a predominantly state-centric approach. The attention directed 

toward the features of the states at conflict resulted in much less attention being paid to how 

the characteristics of the armed oppositions could affect the dynamics of civil conflicts 

(Cederman and Gleditsch 2009, Fjelde and Nilsson 2012, p. 605). Indeed, such an approach 

was also the result of a lack of fine-grained data that strongly limited the possibilities for 

conflict scholars to investigate how the activities and composition of the rebel side could affect 

the dynamics of these conflicts (Cederman and Gleditsch 2009). As a consequence, many 



 

4 

studies treated armed oppositions as unitary blocs, as if they were homogenous rebel sides 

rather than often a collection of multiple autonomous factions (see for example Mason and Fett 

1996, Mason et al. 1999, Ayres 2001, Collier and Hoeffler 2004, Fearon 2004). 

The last ten years have witnessed the blossoming of scholarly works focused on finding 

the root causes of rebel fragmentation and the impact it has on the dynamics of civil conflicts. 

In the latter respect, scholars have focused on assessing what impact rebel fragmentation has 

on the onset (Lawrence 2010, Cunningham 2013), duration (Findley and Rudloff 2012, 

Metternich and Wucherpfennig 2020), recurrence (Rudloff and Findley 2016), and expected 

levels of violence (Cunningham et al. 2012, Heger et al. 2012, Wood and Kathman 2015) of 

these conflicts. However, despite the relatively recent increase in the scholarship in this respect, 

the existing literature does not sufficiently explain how rebel fragmentation affects the 

termination of civil conflicts. In fact, the structural characteristics of armed oppositions, that is 

whether they are fragmented or not, have received limited attention by those scholars that 

focused on finding the determinants of civil conflict outcomes. Outcomes of civil conflicts 

have been mostly explained with variables related to the features of the state at conflict, the 

intervention of third parties, and the grievances and overall fighting capacity of the rebel side. 

So far, only few studies have attempted to explain how the fragmentation of armed oppositions 

might affect the chances of termination and the way in which civil conflicts terminate. Despite 

the important contribution of these studies, the existing scholarship falls short of providing 

generalisable conclusions on whether and how the fragmentation of armed oppositions affects 

conflict termination. 

Seeing the rebel side of the conflict as an armed opposition opens up to an interpretation 

of it that is different from the ones adopted in many other studies on civil conflicts. If it is 

certainly reductive to see the rebel side as a monolithic bloc, so it is to approach it as a 

disconnected collection of rebel groups. Interpreting the rebel side as a monolithic bloc or as a 
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disconnected collection of rebel groups obscures the existence and importance of the relations 

that exist among groups connected by similar grievances. Instead, the interpretation of the rebel 

side as an armed opposition, potentially composed of multiple rebel groups connected by a 

shared incompatibility with the government, reveals the existence of relations among the 

groups that go beyond their simple contextual presence in the conflict environment. Rebel 

groups interact, cooperate, and adapt to what the other groups in the same conflict environment 

do. Sometimes, they even fight one another. How different relations among rebel groups that 

contest the same incompatibility affect the dynamics and termination of civil conflicts has been 

object of even more limited investigation. As a result, key questions on how competitive and 

power relations among rebel groups of the same armed opposition affect conflict termination 

remained unaddressed. 

A limited knowledge of how the dynamics of civil conflicts may be influenced by 

differences in the structure of armed oppositions and in the competitive and power relations 

internal to them strongly limits our understanding of civil conflict processes and termination. 

For this reason, the dissertation takes on board these characteristics related to the structure of 

armed oppositions and to the competitive and power relations internal to them to shed light on 

the effects they have on civil conflict outcomes. More specifically, the dissertation aims to 

advance the existing knowledge in this respect by assessing how and to what extent different 

armed oppositionsô structural characteristics, like the fragmentation, and internal dynamics, 

like the competition and power distribution, affect the termination of civil conflicts. 

The main argument of the dissertation is that these characteristics of armed oppositions 

do indeed affect the termination of civil conflicts. In particular, it is argued that differences in 

these characteristics activate certain causal mechanisms that alter the dynamics of civil 

conflicts and, in turn, how they are likely to terminate. The dissertation develops a theory that 

sees the fragmentation of, a moderate and severe competition, and a dispersed distribution of 
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power within armed oppositions as having an impact on the fighting effectiveness of the rebels, 

the countereffort of the government, the bargaining problems that generally hinder 

negotiations, and the intensity of the conflict. As a consequence, it is argued that these 

characteristics contribute to altering the chances that a civil conflict terminates in either 

government victory, rebel victory, peace agreement, ceasefire, or low activity. The 

fragmentation of the armed opposition is expected, first, to reduce the overall fighting 

effectiveness of the armed opposition; second, to induce competition among the rebel groups 

over resources; third, to exacerbate bargaining problems between the government and the 

opposition; and fourth, to incentivise extremist behaviours by the rebel groups. Fragmentation, 

thus, is expected to positively affect the chances that civil conflicts end in government victory 

and negatively affect the chances they end in rebel victory, peace agreement, ceasefire, and 

low activity. Moderate levels of internal competition are expected to set in motion the very 

same causal mechanisms that fragmentation does, but with starker positive effects on the 

probability of observing government victory and starker negative effects on the probability of 

observing rebel victory, peace agreement, ceasefire, and low activity. Extreme levels of internal 

competition and a dispersed distribution of power, even though they activate the same causal 

mechanisms, are expected to have slightly different effects on the outcomes of civil conflicts. 

Compared to the fragmentation of  and moderate levels of competition within armed 

oppositions, extreme levels of competition create the conditions for civil conflicts to be more 

likely to end for low activity. Considerations related to their own survival might induce the 

rebel groups to focus on the conflict against each other rather than the one against the 

government, forcing them to abandon the latter to pursue the former. A dispersed power 

distribution, instead, makes both conflict termination for low activity and in a ceasefire more 

likely to be observed, since equally strong rebel groups might feel forced to either negotiate 

their way out of or altogether abandon a stalemated conflict. 
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These theoretical expectations regarding the association of the characteristics of armed 

oppositions with certain civil conflict outcomes are tested through a nested analysis (Lieberman 

2005). The nested analysis consists of a large-N analysis and a complementary small-N 

analysis. Considering the aim of the dissertation to reach generalisable conclusions for the 

phenomena under study, the burden of the empirical analysis is placed on the large-N analysis. 

The large-N analysis is carried out through a series of multilevel multinomial logistic 

regressions of all the civil conflicts occurred between 1989 and 2017 and is accompanied by a 

3-fold cross-validation as a means to test the robustness of the statistical models. The large-N 

analysis is then followed by a small-N analysis, which complements the statistical analysis by 

putting its results to further test and by providing a more nuanced illustration of the findings 

that have emerged from it. The small-N analysis is carried out through a qualitative assessment 

of how the independent variables of the study have affected the prospects of conflict 

termination of four civil conflict episodes occurred in Uganda. 

The dissertation demonstrates that differences in the structure, levels of internal 

competition, and types of internal power distribution of armed oppositions do play a role in 

affecting civil conflict termination. Although the analysis does not find these characteristics of 

armed oppositions to be significantly associated with each possible outcome of civil conflicts, 

it does provide robust findings and nuanced illustrations of how they affect the prospects that 

certain specific conflict outcomes occur. The findings indicate that the fragmentation of armed 

oppositions contributes to the intractability of civil conflicts, for conflict termination in either 

negotiated settlements or for lack of armed activity is less likely to be observed when the 

opposition is fragmented. Internal competition is instead found to be beneficial for the 

governments at conflict since their chances to achieve final victory or to find a negotiated 

solution increase when the armed opposition is internally competitive. Conflicts in which the 
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rebel groups of the opposition are at relative power parity are instead found to be more likely 

to end either in a ceasefire or due to lack of armed activity. 

With the findings briefly outlined above, the dissertation makes two important 

contributions, in academic and policy terms. First, in academic terms, by finding that the 

fragmentation, internal competition, and internal power distribution of armed oppositions are 

important predictors of civil conflict outcomes, the dissertation provides generalisable findings 

and widely applicable conclusions regarding the impact of these important characteristics of 

armed oppositions on civil conflict termination. Generalisable findings in this respect are 

largely unavailable in the existing scholarship on conflict termination. In doing so, the 

dissertation not only contributes to the relatively recent strand of scholarship that adopts a 

disaggregated approach to the study of civil conflicts, but also helps disentangle the proverbial 

complexity of multiparty civil conflicts. As a result, it moves beyond some common wisdom 

surrounding the perceived association of these attributes of armed oppositions with certain 

outcomes of civil conflicts by providing empirically solid indications. Second, in policy terms, 

the dissertation indicates whether civil conflicts in which the armed opposition is internally 

divided can be resolved, either on the ground or at negotiation table, by the involved parties 

and what level of commitment is required from them to do so. In doing so, the dissertation 

highlights what is the best course of action for the actors involved to drive the conflict toward 

the most favourable outcome. 

The dissertation is structured as follows. After the introduction, Chapter 1 reviews the 

existing research on civil conflict termination, focusing in particular on the scholarship that 

assessed how the characteristics and behaviour of the actors involved in a civil conflict can 

affect how it terminates. In the end, the chapter demonstrates how the existing research has not 

taken in adequate account as explanatory factors of conflict termination the differences in the 

structure, levels of internal competition, and internal power distribution of armed oppositions. 
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Chapter 2, once conceptualised the core concepts of the dissertation, develops a theory of the 

expected impact on civil conflict outcomes of these characteristics of armed oppositions. In 

this chapter, the hypotheses to be tested with the empirical analysis are formalised. In Chapter 

3, the research design of the dissertation and the methodological choices made for the empirical 

analysis are discussed. In Chapter 4 the empirical analysis begins. The chapter reports the 

results of the large-N analysis and provides an assessment of their robustness. The large-N 

analysis is followed, in Chapter 5, by the small-N analysis. After having clarified the case 

selection procedure, the chapter delves into the Ugandan civil conflict to assess how the 

characteristics of the armed opposition have affected the prospects of termination of four 

separate civil conflict episodes. In Chapter 6, the findings of the entire empirical analysis are 

discussed and interpreted to provide an answer to the question that the dissertation set out to 

answer. Finally, the conclusion chapter pieces together the dissertation to highlight the 

contribution that it makes and suggest new avenues of research. 
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1. The determinants of civil conflicts outcomes 

Up until the early 1990s, there was little systematic knowledge of what determines why civil 

conflicts end in a certain way. An influential book on civil conflict termination, one of the first 

comprehensive works on the subject, hints to the state of the art of the literature on civil conflict 

outcomes in the early 1990s. The editor of the book admitted that, by the time of the planning 

of the book, he and scholars involved in the book project were adventuring in a barely explored 

territory (Licklider 1993, p. 11). Although several seminal studies on the determinants of 

rebellions and civil conflict outbreak had already been published by that time (Gurr 1970, Tilly 

1978, Skocpol 1979, Goodwin and Skocpol 1989), the study of civil conflicts was still ancillary 

to the study of interstate conflicts. It was with the end of the Cold war that the issue of civil 

conflict outcomes gained an unprecedented attention. The liberal turn of international politics, 

along with the increased involvement of the UN in peace operations, sparked a wave of 

scholarship that focused on determining what factors could favour or impair the peaceful 

resolution of civil conflicts. From the 1990s on, although at a slower pace than the scholarship 

on other dynamics of civil conflicts, the literature on outcomes has kept growing steadily. 

Since then, the scholarship on conflict termination has identified several factors as 

determinants of civil conflict outcomes. The aim of this chapter is not to give an overview of 

the entire scholarship on civil conflict termination and review each possible factor that affects 

how these conflicts end. Rather, it aims to summarise the existing research on how the 

characteristics and behaviour of the actors involved in a civil conflict can affect its outcome 

and, finally, show that so far some important characteristics of armed oppositions have not 

been taken in adequate account as explanatory factors of conflict termination. 

Three categories of explanatory factors are discussed to delineate the boundaries and 

state of the art of the literature in this respect. First, the chapter summarises the body of research 

concerned with how the characteristics of the state at conflict affect conflict termination. 
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Second, it reviews the literature on the relation between the interventions of external actors and 

conflict outcomes. Third, it discusses the scholarship on how factors related to the capacity and 

grievances of the rebels affect conflict termination. Finally, the chapter concludes with a 

discussion that highlights why the structural characteristics of the armed oppositions at conflict, 

along with the dynamics of competition and power within these oppositions, have not received 

sufficient consideration as possible determinants of civil conflict outcomes and why an 

empirical investigation in this respect is necessary. 

 

1.1. How civil conflicts end: the role of state capacity 

The existing scholarship has largely focused on the features of the states involved in civil 

conflicts to seek explanations for their outbreak, duration, or severity. Likewise, though to a 

lesser extent, conflict scholars have looked very closely at the features of the state to seek 

explanations of how civil conflicts end. In particular, conflict scholars have looked at the 

capacity of the state at conflict to understand whether it plays a role in shaping conflict 

termination. Different measures have been used in the literature to convey state capacity but, 

as some scholars aptly noted, the conceptualisation of state capacity is not an easy task (for a 

detailed discussion see Hendrix 2010, Sobek 2010). Researchers largely agree that the capacity 

of the state cannot be conveyed with a single measure and that it must be understood as a 

multidimensional concept. From a review of the literature it emerges that scholars have focused 

mainly on two dimensions of state capacity to provide an explanation of civil conflict 

outcomes: the political-institutional capacity and the military capacity. 
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1.1.1. The political-institutional capacity of the state and the outcomes of civil conflicts 

A significant amount of literature has investigated whether the political-institutional capacity 

of the state involved in a civil conflict can affect how the conflict terminates. In this body of 

literature, the political-institutional capacity of a state is normally proxied with the regime type. 

The rationale behind this choice is that different regimes ï democracies, autocracies, and 

anocracies ï have a set of inherent characteristics that might affect the dynamics of civil 

conflicts. Only a handful of studies have tested directly whether the regime type has an impact 

on the outcomes of civil conflicts, but many cross-national studies have included the variable 

regime type in their large-N analysis. While solid correlations have been found between the 

probability of civil conflict outbreak and the type of regime of the state at conflict (Hegre et al. 

2001, Fearon and Laitin 2003, but see Vreeland 2008), whether the type of regime could also 

be considered a predictor of civil conflict outcomes is strongly debated. 

One long-established position in the literature sees democracies, compared to 

autocracies, as inherently incapable of countering a rebellion (Mack 1975, Krepinevich 1988, 

Merom 2003).2 Democracies are believed to be more prone to defeat in civil conflicts because 

the nature of the regime itself imposes some fundamental constraints on the measures they 

could adopt to counter a rebellion. In particular, as violent escalations and violence against 

civilians are not seen favourably by democratic public opinions, democracies are strongly 

limited with regard to the coercive measures they can adopt to counter a rebellion (Zhukov 

2007). In addition, the casualty- and cost-sensitivity of the public opinion does not only 

influence what the leaders of democracies could do in the realm of civil conflicts, but also for 

how long they could persevere with the armed effort against the rebels (Galula 1964, pp. 44ï

45, Horne 1970, pp. 545ï548, Merom 2003).3 Conversely, autocracies are thought to be better 

 
2 For an overview of this position see Lyall (2010). 
3 The effects of casualty- and cost-sensitivity of public opinions of democratic countries are relevant also in interstate conflicts, 

see: De mesquita and Siverson (1995); Bennett and Stam (1998); Gartner and Segura (1998). 
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positioned in the struggle against the rebels because they can use all the means at their disposal 

to counter a rebellion, do not have the same constraints that democracies have, and are not very 

susceptible to the inclinations of the domestic public opinion (Oôneill 1990, p. 140, Zhukov 

2007).4 

Building on the proposition that democratic regimes are very sensitive to conflict costs, 

one important study posits that democratic regimes are more likely to seek a negotiated solution 

of the conflict because their leaders are inclined to avoid the costs of a prolonged and vicious 

struggle (Bapat 2005). As democratic leaders seek a compromise rather than a prolonged 

conflict until final victory, the likelihood that a democratic regime achieves a decisive victory 

is reduced and the chances that the civil conflict ends in negotiated settlement increase (Bapat 

2005). Among the cross-national studies that investigate the relation between regime type and 

outcomes of civil conflicts, this study is the only one that found support for the proposition that 

democracies are less likely to achieve victory (Bapat 2005). This study also found democracies 

to be more likely than autocracies to negotiate a way out of the conflict and that they do so at 

the early stages of the conflict (Bapat 2005). This particular finding, however, stand in stark 

contrast with the findings of a subsequent study, which instead found democracies and 

autocracies to be equally likely to end their civil conflicts through negotiated settlement and 

that, rather, civil conflicts fought by democracies are more likely to get bogged down in non-

decisive outcomes, like ceasefires or stalemates (Duffy Toft 2010). 

On a similar vein, an influential study postulated that democracies should be better able 

to address the popular grievances that motivate the rebellion and should be more inclined to 

seek a compromise with the rebels through negotiations (DeRouen and Sobek 2004). Contrary 

to Bapatôs study (2005), however, the authors of this study have not found regime type to be 

 
4 Zhukov (2007), however, warns that the benefits that this lack of constraints implies for autocracies in terms of planning the 

operations, control the population, and use of force can easily be reversed if they exceed in the use of coercive methods or 

ignore completely the attitudes of the population. 
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significantly associated with any outcome of civil conflicts. Same inconclusive results were 

obtained by a more recent study that advances the argument that democracies fight harder for 

a military victory and are unlikely to seek the negotiated settlement of the civil conflict. 

According to the authors of this study this occurs because óallowing an opposition group to 

succeed may set a dangerous precedent and pollute the democratic process by presenting resort 

to arms as a viable alternative mode of policy negotiationô (Balch-Lindsay et al. 2008, p. 353). 

However, this proposition was not supported by the data. These last two studies are not the 

only ones that did not reach solid conclusions regarding the alleged correlation between regime 

type and certain outcomes of civil conflicts. In fact, it is common for cross-national studies that 

analyse the relation between regime type and specific outcomes of civil conflicts not to find a 

clear-cut correlation (Dixon 2009). 

One of the reasons why the findings on the relation between regime type and civil conflict 

outcomes are either contradicting or inconclusive is that many works on the topic present some 

methodological flaws. Two studies in particular question the empirical validity of the previous 

studies that have analysed the correlation between regime type and outcomes of civil conflicts. 

The first study challenges the common view that democracies are inherently uncapable of 

countering a rebellion and are more likely to be defeated (Lyall 2010). This study suggests that 

we should remain sceptical of this conventional wisdom because those studies that advance 

such an argument always rely on a non-variance research design (Lyall 2010). Once amended 

this methodological flaw, the study has found that democracies are not significantly more likely 

to be defeated than other types of regimes and when they are is because they happen to be the 

external occupiers of the country in which the civil conflict is being fought (Lyall 2010). The 

study demonstrated that regime type has often been conflated with the role of external occupier 

in much of the literature that portrays democracies as particularly prone to defeat in civil 

conflicts. The second study, instead, argues that we might not be able to observe the effect of 
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regime type on civil conflict outcomes because of a selection problem (Getmansky 2013). 

Democratic countries, as opposed to autocratic ones, are less likely to experience civil conflicts 

in the first place and this has an effect on what we can observe with regard to the relation 

between regime type and outcomes. The findings demonstrate that, once checking for this 

selection effect, democracy is not significantly associated to any outcome of civil conflicts 

(Getmansky 2013). 

Although the literature suggests that the type of regime does not conclusively explain 

why civil conflicts end in a certain way, before dismissing completely the role of regime type 

as a determinant of civil conflict outcomes a note of caution is due. A comprehensive literature 

review on civil conflict termination points out that ó[n]o statistical study appears to exist on the 

question of whether semidemocratic/semiautocratic governments (anocracies) affect the 

outcome of civil conflictsô (Dixon 2009, p. 122). Introduced by Ted Gurr (1974), anocracies 

are regimes that lack centralised power and institutionalisation (Hendrix 2010). It has already 

been demonstrated that states in which the regime is an anocracy are almost four times more at 

risk of rebellion than full democracies and full autocracies (Hegre et al. 2001). There are 

reasons to believe that anocracies might also be linked to a lower likelihood of government 

victory in civil conflicts. In fact, the lack of centralised power and institutionalisation can have 

important effects on the ability of anocracies to stave off rebellions because they can be 

expected to be unable to either control or repress the contention and to be unable or most likely 

unwilling to address the popular grievances underlying the rebellion.5 

 

 
5 In a previous article, I argued that one of the reasons why the Yemeni regime struggled in its fight against the 

Houthi was because it was an anocracy (Longoni 2018). 
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1.1.2. The military capacity of the state and the outcomes of civil conflicts 

A great deal of scholarship has focused on whether the military capacity of the state could 

affect how civil conflicts terminate. In this case too, different measures of military capacity 

have been used to test whether a correlation exists between the military capacity of the state 

and certain outcomes of civil conflicts. The results in this respect are less ambiguous. 

Some researchers have used measures of absolute military capacity, usually the size of 

the army, to look for possible correlations. Two influential studies argued that states with large 

armies should be able to annihilate the rebellion right from the beginning of the struggle. Their 

expectations were supported by the data, which confirmed that the size of the army of the state 

at conflict is positively correlated with government victory and negatively correlated with 

negotiated settlement and rebel victory (Mason and Fett 1996, Mason et al. 1999). Their 

findings have been corroborated by successive studies, which likewise have found the size of 

the army to be positively correlated to shorter conflicts that end in government victory (Balch-

Lindsay et al. 2008) and negatively correlated to conflicts that end in negotiated settlements 

(Bapat 2005). 

Some scholars suggest that the military capacity of the state and its importance in shaping 

the dynamics of civil conflicts could be measured only if it is put in relation to the military 

strength of the opponent. They maintain that absolute measures of military capacity are not 

very informative because they capture only the military strength of one side, not the asymmetry 

that might exist between the belligerents (Clayton 2013, Hultquist 2013). Until very recently, 

lack of data regarding the estimated military strength of the rebels has not allowed researchers 

to measure the military asymmetry between the state and the rebels. Owing to the recent 

availability of data on the military strength of the rebel groups (see for example Cunningham 

et al. 2013), measures of relative military power could be built and included in large-N analysis 

to produce more robust findings of how the military capacity of a state can affect the outcomes 
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of civil conflicts. For example, one study that analyses the impact of the relative military power 

of the belligerents on the probability that a civil conflict terminates in negotiated settlement has 

found this particular outcome to be more likely to occur when the belligerents are at parity, 

something that we would not have known had we used only absolute measures of military 

capacity (Hultquist 2013). 

Other scholars, instead, stressing the importance of the political dimension of rebellions, 

suggested that crude military power does not automatically translate in higher chances of 

government victory and pointed to the strategy that governments adopt to counter a rebellion 

as another important predictor of civil conflicts outcomes. They argue that, in the context of 

asymmetric warfare, how the force is employed is as important as the military power that the 

state has at its disposal. On this premise is grounded the so-called population-centric approach 

to counterinsurgency, to which several scholars and military experts link higher chances of 

government victory in civil conflicts. Its effectiveness, their proponents argue, resides in the 

adoption of a predominantly political response rather than an exclusively military one. Being 

rebellions principally contests of political legitimacy, it is argued that strategies entirely based 

on the use of force are not effective (Sepp 2005, Petraeus 2006, Lyall and Wilson 2009). 

Accordingly, as the use of indiscriminate coercion is believed to have detrimental effects, 

coercion must be limited and aimed at striking only the rebels and separating the civilian 

population from them (Sepp 2005, Cohen et al. 2006, Greenhill and Staniland 2007, US Army 

2007, Kilcullen 2009). Although some scholars have questioned the effectiveness of this 

approach, suggesting that it is too much influenced by Maoist conceptualisations of modern 

insurgencies (Kilcullen 2005, 2006, Hoffman 2007, Metz 2007) and grounded on 

misinterpretations of past counterinsurgency operations (Bennett 2007, 2010), it has been 

demonstrated that its adoption is correlated to an increased probability of government victory 

(Paul et al. 2010, Enterline et al. 2013). 
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1.2. How civil conflicts end: the role of external interventions 

The features of the state at conflict do not entirely explain why civil conflicts terminate in a 

certain way. As some researchers aptly noted, despite the term itself points to an almost entirely 

domestic confrontation, civil conflicts have often a substantial external dimension (Salehyan 

et al. 2011). The importance of this external dimension led a great number of scholars to focus 

on the interventions of third-party actors and how they could affect the outcomes of civil 

conflicts. Unsurprisingly, given that external interventions in civil conflicts are very common, 

the intervention of third parties is the factor that more than others have attracted the attention 

of scholars. 

External interventions in civil conflicts can come in various forms and can be carried out 

by different actors. They can be direct if they involve the participation in combat of an external 

actor on the side or on behalf of one of the belligerents, or indirect if instead they are limited 

to the provision of funds, weapons, training, or sanctuary. These different forms of intervention 

can be carried out by both state and non-state actors. Two comprehensive studies that 

specifically analyse the external support received by rebels have shown that both state actors 

and a host of non-state actors have frequently intervened in civil conflicts (Byman et al. 2001, 

Grauer and Tierney 2018). While throughout the great part of the last century external support 

was provided to rebels almost exclusively by states, from the end of the Cold war the main 

supporters of rebel groups have been non-state actors, such as other rebel or terrorist groups, 

diasporas, religious and ethnic communities, and wealthy individuals (Grauer and Tierney 

2018). 

These external actors intervene in civil conflicts with various objectives in mind. 

Although the objectives that these actors might pursue with their intervention are numerous, 

they can be summarised as follow: alter the prospects of victory of one of the opposing sides; 

promote the conditions for the peaceful resolution of the conflict; and/or pursue an independent 
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agenda. The objectives of their intervention, along with the type of support provided and to 

whom is provided, have different effects on the outcomes of civil conflicts and deserve a 

comprehensive account. 

 

1.2.1. Biased external interventions and the outcomes of civil conflicts 

It is typical that external actors intervene to provide support to one of the belligerents with the 

aim of expediting the military solution of the conflict. Whilst there is a wide consensus about 

the positive impact that rebel-biased external interventions have on creating the conditions for 

outcomes favourable to the rebels, evidence is more contradictory when it comes to the impact 

of government-biased external interventions. 

In general terms, external interventions in favour of the rebels are widely thought to be 

linked to a higher probability of rebel victory and a lower probability of government victory 

(Byman et al. 2001, Record 2006, 2007, Lyall and Wilson 2009, Connable and Libicki 2010, 

Lyall 2010). In addition, rebel-biased external interventions not only increase the chances that 

the rebels achieve victory, but allow them to extract concessions from the incumbent 

government, increasing also the chances that the conflict ends in a negotiated settlement 

(Balch-Lindsay et al. 2008, Findley 2013). 

Those studies that had a closer look into the relation between the type of support provided 

to the rebels and the outcomes of civil conflicts largely confirmed these general conclusions. 

In fact, direct military intervention was found to be linked to increased chances of rebel victory 

and decreased chances of government victory (Gent 2008, Hultquist 2013, Sullivan and Karreth 

2015). Rebel-biased direct intervention is also linked to a lower probability that the civil 

conflict ends due to lack of armed activity, but apparently it has no impact on the chances of 

termination in a negotiated settlement (Sullivan and Karreth 2015). Likewise, though it 

certainly contributes to prolonging the conflict (Sawyer et al. 2017), indirect support in favour 
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of the rebels, such as the provision of funds or weapons, makes rebel victory the most likely 

outcome (Jones 2017). 

The impact of government-biased external intervention on the outcomes of civil conflicts 

is instead more ambiguous. One important study found that external interventions on behalf of 

the government make the termination of civil conflicts more likely, especially if the intervener 

is a great power (Regan 1996). This study, however, did not clarify which specific outcome is 

the most likely when an external actor intervenes in favour of the government. The ambiguity 

regarding the correlation between government-biased external interventions and outcomes of 

civil conflicts revolves around whether the intervention eases the path of the incumbent 

government toward victory. In fact, whilst some studies have found that government-biased 

interventions foster the conditions for a victory for the government, other studies have not 

found such a clear-cut correlation. A cross-national study on external interventions in civil 

conflicts postulates that government-biased external interventions alter the decision calculus of 

the government involved in the civil conflict (Balch-Lindsay et al. 2008). As these 

interventions decrease the costs that governments have to sustain for the struggle and 

simultaneously increase their military capabilities, government-biased external interventions 

should put the incumbent governments in a better position to defeat the rebels and, at the same 

time, make the negotiated solution of the conflict an unappealing option (Balch-Lindsay et al. 

2008). However, whilst the authors of this study have found that an intervention on behalf of 

the government improves its chances to defeat the rebels, negotiated settlements appear to be 

more likely when a third party intervenes militarily in support of the incumbent government 

(Balch-Lindsay et al. 2008). 

Other researchers argue that the success of government-biased external interventions in 

bringing about outcomes that are favourable to the government depends on some conditions. 

According to one study, the probability of victory for a government that receives external 
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support is linked to the duration of the civil conflict. Governments supported by external actors 

are more likely to succeed only once the conflict has become protracted (Jones 2017). A key 

study on the termination of insurgencies has found instead that is not the government-biased 

intervention per se that makes government victory more likely. Rather, it is the timing of the 

intervention, as much as the extent and type of support provided, that affects the chances of the 

supported government to achieve victory (Connable and Libicki 2010, pp. 49ï50). 

On a similar vein, another study has found that government-biased direct interventions 

do not necessarily translate into government victory because external actors intervene in 

support of governments only in the most difficult cases, when the government is unable to carry 

out the armed effort autonomously (Gent 2008). Accordingly, the disparity in terms of 

effectiveness between rebel-biased and government-biased direct interventions is due to a 

selection effect, for government-biased external interventions occur only when the incumbent 

government is unable to defeat the rebels on its own (Gent 2008). Being the situation already 

complicated, it is more likely that the external intervention fails to determine a positive effect 

on the chances of government victory (Gent 2008). 

This view is challenged by a study that argues that the disparity in terms of effectiveness 

of rebel-biased and government-biased external interventions is not simply the result of a 

selection effect (Sullivan and Karreth 2015). Rather, this study postulates, the different 

effectiveness depends on the level of military capacity of the belligerents. External direct 

interventions increase the probability of victory for the recipient of the support óonly when the 

main obstacle to strategic success is lack of military capacityô (Sullivan and Karreth 2015, p. 

270). Rebel-biased interventions significantly result in a higher likelihood of rebel victory 

because rebels characteristically lack adequate military power and virtually any external 

support boosts their fighting capacity. Conversely, external interventions increase the 

likelihood of government victory only when the government is weaker than or at parity with 
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the rebels in terms of conflict-fighting capacities and the intervention compensates for this 

deficiency (Sullivan and Karreth 2015). 

Sometimes, both the government and the rebels receive support from an external actor. 

Building on the influential theory of ripeness and mutually hurting stalemate (see Zartman 

1989, 1993), one study posited that the simultaneous interventions in favour of both the 

government and the rebels should create the conditions of ripeness and thus make negotiated 

solutions more likely to be found (Balch-Lindsay et al. 2008). However, the addition of other 

strategic actors ï the external actors ï generates collective action problems that make the 

bargaining among the parties much more complicated, fostering instead the conditions for a 

stalemate (Balch-Lindsay et al. 2008). This study has found support for this proposition as 

balanced external interventions cause the conflict to reach a stalemate and negotiated 

settlements to be less and not more likely when both the belligerents are recipients of external 

support (see also Balch-Lindsay and Enterline 2000, Regan 2002). 

 

1.2.2. Neutral external interventions and the outcomes of civil conflicts 

External actors often intervene in civil conflicts to favour the conditions for the negotiated 

resolution of the conflict. When this is their objective, external actors, both state actors and 

international organisations, try to do so through the mediation of the controversies between the 

belligerents and/or peace operations. 

External actors, especially states, offer their mediation for a host of reasons. The 

willingness of third parties to mediate a civil conflict depends mostly on whether they have 

interests that are being threatened by the conflict, they are part of a defence pact that includes 

also the country at conflict, they share historical linkages with the belligerents, or they have 

previous experience as mediators (Greig and Regan 2008). Mediation is a very common tool 

of conflict management and from the literature it emerges that it can affect how the civil 
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conflicts terminate. Previous research has established that mediation is crucial for creating the 

conditions for the successful negotiated settlement of civil conflicts. Two influential studies 

have found that only with the intervention of a third party as mediator and guarantor the 

negotiated settlement and the post-conflict transition toward a stable political system could be 

successful (Walter 1997, 1999). On a similar vein, another study postulated that, although 

mediators do not have the power to influence the elements of irrationality and identity that 

characterise many civil conflicts, their role in peace processes is still crucial because they can 

alter the calculus of the belligerents about the benefits of a negotiated settlement and generate 

the conditions for durable settlements (King 1997). 

External actors try to foster the conditions for the negotiated settlement of civil conflicts 

not only through the mediation of the controversies but also through peace operations. These 

operations are normally carried out under the auspices of international organisations, like the 

United Nations, or other regional organisations. A recent article has demonstrated that peace 

operations are an effective tool for managing the outbreak, escalation, continuation, and 

recurrence of conflict (Hegre et al. 2019). The literature on peace operations is vast and a 

detailed account on the evolution of these operations and the determinants of their success falls 

well beyond the scope of the current review. For the purpose of the present discussion, suffice 

it to say that peace operations have been indicated as having an impact also on the outcomes 

of civil conflicts. In general terms, civil conflicts in which peace operations are deployed are 

more likely to end (Doyle and Sambanis 2000). More specifically, the deployment of peace 

operations is linked to a higher probability that the civil conflict ends in either truce or 

negotiated settlement (DeRouen and Sobek 2004). These findings were partly confirmed by 

another study, which found that the intervention of peacekeepers under the auspices of the UN 

or other IGOs increases the likelihood that a civil conflict terminate in a draw, that is either in 

a stalemate or negotiated settlement (Fortna 2009). 
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1.2.3. Self-interested external interventions and the outcomes of civil conflicts 

Finally, another common reason why external actors intervene in civil conflicts is to pursue 

their very own agenda. When this occurs, one study noted, the resolution of the civil conflict 

becomes much more complicated (Cunningham 2010). External actors bring into the conflict 

their own independent preferences. If they are pursuing an independent agenda, it might be 

expected that their preferences do not necessarily adhere to those of the main belligerents. 

Thus, the external actors consent to a negotiation only if and when their preferences are 

appeased (Cunningham 2010). This study holds that the presence of additional preferences, 

presumably of an actor that has more authority and power than the actual belligerents, makes 

the bargaining process between the opponents much more difficult and, accordingly, negotiated 

settlements unlikely to be finalised (Cunningham 2010). In addition, as the external actor could 

extract high gains from a victory in function of lower costs for fighting, negotiations 

automatically appear as an unappealing option to the external actor. For these reasons, self-

interested external interventions can deter negotiated solutions and significantly prolong civil 

conflicts (Cunningham 2010). 

 

1.3. Iƻǿ ŎƛǾƛƭ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ ŜƴŘΥ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǊŜōŜƭǎΩ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ 

rise 

Certainly, outcomes of civil conflicts cannot be entirely explained with factors related to the 

characteristics of the state and the intervention of external actors. Arguably, the literature on 

civil conflicts focused to a larger extent on the capacity and characteristics of the states to 

explain the outcomes of civil conflicts, partly neglecting the equally important role that the 

rebels have in these conflicts. Nonetheless, it is axiomatic that rebels are part of the conflict 

equation and several studies have investigated whether some of their characteristics could 
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explain why civil conflicts end in a certain way. In particular, scholars have focused on whether 

the rebelsô motivations to rise and measures of their capacity are correlated to specific civil 

conflict outcomes. 

 

1.3.1. ReōŜƭǎΩ ƎǊƛŜǾŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƛǾƛƭ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ 

One of the most important debates in peace and conflict research revolves around whether 

rebels start off their rebellion because of grievances (Gurr 1970), greed (Collier and Hoeffler 

1998, 2004), or because they simply have the opportunity to do so (Fearon and Laitin 2003). 

To a certain extent, the literature on civil conflict outcomes followed the debate on the causes 

of conflict outbreaks to ascertain whether the reasons why the conflict was fought in the first 

place could also affect the way in which it terminates. 

Civil conflicts fought because of large popular grievances are believed to be intractable. 

Their intractability is motivated by the inherent indivisibility of the stakes of the conflict. The 

indivisibility of the stakes, it is widely held, makes the negotiated solutions of civil conflicts 

unlikely. A case in point are those civil conflicts that break out following identity- and ethnic-

motivated rebellions. Stakes in these civil conflicts are seen as proverbially indivisible, reason 

why they are considered not amenable to negotiated settlements (see Licklider 1993, p. 15 for 

example). These conflicts are thought to be averse to resolution to such an extent that one 

influential article suggests that the only possible solution for ethnic civil conflicts is the 

partition of the territory of the country in ethnically separated enclaves (Kaufmann 1996). The 

intractability of these identity-motivated conflicts has been confirmed by a study that has found 

them unlikely to be settled at the negotiation table (Hultquist 2013). Moreover, from the 

literature it emerges that conflicts motivated by large popular grievances are not only 

negatively related to peaceful resolutions. Other studies, in fact, have found that the odds are 
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against the rebels in ethnic-, religion-, and identity-motivated civil conflicts (Mason et al. 1999, 

DeRouen and Sobek 2004). 

Different dynamics emerge when the rebels rise for greed. As some scholars pointed out, 

the termination of the conflict might not even be the objective of the rebels who are fighting 

for greed (DeRouen and Sobek 2004). In these instances, the objective of the rebels is to benefit 

from the collapse of the authority of the state and exploit resources that they would normally 

be unable to extract in a fully functional polity. For this reason, beside the continuation of the 

conflict, a truce that allows to continue making a profit out of the conflict is the outcome that 

greedy rebels prefer (DeRouen and Sobek 2004). 

Unlike identity- and greed-motivated conflicts, conflicts initiated by the rebels for 

reasons related to the control of territory are much more amenable to negotiated settlements. 

Some authors disagree with this proposition, arguing that territorial conflicts are less likely to 

be negotiated because territory might be seen as indivisible (Duffy Toft 2003), especially if 

such a territory has a religious value (Hassner 2003, 2009). However, much of the literature 

agrees that territorial conflicts are more likely to be resolved at the negotiation table, especially 

secessionist conflicts (Balch-Lindsay et al. 2008, Hultquist 2013, but see Mason et al. 1999). 

 

1.3.2. wŜōŜƭǎΩ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƛǾƛƭ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ 

Several studies focused on measures of rebel capacity to explain the outcomes of civil conflicts. 

The existing literature has focused mainly on two dimensions of rebel capacity for the 

explanation of outcomes: the mobilising capacity and the military capacity. 

The mobilising capacity of the rebels is one of the important factors that compounds in 

the overall capacity measure. Rebellions are predominantly contests whose aim is to undermine 

the political legitimacy of the government. For this reason, rebels that manage to mobilise the 

population and attain its support are historically thought to be more likely to achieve victory 
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(Oôneill 1990, pp. 70ï89, Kalyvas 2006, p. 92, Trinquier 2006). The greater the popular support 

the rebels are able to attain, the stronger they are vis-à-vis the government in the contest for 

legitimacy. For this reason, rebels try to attract popular support by formulating compelling 

causes and convincing narratives (Tomes 2004), by exploiting common identities (Byman 

2008), and by creating alternative systems of governance in the territory under their control 

(Weinstein 2006, pp. 163ï197). 

Unlike other forms of contention, however, a civil conflict is not a contest fought entirely 

on the political-ideological plane and the rebelsô military capacity is a crucial component of 

the overall capacity measure. Rebels often start the rebellion in a condition of inferiority 

relative to the incumbent regime and this power asymmetry can be considered the norm in civil 

conflicts. The literature agrees that the rebelsô path toward favourable outcomes is easier when 

they manage to overcome this initial power asymmetry. In fact, the stronger the rebels are 

militarily, the more likely they defeat the incumbent government (Mason et al. 1999, Gent 

2008, Cunningham et al. 2009, Sullivan and Karreth 2015). 

A high military capacity of the rebels, however, does not only translate in a higher 

probability of victory. One study has found that high levels of rebelsô military capacity are 

negatively correlated with the probability that the civil conflict terminates due to lack of armed 

activity (Sullivan and Karreth 2015). Other studies, instead, have found high levels of rebelsô 

military capacity to be positively correlated with the probability of negotiated settlement 

(Cunningham et al. 2009, Nilsson 2010). However, the most comprehensive study on whether 

relative rebel military capacity affects the probability that the civil conflict terminates in 

negotiated settlement demonstrated the existence of an inverted U-shaped curvilinear relation 

between rebel military capabilities and the probability of negotiated settlement (Hultquist 

2013). This indicates that negotiated settlements are more likely when the rebels are at parity 
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in terms of power with the incumbent and less likely when there is a power asymmetry 

(Hultquist 2013). 

Some scholars argue that the military capacity of the rebels cannot be entirely captured 

by measures that include only the number of fighters at their disposal. With regard to the 

relation between rebelsô military capacity and outcomes, some scholars maintain that also the 

strategy that the rebels adopt in the armed struggle can influence the outcomes of civil conflicts. 

It is widely held in the insurgency literature that guerrilla warfare is the strategy best suited for 

insurgencies (see for example Nagl 2002, Kilcullen 2010). This conventional wisdom was 

challenged by one study that has found rebels to have greater chances to defeat the incumbent 

government in a civil conflict when they can count on conventional capabilities and fight in a 

symmetric fashion rather than in a guerrilla-like manner (Balcells and Kalyvas 2014). Another 

influential study argued, instead, that none of the strategies that the rebels adopt is 

automatically linked to higher chances of victory. Rather, is the strategic interaction that 

matters. Rebels have higher chances of victory when they use the opposite strategy to the one 

used by the incumbent government, fighting in an asymmetric manner when the opponent is 

fighting in a symmetric manner and vice versa (Arreguín-Toft 2001, 2005). As noted earlier in 

this section, however, rebels often start off their rebellion in a condition of power asymmetry 

and the possibility of fighting in a symmetric manner is often precluded to them. Guerrilla 

warfare is very often a strategy of necessity for rebels as they rarely possess those conventional 

capabilities that would allow them to fight the incumbent government in a symmetric manner. 
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1.4. The research gap: structural characteristics and internal dynamics of 

armed oppositions and their impact on civil conflicts outcomes 

The literature on the determinants of civil conflict outcomes discussed so far provides powerful 

and convincing explanations of how and by virtue of what factors civil conflicts terminate. 

There remain, however, several factors that might affect the outcomes of civil conflicts about 

which relatively little is known. A close examination of the existing scholarship suggests that, 

beside motivations and capacity, not enough attention has been paid to how other fundamental 

attributes of the armed oppositions, such as their structural characteristics and internal 

competitive and power dynamics, might affect conflict termination. 

As the Figure 1 in the Introduction showed, civil conflicts often do not oppose the 

government of a state and a united opposition movement. The complex and intractable nature 

of civil conflicts is due to a great extent to the involvement of armed oppositions that are 

composed of multiple rebel groups. The civil conflicts in Myanmar, Sudan, and Syria are 

prominent examples of protracted conflicts that pitted a regime against a fragmented movement 

of rebels. These examples underscore a common characteristic of at least half of all civil 

conflicts, namely that oppositions are seldom unitary movements that operate in a coordinated 

fashion and whose action is subjected to central command. Rather, opposition movements are 

often a plethora of loosely connected rebel groups that use violent means to fight a government 

independently from one another and, sometimes, even turn against each other. Yet, despite 

their centrality in shaping the dynamics of civil conflicts, the existing literature has not taken 

the structural characteristics and the internal competitive and power dynamics of armed 

oppositions in adequate account. More specifically, although the fragmentation of armed 

oppositions and the competition within these movements are widely known characteristics of 

civil conflicts, how these characteristics can affect the termination of civil conflicts has been 

object of limited investigation. 
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There are some reasons why these important features of the armed oppositions have received 

limited attention. Many studies in the field of civil conflicts adopted a predominantly state-

centric approach. Much of the published research has focused on the features of the states at 

conflict, considerably neglecting the characteristics of the opposition (Cederman and Gleditsch 

2009, Fjelde and Nilsson 2012, p. 605). Such an approach was conducive to analysis that have 

systematically overlooked how different features of armed oppositions could affect the 

dynamics of civil conflicts. This approach, of course, was not necessarily denotative of the 

intention of conflict scholars to focus exclusively on the characteristics of the state at conflict. 

Until recently, in fact, the lack of fine-grained data on the composition and activity of armed 

oppositions has significantly limited the possibility for conflict scholars to include the 

structural characteristics and internal dynamics of these oppositions in large-N studies of civil 

conflicts (Cederman and Gleditsch 2009). Consequently, most of the studies on civil conflicts 

were bound to treat armed oppositions as unitary entities (see for example Mason and Fett 

1996, Mason et al. 1999, Ayres 2001, Collier and Hoeffler 2004, Fearon 2004). A limited 

knowledge of how armed oppositions differ in terms of composition, internal competition, and 

internal power distribution, and in turn of how these differences may affect several aspects of 

civil conflicts, can lead to a partial understanding, if not misguided inferences and explanations, 

of the dynamics that make these conflicts so complicated and intractable. 

A number of scholars recognised that it was necessary to correct for this issue to advance 

our knowledge of civil conflict processes. Following what it can be defined as the 

disaggregation turn in civil conflict studies (Cederman and Gleditsch 2009) and owing to the 

more recent availability of fine-grained datasets on the actors involved in intra-state conflicts 

(Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and Eck 2018), a recent strand of research has begun to 

examine more meticulously the structural characteristics of armed oppositions and the impact 

they have on several aspects of civil conflicts. 
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The large majority of the existing scholarship focused on finding the root causes of the 

fragmentation of armed oppositions and splintering of rebel groups (Asal et al. 2012, Bakke et 

al. 2012, Seymour et al. 2016, Fjelde and Nilsson 2018). Other studies, instead, rather than 

focusing on its root causes, investigated whether fragmentation could explain some of the most 

important aspects of civil conflicts, like onset (Lawrence 2010, Cunningham 2013), duration 

(Findley and Rudloff 2012, Metternich and Wucherpfennig 2020), recurrence (Rudloff and 

Findley 2016), and expected levels and targets of violence (Cunningham et al. 2012, Heger et 

al. 2012, Wood and Kathman 2015). 

Despite the recent uptick in the number of related publications, researchers have only just 

started looking at what impact different structural characteristics of armed oppositions, like 

their fragmentation, and their internal dynamics, like the internal competition and internal 

power distribution, might have on civil conflicts. Despite the progress recently made in this 

direction, so far only a handful of studies have analysed the relation between these 

characteristic of armed oppositions and the outcomes of civil conflicts. As a result, our 

knowledge still remains limited in some important ways. 

There are four main reasons why the existing scholarship on the impact of different 

structural characteristics and intra-opposition dynamics on the outcomes of civil conflicts can 

be considered insufficient. First, the scholarship on the topic is context-specific and of limited 

generalisability. This is because part of the existing studies on this issue adopted a case study-

based research design. For example, while it is known what impact the fragmentation of armed 

oppositions had on the outcomes of the conflicts in Algeria or Palestine (Krause 2014, 2017), 

it is unknown whether this phenomenon had similar or different effects on other civil conflicts. 

Thus, although these studies furthered our knowledge on the impact of fragmentation on the 

outcomes of civil conflicts, questions about the general applicability of their findings remain 

open. 
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Second, the related scholarship is mostly outcome-specific. As discussed briefly in the 

preceding sections, the main interest of conflict scholars concerned with conflict termination 

was to isolate the determinants of (un)successful negotiated settlements of civil conflicts. 

Reflecting this general trend, the scholars that investigated the impact of fragmentation on the 

outcomes of civil conflicts have done so focusing mainly on the impact that it has on the 

prospects of termination in negotiated settlements (Nilsson 2010, Lounsbery and Cook 2011). 

Accordingly, questions about the impact of fragmentation of armed oppositions on other 

possible outcomes of civil conflicts, like government victory, rebel victory, or low activity, 

remained largely unaddressed. 

Third, the scholars who have included the fragmentation of armed oppositions in large-

N studies where all the possible outcomes of civil conflicts were considered, have given a 

limited importance to the explanatory power of this variable or have conceptualised 

fragmentation in a different manner. In particular, one study that investigates the impact of 

non-state actorsô characteristics, mainly their military capabilities, on outcomes of civil 

conflicts (Cunningham et al. 2009), touched upon the impact of fragmentation only tangentially 

and did not generate a set of testable hypotheses about the impact it might have on the outcomes 

of civil conflicts. Many hypotheses on such an impact, thus, remained unaddressed. 

Finally, this body of literature almost exclusively focused on the impact of rebel 

fragmentation on conflict outcomes. The interpretation of the rebel side as an armed opposition 

reveals the existence of relations among the rebel groups that go beyond their simple contextual 

presence in the conflict environment. Rebel groups interact, cooperate, and adapt to what the 

other groups in the same conflict environment do (Metternich and Wucherpfennig 2020). 

Sometimes, they even fight one another. Questions related to how the internal competition and 

the internal power distribution of armed oppositions might affect the outcomes of civil conflicts 

have been largely neglected. This is because those scholars who have adventured in this new 
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avenue of research have done so pursuing a research agenda that privileged the investigation 

of how the fragmentation could affect the dynamics of civil conflicts, leaving aside direct 

assessments of how different levels of internal competition and power distribution might also 

do. With regard to the internal power distribution, one study in particular used information 

about the fighting power of each rebel group involved in a civil conflict. This study, however, 

analysed how the power of each group relative to the government could affect the outcome of 

civil conflicts (Cunningham et al. 2009). To the best of my knowledge, no study investigates 

how the internal power distribution of the armed oppositions could affect the outcomes of civil 

conflicts. Only Krause (2014, 2017) has focused on the internal power distribution of 

nationalist movements. However, his research specifically addresses the puzzle of how this 

distribution affects the chances of a nationalist movement to succeed in creating a nation state 

and not on how it might affect each possible outcome of civil conflicts. As a result, key 

questions on how competitive and power relations among rebel groups of the same armed 

opposition affect conflict termination at a general level remained largely unaddressed. 

Knowing how civil conflicts terminate and, most importantly, which factors create the 

conditions for a specific outcome to occur, is as important as understanding why these conflicts 

break out, linger, and recur. It is only by knowing how and by virtue of what factors civil 

conflicts end that researchers can make sense of the proverbial complexity and intractability of 

these conflicts and policymakers can devise appropriate strategies to foster the conditions for 

a negotiated resolution. A partial knowledge of how the structural characteristics and  internal 

relations of armed opposition might affect the dynamics of civil conflicts strongly limits our 

understanding of conflict processes and termination. This dissertation covers this gap in the 

literature and in our knowledge by assessing how and to what extent different armed 

oppositionô structural characteristics, like their fragmentation, and internal dynamics, like the 

internal competition and internal power distribution, affect the outcomes of civil conflicts. Its 
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main aim is to expand our knowledge on the relation between these characteristics of armed 

oppositions and the outcomes of civil conflicts through the provision of a comprehensive 

analysis that goes beyond the existing limited in scope, context-specific, and not generalisable 

studies. 
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2. Fragmentation, internal competition, and internal power 

distribution: an explanatory model of the impact on conflict 

termination 

The review of the literature revealed that the scholarship on civil conflicts does not sufficiently 

account for the impact that the structural characteristics and the internal competitive and power 

relations of armed oppositions have on conflict termination. The main argument of the 

dissertation is that the fragmentation of, the competition, and the distribution of power within 

armed oppositions can affect whether a civil conflict terminates in rebel victory, government 

victory, peace agreement, ceasefire, or low activity. 

In this chapter, an explanatory model for the association of these characteristics of armed 

oppositions with specific civil conflict outcomes is illustrated. To facilitate the understanding 

of what comes next, both from a theoretical and methodological standpoint, the chapter begins 

with the conceptualisation of these characteristics and other core concepts of the dissertation. 

Then, the expected effects of these characteristics on each conflict outcome are discussed and 

the relative hypothesis are formalised. 

 

2.1. Core concepts  

In the Introduction and Chapter 1, reference was made to a series of concepts that are of critical 

importance for the dissertation. These concepts are widely used in the literature but, due to 

different interpretations of them, are often surrounded by conceptual ambiguity. It is by no 

means the aim of this section to discuss at length the strength and weaknesses of each 

conceptualisation proposed in the literature of the phenomena under study here. Although the 

conceptualisation provided by other scholars for these core concepts is discussed, this section 



 

38 

specifically aims to clarify how they are framed in the present dissertation. Following these 

clarifications, it would be easier to grasp the causal mechanisms that link the characteristics of 

armed oppositions  to a specific conflict outcome and some of the operational choices that were 

made to conduct the analysis. 

 

2.1.1. Civil conflict  

The first concept that needs to be conceptualised is that of civil conflict. It has been argued that 

differences in the way civil conflicts are conceptualised might have serious consequences for 

the scholarship on the topic, as they can affect the results obtained by investigations on this 

specific type of political violence and, more in general, our understanding of the specific 

dynamics that characterise this phenomenon (Sambanis 2004, Sambanis and Schulhofer-Wohl 

2019). According to King, the boundaries of the concept of civil conflict are often pushed so 

far that ówhat counts as a civil war is thus often in the eye of the beholderô, suggesting that the 

conceptualisation of civil conflict and the word used to refer to it, such as insurgency or 

rebellion, depends on the political stance of the observer (King 1997, p. 19). Other scholars 

instead claim that, in the end, the various conceptualisations of civil conflict converge around 

the same key features and that, rather, the disagreements revolve around their 

operationalisation (Kalyvas 2009). These differences, though small they may be, can have 

important consequences on aspects of crucial importance for empirical investigations, such as 

operationalisation and coding. As a consequence, differences in conceptualisation and 

operationalisation can largely affect the findings and conclusions that are drawn from studies 

on civil conflicts (Sambanis and Schulhofer-Wohl 2019). For this reason, it is of the utmost 

importance to clarify what is meant by civil conflict in the present dissertation. 

The conceptualisation of civil conflict adopted in this dissertation builds on the 

conceptualisation of armed conflict provided by UCDP/PRIO in the codebook of the óArmed 
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conflict datasetô (Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and Eck 2018). UCDP/PRIO define an 

armed conflict as óa contested incompatibility that concerns government and/or territory where 

the use of armed force between two parties, of which at least one is the government of a state, 

results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in a calendar yearô (Pettersson and Eck 2018). This 

conceptualisation contains all the necessary elements to qualify an armed conflict and to guide 

its operationalisation: an armed conflict is fought for an incompatibility concerning 

government, territory, or both, between at least two parties; an armed conflict can be considered 

as such when one of the two parties is the government of a recognised state;6 and an armed 

conflict differs from minor forms of contention, like riots, protests, or any other limited outburst 

of violence, because the parties resort, with a certain intensity, to the use of armed force to 

resolve their incompatibility. The use of armed force is deemed to be intense enough to 

represent an instance of conflict if it results in at least 25 battle-related deaths per calendar year 

(Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and Eck 2018). This conceptualisation of armed conflict is 

coherent, it adheres to my interpretation of armed conflicts, and contains all the necessary 

elements to embrace any type of armed conflict involving a state: extra-systemic conflicts, 

interstate conflicts, internal conflicts, and internationalised internal conflicts. As such, is the 

best starting point from which to draw the conceptualisation of civil conflict for the purpose of 

this dissertation. 

The focus of this dissertation is civil conflicts only. Drawing from the conceptualisation 

of armed conflict provided by UCDP/PRIO (Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and Eck 2018), 

in this dissertation a civil conflict is conceptualised as a contested incompatibility that concerns 

government and/or territory where the use of armed force between two parties, the government 

of a state and an armed opposition, results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in a calendar 

 
6 Conflicts in which none of the parties is the recognised government of a state are defined as non-state conflicts 

(see Sundberg et al. 2012, Pettersson and Eck 2018). 
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year and occurs within the boundaries of the state whose government and/or territory is 

disputed. This conceptualisation of civil conflict contains all the elements that qualify it as an 

armed conflict ï incompatibility, one of the parties is the government of a state, use of armed 

force, and minimum intensity ï and the elements that qualify it as civil. An armed conflict can 

be considered a civil conflict when two additional criteria are met: the second primary party is 

an armed opposition and the use of armed force occurs within the boundaries of the state whose 

government and/or territory are disputed. Thus, this definition embraces any conflict that 

occurs between the government of a state and one or more rebel groups, irrespective of whether 

third-party states are (internationalised internal conflict) or are not involved in the dispute 

(internal conflict), and excludes from the analysis any conflict that occurs between two or more 

states (interstate conflicts) and between a state and opposition organisations outside the 

territory of the state (extrasystemic conflicts). 

The conceptualisation of civil conflict adopted in this dissertation resembles alternative 

conceptualisations adopted in other seminal studies on the topic. In some way, it is similar to 

the one provided by Small and Singer, who conceptualise a civil conflict as óany armed conflict 

that involves (a) military action internal to the metropole (b) the active participation of the 

national government, and (c) effective resistance by both sidesô (Small and Singer 1982, p. 

210). It also does not differ much from the one provided by Kalyvas in a seminal work on the 

topic, where they conceptualise a civil conflict as óarmed combat taking place within the 

boundaries of a recognized sovereign entity between parties subject to a common authority at 

the outset of the hostilitiesô (Kalyvas 2006, p. 17). In a way, it also recalls the interpretation of 

civil conflict as a ósovereignty ruptureô illustrated by Sambanis and Schulhofer-Wohl in a 

recent article (Sambanis and Schulhofer-Wohl 2019). These similarities confirm that different 

conceptualisations of civil conflicts do indeed converge around the same key features (Kalyvas 

2009). However, although the conceptualisation of civil conflict adopted in this dissertation 
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converges towards the minimum definition of this phenomenon, it also contains some 

additional elements that need to be further clarified. These elements help further qualify the 

essential conceptualisation of civil conflict as an armed struggle between a government and 

non-state actor over a defined incompatibility and bring it closer to what it could be seen as an 

operational definition. 

The first element is that of armed opposition. What an armed opposition is is discussed 

in detail in the next section. For the purpose of the present discussion, suffice it to say that 

instead of a generic non-state challenger, the conceptualisation of civil conflict adopted in this 

dissertation requires that the opponent of the government must be an armed opposition for the 

armed struggle to be considered an instance of civil conflict. This peculiarity of the 

conceptualisation reveals the aim of the dissertation to eschew two different approaches to the 

study of civil conflicts: one, overly aggregated, that interprets civil conflicts as instances of 

armed struggle between the government and an indefinite rebel side and, as such, overlooks 

the variations that exists within the rebel side in terms of autonomous actors; the other, overly 

disaggregated, that instead interprets civil conflicts as instances of armed struggle between the 

government and a rebel group and, as such, overlooks the interdependencies that exist among 

the rebel groups fighting the same opponent (Cederman and Gleditsch 2009, Quinn et al. 2019, 

Sambanis and Schulhofer-Wohl 2019). This conceptualisation of civil conflict positions this 

dissertation at a meso-level of aggregation, whereby a civil conflict remains a dyadic affair 

between a government and a non-state challenger but simultaneously recognises that variation 

exists in terms of rebel actors and that these actors might be interdependent. How this occurs 

in practice would be clearer from the reading of the next sections, which discuss the concepts 

of armed opposition and fragmentation, and of Section 3.2.2., which discusses the implications 

of this conceptualisation in terms of measurement, adds more technical considerations as to 

why this conceptualisation was chosen in the first place, and clarifies why operationalising the 
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civil conflict as a dyadic struggle between a government and an armed opposition is more 

appropriate for the present dissertation than the more common operationalisation as a dyadic 

conflict between a government and a rebel group. 

The second element is the minimum number of fatalities. Compared to other 

conceptualisations of civil conflict that do not make any direct mention to the intensity of 

violence, the conceptualisation of civil conflict adopted in this study clarifies from the outset 

which is the minimum level of violence that a civil conflict must produce in a calendar year to 

be considered as such. The choice to add this specific element to the conceptualisation was 

made for two main reasons. First, as the conceptualisation of civil conflict adopted in this study 

draws from the one of armed conflict provided by UCDP/PRIO (Gleditsch et al. 2002, 

Pettersson and Eck 2018), and considering that the majority of the data used for the empirical 

analysis comes from this very source, I considered adopting their minimum intensity threshold 

as a logical decision to avoid consequent issues in terms of operationalisation and coding of 

civil conflict events. Second and more importantly, also limited levels of violence may fit the 

description and fall within the boundaries of what is a civil conflict. By focusing on extreme 

levels of violence only (i.e. 1000 fatalities per calendar year), the concept of civil conflict would 

be too restrictive and lead the analysis to overlook less intense but not less important instances 

of violent contestation. As it is the aim of this dissertation to include in the analysis any 

incompatibility between a government and an armed opposition contested through the use of 

armed force, setting the intensity level at a much higher threshold would have betrayed this 

aim and led the dissertation to overlook many important, albeit less intense, instances of civil 

conflict. Of course, the threshold is arbitrary and, as such, controversial by definition.7 

However, in light of the two reasons expressed above, I considered the addition of this 

 
7 For a deeper discussion on the minimum intensity of civil conflicts and threshold see: Sambanis (2004) and 

Sambanis and Schulhofer-Wohl (2019). 
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minimum intensity threshold to the conceptualisation of civil conflict as an appropriate choice 

for the purposes of the present dissertation. 

 

2.1.2. Armed opposition 

In recent years there has been a growing recognition among conflict scholars that the rebel side 

of a civil conflict cannot be considered a unitary entity but, rather, a collection of more or less 

loosely connected rebel groups. Rather than a unitary, institutionalised, and cohesive actor, the 

rebel side of the conflict can be more appropriately thought of as a movement composed of 

different non-state actors that mobilise around a collectively shared issue. Even though it is 

more common nowadays to understand the rebel side of the conflict in this way, 

conceptualisations of rebel movements diverge substantially in the literature. 

Some scholars grounded their conceptualisation of rebel movement on the nature of the 

dispute between the government and the rebel groups involved in the struggle. One way in 

which the set of non-state actors at conflict has been collectively defined is self-determination 

groups (Cunningham 2011, Cunningham et al. 2012). According to this conceptualisation, 

factions are the basic unit and a self-determination group is the overarching structure that 

connects the factions together. The factions are tied together only so long that they mobilise 

around a shared self-determination issue. On a similar vein, some scholars defined the set of 

non-state groups at conflict as nationalist movements (Krause 2014, 2017, Mahoney 2020). 

According to this conceptualisation, a nationalist movement is the overarching structure that 

connects different rebel groups that mobilise around the shared goal of creating a new nation 

state. While these conceptualisations certainly have their merits, they do not fit the present 

dissertation for two main reasons: first, the proponents place emphasis either on nationalist or 

self-determination disputes; second, in the case of self-determination movements, the 

proponents include in their definition also non-violent factions (Cunningham 2011, 
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Cunningham et al. 2012). As this dissertation aims to analyse all possible civil conflicts and to 

focus specifically on active participants that use the armed force to settle their dispute, any 

definition of a set of rebel groups that is grounded on the nature of the dispute and/or includes 

non-violent factions is not apt for this dissertation. 

Other scholars, instead, took an approach to the conceptualisation of rebel movements 

that encompasses all the possible sets of rebel groups without discriminating them based on 

whether they are fighting for self-determination or nationalist goals. In an influential article 

that attempts to bring clarity to the concept of fragmentation, a rebel movement is defined as 

an overarching structure that comprises all the rebel organisations that mobilise around a shared 

collective identity and make demands related to this identity and the people who share it (Bakke 

et al. 2012). In this case, what links the rebel groups in a movement are not shared nationalist 

or self-determination goals, but a shared identity. By placing emphasis on a shared identity it 

follows that rebel movements exist only insofar the rebel groups share such identity. 

Accordingly, all those instances in which rebel groups do not have a shared identity but still 

share common political interests that can link them together in a movement are excluded. The 

emphasis on a shared identity thus limits the scope of the conceptualisation of rebel movement 

in a substantial manner. The narrow scope of this conceptualisation makes it not apt for the 

present dissertation, for it excludes those rebel movements whose groups mobilise around a 

shared political issue even though they do not share the same identity. 

Other scholars, instead, point to the generic incompatibility that is being contested as the 

connection between disparate rebel groups in a movement. Cunningham defines as opposition 

movement any set of non-state groups that contest the same incompatibility related to either 

government, territory, or both (2013). Moving beyond the conceptualisation of movement as 

the overarching structure that links together rebel groups that share nationalist or self-

determination goals or a common identity, this conceptualisation introduces the 
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incompatibility as the tie that binds the rebel groups together. By removing the discrimination 

based on identity, nationalist or self-determination goals and focusing on the incompatibility, 

the scope of this conceptualisation is broad enough to embrace all the possible rebel 

movements. Despite the merits of this conceptualisation, however, it is still not suitable for the 

present dissertation. In fact, this conceptualisation does not make a direct mention to the use of 

force as a criterium for identifying non-state groups as active participants in civil conflicts. 

Without this specification, the conceptualisation of opposition movement becomes so broad 

that may include parties, political wings, and/or peaceful groups that mobilise against the 

government around the same incompatibility but are not de facto active participants in the civil 

conflict. As the interest of this dissertation lies in civil conflicts, and not political mobilisation 

per se, one of the central criteria for non-state groups to be considered active participants in a 

conflict is that they resort to armed force to contest the incompatibility. 

The conceptualisation of opposition movement provided by Fjelde and Nilsson resolves 

this issue (2018). These scholars define as armed opposition movement any ógroup of armed 

organizations that are engaged in the same political conflict and thereby contest the same 

incompatibilityô (2018, note 1). This conceptualisation is similar to Cunninghamôs (2013), as 

it identifies the incompatibility as the link between different armed organisations, but it departs 

from it by specifying that only armed organisations can be considered part of an armed 

opposition, that is those non-state groups that use armed force to contest the incompatibility. 

Building on the definition provided by Fjelde and Nilsson (2018), in this study rebels are 

collectively defined as armed oppositions. An armed opposition is conceptualised as the set of 

rebel groups that use armed force against the incumbent government of a state to contest the 

same incompatibility concerning government and/or territory. This way of collectively 

defining rebel groups, I contend, is the most suitable for the current dissertation for two reasons. 

First, it encompasses all the possible armed oppositions, not exclusively those that fight for 
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self-determination or nationalist goals. By doing so, it embraces all the possible civil conflicts, 

not only those that are fought for either nationalist or self-determination reasons only, but both. 

As it clarifies what is the conditio sine qua non for a set of rebel groups to be considered an 

armed opposition, namely that they contest the same incompatibility, it does not matter whether 

they share the same identity. Rebel groups can be considered part of an overarching structure 

so long that they contest the same incompatibility. In doing so, this conceptualisation does not 

exclude those rebel groups that fight along others for the same incompatibility but do not share 

the same identity. Second, it includes only those groups that use armed force in their contest 

against the government. This reflects the intention of dealing only with active, violent, 

participants of the civil conflict. 

 

2.1.3. Structural characteristics of the armed opposition 

Armed oppositions can operate with variable degrees of coordination and cohesion. This 

specific aspect leads to the next concept that requires attention: the concept of fragmentation. 

Although it has found wide application in the recent literature on civil conflicts, also the 

concept of fragmentation is still surrounded by conceptual ambiguity. 

According to Bakke et al. (2012), the concept of fragmentation has been approached in three 

different ways in the existing literature: as the extent of internal divisions within a rebel 

movement (see for example Lawrence 2010, Cunningham 2011, Cunningham et al. 2012, 

Fjelde and Nilsson 2018); as the splintering of rebel groups (see for example Asal et al. 2012, 

Findley and Rudloff 2012, Rudloff and Findley 2016); as the degree of institutionalisation 

among rebel groups in a movement (Pearlman and Cunningham 2012). As the 

conceptualisation of fragmentation adopted in the present dissertation falls squarely within the 

first approach, the following paragraphs outline how other scholars that have a similar 
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understanding of fragmentation have conceptualised it and, building on their work, the 

conceptualisation adopted in this dissertation is then provided. 

A considerable number of scholars consider fragmentation of rebel movements as a 

multidimensional concept. Bakke et al. understand fragmentation as a concept that includes 

three different but related dimensions (2012). They argue that fragmentation refers 

simultaneously to the number of rebel groups within a movement, the level of 

institutionalisation of the movement, and the distribution of power within the movement. This 

conceptualisation has found wide application in the literature. However, although some 

scholars claimed to have adopted this specific conceptualisation, in practice they only focused 

on of one its dimensions, namely the number of rebel groups within a movement (see for 

example Seymour et al. 2016, Mosinger 2018). 

On a similar vein, also Krause considers fragmentation as a multidimensional concept 

(Krause 2014, 2017). In his works on the topic, fragmentation is a specific condition that is not 

just related to the number of groups within a movement. According to his typology of 

nationalist movementsô structural characteristics, fragmentation occurs only when there are 

multiple strong groups in a movement that are not allied with each other (Krause 2014). By 

discriminating instances of fragmentation of rebel movements based on whether they are 

composed of multiple strong and unaffiliated groups, and not just multiple groups, Krause too 

introduces the dimensions of power distribution and alliances in the concept of fragmentation. 

Other scholars, instead, see fragmentation as a unidimensional concept that refers 

exclusively to the existence of multiple rebel groups within a rebel movement. According to 

Cunningham, fragmentation is simply the division of a rebel movement in multiple factions 

(2011, 2013, Cunningham et al. 2012). On a similar vein, Fjelde and Nilsson conceptualise 

fragmentation as the existence of multiple rebel groups within an opposition movement (2018). 

This dissertation builds on these conceptualisations of fragmentation as a unidimensional 
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concept but also departs from them in some important respects. The fragmentation of an armed 

opposition is conceptualised as the existence of multiple rebel groups ï each of which is 

autonomous and contests the same incompatibility ï within an armed opposition that results 

from either the simultaneous rebellion of two or more rebel groups against the government, 

the splintering of a group already involved in the conflict, and/or the emergence of new groups 

that are unaffiliated to the one(s) already involved in the conflict. In line with this 

conceptualisation, fragmentation is not observable if the armed effort against the incumbent 

government is carried out by a single rebel group. While an armed opposition composed of a 

single rebel group can still be considered an armed opposition, for it is armed and is opposing 

the government, it cannot certainly be considered a fragmented armed opposition. This rebel 

group may be affected by internal divisions and contain factions, but if none of these factions 

is formally organised, has its own name, separate chain of command, and/or is subject to higher 

command, then fragmentation is not observable. Fragmentation is only observable if the armed 

effort against the incumbent government is collectively carried out by multiple rebel groups. 

These rebel groups are formally organised non-state armed actors that have their own name, 

militants, and are not subject to higher command. As discussed before, to be considered part 

of an overarching armed opposition these rebel groups must have mobilised against the 

government for reasons related to the same incompatibility. This conceptualisation of 

fragmentation builds significantly on the one provided by Fjelde and Nilsson (2018), except 

for one important difference. In this dissertation, fragmentation might be also due to the 

simultaneous rebellion of two or more rebel groups, and not only to the splintering of existing 

rebel groups or the emergence of new ones when the conflict is already underway. 

The conceptualisation of fragmentation provided above calls for an additional 

clarification. In the present dissertation, fragmentation and splintering have a different 

connotation. In published research, the two terms have often been used interchangeably. Are 
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they conceptually different? If we look at the meaning of the word not quite. However, by 

adopting a conceptualisation of fragmentation that focuses on the existence of multiple rebel 

groups that results from the simultaneous rebellion of two or more rebel groups against the 

government, the splintering of a group already involved in the conflict, and/or the emergence 

of new groups that are unaffiliated to the one/s already involved in the conflict, than splintering 

assumes a different connotation, becoming one of the components of fragmentation, namely 

the division of a rebel group already involved in the conflict. In this dissertation, thus, 

fragmentation already includes the concept of splintering. The term splintering only refers to 

the event of a division of a rebel group in two or more actors and is not used as a synonym of 

fragmentation, which instead refers to a larger phenomenon of which splintering is just one of 

the components. In fact, only a small minority of rebel groups form following a split of the 

original rebel group (Walter 2019). For this reason, it is of paramount importance to clarify 

from the outset that this dissertation does not focus exclusively on these specific instances of 

split but rather on the larger phenomenon of fragmentation. 

There are reasons why fragmentation in the present dissertation is interpreted as a 

unidimensional concept that amounts exclusively to the division of an armed opposition in 

multiple groups. I contend that conceptualisations of fragmentation as a multidimensional 

concept risk conflating excessively the concept with dimensions that deserve independent 

analysis. By collapsing the important dimensions of institutionalisation, power distribution, or 

alliances into the concept of fragmentation, it is possible that not enough attention is reserved 

to each of these individual dimensions and to the different effects they may have on the 

dynamics of civil conflicts. By conflating fragmentation with multiple phenomena that are 

certainly related but conceptually different, empirical investigations could fail to single out and 

discover the individual importance that each of them has for conflict processes. In this sense, 

thus, fragmentation risks becoming a concept of limited analytical use. Accordingly, 
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fragmentation, I argue, should be seen as a unidimensional concept that reflects the extent of 

internal divisions within an armed opposition, so that the impact that it may have on the 

dynamics of conflict can be accurately assessed without being obscured or significantly 

affected by other related but conceptually different phenomena. As discussed in the next 

sections, some of the dimensions that have been included by other scholars in a 

multidimensional understanding of fragmentation are analysed individually in the present 

dissertation. 

 

2.1.4. Internal competition 

Competition is a normal condition in multi-party settings such as civil conflicts. The conflict 

itself can be considered a violent competition between the government and an armed opposition 

over a certain incompatibility concerning the sovereign authority over the country or one of its 

regions. Rebel groups within an armed opposition compete with the government to attain their 

objectives, secession or government, but also with each other to place themselves in a position 

of primacy vis-à-vis the others. For the purpose of this dissertation, situations as such are seen 

as instances of internal competition. With internal competition I refer to the attempt of the rebel 

groups that are part of an armed opposition to gain advantages, both material and immaterial, 

at the expenses of other groups of the opposition in order to position themselves in a condition 

of superiority and/or have a larger share of the conflict spoils. It is internal because it occurs 

within the armed opposition, that is among rebel groups that are linked together by a common 

incompatibility with the government. 

Rebel groups might try to gain advantages over their perceived competitors in disparate 

manners and it is not easy to capture these attempts with a single concept. As it often happens, 

complex and multifaceted phenomena like the competition among actors require measures that, 

although not perfect, can be used as a proxy of the main concept whose effects a study intends 
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to investigate. In this case, lacking a ready-made measure of internal competition, the best way 

to capture the concept and the impact it has on conflict processes is by looking at two prominent 

dimensions of internal competition: independence of the rebel groups, the condition by which 

groups within the opposition are neither formally nor informally allied but completely 

independent and unaffiliated; and intra-opposition violence, the condition by which the rebel 

groups, on top of the fight against the government, also engage in systematic violence against 

one another. These two dimensions capture two different levels of internal competition, in order 

of presumed severity. The first dimension, independence of the rebel groups, is seen as a 

moderate level of internal competition because rebel groups that find themselves in such a 

predicament do not share the necessary resources to pursue their fight against the government. 

Accordingly, as they operate in a context of finite resources, the only way to maximise their 

own resources is to compete with the other rebel groups to obtain the largest share of them. 

The second dimension, instead, is seen as a high level of internal competition because the rebel 

groups engage in active fight against one another to obtain the necessary resources or to 

altogether wipe out possible competitors for the conflict spoils. I defer a more detailed 

discussion about how these measures are operationalised to Chapter 3. 

 

2.1.5. Internal power distribution 

The rebel groups within an armed opposition might differ in terms of militants and resources 

available to them. Depending on the amount of resources available, both material and 

immaterial, a rebel group can be considered more or less powerful than the others and thus 

have greater or smaller chances to obtain its objectives, exercise control over the other groups, 

or obtain the largest share of conflict spoils. Power can be defined in several ways and there is 

a large literature ï which falls beyond the scope of this section ï on how it should be best 

conceptualised and measured. In this research, power is limited to its armed dimension only, 
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that is the war-fighting capacity of each actor involved in the conflict. The interest of this 

dissertation lies in the share that each rebel group has of the overall power of the armed 

opposition. Partially capturing the dimension of power included in the concept of fragmentation 

provided by Krause (2014, 2017), the aim is to understand how different distributions of power 

within the opposition affects conflict processes, that is whether the existence of a hegemonic 

rebel group within the opposition leads to different conflict outcomes than those observed if 

power is distributed more evenly across the rebel groups. Accordingly, internal power 

distribution refers the distribution of war-fighting capacity across the rebel groups within an 

armed opposition. I defer to Chapter 3 a detailed discussion of how the war-fighting capacity 

of each rebel group and the concentration or dispersion of power is measured. 

 

2.1.6. Civil conflict outcomes 

Finally, each possible type of civil conflict outcome requires a precise conceptualisation. Civil 

conflicts outcomes are not, in fact, as clear-cut as those of interstate wars, at the end of which 

there is a clear winner, loser, or a negotiated solution. Outcomes in civil conflicts are murkier. 

Civil conflicts might stop for a while and restart or draw out for long with low levels of 

violence. For this very reason, precise definitions of when and how a civil conflict ends are 

necessary. 

For the purpose of this dissertation, the conceptualisation of civil conflict outcomes 

follows strictly the one provided in the codebook of the UCDP conflict termination dataset 

(Kreutz 2010). There are two main reasons behind this choice. First, their conceptualisation of 

each outcome is clear, coherent, and complete in all its parts. Accordingly, there is no need to 

provide alternative conceptualisations as the existing ones are already accurate and appropriate 

for the dissertation. Second, as this dataset is used as the main source for the construction of 
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the dependent variable of the study, different conceptualisations of each outcome might lead 

to discrepancies in how the observations are coded. 

In line with the UCDP conflict termination data, thus, victory is the outcome of civil 

conflict that occurs when óone side in an armed conflict is either defeated or eliminated, or 

otherwise succumbs through capitulation, surrender, or similar public announcementô (Kreutz 

2010). Victory is achieved by the government side if the regime ómanages to comprehensively 

defeat or eliminate the opposition, who may succumb to the power of the other through 

capitulation or public announcementô, or the rebel side if the armed opposition ómanages to 

oust the government, or comprehensively defeat or eliminate the opposition, who may succumb 

to the power of the other through capitulation or public announcementô (Kreutz 2010). Peace 

agreement is the outcome of civil conflict that occurs when an óagreement, or the first or last 

in a series of agreements, concerned with resolving or regulating the incompatibility - 

completely or a central part of - [is] signed and/or accepted by all or the main parties active in 

last year of conflictô (Kreutz 2010). Ceasefire is the outcome that occurs when a halt of the 

hostilities has been agreed upon by the warring parties: óCeasefire agreements, or the first or 

last in a series of agreements, does not include any resolution of the incompatibility. Typically, 

ceasefires are concerned with ending the use of force by the warring sides but they can also 

offer amnesty for participation in the conflictô (Kreutz 2010). Low activity is the outcome that 

occurs when neither agreement has been signed nor one of the main parties has achieved 

decisive victory but the conflict simply ceases, that is the level of armed hostilities is so limited 

- resulting in fewer than 25 battle-related deaths in a calendar year- that the conflict cannot be 

considered as such anymore (Kreutz 2010). Finally, Actor ceases to exist is the outcome of 

civil conflict that occurs when óone side of the conflict ceases to exist, is defeated in another 

simultaneous conflict, or simply withdraws from contesting the incompatibilityô (Kreutz 2010). 
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The aim of this section was to clarify how the core concepts of the dissertation are interpreted. 

These clarifications were made to facilitate the understanding of the following sections, in 

which is discussed the expected effect that the fragmentation, internal competition, and internal 

power distribution have on each conflict outcome. 

 

2.2. Fragmentation of armed oppositions and civil conflict outcomes 

In recent years, the fragmentation of armed oppositions has been object of increasing attention. 

The blossoming literature on fragmentation, partly inspired by the necessity to make sense of 

violent multiparty conflicts, has mostly focused on finding the reasons why armed oppositions 

fragment in the first place. From this body of literature, it emerged that fragmentation occurs 

for several reasons. First, armed oppositions might fragment due to the response of the state to 

the rebellion. It has been demonstrated that state repression (McLauchlin and Pearlman 2012, 

Seymour et al. 2016, Fjelde and Nilsson 2018, Walther and Pedersen 2020), state concessions 

(Nilsson 2010, Seymour et al. 2016, Fjelde and Nilsson 2018), and the institution of non-

inclusive peace processes (Reiter 2015, Plank 2017) can lead armed oppositions to fragment. 

Second, fragmentation might also be brought about by some characteristics inherent to the 

opposition itself and the rebel groups of which is composed. A number of studies have 

established that fragmentation might occur because of lack of organisational cohesion, either 

due to factionalised leadership (Asal et al. 2012), poor internal discipline and control (Bakke 

et al. 2012, Staniland 2014, Walther and Pedersen 2020), and diversity in rebel groupsô 

preferences, both in terms of demands (Seymour et al. 2016) and strategy (Bakke et al. 2012). 

Third, fragmentation might also result from contextual factors, such as battlefield dynamics 

(Lounsbery and Cook 2011, Christia 2012, Woldemariam 2016), power shifts (Christia 2012), 

or low barriers to entry the political contestation (Fjelde and Nilsson 2018, Walter 2019). 
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While the existing scholarship provides solid explanations as to why fragmentation occurs, it 

does not sufficiently explain how and to what extent it affects conflict termination. As 

discussed in Chapter 1, most of the existing studies ï which are not numerous ï on the 

purported link between fragmentation and the outcomes of civil conflicts are either limited in 

scope, for they have focused almost exclusively on negotiated settlements, or in the 

generalisability of their findings, for they have largely adopted case study-based designs that 

do not provide indications of the effects at the cross-national level. As a result, our knowledge 

is limited with regard to how and by virtue of what causal mechanisms different structural 

characteristics of armed oppositions affect conflict termination. 

The fragmentation of armed oppositions is expected to substantially affect the way civil 

conflicts terminate. In this section, the theoretical expectations regarding its impact on all the 

possible outcomes of civil outcomes are laid out. Fragmentation is expected to set in motion 

four main causal mechanisms that, in turn, affect how civil conflicts end: first, fragmentation 

reduces the overall fighting effectiveness of the armed opposition; second, it induces 

competition among the rebel groups of the opposition over the available resources; third, it 

exacerbates bargaining problems between the government and the opposition; and fourth, it 

incentivises extremist behaviours by the rebel groups. Fragmentation, thus, is expected to 

positively affect the chances that civil conflicts end in government victory and negatively affect 

the chances they end in rebel victory, peace agreement, ceasefire, and low activity. The causal 

process that connects fragmentation to an increased or a decreased probability that a specific 

outcome occurs is detailed in the following paragraphs, starting from government and rebel 

victory. 
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Government and rebel victory 

Several authors have observed that fragmented oppositions are less likely to be successful in 

achieving their objectives (Gamson 1975, p. 110, Oôneill 1990, p. 124, Pearlman 2011, Krause 

2014). One of the most important reasons identified in the literature as to why they are less 

successful is that fragmented oppositions are troubled by coordination problems. Multiple rebel 

groups within the same conflict system tend to operate in dissonance rather than in a 

coordinated fashion (Christia 2012, p. 43), decreasing their chances to defeat the contested 

government. Other scholars argue that fragmented oppositions, at the same time, should make 

it more difficult for the contested government to bring the conflict to an end. Governments 

struggle to terminate the conflict when they are facing multiple rebel groups because they have 

to fight simultaneously on multiple open fronts (Akcinaroglu 2012). Building on these 

indications emerging from the literature and further unpacking the causal mechanisms behind 

the link between fragmentation and victories in civil conflicts, I argue that fragmentation sets 

in motion two mechanisms that, in turn, are linked to an increase in the probability of 

government victory and a decrease in the probability of rebel victory. 

First, fragmentation largely reduces the overall military effectiveness of the opposition. 

Compared to a cohesive armed opposition, a fragmented opposition composed of multiple rebel 

groups is more likely to operate in an uncoordinated fashion. Rebel groups are autonomous in 

devising their strategy and tactics to pursue the armed effort against the government. 

Accordingly, as they are not subordinated to a central authority that can ensure that each of the 

groups is operating in consonance, fragmented oppositions are poorly coordinated, both 

strategically and tactically. Coordination between the rebel groups can be considered a basic 

requirement for the effective conduct of the armed struggle against an often disproportionately 

stronger enemy. Such a lack of coordination negatively affects the overall opposition and 

individual rebel groupôs ability to carry out effective military actions against the contested 
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government, further widening the common asymmetry between the opposition and the 

contested government. 

Second, fragmentation also causes waste of resources and competition over them. Rebel 

groups operate in a context of limited resources, both material, like military and financial 

resources, and immaterial, like the support of a sympathetic population. These resources are 

fundamental for each rebel group to pursue the armed struggle against the government and 

ensure survival. While material resources are necessary to sustain the war-fighting capacity of 

each rebel group, immaterial resources such as popular support guarantee a constant inflow of 

militants and reinforce the strength of the rebel groupsô claims. As the number of groups within 

the opposition increases, the more intense becomes the competition among the rebel groups to 

secure these resources. As groups draw from a finite pool of resources, fragmented oppositions 

can be expected to be unable to capitalise on the available resources, to the detriment of their 

effort. If these resources were pooled together, the armed opposition could extract the most out 

of them. Instead, when each group possess only a small share of these resources and constantly 

competes with other rebel groups to increase the size of said share, these resources can be 

misused and, especially the immaterial ones, might dissolve, for popular support and militantsô 

availability are not easy to maintain. For the reasons above, thus, fragmentation is expected to 

be associated with a decrease in the probability that the conflict terminates in rebel victory. 

Conversely, governments can exploit the weakness of a fragmented opposition and exert 

their military superiority with ease. The government is expected to benefit from this situation 

because, even the weakest one, might find it easier to obtain the much sought-after victory if 

the opposition that it is facing is poorly coordinated and overall less effective in projecting its 

war-fighting capacity. It is common for governments to be far superior to armed oppositions in 

terms of war-fighting capacities. Armed oppositions often face an unsurmountable challenge 

against a counterpart that is superior in almost any respect. If, in addition to this, the armed 
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opposition is even weaker due to its fragmentation, then it becomes even easier for the 

government to succeed. However, the positive effect that fragmentation has on the chances of 

government victory is observable only for moderate levels of fragmentation. A conflict in 

which the opposition is excessively fragmented might not necessarily be more likely to end in 

government victory. As Akcinaroglu argued, a large number of rebel groups might result in an 

equal number of open fronts in which government forces have to battle (2012). Compelled to 

over-stretch, the government forces might not be necessarily able to exert their superiority. 

Accordingly, I expect fragmentation to be associated with an increase in the probability of 

government victory, but that this positive effect might be mitigated when the opposition is 

excessively fragmented. 

 

Peace agreement and ceasefire 

Previous research has returned mixed results with regard to the impact of fragmentation on the 

chances that a civil conflict ends in a negotiated settlement. A number of studies have 

established that fragmentation might have negative consequences for the prospects of peaceful 

resolution of civil conflicts. One reason why it is so is because fragmentation magnifies 

information problems, making bargaining more difficult (Cunningham 2006, 2013). 

Information problems refer to the difficulty for the belligerents to gauge information about the 

opponentôs strength and resolve. In general terms, the parties at conflict have substantial 

incentives to withhold or misrepresent information about their ability and intention to see the 

conflict through. By concealing these information, the parties can convince their adversary that 

they would be able to outlast it or, more simply, they avoid giving an advantage that the 

adversary can use at a later stage (Walter 1999). In civil conflicts, information problems are 

proverbially severe, as it is difficult to gather precise information on rebel groups (Walter 

2009). These information problems might become more severe when the armed opposition is 
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fragmented. According to one study, the more information that need to be collected and the 

harder it is to collect them, the more time combatants need to agree on a settlement (Walter 

2009). Another study has found that the larger the number of veto players, such as rebel groups, 

in a civil conflict, the more severe the information problems and, in turn, the less likely the 

conflict would be resolved through negotiation (Cunningham 2006). On a similar vein, another 

study argued that information about capability and resolve of the belligerents are more difficult 

to gauge in multiparty civil conflicts. While the costs of a multiparty conflict might push the 

actors to consider peaceful negotiations as a viable option, if these information problems 

remain unresolved, peace agreements are difficult to be concluded (Findley 2013). 

A second reason identified by the literature as to why fragmentation makes the negotiated 

solution of civil conflicts more difficult is the increased commitment problems. Some studies 

have demonstrated that fragmented oppositions are incapable of credibly committing to a 

negotiated deal (Cunningham 2013, Krause 2014). One of the main reason why it is so is 

because rebel groups of an opposition might benefit from spoiling other groupsô attempts to 

negotiate with the government (Stedman 1997, Kydd and Walter 2002, Pearlman 2011, 

Cunningham et al. 2012). 

Finally, the scholarship indicated that fragmentation might be an obstacle to the peaceful 

resolution of civil conflicts also because it might result in the proliferation of diverse demands 

and preferences. As these diverse preferences are impossible for the government to 

simultaneously accommodate, the peaceful resolution of the civil conflict becomes more 

difficult to reach (Cunningham 2006, Seymour et al. 2016). 

On a different vein, other scholars have found that fragmentation does not necessarily reduce, 

or even increases, the chances that a civil conflict ends in a negotiated settlement. One study 

contends that the rebel groups of a fragmented movement are not necessarily more committed 

to war and, accordingly, fragmentation does not automatically decrease the chances of 
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termination in negotiated settlement (Findley and Rudloff 2012). In fact, a successive study 

has not found a significant correlation between the presence of multiple rebel groups and a 

decreased probability that a negotiated settlement is concluded (Findley 2013). Another study, 

instead, has found that the likelihood of negotiated settlements actually increases when there 

are multiple rebel groups and that governments are more likely to negotiate with the weaker 

ones as the number of groups increases (Nilsson 2010). 

Building on the existing literature, I expect fragmentation to set in motion a third causal 

mechanism that, in turn, determines a decrease in the probability that a conflict ends in peace 

agreement or ceasefire. Fragmentation is expected to substantially exacerbate bargaining 

problems, which in turn make the peaceful resolution of civil conflicts more difficult to obtain. 

There are several reasons why it is so. First, as highlighted in previous research, fragmentation 

can negatively affect information problems. The larger the number of rebel groups within an 

opposition, the more difficult for the government to gather information about the strength and 

resolve of each rebel group. This is simply a consequence of the fact that rebel groups are 

multiple and that the government is required to gather information on each of them. Beyond 

this simple numerical consequences, information problems are expected to be worse because 

rebel groups in a fragmented opposition have even higher incentives to withhold information 

about their strength and resolve. Rebel groups of a fragmented opposition not only have to 

conceal these information from the government but also from the other rebel groups, since they 

could otherwise use these information as a leverage to gain a competitive advantage within the 

opposition. 

Second, fragmentation aggravates commitment problems. In general terms, rebel groups are 

not perceived as credible bargaining partners (Bapat 2005). Rebel groups in fragmented 

oppositions might be seen as even less credible. This is because each group might have different 

incentives and intentions to continue the armed struggle, which might make them less inclined 
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to fully commit to a negotiated deal once it has been signed. In addition, as the governments 

are unable to verify the credibility and trustworthiness of their adversaries, they can be wary 

that the groups would actually honour the deal and thus prefer not to enter negotiations with a 

fragmented opposition. The negative effect of these commitment problems can be even more 

severe for the chances of conflict termination in ceasefire. Ceasefires are less formalised 

attempts than peace agreements to bring the conflict to a negotiated end. As it does not 

necessarily involve negotiations over the nature of the dispute, but just an agreement on halting 

the violence, a ceasefire requires a high level of commitment from the parties to sign it and 

avoid its collapse. When the groups are several, it is possible that at least one of them, for 

individual benefits, does not wish to stop the violence or is willing to resort to combat for 

strategic reasons after the ceasefire has been signed, thus determining its premature collapse . 

Third, fragmentation is tightly linked with the different preferences of the rebel groups 

that make up the opposition. To each group within the opposition corresponds a unique set of 

preferences regarding the contested incompatibility. These preferences are oftentimes at the 

origin of the fragmentation itself and groups might be expected to place on them a high value, 

thus resulting in a decreased willingness of the groups to compromise. Simultaneously 

accommodating these preferences might prove hard for a government willing to negotiate with 

a fragmented armed opposition, especially when some of the rebel groups are not 

accommodative towards alternatives. While the government strategy of winning away pieces, 

executed through the negotiation with one rebel group at a time, can still be an option to reduce 

the number of active groups in the conflict (Nilsson 2010), it might still prove hard for the 

government to accommodate very diverse preferences, especially if they require concessions 

that are deemed excessive or can set a dangerous precedent for future negotiations. 
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Fourth, fragmentation incentivises spoiler behaviours.8 The origins of spoiler behaviours can 

be found not only in the relations between the two primary parties involved in a nascent peace 

process, the government and the armed opposition, but also in the structural characteristic of 

the opposition. Fragmentation indicates the presence of multiple groups within the opposition, 

each of which might differ in terms of leadership, objectives, demands, deceptive nature and 

so on. Each of these characteristics of the rebel groups might nurture a spoiler attitude. The 

presence of potential spoilers may generate the governmentôs distrust of the rebel groups, 

which, accordingly, might not see the negotiations as a fruitful enterprise. Stedman indicated 

in spoilers the greatest source of risk for peace making (Stedman 1997). By pursuing acts that 

sabotage the trust of the government in the ability of the opposition to stick to a negotiated deal 

(Kydd and Walter 2002) and by resorting to violence throughout the entire negotiation phase 

(Reiter 2015), spoilers can effectively bring the nascent peace process to collapse. From a 

simply numerical standpoint, the higher the number of spoilers, the more difficult to manage 

them and ensure the success of the negotiations (Stedman 1997). Groups in a fragmented 

opposition might have different preferences regarding the continuation of the fight and the 

medium/long-term objectives. Thus, they might have all the incentives to act as spoilers and 

sabotage the nascent peace process if such an act can bring about any individual advantage. 

For the reasons discussed above, thus, I expect fragmentation to be associated with a decrease 

in the chances that a civil conflict ends in peace agreement or ceasefire. 

 

 
8 The literature on spoilers in civil conflicts is extensive and a detailed discussion of the effects of spoiler 

behaviours on peace processes falls beyond the scope of this chapter. For the original interpretation of the concept 

of spoiler see Stedman (1997). For a recent discussion on its use in the literature and applicability see Nilsson and 

Kovacs (2011). 
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Low activity 

Fragmentation can also affect the probability that a civil conflict terminates due to low activity. 

Although not much in the literature has been said in this respect, some of the works related to 

the levels and direction of violence in civil conflicts can help predicting in which way 

fragmentation might affect the chances of conflict termination for lack of armed activity. One 

important indication emerges from the literature: civil conflicts in which the opposition is 

fragmented tend to be more violent. In these contexts, rebel groups are more likely to 

aggressively outbid other groups by resorting to an excessive use of lethal power against the 

government and the constituent population of other groups (Cunningham et al. 2012, Wood 

and Kathman 2015). In addition, rebel groups of fragmented oppositions, especially those who 

have splintered from other groups, are more likely to use violent tactics (Asal et al. 2012) and 

attack co-ethnic civilians (Cunningham et al. 2012, Wood and Kathman 2015). 

Building on these indications emerging from the literature, I expect fragmentation to set 

in motion a fourth causal mechanism that, in turn, determines a decrease in the probability that 

the civil conflict ends due to lack of armed activity. In fact, fragmentation is expected to push 

the armed opposition towards extremist tactics and civilian victimisation. Rebel groups of a 

fragmented opposition strive to gain a position of prominence within the opposition and vis-à-

vis the government. One way to do so is to aggressively outbid the other groups by excessively 

resorting to the use of lethal power against the government and the constituent population of 

other groups. Through this method, rebel groups attempt to extract larger concessions from the 

government and gain a competitive advantage within the opposition. The adoption of more 

extremist tactics by the rebel groups leads to a general increase in the intensity of the conflict, 

for not only the lethality of the rebel groups increases, but also because the government is 

forced to resort to harsher responses to counter acts of extreme violence and civilian 

victimisation. Such an increase in the level of intensity thus makes conflict termination due to 
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lack of armed activity less likely to be observed. The discussion above leads to the following 

hypothesis:  

 

Hypothesis 1: civil conflicts in which the armed opposition is fragmented are more likely to 

end in government victory and less likely to end in rebel victory, peace agreement, ceasefire, 

and low activity than those in which the armed opposition is not fragmented. 

 

2.3. Internal competition of armed oppositions and civil conflict outcomes 

Structural characteristics are not the only attributes of armed oppositions that might have an 

impact on the outcomes of civil conflicts. In fact, a mere count of the number of rebel groups 

within an opposition does not provide a full picture of how rebel characteristics might affect 

conflict termination. The relations that exist among the groups of a fragmented opposition must 

also be taken into careful account to assess how the characteristics of armed opposition might 

affect the prospects of termination of civil conflicts. 

The competitive relations among rebel groups of fragmented oppositions are expected to 

play a role in shaping conflict termination. In some instances, groups might be willing to form 

alliances to carry out the armed effort in a concerted manner and focus on the struggle against 

the government. In other instances, instead, groups might be unaffiliated, have incompatible 

preferences, pursue independent strategies, and even fight one another on top of the fight with 

the government. The presence of many groups within an opposition might not necessarily cause 

competition among them, but when it does and the competition among rebel groups is 

significant, these competitive relations can considerably affect the dynamics of civil conflicts. 

For this reason, the dissertation looks specifically at two levels of internal competition, in order 

of presumed severity, to assess how they affect the prospects of conflict termination: the 

condition in which the groups are not allied and operate independently; and the condition in 
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which the groups fight one another in the shadow of the conflict against the government. These 

two levels of competition within an opposition and how they are expected to affect conflict 

outcomes are discussed in turn in the following sections. 

 

2.3.1. Independence of rebel groups 

Alliances among the rebel groups of an armed opposition may mitigate the effects of 

fragmentation discussed in the previous section. By striking alliances, rebel groups renounce 

to the competition with one another to focus on the shared endeavour of fighting the 

government. In a sense, alliances among rebel groups bring a fragmented opposition as close 

as it can get to a unitary, cohesive, opposition that operates in a coordinated fashion. However, 

although alliances can be very convenient for rebel groups, they are difficult to initiate. What 

makes alliances difficult to initiate is that rebel groups, albeit aware of the benefits they can 

bring about, are often reticent to join forces. This might be because of commitment problems 

(Bapat and Bond 2012), fear of losing their autonomy, or ideological divides (Gade, Gabbay, 

et al. 2019). 

When groups decide to pursue the armed effort independently can be expected to 

compete with one another in order to get the largest share of concessions and conflict spoils. 

For this reason, the independence of rebel groups, that is the condition in which groups are not 

allied and pursue the armed effort independently, can be considered denotative of competition 

within the opposition. The independence of rebel groups is expected to set in motion the very 

same causal mechanisms that fragmentation does. However, the effects of this level of internal 

competition can be expected to be even starker. First, when rebel groups are independent, the 

overall fighting effectiveness of the armed opposition is further reduced. Second, competition 

among the rebel groups over the available resources is more severe. Third, bargaining problems 

between the government and the opposition are further exacerbated. Fourth, extremist 
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behaviours of the rebel groups are further incentivised. The independence of rebel groups, thus, 

is expected to positively affect the chances that civil conflicts end in government victory and 

negatively affect the chances they end in either rebel victory, peace agreement, ceasefire, and 

low activity. In the following paragraphs, the causal process that connects this level of internal 

competition to an increased or a decreased probability that a specific outcome occurs is 

illustrated. 

 

Government and rebel victory 

Previous research has established that alliances among rebel groups can be beneficial for the 

armed effort of the opposition. Allied groups, some studies suggest, have the opportunity to 

pool resources and operate in a more coordinated manner against the common enemy 

(Akcinaroglu 2012, Bapat and Bond 2012). Conversely, rebel groups that are not allied and 

operate independently can rely only on their own strength, are poorly coordinated, and 

consequently are less effective in their fight against the government (Akcinaroglu 2012). For 

these very reasons, civil conflicts in which the rebel groups are allied should be more likely to 

end in rebel victory and less likely to end in government victory compared to those in which 

the groups are independent (Akcinaroglu 2012). On a different vein, another study contends 

that alliances among rebel groups, while certainly bringers of substantial benefits, still do not 

allow a fragmented opposition to reach the level of efficiency of a unitary actor because the 

óability among allies to pool common strengths is eclipsed by even greater division, animus, 

and mutual fear between themô (Zeigler 2016, p. 4). While this latter study does not go as far 

as to indicate whether alliances among groups favour or not the conditions for rebel victory, 

the position expressed suggests that alliances do not automatically translate in increased 

chances of rebel victory, as rebel groups can still be competitive and unable to exploit the 

benefits that alliances should guarantee. 
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My arguments build directly on the main indications emerging from the literature, namely that 

alliances among rebel groups promote a more efficient use of the resources and coordinated 

action, while, conversely, the independence of groups foments the competition among the 

groups and elicits uncoordinated action. More specifically, I argue that, compared to a situation 

in which the groups are allied, a condition of independence of the groups sets in motion two 

mechanisms that, in turn, determine a decrease in the probability of rebel victory and an 

increase the probability of government victory. The mechanisms at play are the same ones 

previously discussed. 

First, the independence of groups has an even stronger negative impact than 

fragmentation on the overall military effectiveness of the opposition. Alliances are sought to 

and determine an increase of the capabilities of the rebel groups and their fighting efficiency 

(cfr. Gade, Gabbay, et al. 2019). When the groups are not allied, they remain independent in 

devising parochial strategies and carrying out the armed effort. As mentioned before, 

coordination and cooperation can be considered a basic requirement for effective military 

operations against a stronger opponent. Lacking this basic requirement, an opposition whose 

groups are independent is weaker and less coordinated than one whose groups are allied and, 

consequently, more likely to be defeated. 

Second, the independence of rebel groups also triggers competition over resources. When 

rebel groups are independent, each group relies on its own strength and resources because there 

is no power- and resource-sharing mechanism in place. Accordingly, each group strives to 

maximise the resources needed to pursue its own objective. As the rebel groups of the 

opposition draw from a finite pool of resources, these resources must be found at the expenses 

of other groups. This condition determines an active competition among the groups of the 

opposition over the available resources. Compared to an opposition whose groups are allied, 
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independent groups are unable to take full advantage of the strength multiplicative effect they 

would have obtained if they had joined forces and pooled resources. 

In line with the considerations made for the effect of fragmentation on government 

victories, this condition of increased weakness of the armed opposition determined by the 

independence of groups can be exploited by the government. The opposition that the 

government faces is less coordinated and effective than one whose groups are allied. Therefore, 

if in addition to fragmentation the armed opposition is even weaker because its groups are 

independent and competitive, then it should become even easier for the government to achieve 

victory. 

 

Peace agreement and ceasefire 

There are only few studies regarding the relation between alliances among rebel groups and 

outcomes of civil conflicts. The most comprehensive study to date on the topic contends that 

negotiated settlements should be less likely when rebel groups are allied (Akcinaroglu 2012).9 

The reason why it is so is that alliances among rebel groups increase information problems. 

These information problems are increased because the alliances among rebel groups are often 

informal and, as such, it is harder for the government to obtain information about the full extent 

of the cooperation among the groups (Akcinaroglu 2012). Accordingly, these increased 

information problems make negotiated solutions of civil conflicts less likely to be reached 

(Akcinaroglu 2012). In addition, the study also contends that negotiated settlements should be 

less likely when rebel groups have long-lasting alliances. As the author notes, when groups 

 
9 This specific study focuses specifically on the outcomes of civil conflicts at the dyadic level government-rebel 

group. Accordingly, the impact of alliances is assessed on the outcome of the conflict between the government 

and a single rebel group, not the outcome of the entire conflict, that is when the conflict between the government 

and the armed opposition has ceased. Nevertheless, despite the differences in unit of analysis, the arguments put 

forward by this study are applicable to the present dissertation. 
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manage to maintain a strong relationship over the years they are less susceptible to 

governmentsô divide and rule strategies carried out through concessions to single components 

of the alliances (Akcinaroglu 2012). 

In contrast to this study, in the present dissertation is the condition of independence of 

groups that is expected to determine a decrease in the probability of negotiated settlements of 

civil conflicts. The mechanism at play is the same one discussed previously for the relation 

between fragmentation and negotiated settlements of civil conflicts. In fact, the independence 

of rebel groups is expected to further exacerbate the bargaining problems that hinder 

negotiations. This happens for several reasons. First, compared to when the groups are allied, 

the independence of groups largely increases information problems. This is because 

independent groups have higher incentives than allied ones to withhold information about their 

strength and resolve. While allied groups care not to reveal these information to the government 

only, independent groups are compelled to be even more careful not to reveal any information 

in order not to give an advantage to the government and other competing groups. Accordingly, 

the independence of rebel groups can be expected to make it even harder for the government 

to gather information because the groups have higher incentives to withhold them. My position 

in this respect stands in stark contrast with the arguments provided by Akcinaroglu (2012), who 

argues instead that alliances among rebel groups increase information problems. Despite the 

soundness of their arguments, it is difficult to consider conflicts in which the groups are allied 

to be worse in terms of information problems than conflicts in which groups are independent 

and have all the incentives to hide, from the government and other groups, all the information 

regarding their strength and resolve. If anything, information problems might be considered 

equally severe in both situations, but it is difficult to see alliances among rebel groups as more 

deleterious for information problems than the independence of said groups. In addition, 

information problems are but a part of the bargaining problems that may derail negotiations. 
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Bargaining failures are also due to other problems, discussed in the following paragraphs, 

which are more severe when rebel groups are independent rather than allied. 

Second, the fact itself that the rebel groups are independent suggests that they may have 

very different preferences and likely incompatible demands. Conversely, alliances among 

groups indicate that at least a basic agreement exists among the groups in terms of preferences, 

both in terms of how the incompatibility should be settled or on the dividends that each 

component of the alliance should obtain from the settlement. As the preferences of independent 

groups can differ substantially, it might turn out to be very difficult for the government to 

accommodate each of them in order to reach a final agreement, especially if they are 

incompatible. 

Finally, independent rebel groups might perceive other groupsô attempt to negotiate with 

the government as disadvantageous, especially if they have different preferences regarding the 

settlement of the incompatibility. These perceived disadvantages can incentivise independent 

groups to act as spoilers. While allied groups have little incentives to act as spoilers because 

the decision itself to enter negotiations with the government is shared by the components of 

the alliance and so are the demands put forward for the final settlement, independent rebel 

groups can be incentivised to bring the peace process to collapse if they perceive that their 

demands have not been satisfactorily met and/or the negotiations are favouring other groups. 

For these reasons, therefore, civil conflicts in which the rebel groups are independent are 

expected to be less likely to end in peace agreement than conflicts in which the groups are 

allied. 

The considerations above are valid for ceasefires too. Ceasefires between the government 

and allied groups might be agreed and hold for longer. When groups are allied, in fact, it is 

more likely that they would honour the ceasefire since the decision of halting the hostilities 

was shared among the parties of the alliance. Moreover, a group that is part of an alliance has 
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fewer incentives to resume the armed effort than an independent group. The resumption of 

violence to pursue independent strategies could jeopardise the alliance and, with it, the whole 

armed effort against the government. For this reason, the independence of rebel groups is also 

expected to determine a decrease in the probability of ceasefire compared a situation in which 

the groups of the armed opposition are allied. 

 

Low activity 

The independence of rebel groups is expected to set in motion a fourth causal mechanism that, 

in turn, determines a decrease in the probability of low activity. As discussed for fragmentation, 

also the independence of rebel groups is expected to compel the groups towards extremist 

behaviours and civilian victimisation. The fact that groups are independent implies that they 

can resort to lethal means as much as they please. Each group decides when and against whom 

use violence in a completely unrestrained manner and some of them may choose to adopt 

extremist positions for strategic reasons (Kydd and Walter 2002). In a highly competitive 

context as the one produced by the presence of multiple independent groups, groups have no 

centrally imposed or agreed upon obligation to limit the use of violence against the government, 

other groups, or civilians if they perceive extreme violence to be the best strategy to achieve 

their objectives and outbid the adversaries. Accordingly, extremist tactics lead to a further 

increase in the intensity of the conflict because both the lethality of the rebel groups and of the 

government increases. Such an increase in the level of intensity, partly due to the more 

extremist behaviours of the groups and partly due to the harsher response of the government to 

these behaviours, makes conflict termination due to lack of armed activity less likely to be 

observed. The discussion above leads to the following hypothesis:  
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Hypothesis 2: civil conflicts in which the armed opposition is fragmented and the rebel groups 

are independent are more likely to end in government victory and less likely to end in rebel 

victory, peace agreement, ceasefire, and low activity than those in which the rebel groups are 

allied. 

 

2.3.2. Intra-opposition violence 

Internal competition within the opposition does not necessarily result in instances of fratricidal 

violence among the rebel groups that are part of it. However, the literature suggests that rebel 

groups are very likely to fight one another (Cunningham et al. 2009). The scholarship on the 

topic has found that violence among rebel groups occurs mostly because of ideological and 

ethnic reasons (Fjelde and Nilsson 2012, Gade, Hafez, et al. 2019, Hafez 2020), resource 

competition (Fjelde and Nilsson 2012, Nygård and Weintraub 2015), and power competition 

and distribution (Fjelde and Nilsson 2012, Nygård and Weintraub 2015, Pischedda 2015, 2018, 

Gade, Hafez, et al. 2019). 

Fratricidal violence among rebel groups can be considered denotative of the highest 

possible level of internal competition. In cases as such, rebel groups of the same opposition do 

not engage in a nonviolent competition against one another to attain more resources, 

concessions, or support from civilian constituencies, but they actively fight one another to 

extract resources from or altogether wipe out other competing rebel groups. Such an extreme 

level of internal competition is expected to have similar but starker effects on conflict processes 

than those that the fragmentation and moderate internal competition have. More specifically, 

intra-opposition violence is expected to set in motion the same causal mechanisms illustrated 

before but with more severe effects. First, intra-opposition violence further reduces the overall 

fighting effectiveness of the armed opposition. Second, it determines extremely severe 

competition over the available resources. Third, it makes bargaining problems insurmountable. 
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Finally, it pushes the rebel groups towards more extremist behaviours. However, even though 

the causal mechanisms are the same, such an extreme level of internal competition is expected 

to have slightly different effects on the outcomes of civil conflicts. In fact, intra-opposition 

violence is expected to positively affect the chances that civil conflicts end in government 

victory and low activity and negatively affect the chances that they end in either rebel victory, 

peace agreement, and ceasefire. The causal process linking this extreme level of internal 

competition to an increased or a decreased outcome probability is discussed in the following 

paragraphs. 

 

Government and rebel victory 

The scholarship on violence among rebel groups has focused mostly on finding its root causes 

rather than the impact it might have on dynamics and outcomes of civil conflicts. Nevertheless, 

this body of literature provides some useful indications of how violence among rebel groups 

might affect conflict termination. A number of studies have postulated that violence among 

groups might negatively affect the prospects of rebel victory and, conversely, positively affect 

those of government victory. Some studies have pointed to the diversion of resources of the 

rebel groups from the conflict against the government to the one against one another as a major 

reason for defeat. According to Fjelde and Nilsson, violence among rebel groups contributes 

to weakening the opposition in a substantial manner, to the benefit of the government (2012). 

On a similar vein, Pischedda argues that violence among rebel groups might substantially 

benefit the government, for the groups divert important resources from the conflict against the 

government to fight one another, thus wasting the opportunity to obtain territorial gains or final 

victory (Pischedda 2015, 2018). Other scholars, instead, raised attention to the risk of side-

switching determined by rebel infighting. According to Staniland and his theory of fratricidal 

flipping, violence among rebel groups might lead those groups that are unable to resist the 
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aggressions of other rebel groups to defect to the government (Staniland 2012). It follows, thus, 

that defecting rebel groups contribute to reinforce the government side of the conflict, 

increasing the chances that the conflict terminates in government victory. 

Building on this literature, I too argue that such an extreme level of internal competition 

is surely detrimental for the armed effort of the opposition. Intra-opposition violence is 

expected to set in motion the same two mechanisms discussed before ï reduced military 

effectiveness and competition/waste of the available resources ï which in turn determine a 

decrease in the probability of rebel victory and an increase in the probability of government 

victory. Intra-opposition violence is expected to have an extremely negative impact on the 

armed oppositionsô overall military effectiveness because rival rebel groups divert fighting 

resources from the struggle against the government to the one against another. As a direct 

consequence, the existing power asymmetry between the opposition and the government 

widens. The opposition becomes weaker vis-à-vis the government not only because of 

uncoordinated action, but also because of rivalry and extreme competition among the groups. 

Accordingly, intra-opposition violence can be expected to have extremely negative effects on 

the probability that a civil conflict terminates in rebel victory. Conversely, the government can 

largely benefit from the rivalry within the opposition. Compared to situations in which the 

opposition is simply fragmented and moderately competitive, the incumbent should find it 

easier to exert its military superiority when the opposition is substantially weakened by 

instances of fratricidal violence. 

 

Peace agreement and ceasefire 

Intra-opposition violence can also be expected to contribute to the intractability of civil 

conflicts. In fact, fratricidal violence is expected to set in motion the same mechanism that links 

fragmentation and independence of groups to a reduced probability that the conflict ends in 
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peace agreement or ceasefire. The obstacles to negotiations that the fragmentation and the 

moderate internal competition determine are surely aggravated when groups fight one another. 

First, information problems are expected to further increase. If independent groups are 

expected to have high incentives to withhold information about their strength and resolve, the 

incentives for groups that engage in fratricidal violence can be expected to be even higher. 

Compared to groups that do not fight one another, which are compelled to withhold information 

mostly to avoid giving an advantage to the other competitors, groups that engage in fratricidal 

violence are forced to be even more careful in not revealing information because of survival 

concerns. It is in these information, especially those about their actual strength, that for a rebel 

group under attack by the government and other rebel groups lies the difference between 

survival and annihilation. Accordingly, intra-opposition violence can be expected to make it 

extremely hard for the government to gather information since the groups have the highest 

possible incentives to withhold them. 

Second, if the independence of the rebel groups suggested that they may have very 

different preferences, instances of intra-opposition violence suggest that the preferences of the 

rebel groups are not only highly diverse, but also incompatible and antagonistic. Groups that 

actively fight one another are surely more likely to hold preferences that follow zero-sum logics 

rather than more rational cost-benefits calculations. Accordingly, as it becomes impossible for 

the government to accommodate either us or them preferences, bringing the conflict to a 

negotiated settlement appears like an impossible endeavour for the parties. 

Finally, intra-opposition violence might lead the groups not to participate to or sabotage 

the negotiations if these are seen as profitable for rival groups. In fact, rival groups are expected 

to be more likely than non-rival groups to act as spoilers if the negotiations favour any of the 

rivals. For all the reasons discussed above, thus, civil conflicts in which the rebel groups fight 
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one another are expected to be less likely to end in peace agreement and ceasefire than conflicts 

in which the groups do not. 

 

Low activity 

The detrimental effects of internal violence are not limited to the dilapidation of the 

oppositionôs military capacity and the increased difficulties in negotiating a way out of the 

conflict. Vicious rivalry among rebel groups translates also in increased extremism and in 

higher levels of violence. Groups are not only simultaneously involved in the fight against the 

government and the one against one another, but also, as one study has found, more likely to 

use violence against the civilian population (Wood and Kathman 2015). According to this 

study, dynamics of inter-rebel violence have detrimental effects for both the rebel groups 

themselves and for civilian life. The authors argue that violence among rebel groups can result 

in an increased predisposition of the rebel groups to target the civilian constituency of the rival 

groups or even their very own if the perceive that support is faltering (Wood and Kathman 

2015). 

In line with the indications emerging from the literature and with the previous discussion 

on the impact of fragmentation and moderate internal competition, intra-opposition violence 

should determine a decrease in the probability of conflict termination for low activity. This is 

because the intensity of the conflict substantially increases, given that the rebel groups are 

simultaneously fighting the government, other rebel groups, and also targeting innocent 

civilians. However, while it is true that intra-opposition violence certainly increases the conflict 

intensity, it does not necessarily result in a reduced probability that the conflict ends for low 

activity. 

In fact, when rebel groups fight one another, the conflict against each other become more 

salient than the one against the government. Considerations related to their own survival or the 
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political primacy within the opposition might emerge and force the groups to focus on the 

conflict against each other rather than the one against the government. For this reason, I expect 

instances of intra-opposition violence to determine an increase in the probability of low activity 

as the groups that are simultaneously engaged in the fight against the government and other 

rebel groups might abandon the former, which terminates for low activity, to pursue the latter, 

which instead becomes an instance of non-state conflict. The discussion above leads to the 

following hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 3: civil conflicts in which the armed opposition is fragmented and its rebel groups 

fight one another are more likely to end in government victory and low activity and less likely 

to end in rebel victory, peace agreement, and ceasefire than those in which the rebel groups 

do not fight one another. 

 

2.4. Internal power distribution of armed oppositions and civil conflict 

outcomes 

The structural characteristics of and the competitive dynamics within armed oppositions still 

do not provide a complete picture of how the attributes of the rebel side might affect  conflict 

termination. As one important study aptly noted, armed oppositions might differ widely in 

terms of internal power distribution but limited attention has been paid to how these differences 

may affect the dynamics of civil conflicts (Bakke et al. 2012). Though some years have passed 

since the publication of this study, still very little has been done to assess whether and how 

different distributions of power within armed oppositions affect civil conflict outcomes. 

Similarly to the study cited, I likewise contend that differences in how power is distributed 

within an armed opposition can shape the termination of civil conflicts. 
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I expect a dispersed distribution of power, that is the condition in which of two or more rebel 

groups within an opposition are at a parity in terms of strength, to set in motion the same four 

main causal mechanisms discussed before. Similarly to what it was seen for the armed 

opposition structural characteristics, a dispersed distribution of power within the opposition is 

expected to reduce the overall fighting effectiveness of the armed opposition, induce 

competition among the rebel groups over the available resources, exacerbate bargaining 

problems, and incentivise extremist behaviours. Although the mechanisms at play are the same, 

other conditions strictly related to the dispersion of power shape the effects that this variable 

has on civil conflict outcomes in a manner that differs substantially from the ones illustrated 

for the previous variables. In fact, a dispersed distribution of power is expected to positively 

affect the chances that a civil conflict ends in ceasefire and low activity and negatively affect 

the chances that it ends in government victory, rebel victory or peace agreement. In the 

following paragraphs the causal process connecting a dispersed distribution of power within 

the opposition with increased or decreased outcome probabilities is illustrated. 

 

Government and rebel victory  

How different distribution of power across rebel groups might affect the dynamics of civil 

conflicts has gained increasing attention in the recent scholarship. However, only a handful of 

studies provide indications on how it might affect their termination. Some studies suggest that 

parity of strength among the rebel groups should encourage them to coordinate their effort, 

thus reinforcing their stand vis-à-vis the government (Christia 2012, Findley and Rudloff 2012, 

Popovic 2018). On a different vein, the most comprehensive studies on the relation between 

power distribution and rebel success contend that hegemonic movements, those which include 

a group that is much stronger than the others, are more likely to achieve strategic success and 
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that, conversely, movements in which power is more evenly distributed are more likely to be 

competitive and squander their chances to succeed (Krause 2014, 2017). 

Building on these limited indications, but also departing from them in some important 

respects, I argue that a dispersed distribution of power within the opposition is detrimental to 

the armed effort of the opposition. A dispersed distribution of power is expected to set in 

motion the same two causal mechanisms that connect the fragmentation and internal 

competition to victories in conflict, though with different results. As much as fragmentation 

and internal competition, a dispersed distribution of power is expected to substantially reduce 

the overall effectiveness of the armed opposition and to determine competition over and misuse 

of the resources potentially available to the opposition. Despite the incentives to cooperate that 

some studies contend that materialise when rebel groups are equally strong (Christia 2012, 

Findley and Rudloff 2012, Popovic 2018), coordination among rebel groups is not that easy to 

obtain, especially if said groups differ in terms of preferences, ideology, and/or strategy. 

Irrespective of how strong they are relative to the others, rebel groups are expected to continue 

pursuing the armed effort on their own if the differences among them in terms of preferences, 

ideology, and/or strategy are significant enough to have justified their intention to go about the 

armed struggle separately in the first place. In a way, the incentives to cooperate resulting from 

a dispersed distribution of power are outweighed by the various differences among rebel 

groups, which induce them to continue the armed effort on their own rather than coordinate. 

When equally strong groups do not coordinate, they do not take advantage of the full strength 

they would have had if they had shared forces and resources and applied a common strategy. 

Being equal in terms of strength implies also that none of the groups is able to subsume the 

others. In this case, thus, the full potential strength of the armed opposition remains divided in 

multiple poles and not maximised. Conversely, when power is concentrated in a single group, 

that is one rebel group is hegemonic, the problem of misuse of the available strength is less 
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likely to arise. Having the almost undivided strength at its disposal and a single strategy, a 

hegemonic group can represent a more dangerous peril to the fate of the government than two 

or more equally strong groups that follow their own path independently. Accordingly, civil 

conflicts in which power is dispersed within the opposition are expected to be less likely to end 

in rebel victory than conflicts in which power within the opposition is concentrated in a 

hegemonic group. 

However, a dispersed distribution of power, though it contributes to weakening the armed 

opposition, does not necessarily translate in an increased probability of government victory. If 

a fragmented armed opposition includes a hegemonic group, the government can direct its 

armed response to this group and pay less attention to the other weaker groups as they represent 

a menace that is not unbearable or can be dealt with at a later stage of the conflict. When groups 

are at parity, instead, they all pose a serious challenge to the governmentôs authority. In that 

case, the government is compelled to deal with all of them simultaneously. Facing equally 

dangerous menaces on multiple fronts rather than just one on which it can concentrate its 

military response, the government is expected to struggle much more in exerting its military 

superiority and, consequently, the chances it would achieve final victory decrease. 

 

Peace agreement and ceasefire 

A dispersed distribution of power across the rebel groups can also cause a decrease in the 

probability of peace agreement. The causal mechanism involved is the same, for a dispersed 

distribution of power is expected to exacerbate bargaining problems. Even though the impact 

on the common bargaining problems cannot be considered as strong as the one that internal 

competition brings about, a dispersed distribution of power can still be detrimental for the 

prospects of conflict termination in peace agreement. When power is concentrated in a single 

rebel group, the hegemonic actor is the only one with which the government has to negotiate. 
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The other smaller, weaker rebel groups could be either defeated on the ground or, facing the 

possibility of annihilation by the overly stronger government forces, feel forced to adapt their 

positions to the one of the stronger group and follow suit in negotiating the end of the conflict. 

Being mainly one the actor with which the government has to deal, the information and 

commitment problems are largely reduced and only the preferences of the stronger actor have 

to be accommodated. Conversely, when power is dispersed within the opposition and two or 

more groups are equally strong, each of them can exercise a power of veto in the negotiations 

with the government, there are more preferences to be accommodated, more information to be 

gathered, and also commitment problems may arise if one of the groups is not satisfied with 

the negotiated terms. For these reasons, civil conflicts in which power is dispersed within the 

opposition are expected to be less likely to end in peace agreement than conflicts in which 

power within the opposition is concentrated in a hegemonic group. 

A dispersed distribution of power is expected to have a different effect on the chances 

that the conflict ends in a stable ceasefire. When two or more groups within the opposition are 

equally strong, none of them might be able to singlehandedly defeat the government and 

acquire a position of primacy within the opposition by subsuming one of the other rebel groups 

or amassing sufficient resources to gain an advantage over the others. In such a situation, rebel 

groups might find themselves in a position of deadlock, as they struggle to succeed in battle 

and are unable to better position themselves within the opposition. Stalemates in civil conflicts 

are believed to be a favourable condition for pushing the parties towards a negotiated solution 

(Zartman 1989, Findley 2013). One recent study has found that battle stalemates incentivise 

the rebel groups to propose negotiations to the government because the continued fighting does 

not bear any benefit (Pechenkina and Thomas 2020). The fact that rebel groups are in a 

condition of parity does not necessarily mean that they are at parity with the government too, 

hence the stalemate, but, as discussed above, the opposite holds true, since a dispersed 
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distribution of power is expected to widen the power asymmetry between the government and 

the opposition. Rather than a total stalemate, dispersion of power determines a condition of 

stalemate that is internal to the armed opposition itself. This condition of internal stalemate 

might have the same consequences highlighted by Pechenkina and Thomas to the willingness 

of the rebels to negotiate (2020). In fact, this internal stalemate might profoundly reduce the 

benefits of continued fighting for the rebel groups and, thus, incentivise them to seek a 

negotiated solution, given that outright victory or primacy within the opposition are 

unattainable. However, this condition of stalemate internal to the opposition does not produce 

the proverbial ripe moment for negotiations, because it does not alter the incentives for the 

government to negotiate, nor helps solving the bargaining problems that the fragmentation and 

dispersion of power contribute to exacerbate. 

Accordingly, facing the possibility of a costly deadlock, difficulties in negotiating a way 

out of the conflict, and the impossibility of achieving outright victory, a ceasefire might be 

perceived by the rebel groups as the second-best option to victory, an outcome that they might 

actively seek and be acceptable for the government too. For this reason, I expect a dispersed 

distribution of power to have a positive impact on the probability of ceasefire. 

 

Low activity 

On a similar vein, I also expect a dispersed power distribution to determine an increase in the 

probability of low activity. Compared to a situation in which a rebel group is in a hegemonic 

position, power balance within the opposition might draw the groups into a spiral of aggressive 

outbidding. Similarly to what it was seen for fragmentation, rebel groups that are at parity may 

decide to increase the lethality of their action against the government and the constituent 

population of other groups in order to gain a position of primacy within the opposition or to 

extract larger concessions from the government. As a consequence, the increased extremism at 
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the hand of the rebel groups leads to a general increase in the intensity of the conflict, because 

both the rebel groupsô armed effort and the government response to it becomes more violent. 

This mechanism should determine a decrease in the probability that the conflict 

terminates in low activity. However, as discussed before, parity of strength among the groups 

might produce the conditions for a stalemate within the opposition. In a situation of internal 

stalemate determined by a power balance, and considered the difficulties in negotiating an end 

to the conflict illustrated above, the rebel groups might be tempted to abandon the armed effort 

altogether instead of continuing a costly, fruitless fight. This, in turn, determines an increase in 

the probability that the conflict terminates due to lack of armed activity. The discussion above 

leads to the following hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 4: civil conflicts in which the armed opposition is fragmented and power is 

dispersed among the rebel groups are more likely to end in ceasefire and low activity and less 

likely to end in rebel victory, government victory, and peace agreement than those in which 

power is concentrated in a hegemonic rebel group 

 

This final hypothesis concludes the theoretical discussion on the causal processes that link the 

fragmentation, internal competition, and internal power distribution of armed oppositions with 

conflict termination. The table below summarises the main theoretical expectations. Before 

turning to the empirical test of the propositions illustrated in this chapter, the following chapter 

clarifies the methodological choices that were made to perform the analysis.
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Table 2.0.1.Variables, causal mechanisms, and hypotheses 

Variables Causal mechanisms Hypotheses 

Structural characteristics   

Fragmentation ¶ Reduces military effectiveness of the armed opposition 

Ğ An excessive fragmentation might be problematic for the 

government too. 

¶ Induces waste of and competition over the available 

resources 

¶ Exacerbates bargaining problems 

¶ Instigates extremism and civilian victimisation 

H1: civil conflicts in which the armed opposition is fragmented 

are more likely to end in government victory and less likely to 

end in rebel victory, peace agreement, ceasefire, and low activity 

than those in which the armed opposition is not fragmented. 

   

Internal competition   

Independence of groups ¶ Reduces military effectiveness of the armed opposition 

¶ Induces waste of and competition over the available 

resources  

¶ Exacerbates bargaining problems 

¶ Instigates extremism and civilian victimisation 

H2: civil conflicts in which the armed opposition is fragmented 

and the rebel groups are independent are more likely to end in 

government victory and less likely to end in rebel victory, peace 

agreement, ceasefire, and low activity than those in which the 

rebel groups are allied. 

   

Intra-opposition violence ¶ Reduces military effectiveness of the armed opposition 

¶ Induces waste of and competition over the available 

resources 

¶ Exacerbates bargaining problems 

¶ Instigates extremism and civilian victimisation 

Ğ but diverges the rebel groupsô effort from the conflict against 

the government to the one among themselves 

H3: civil conflicts in which the armed opposition is fragmented 

and its rebel groups fight one another are more likely to end in 

government victory and low activity and less likely to end in rebel 

victory, peace agreement, and ceasefire than those in which the 

rebel groups do not fight one another. 
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Variables Causal mechanisms Hypotheses 

Internal power distribution    

Dispersed distribution ¶ Reduces military effectiveness of the armed opposition 

Ğ but the government has to face equally dangerous challenges 

from multiple fronts 

¶ Induces waste of and competition over the available 

resources  

¶ Exacerbates bargaining problems 

¶ Instigates extremism and civilian victimisation 

Ğ but costly stalemates can change the calculations of the rebel 

groups 

H4: civil conflicts in which the armed opposition is fragmented 

and power is dispersed the rebel groups are more likely to end in 

ceasefire and low activity and less likely to end in rebel victory, 

government victory, and peace agreement than those in which 

power is concentrated in a single rebel group 
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3. Research design 

The dissertation aims to reach generalisable conclusions and assess as comprehensively as 

possible the impact that the fragmentation, internal competition, and internal power distribution 

of armed oppositions have on the outcomes of civil conflicts. To do so, it is necessary to both 

identify to what extent the aforementioned factors are associated with the probability that a 

certain conflict outcome occurs and to illustrate the causal mechanisms that link these factors 

to the conflict outcomes. While quantitative techniques allow a study to test the associations 

between variables on a large number of cases and reach generalisations about them, qualitative 

techniques allow for more nuanced explanations of these associations, simultaneously 

illuminating the importance of contextual and intervening factors. Through a nested analysis, 

the dissertation aims to couple both methodological approaches with the objective of profiting 

from the best qualities of each. 

 

3.1. Methodological approach: nested analysis 

In light of the scope of the dissertation, a nested analysis is the best strategy for the empirical 

investigation. The dissertation adopts Liebermanôs interpretation of the nested analysis (2005). 

This approach entails the combination of the statistical analysis of a large sample with the 

thorough analysis of a small number of case studies drawn from the same sample (Lieberman 

2005). A nested analysis starts with a large-N analysis, designed to test a battery of hypotheses 

about the correlation of a set of variables with the outcome of interest. This large-N analysis is 

then complemented with a small-N analysis that can take one of two forms depending on the 

overall fit of the large-N analysis. If the overall fit of the large-N analysis is strong and the 

results are deemed robust, the aim of the small-N analysis is to provide a further test of the 

model(s) goodness-of-fit and underlying hypotheses. Conversely, if the fit of the model is weak 

and the results are not robust, its objective is to investigate the cases in order to find new 
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predictors, alternative hypotheses, and rival explanations for the outcome of interest 

(Lieberman 2005). 

The nested analysis, thus, permits to combine both quantitative and qualitative 

approaches and, consequently, to achieve the aims of the dissertation to both reach 

generalisable conclusions and illustrate the causal mechanisms linking the variables of interest 

to certain specific civil conflict outcomes. By bridging the two approaches, the nested analysis 

permits to go beyond quantitative óovergeneralised macro-modelsô and qualitative ómyopic 

micro-investigationsô (Cederman and Vogt 2017), providing a methodological framework 

within which large-N and small-N analyses become complementary. The specific aspects and 

the methods used for each part of the analysis are discussed in turn in the following sections. 

 

3.2. Large-N analysis 

The large-N analysis consists of the statistical analysis of the impact that fragmentation, 

internal competition, and internal power distribution of armed oppositions have on the 

outcomes of civil conflicts at the cross-national level. To perform this analysis, some choices 

were made in terms of timeframe, unit of analysis, variables specification, statistical methods 

and modelling. These are discussed in turn. 

 

3.2.1. Timeframe 

The analysis covers the period between 1989 and 2017. Spanning over almost three decades, 

the timeframe allows for the analysis of numerous episodes of civil conflicts and is wide 

enough to allow for a general assessment of the phenomena under study via a large-N analysis. 

This specific timeframe was chosen for three main reasons. First, because it refers to the period 

in which it was most likely to observe the fragmentation of armed oppositions. As Figure 1 in 

the Introduction has shown, compared to the Cold War period, the ratio of the number of rebel 
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groups to the number of conflict episodes was constantly higher in the post-Cold War period 

up to 2017. 

Second, the timeframe was chosen because it refers to the period for which more accurate 

and fine-grained data on the activity and composition of armed oppositions is available. Data 

regarding civil conflicts occurred before the 90s are normally fewer and of inferior accuracy. 

Especially data regarding the number of rebel militants, precise battle location, groups 

involved, and battle-related deaths for civil conflicts prior to the 90s are too sparse to be of 

good use to large-N analyses. For this reason, it was decided to sacrifice the scope of the 

analysis in terms of timeframe so to obtain more reliable results using accurate and trustworthy 

data. 

Finally, this specific timeframe was also chosen because civil conflicts before 1989 were 

influenced by the distortive effects of the Cold War. Many civil conflicts in that period can be 

accurately described as proxy wars between the two superpowers and, accordingly, followed 

logics and dynamics that differ substantially from those of more recent civil conflicts. As these 

distortive effects could influence the causal path toward the outcome of interest, they were 

removed from the analysis by considering only the post-Cold War period. By doing so, it is 

possible to have a clearer and unbiased picture of the impact of the variables under study, 

limiting the effects that disproportionate third-party interventions have in civil conflicts. For 

the reasons above, thus, the timeframe 1989-2017 was considered the most suitable for the 

present dissertation and adopted for the analysis. 

 

3.2.2. Unit of analysis 

The unit of analysis of the dissertation is the conflict dyad government-armed opposition per 

year, namely a yearly instance of civil conflict between a government and an armed opposition. 

A dyad government-armed opposition is formed when a civil conflict episode starts. In line 
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with the conceptualisation of civil conflict provided in Chapter 2, a dyad is formed when a 

government and an armed opposition use armed force to settle a dispute related to government 

and/or territory and the use of armed force results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in a 

calendar year. Provided that it still meets the minimum criteria above, the same dyad re-enters 

the dataset as many times as the number of years until the conflict terminates. A dyad ceases 

to exist when it does not fulfil the minimum criteria outlined in the conceptualisation, that is 

the dyad-year does not reach the minimum threshold of 25 battle-related deaths in a calendar 

year or one of the primary sides of the conflict drops out of the conflict equation. When a dyad 

ceases to exist and fails to re-enter the dataset, the conflict is considered terminated. To the last 

active dyad of a conflict episode is associated one of the categories of the dependent variable, 

namely a definitive civil conflict outcome. 

Before discussing how the dependent variable is constructed, some additional comments 

are required to clarify why this specific unit of analysis was chosen. The first comment in this 

respect aims to clarify why the conflict dyad government-armed opposition was chosen in the 

first place instead of the more common dyad government-rebel group. I contend that the yearly 

dyad government-rebel group is not apt for studies on outcomes of civil conflicts. Studies that 

rely on this specific dyad as unit of analysis are able to assess only specific group-level 

terminations and not conflict-level terminations. Group-level terminations might occur while 

the civil conflict is still being fought by the government with other rebel groups and, 

accordingly, even if a specific group-level termination occurred it is by no means indicative of 

how the entire civil conflict has ended. As a consequence, studies that use this dyad as unit of 

analysis inflate the effects that certain variables might have on conflict termination, for they 

record an excessive number of outcomes that are not, in fact, the final outcome of the conflict. 

To make an example related to the present dissertation, imagine a conflict in which a 

government manages to negotiate a peace agreement with three out of four rebel groups of an 
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opposition and that the only remaining rebel group keeps fighting until it manages to defeat the 

government. Studies that rely on the dyad government-rebel group as unit of analysis would 

record four outcomes for the same conflict, three peace agreements and one rebel victory. If 

conflict termination is intended, as it is in this dissertation, as the total cessation of the armed 

activity, the conflict has to be considered terminated in rebel victory, since it was still active 

when the peace agreements with the other rebel groups were signed. A study that relies on the 

dyad government-rebel group would record three peace agreements for a conflict that, in fact, 

terminated only after the victory of the last rebel group. If this coding of outcomes is applied 

to many civil conflicts, the consequences of using this unit of analysis might be substantial. 

Going back to the example, a statistical analysis might pick up the association of a certain 

independent variable with peace agreements that is in fact non-existent, given that not as many 

conflict episodes as the data record have actually ended in peace agreement. Compared to this 

dissertation, thus, studies that use the dyad government-rebel group can provide indications 

only on how certain variables affect the termination of the dyad government-rebel group, not 

the entire conflict. 

As this dissertation is concerned with conflict-level terminations, a disaggregation at the 

conflict episode level was adopted (Cederman and Gleditsch 2009). Compared to the 

government-rebel group dyad, the dyad government-armed opposition is more apt as the unit 

of analysis of the present dissertation because it allows for the recording of the outcome of the 

civil conflict when the armed activity has stopped completely and no rebel group is contesting 

the authority of the government anymore, that is the actual end of the conflict. As Cederman 

and Gleditsch have noted, a disaggregation at the conflict level óallows for more detailed 

analyses of actor constellations and conflict characteristics and to evaluate how these influence 

prospects for settlements, the duration of violence, as well as the likelihood of specific 

outcomesô (2009, p. 491). In addition, an excessive disaggregation can carry the risk of 
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overlooking processes that occur at the meso- or macro-level of analysis (Cederman and 

Gleditsch 2009, Sambanis and Schulhofer-Wohl 2019). Such a risk would have become reality 

for the present dissertation had the dyad government-rebel group been adopted. In fact, as some 

scholars  have aptly noted (Quinn et al. 2019, Sambanis and Schulhofer-Wohl 2019), the dyad 

government-rebel group treats the conflict between the two actors as an independent process, 

overlooking the interdependencies that exist between rebel groups. By doing so, the dyad 

remains somehow unaffected by what happens in the context of a multiparty civil conflict and 

underestimates the impact that the existence of other rebel groups in the conflict, their 

behaviour, and the relations among them can have on conflict processes. This problem was 

also noticed in a recent article on conflict duration that, while still adopting the dyad 

government-rebel group as unit of analysis, resorted to a sophisticated spatial econometric 

approach to model the interdependence among the dyads pertaining to the same conflict 

(Metternich and Wucherpfennig 2020). In this dissertation, instead, this issue is resolved by 

adopting the dyad government-armed opposition as unit of analysis and modelling a set of 

variables that allow for an assessment of the impact that the presence of multiple groups, their 

behaviour and relations can have on conflict outcomes. 

The second important clarification concerns the choice of using a yearly unit of analysis 

instead of a more fine-grained one, such as a monthly unit of analysis. In recent years, thanks 

especially to the availability of more fine-grained data on certain aspects of civil conflicts, 

several studies have adopted more time-sensitive units of analysis, often using monthly data 

for their empirical analysis. While the benefits of disaggregating to carry out more time-

sensitive analyses are surely evident, not all studies can or should accommodate monthly unit 

of analysis. Such is the case for the present dissertation. In fact, most of the variables of the 

dissertation, both independent and control, capture slowly-changing characteristics of armed 

oppositions and of the overall civil conflict context. These variables are obviously subject to 
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fluctuations, but these are not as frequent as to justify keeping track of them monthly. For some 

other variables, instead, using monthly data would have been impossible considering the 

paucity of  fine-grained data already at the yearly level. For these reasons, thus, using a yearly 

unit of analysis is the most sensible and appropriate choice for the present dissertation. The 

rationale behind this choice will appear even clearer once discussed, in the following section, 

the specifics of the variables adopted in the study. 

 

3.2.3. Definition of variables and data 

Dependent variable 

The dependent variable of this study is a categorical variable that includes all the possible 

outcomes of civil conflicts. For the construction of this variable, the dissertation relies on the 

UCDP conflict termination dataset (Kreutz 2010). This source of data was chosen because is 

the most up to date available; the observations it contains are clustered in conflict episodes, 

thus allowing for a more precise coding of different conflict episodes depending on the 

incompatibility;10 and is disaggregated in yearly observations, thus allowing for a more precise 

and time-sensitive coding of the observations. 

The UCDP conflict termination dataset lists six possible civil conflict outcomes: peace 

agreement, ceasefire agreement, victory for government side, victory for rebel side, low 

activity, and actor ceases to exist (Kreutz 2010). This list of possible outcomes is 

comprehensive, but for the present dissertation some adaptations had to be made for both 

technical and analytical reasons. The first adaptation that was made is the inclusion of another 

 
10 This dataset contains also instances of coup dô®tats. Coup dô®tats are significantly different from civil conflicts, 

for they are not instances of uprisings of an armed opposition as defined in Chapter 2 but, rather, of the mutiny of 

parts of the existing administration of the country at conflict. As they follow very different dynamics, all the 

instances of coups were removed from the list of civil conflicts that are analysed here. As a reference for the 

exclusion of the observations related to coup dô®tats, this study relied on the list of successful and failed coups 

produced by the Polity IV project (Marshall and Marshall 2018). 
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category, Continuation of conflict. This category does not represent an outcome of civil conflict 

but is rather a status quo category. As discussed in more detail in the next section, the 

dissertation employs a statistical method specifically designed for investigations of categorical 

dependent variables. Thus, the choice of adding this category is purely technical and is related 

to the necessity of having a reference category against which the odds of the other civil conflict 

outcomes are computed. Choosing the dyad government-opposition per year required that all 

the observations had to be associated with an outcome category. Therefore, it was necessary to 

choose an outcome category with which all the dyads referring to a conflict-year when the 

conflict was not finished could be associated. 

The second adaptation that was made in the construction of the dependent variable 

pertains the outcome actor ceases to exist, which is excluded from the list of possible outcomes. 

In this dissertation, if one of the two primary parties, the government and the armed opposition, 

ceases to exist and the conflict terminates, then the outcome is necessarily victory for one of 

the opposing parties or conflict termination due to lack of activity. Instead, if it is one of the 

rebel groups of the opposition that ceases to exist, either because is incorporated into another 

rebel group or has been defeated on the ground, the civil conflict is considered concluded only 

at the point in which the last rebel remaining rebel group of the opposition has been defeated, 

has retracted from the conflict, or signed an agreement with the government. In summary, the 

dependent variable contains the following categories, each associated to a specific outcome of 

civil conflict or its continuation: Continuation of conflict, Victory for government side, Victory 

for rebel side, Peace agreement, Ceasefire, and Low activity. 

Conflict termination is recorded at the conflict-level per year, thus the government-armed 

opposition dyadic level. Which of the above categories is associated to the yearly dyad depends 

on whether and how the conflict has ended. If the civil conflict episode, once started, continues 

in the next calendar year, the yearly dyad is associated with the category continuation of 
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conflict. If the yearly dyad ceases to exist - i.e.  the conflict episode has ended - the last active 

dyad of the conflict episode is associated with victory for government side if the government 

has defeated the armed opposition; victory for rebel side if the armed opposition has defeated 

the government; peace agreement if the primary parties resolve the incompatibility through a 

comprehensive peace agreement; ceasefire if the parties agree to a halt of the hostilities, 

without resolving their incompatibility; and low activity if no peace agreement or ceasefire 

have been concluded nor a decisive victory has been achieved by either party but the conflict 

intensity falls anyway below the critical threshold of 25 battle-related deaths in a calendar year. 

Nevertheless, civil conflict outcomes are often not clear-cut. Accordingly, some 

additional specifications are needed to better clarify when a conflict episode can be considered 

concluded. As mentioned before, a conflict episode ends when the dyad-year fails to fulfil the 

minimum criteria for a full calendar year. This coding decision has some implications that need 

to be fully explained. Three situations are particularly important in this respect. First, if the 

conflict episode stops but it restarts after a brief lapse, shorter than one calendar year, and is 

fought over the same incompatibility, the dyad formed as a result of the conflict relapse enters 

the dataset as part of the same conflict episode and the preceding yearly dyad of the episode is 

coded as continuation of conflict. Second, if the conflict episode stops but it restarts after a 

break longer than one calendar year and is fought over the same incompatibility, the dyad-year 

formed as a result of the conflict relapse must be considered the first of a new conflict episode 

while the dyad-year prior to the conflict interruption as the last active dyad-year of the previous 

conflict episode. The latter is associated to a definitive outcome and the conflict episode it 

relates to is considered concluded. The rationale behind this choice is that a conflict that restarts 

after a significant period of time is interpreted as a new episode of conflict, and not the mere 

continuation of the same one. In this interpretation were followed the coding guidelines 

provided in the codebook of the UCDP conflict termination dataset (Kreutz 2010). Third, if the 
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conflict episode stops and when it restarts is fought over a different incompatibility, it does not 

matter how much time separates the two conflict spells because they can be considered two 

different conflict episodes. This is because they are fought for a different incompatibility. 

Accordingly, the dyad-year formed as a result of the conflict relapse must be considered the 

first of a new conflict episode while the dyad-year prior to the conflict cessation as the last 

active dyad-year of the previous conflict episode and associated to a definitive outcome. 

A final note on the construction of the dependent variable concerns the manual coding of 

some missing observations. The UCDP conflict termination dataset reports information on civil 

conflicts up until 2015 (Kreutz 2010). As this research explores the outcomes of civil conflict 

occurred up to 2017, some manual coding of the missing observations for the years 2015-2017 

was required. In order to ensure the homogeneity of the data, the missing observations were 

coded using information reported in either the óUCDP Dyadic Dataset version 18.1ô if the 

conflicts were active in those 3 years (Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and Eck 2018), or in 

the UCDP conflict encyclopaedia if the conflict ended during those 3 years (UCDP 2020). In 

the unlikely case that no information about conflict termination were reported in the UCDP 

encyclopaedia, secondary sources were consulted to find information about how a conflict 

ended and code the observation following closely the UCDP coding procedures, as reported in 

the codebook of the UCDP conflict termination dataset (Kreutz 2010). 

 

Independent variables 

The analysis contains four independent variables. The first independent variable of the study 

is called Fragmentation and is a measure of the fragmentation of the armed opposition. With 

this variable, the analysis aims to capture the effect of fragmentation on the outcomes of civil 

conflicts and test whether there are any differences in outcome probabilities when the 

opposition is fragmented or not and when the number of rebel groups it is composed of 
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increases. In line with the arguments advanced in Chapter 2 with respect to the 

conceptualisation of fragmentation as a unidimensional concept, the variable fragmentation 

measures exclusively the number of rebel groups that were part of an armed opposition in a 

given year of a conflict episode. Accordingly, this variable is modelled as a count variable that 

records, for any yearly dyad of a conflict episode, the number of rebel groups composing the 

armed opposition. It can take the value of 1 if the armed opposition was composed of only one 

rebel group and, thus, was not fragmented, or two, three, four, and so on if in a year of conflict 

episode the armed opposition was fragmented and composed of as many groups. As the 

marginal effect of the addition of a rebel group when the opposition is already highly 

fragmented is expected to be smaller than the same unitary change when the opposition is lowly 

fragmented (e.g. unitary change from five to six groups is expected to have a smaller effect on 

outcomes probability compared to the same unitary change from two to three groups), the 

variable was transformed in a logarithmic form (cfr. Cunningham 2011, 2013, Cunningham et 

al. 2012). 

To construct this variable, the study relies on the óUCDP Dyadic Dataset version 18.1ô 

(Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and Eck 2018). This dataset was selected because is the most 

fine-grained available and it identifies all the rebel groups involved in a civil conflict episode, 

the incompatibility they are disputing, against whom they are fighting, and the location of the 

conflict for each given year of a conflict episode. With these information, it could be recorded 

the number of rebel groups that in each year of the conflict episode were disputing the same 

incompatibility through the use of armed force against the incumbent government of a state. 

The second independent variable is Alliances and is a measure of the severity of the 

internal competition. This variable captures whether alliances among the rebel groups of the 

opposition and lack thereof can affect the outcomes of civil conflicts. This variable is modelled 

as a binary variable that takes the value of 1 if there is evidence that at least one rebel group 



 

98 

within the opposition was allied with another rebel group, and 0 if no such alliance existed, that 

is all the groups of the opposition were independent. With alliance is meant any instance of 

coordination between rebel groups amounting to shared training, shared resources, and 

strategic and tactical cooperation. The data for this variable was fetched from the dataset on 

alliances among rebel groups produced by Akcinaroglu (2012). This dataset was selected 

because it is the most up to date available and because, due its disaggregated structure, it was 

easily adaptable to the UCDP datasets on which this study relies for the construction of the 

other variables. As this dataset replicates the structure of and contains the same information 

reported in the UCDP Dyadic dataset plus the information on the alliances among rebel groups, 

the homogeneity of the data was preserved. 

There are two limitations that arise from using this data for the construction of the 

analysis that need to be fully accounted for. First, the data produced by Akcinaroglu (2012) 

reports instances of alliances among rebel groups irrespective of whether they are part of the 

same conflict episode, hence part of the same armed opposition. Accordingly, it also records 

alliances among groups that are active in different conflict episodes. As the dataset, in the way 

it was published, reports only the name of one side of the alliance and not the one of the other 

side of the alliance, it was not always possible to establish from the data whether both parties 

of the alliance were part of the same opposition. As there are no other available alternatives, 

this is the only data that could be used to construct the variable, even though it does not 

perfectly capture the alliances among rebel groups of the same armed opposition. This is 

certainly an important limitation of the variable. However, as the intention is to test whether 

the condition of independence of groups ï the condition in which none of the groups is allied 

with another ï affect the outcomes of civil conflicts, I contend that the variable constructed 

with this data still allows for a test of the causal mechanisms illustrated in the theoretical 

chapter. In fact, the positive effects for the armed opposition deriving from the fact that the 
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rebel groups are allied with other groups are expected to be the similar either if the alliance is 

among groups of the same opposition or with groups external to it. At the very basic level, 

alliances among groups determine more availability and better use of resources than a condition 

of independence of groups, irrespective of whether the alliance is among groups of the same 

opposition or with groups that are not part of it. On the other hand, the negative effects of the 

independence of groups for the armed opposition remain unaltered, since it does not matter 

whether this independence is due to the fact that rebel groups are not allied with others within 

or outside the opposition, still independence remains. Accordingly, even if the data available 

is not perfectly tailored for the test that this dissertation performs, it is the only data that 

captures as precisely as currently possible the concept of independence of rebel groups. 

Second, this data contains information up to 2008. Accordingly, some manual coding of 

the missing observations was required. For the manual coding of the missing observations, it 

was followed as closely as possible the coding procedure outlined by Akcinaroglu (2012). To 

do so, information were sought on the UCDP conflict encyclopaedia (UCDP 2020) and the 

missing observations were coded if information related to coordination between rebel groups 

amounting to shared training, shared resources, and strategic and tactical cooperation were 

reported in said source; if no information were available, secondary literature, such as scholarly 

literature and reports from international organisations, non-governmental organisations, and 

think tanks, was consulted and the missing observations coded accordingly; if no information 

were available in these sources too, it was used the common multiple imputation strategy for 

longitudinal studies of carrying the last observation forward (LOCF) or the next observation 

backwards (NOCB) if the missing observations were within a 5-year range from the closest 

recorded observation; finally, if even this multiple imputation strategy was impossible, it was 

adopted the conservative assumption that it is more likely that a rebel group was not allied with 

another rebel group in a given year of conflict episode if information about such an alliance 
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were nowhere to be found. By expanding Akcinarogluôs dataset, the data on alliances among 

rebel groups that is used in this research is the most up to date available. 

The third independent variable is intra-opposition violence and is the second measure of 

the severity of the internal competition. With this variable, the study aims to capture the effect 

that the fratricidal violence of the rebel groups within the armed oppositions has on the 

outcomes of civil conflicts. This variable is constructed as a binary variable that takes the value 

of 1 if in a year of conflict episode at least two rebel groups of the opposition engaged in violent 

clashes against one another and 0 otherwise. For violent clashes is intended any instance of 

óuse of armed force between two organized armed groups, neither of which is the government 

of a state, which results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in a yearô (Sundberg et al. 2012). 

The data for this variable was retrieved from the óUCDP non-state conflict dataset v. 18.1ô 

(Sundberg et al. 2012, Pettersson and Eck 2018). This dataset was chosen because, to the best 

of my knowledge, it is the only one available that reports instances of non-state conflicts. 

The fourth independent variable is internal power distribution and measures how power 

is distributed within the opposition. This variable is constructed as a binary variable. It takes 

the value of 0 if power was concentrated in one single group, that is a group within the 

opposition was in a hegemonic position in terms of strength. The strongest group was 

considered to be in a hegemonic position when it had twice as many militants as the second 

largest group: 

 

 άὭὰὭὸὥὲὸί ίὩὧέὲὨ ὰὥὶὫὩίὸ Ὣὶέόὴ

άὭὰὭὸὥὲὸί ὰὥὶὫὩίὸ Ὣὶέόὴ
πȢυ 

(1) 

 

 

Conversely, the variable takes the value of 1 if power was more dispersed within the opposition, 

that is two or more rebel groups were relatively equal in terms of strength. Even if one specific 

group within the opposition was stronger than the others, it was not considered to be in a 
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hegemonic position unless it had twice as many militants as the second largest group. When 

the equation below did not hold, no group was in a hegemonic position and power was 

considered dispersed across the rebel groups. 

 

 άὭὰὭὸὥὲὸί ίὩὧέὲὨ ὰὥὶὫὩίὸ Ὣὶέόὴ

άὭὰὭὸὥὲὸί ὰὥὶὫὩίὸ Ὣὶέόὴ
πȢυ 

 

(2) 

 

 

This equation reflects the specific choice of the dissertation to focus on two specific conditions 

related to the distribution of power within the armed opposition. These conditions reflect two 

distinct situations: one that sees a rebel group within an armed opposition as being hegemonic, 

thus indicating a concentrated internal power distribution, and the other that sees no rebel group 

in a hegemonic position, thus indicating a dispersed power distribution. This equation was 

purposely defined to capture these exact conditions, upon which the arguments and the related 

hypothesis were based. Alternative ways to compute power dispersion within the opposition 

have been considered. However, while these measures are indeed valid for different purposes, 

the equation adopted is the one that more accurately captures the condition of power dispersion 

as delineated in the theory.  

One alternative measure that was considered is the one adopted by Fjelde and Nilsson 

(2012) to assess rebel groupsô relative power, which could be adapted as follows for the purpose 

of the present analysis: ὖὈ ρ ὭὪ
  

     
πȢυ. This measure 

was deemed to be not appropriate because, while perfectly capable of capturing the individual 

rebel group strength relative to other rebel groups, it is not able to properly capture different 

distributions of power as intended here, for it ignores the variation that exist in terms of 

individual strength of the rebel groups lumped together in the denominator. 
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Two additional measures were also considered, both drawn from an article on UN mission 

composition by Bove and Ruggeri (Bove and Ruggeri 2016): one index of fractionalisation 

adapted from the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI) and one index of polarisation adapted 

from the Reynal-Querol index (Reynal-Querol 2002).11 However, while these measures are 

perfectly capable of capturing the overall dispersion of power within the opposition and its 

polarisation, they fail to systematically capture power distribution the way is intended in this 

dissertation. In fact, they are over-reliant on the count of the number of groups and are unable 

to distinguish when one of them is hegemonic. For example, imagine a prototypical situation 

in which an armed opposition is composed of four groups, with respectively 24000, 12000, 

10000, and 10000 militants. According to my interpretation of power distribution and the 

equation 1 above, this situation reflects a hegemonic distribution of power (12000/24000 = 0.5 

= hegemonic distribution). Imagine that the two weakest rebel groups exit the conflict because 

they have been defeated by the government, the distribution of power would remain the same 

because the strongest group is still in a hegemonic position (12000/24000 = 0.5 = hegemonic 

distribution). This demonstrates that the equation devised to measure power distribution is able 

to consistently and systematically capture whether there is a hegemonic player or not within 

the opposition ï and consequently whether power is concentrated (0) or dispersed (1) ï 

irrespective of the number of groups that are part of it. Instead, the fractionalisation index  and 

the polarisation index (Bove and Ruggeri 2016) would indeed fail to do so, for the value they 

would produce depends on the number of groups of the opposition. Going back to the example, 

for the two different situations described above they would provide very different values. 

Accordingly, it would be impossible to determine ex-ante a threshold for these measures that 

 
11 The Fractionalisation index is described by the following equation: ὊὙὃὅ В “ ρ “ . The RQ index by the 

following Ὑὗ  τВ “ ρ “ . In both equations “ refers to the proportion of militants in a i rebel group. 
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allows to discriminate consistently and systematically between a concentrated (0) and dispersed 

(1) internal power distribution as intended in this dissertation. 

For this variable, data was drawn from the UCDP encyclopaedia (UCDP 2020). If this 

source did not report information about the strength of a rebel group, I coded the missing 

observations for this variable by looking first at secondary literature, such as scholarly literature 

and reports of international organisations, non-governmental organisations, and think tanks; 

second, if no information were found in these sources, the LOCF-NOCB multiple imputation 

strategy was employed if the closest recorded observation was within a 5-year time span from 

the missing observation; if none of the above was possible, information were retrieved from 

the óNon-state actors in armed conflictô dataset, compiled by Cunningham and co-authors 

(Cunningham et al. 2013); finally, if not even this source reported any information, the 

observation was left missing. It is important to note the contribution that the dissertation makes 

with this variable. First in terms of data, since the data on the number of rebel groups militants 

used to build this variable is the most up to date currently available. In addition to this, and 

differently from the most commonly used óNon-state actors in armed conflictô dataset 

(Cunningham et al. 2013), the data on rebel groups militants is recorded yearly and not for the 

entire conflict episode, thus allowing for a more time-sensitive analysis. This data can surely 

be of use for other cross-national studies on civil conflicts. Second in terms of measurement, 

since most of the existing cross-national studies have either used measures of power of the 

overall rebel side or of the single rebel group. This dissertation, instead, offers the first measure 

of yearly distribution of power across the rebel groups involved in a conflict episode, which is 

particularly useful for capturing how different power relations among the rebel groups of an 

armed opposition can affect the overall conflict dynamics. 
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Control variables 

The large-N analysis also includes a set of control variables. These variables capture some 

important conditions that can be correlated to the dependent and independent variables of the 

study. The addition of these control variables aims to reduce the risk of omitted variable bias 

and allows the analysis to control for the effect of potential confounders. 

The first control variable is called rebel capacity and is a measure of the overall military 

capacity of the armed opposition relative to the government. This control variable was included 

because, as discussed in Chapter 1, some studies have demonstrated that the military capacity 

of the actors involved in a civil conflict, the government and the rebels, but especially the 

asymmetry of power between the two, is a crucial factor in shaping conflict outcomes. By 

controlling for this variable, the analysis isolates the effect of the independent variables while 

keeping the balance of power between the armed opposition and the government constant. It is 

constructed as a binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the armed opposition was at relative 

parity or stronger than the government and 0 if it was weaker. The data for this variable was 

retrieved from the UCDP conflict encyclopaedia (UCDP 2020) for the armed oppositionsô 

militants levels and, in case of missing information, from secondary sources and the óNon-state 

actors in armed conflictô dataset (Cunningham et al. 2013). For the troops levels of the states 

at conflict the data was drawn from the IISS military balance (IISS, several years). The yearly 

observations for rebel capacity were coded as 1 if the ratio of the total number of troops of the 

armed opposition and the total number of troops of the government was equal or higher than 

0.9:12  

 ὸέὸὥὰ ὸὶέέὴί ὶὩὦὩὰί

ὸέὸὥὰ ὸὶέέὴί ὫέὺὩὶὲάὩὲὸ
πȢω 

 

(3) 

 

 

 

 
12 This equation reflects the intention to capture a condition of at least rough parity, hence 0.9 instead of 1. 
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Conversely, the observations were coded as 0 if the ratio was lower than 0.9: 

 ὸέὸὥὰ ὸὶέέὴί ὶὩὦὩὰί

ὸέὸὥὰ ὸὶέέὴί ὫέὺὩὶὲάὩὲὸ
πȢω 

 

(4) 

 

 

 

In this case too, if no information related to a specific government and/or armed opposition for 

a specific year of conflict episode were found in the mentioned sources, the LOCF-NOCB 

strategy of multiple imputation was adopted up to a maximum of 5 years. Only if this strategy 

was not possible either, the observation was left missing. 

The second control variable is called regime type and measures whether the government 

involved in the civil conflict was either a democracy, autocracy, or anocracy. This variable was 

included in the analysis because, as discussed in Chapter 1, some studies have indicated that 

how a civil conflict ends might also depend on whether the contested government is a 

democracy, autocracy, or anocracy. It is constructed as a binary variable that takes the value of 

0 if the regime was an anocracy and 1 if the regime was either a full democracy or a full 

autocracy. The data for this variable was drawn from the dataset produced by the Polity IV 

project, which assigns a score to the polity of each recognised state (Marshall et al. 2002). The 

categorisation of the type of regime is based on the scores assigned to the polity by Polity IV . 

It has become consolidated practice to categorise democracies as those polities that have a score 

between +6 and +10, autocracies those that have a score between -6 and -10, and anocracies 

those that have a score between -5 and +5 or -66, -77, -88. Accordingly, an observation was 

given the value of 0 if the polity score for the government involved in the civil conflict in a 

year of conflict episode was between -5 and +5 or -66, -77, -88, and of 1 if the polity score was 

either between -10 and -6 or +6 and +10. 

The third and fourth control variables are measures of the intervention of third-party 

states in a civil conflict. These variables were included in the models because it has been 

demonstrated that the partisan intervention of third-party states might alter the outcomes of 
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civil conflicts. From the literature on third-party support, it emerged that the effect of this 

support on the outcomes of civil conflicts depends on whom is the beneficiary of this support. 

For this reason, two control variables related to external support are used, one is pro-rebel 

external support and the other is pro-government external support. Both variables are 

constructed as binary variables. Pro-rebel external support takes the value of 1 if at least one 

of the rebel groups within the opposition was the beneficiary of financial and/or military 

support, either in terms of troops or weapons, from a third-party state and 0 otherwise. The 

same applies to pro-government external support and the yearly observation was given the 

value of 1 if the government was the beneficiary of financial and/or military support from a 

third-party state and 0 otherwise. 

The data for these variables was drawn from different sources. With regard to the variable 

pro-rebel external support, the data was taken from the dataset on support to rebel groups by 

third-party states produced by San-Akca (2015, 2016). This dataset was chosen because it 

reports information regarding different types of support provided by third-party states to rebel 

groups and follows the structure of the UCDP datasets used in this dissertation, thus ensuring 

the homogeneity of the data. The dissertation is only concerned with instances of substantial 

support, namely types of support that can alter the balance of power on the ground. For this 

reason, only the information related to the military, in terms of troops and weapons, and 

financial support by third-party states to a given rebel group in a given conflict year was taken 

from this source. As this dataset reports information only up to 2010, however, some manual 

coding was required. For the manual coding of the missing observations for this variable, the 

following procedure was followed: information were first sought on the UCDP encyclopaedia 

(UCDP 2020); if no information were available in this source, secondary sources such as 

scholarly literature and reports from international organisations, non-governmental 

organisations, and think tanks were consulted; if no information were available in these 
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sources, the strategy of multiple imputation LOCF-NOCB strategy up to a maximum of 5 years 

was employed; if none of the above was possible, it was then adopted the conservative 

assumption that, if no information regarding support from a third-party state to a rebel group 

in terms of weapons, troops, and/or financial aid in a given year of conflict episode could be 

found, it is more likely that a rebel group did not (or only allegedly) receive any kind of support 

from a third-party state in that specific year and the missing observation was coded as 0. 

The data related to pro-government external support was retrieved instead from the 

óUCDP External Support in Armed Conflict 1975ï2009ô (Högbladh et al. 2011) for the 

information up until 2009 and from the óUCDP Dyadic Dataset version 18.1, 1946-2017ô 

(Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and Eck 2018) and other sources for the data from 2010 to 

2017. The UCDP Dyadic Dataset reports only information related to the military intervention 

of third-party state in support of the primary parties. Accordingly, some manual coding was 

necessary with regard to other types of third-party state support, in terms of weapons provision 

or financial aid, for the civil conflicts from 2009 to 2017. Data in this respect was retrieved 

from the UCDP encyclopaedia (UCDP 2020) and secondary literature. In this case too, if no 

information were available in these sources, the strategy of multiple imputation LOCF-NOCB 

strategy up to a maximum of 5 years was employed; if none of the above was possible, it was 

then adopted the conservative assumption that, if no information regarding support from a 

third-party state in terms of weapons and financial aid in a given year of conflict episode could 

be found, it is more likely that the government did not receive (or only allegedly received) 

support from a third-party state and the missing observation was coded as 0. 

The last control variable is related to the intensity of the conflict. The variable intensity 

level is constructed as a binary variable that takes the value of 1 if a conflict episode during an 

entire calendar year was particularly violent and 0 otherwise. Intensity was measured in terms 

of recorded battle-related deaths in a calendar year, following the coding of the óUCDP Dyadic 
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Dataset version 18.1, 1946-2017ô (Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and Eck 2018), from which 

the data for this variable was taken. Accordingly, the value of 1 was assigned to any year of 

conflict episode in which at least 1000 battle-related deaths have occurred and 0 if the number 

of battle-related deaths fell between 25 and 999.13

 
13 As mentioned before, 25 battle-related deaths in a calendar year is the minimum threshold for a civil conflict 

episode to be considered active. 
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Continues next page 

Table 3.1: Variables summary: type, possible values, and data 

Variables Type of variable Possible values Data source 

Dependent Variable      

Civil conflict outcomes Categorical variable with multiple 

unordered categories 

¶ Continuation of conflict (reference) 

¶ Peace agreement 

¶ Ceasefire 

¶ Government victory 

¶ Rebel victory 

¶ Low activity 

¶ UCDP conflict termination dataset 2-

2015 (Kreutz 2010) 

¶ Manual coding 
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Variables Type of variable Possible values Data source 

Independent variables    

Fragmentation  Count variable 1 to Ð UCDP Dyadic Dataset version 18.1 

(Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and 

Eck 2018) 

    

Alliances Binary variable ¶ 0 if none of the rebel groups is allied 

with another rebel group 

¶ 1 if at least one rebel group is allied 

with another rebel group. 

¶ Alliances among rebel groups 

(Akcinaroglu 2012) 

¶ Manual coding 

    

Intra-opposition violence Binary variable ¶ 0 if none of rebel groups of the 

opposition engage in violent clashes 

against one another 

¶ 1 if at least two rebel groups of the 

opposition engage in violent clashes 

against one another 

UCDP non-state conflict dataset v. 

18.1 (Sundberg et al. 2012, Pettersson 

and Eck 2018) 

    

Internal power distribution Binary variable ¶ 0 if power is concentrated in one 

single group (hegemonic) 

¶ 1 if power is dispersed within the 

opposition 

¶ UCDP encyclopaedia (UCDP 2020) 

¶ Secondary literature 

¶ Non-state actors in armed conflict 

(Cunningham et al. 2013) 

 

 

Continues next page 
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Variables Type of variable Possible values Data source 

Control variables    

Rebel capacity  Binary variable ¶ 0 if the armed opposition is weaker 

than the government  

¶ 1 if the armed opposition is at 

relative parity or stronger than the 

government 

¶ Armed opposition militants 

Ğ UCDP encyclopaedia (UCDP 

2020) 

Ğ Secondary literature 

Ğ Non-state actors in armed conflict 

(Cunningham et al. 2013) 

¶ Government troops 

Ğ IISS military balance (IISS, several 

years) 

    

Regime type Binary variable ¶ 0 if the regime is an anocracy 

¶ 1 if the regime is either a stable 

democracy or a stable autocracy 

Polity IV project (Marshall et al. 2002) 

    

Pro-rebel support Binary variable ¶ 0 if none of the rebel groups within 

the opposition is the beneficiary of 

financial and/or military support from 

a third-party state 

¶ 1 if at least one of the rebel groups 

within the opposition is the 

beneficiary. 

¶ Support to rebel groups by third-

party states (San-Akca 2015, 2016) 

¶ Manual coding 

 

Continues next page 



 

112 

Variables Type of variable Possible values Data source 

Pro-government support Binary variable ¶ 0 if the government is not beneficiary 

of financial and/or military support 

from a third-party state 

¶ 1 if the government is beneficiary of 

financial and/or military support from 

a third-party state 

¶ UCDP External Support in Armed 

Conflict 1975ï2009 (Högbladh et al. 

2011) 

¶ UCDP Dyadic Dataset version 18.1, 

1946-2017 (Gleditsch et al. 2002, 

Pettersson and Eck 2018) 

¶ Manual coding 

    

Intensity level Binary variable ¶ 0 if the number of battle-related 

deaths in the calendar year falls 

between 25 and 999 

¶ 1 if the number of battle-related 

deaths in the calendar year exceeds 

999 

UCDP Dyadic Dataset version 18.1 

(Gleditsch et al. 2002, Pettersson and 

Eck 2018) 
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3.2.4. Statistical techniques and models  

Multinomial logistic regression (MNLR) is the statistical method that best suits analysis with 

categorical dependent variables with unordered categories. Although other statistical methods 

can potentially be used in studies whose dependent variable is categorical with multiple 

categories, such as Probit models, ordered logit models, or competing risk models, MLNR has 

become the go-to method ï mainly due to its ease of computation and accuracy of the estimates 

compared to other statistical methods ï for analysis with unordered categorical dependent 

variables. 

As the dependent variable of the dissertation is a categorical variable with unordered 

categories, this method is employed in the large-N analysis. In general terms, this type of 

dependent variable requires to interpret the regression function as a predicted probability. 

When the dependent variable is binary, the predicted value of the outcome is the probability 

that the outcome equals 1. When the dependent variable is multi-category, the predicted value 

of one of the categories of dependent variable is the probability that that particular category 

equals 1. The logistic regression relies on one cumulative distribution function, the logistic 

distribution, to provide a model for the relation between independent variables and dependent 

variable when the latter is categorical.14 The MNLR can be considered an extension of the 

binomial logistic regression because it runs binomial logistic regressions for all the possible 

categories of the dependent variable. It requires to choose one of the categories of the variable 

as a reference category and to create as many logits as the number of remaining categories of 

the variable. Against this reference category, the log-odds of the other categories of the 

dependent variable are computed. 

In this analysis, the dependent variable has six categories and continuation of conflict 

was chosen as the reference category. Accordingly, in the statistical models described below, 

 
14 A detailed discussion of the mechanics of logistic regression analysis falls beyond the scope of the dissertation. 

For a more detailed discussion see (Long 1997, Menard 2002, Hosmer et al. 2013, Fox 2016, Agresti 2019). 
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the log-odds of each possible conflict outcome, namely peace agreement, ceasefire, victory for 

government side, victory for rebel side, and low activity, are computed against the log-odds 

that the conflict continues. In doing so, the analysis returns the odds of conflict termination and 

the odds of each possible civil conflict outcome, conditional on the values of the independent 

variables. 

 

Estimation 

The large-N analysis is run on a dataset of 1064 observations. Each observation relates to a 

calendar year of conflict episode occurred between 1989 and 2017 and to each of them is 

associated one of the categories of the dependent variable and a value for the independent and 

control variables. The large-N analysis consists of six MNLR models. Models 1, 2, 3, and 4 

are bivariate models on the impact of each independent variable on the outcomes of civil 

conflicts. Accordingly, Model 1 tests the impact on civil conflict outcomes of fragmentation, 

Model 2 of alliances, Model 3 of intra-opposition violence, and Model 4 of power distribution. 

These bivariate models are included in the large-N analysis to assess the impact that these 

variables have in shaping the outcomes of civil conflicts individually. 

From these bivariate models the analysis moves to the multivariate analysis. It starts with 

Model 5, a multivariate model that contains all the independent variables of the study, without 

any control variables. This model is included in the large-N analysis to assess whether these 

variables have, if any, an effect in shaping the outcomes of civil conflicts and whether the 

direction, magnitude, and significance of the coefficients remain constant when all the 

independent variables are taken simultaneously into account. From this multivariate model 

without confounders, the analysis then moves to the final model, which contains all the 

independent variables of the study and the set of potential confounders. This model allows for 

a full assessment of the impact, if any, of the independent variables on the outcomes of civil 
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conflicts, while controlling for the other important factors that can affect conflict termination 

and can act as confounders/interfere in the causal path that the large-N analysis aims to uncover. 

By comparing the estimates of the full model to the ones of the bivariate models and the 

multivariate model without confounders, the analysis provides a full picture of the extent to 

which fragmentation, internal competition, and internal power distribution affect how civil 

conflicts terminate when other relevant factors are kept under control. 

Thus, the large-N is put through a very strict test of robustness that starts from a simple 

bivariate analysis, proceeds with a multivariate analysis with and without potential 

confounders, and ends with a 3-fold cross-validation, discussed in more detail in the following 

section. The large-N analysis is voluntarily set up to be as strict as possible so to ascertain 

whether the results it produces remain constant across different model specifications and can 

be considered solid. 

Given the panel structure of the data, the models are fitted as multilevel regressions 

instead of standard, single-level regressions. One of the fundamental assumptions of logistic 

regression is that the observations in the data are independent, that is the value of an observation 

does not depend on the value of other observations. This assumption can be seriously violated 

when longitudinal, time-series, cross-section data is used (Fox 2016, p. 700). This is because 

the value of an observation for a specific year might depend on the value that an observation 

within the same cluster had the previous years, which in turn might determine a within-cluster 

correlation of the errors (Fox 2016, p. 718, Agresti 2019, p. 253). Within-cluster correlation 

can lead to serious inferential problems because the inaccurate estimate of the standard errors 

would produce imprecise p-values and, consequently, induce misinterpretation of the 

significance levels from which the conclusions of the study are drawn (Holmes Finch et al. 

2019, p. 29). Multilevel regressions take into account the clustered structure of the data and the 

non-independence of the unit-level observations within the clusters ï the conflict episodes ï 
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thus producing reliable estimates and standard errors.15 For this reason, a multilevel approach 

to regression is more suitable for the present dissertation, since it permits to correct the issue 

of non-independence of the observations in the data. For the purpose of this analysis, as it is 

plausible that the unconditional probability of a certain outcome is close to 0 for some conflicts 

(i.e. rebel victory in a conflict that opposes a small armed opposition against a strong and 

functional government) while it is not for some others, the multilevel MNLR models are fitted 

so to allow the intercept for each outcome to vary by conflict episode. 

 

Diagnostics and robustness of fit 

The robustness of the results of the statistical analysis is assessed through hypothesis testing, 

evaluation of the significance of the estimates, assessment of common measures of fit, and 

finally through resampling techniques for model validation. 

In terms of hypothesis testing, tests are performed taking into account the technical 

peculiarities of the MNLR. The hypothesis test for a single coefficient in the models refers to 

the two-sided Wald test of the null hypothesis that the impact of a variable on a j outcome 

against the reference category is equal to 0 (i.e. impact of fragmentation on ceasefire vs. 

continuation = 0). 

In terms of measure of fit, scalar measures of fit for logistic regressions are used to assess 

the robustness of the results. In particular, the analysis is assessed through information criteria, 

such as the widely applicable information criterion (WAIC). As they have little meaning in 

themselves, they are used to compare the fit of the different models through the assessment of 

how much they diverge in the different models that are fit. 

 
15 A discussion regarding the mechanics of the multilevel regression falls beyond the scope of this dissertation; 

for a more detailed discussion see: (Gelman and Hill 2006, Fox 2016, Agresti 2019, Holmes Finch et al. 2019). 

  



 

117 

Although scalar measures of fit provide useful information, they are not optimal to assess the 

robustness of the results and validate a logistic regression model (Long 1997). Accordingly, 

the evaluation of the fit of the model based exclusively on the assessment of the measures of fit 

would be insufficient. This evaluation is thus followed by an additional assessment carried out 

through resampling methods. Resampling methods are statistical simulation techniques that 

permit to draw multiple samples from the original dataset used for the research and analyse the 

data emerging from those samples (Carsey and Harden 2014). Drawing different samples 

allows a researcher to re-run their statistical model over different samples to assess whether the 

estimates it yields ï and the conclusions that stem from them ï are solid even if one, two, nth 

different samples were used for the analysis. In doing so, a stricter test of the associations 

emerging from the model is performed, which indicates whether these associations are 

idiosyncratic to the dataset used or, instead, representative of general underlying causal 

patterns. 

For the purpose of this analysis, the resampling method of multifold cross-validation 

(CV) is used for the validation of the models and test the robustness of the results. Through a 

CV is possible to test the performance of a statistical model by looking at how well it predicts 

out-of-sample observations (Carsey and Harden 2014, p. 255). In general terms, multifold CV 

requires to divide the dataset available for the analysis in different portions, or folds. One fold, 

normally the larger one, is employed to fit the model, which is then used as the reference. The 

other folds are used to fit the model and evaluate its performance against the reference (Carsey 

and Harden 2014). In this analysis, I perform a 3-fold CV.16 To do so, the dataset is divided in 

three folds: one fold, the so-called train data, contains 50% of the observations; the two other 

folds, the test data, contain 25% of the observations each. The full multivariate Model 6 is then 

 
16 The number of folds has been chosen based on the number of observations on which the statistical analysis is 

run. Each fold should contain at least a few hundred observations to have some validity. 
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fit to each fold of the dataset. The receiver operator characteristic (ROC) curve and the 

estimates of the area under the curve (AUC) of the model run on the train data are compared 

with those of the models run on the test data. If the values of these measures remain constant 

across all the subsamples of the data, then the model is considered validated. I defer a more 

detailed discussion of how it is performed to the next chapter. Through the assessment of the 

significance of the modelsô estimates, the values of the measures of fit, and the performance 

with a 3-fold cross-validation, the large-N analysis is put through to a strict test of the 

robustness to guarantee its reliability and the generalisability of the findings that emerge from 

it. 

 

3.3. Small-N analysis 

The methodological approach that underpins this study requires to complement the large-N 

analysis with a small-N analysis. Its aim is to put to further test the findings of the large-N 

analysis and/or find unobserved causal relationships. In this dissertation, the small-N analysis 

is carried out through the in-depth investigation of one case study. 

Since the small-N analysis is complementary to the large-N analysis, it is the latter that 

informs the selection of cases. The strategy of case selection depends on the assessment of the 

overall fit of the large-N analysis and robustness of the findings. Following Liebermanôs 

indications on the possible case selections strategies in nested analysis, the following options 

are available (2005). If the large-N produces solid findings, the aim of the small-N analysis is 

to further test the goodness of fit of the model(s). In that case, two strategies of case selection 

are available. First, one can choose the cases randomly, putting the findings through the strictest 

test possible (Lieberman 2005). Second, one can deliberately select cases that are well 

predicted by the model (Lieberman 2005). In the present study, the case might potentially be 

either a randomly selected one or a deliberately selected one that represents an example of a 
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civil conflict in the regression line. If, instead, the large-N analysis does not produce robust 

findings, the aim of the focused comparison is to find alternative explanations for the 

phenomenon of interest (Lieberman 2005). In that instance, one might choose a case that is 

well predicted by the large-N analysis and/or one that was not, that is it should have had a 

different outcome according to predictions. 

Highlighting the possible strategies of case selection and the place this case study takes 

in the entire architecture of the dissertation suffices for the present chapter, for the large-N 

analysis is yet to be reported and its results to be assessed. The complete discussion on the case 

selection strategy chosen and, consequently, of the reasons why a specific case was selected, 

is deferred to Chapter 5, which follows the large-N analysis. 

There are two limitations in respect to the small-N analysis that needs to be clearly 

acknowledged, one related to the number of cases and one related to the sources used to carry 

it out. First, a qualitative analysis consisting of a single case study certainly limits the 

contribution that it could provide to the dissertation. Second, the small-N analysis is entirely 

conducted using secondary sources. Accordingly, it relies mostly on think tanks reports, UN 

and other IGOs and NGOs reports, newswires, and existing scholarship. Although I appreciate 

that a small-N analysis consisting of two or more case studies and based on data collected 

through field work and interviews would be of greater empirical value, the limited duration of 

the PhD program (3-year fixed term), along with the Covid-19 pandemic and the difficulties 

inherent to conducting research in former and actual conflict zones, made field work impossible 

for me to conduct and forced the dissertation to be based on a single rather than multiple case 

studies due to time constraints. Despite these limitations, I contend that this case study, also 

considering its complementary nature to the principal part of the study, the large-N analysis, is 

nonetheless a valuable addition to the dissertation, since it still contributes substantially to the 
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entire process of theory testing. Now that that all the methodological aspects have been 

clarified, the dissertation turns to the empirical investigation, starting with the large-N analysis. 

 

Figure 3.1: Research design 
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4. Large-N analysis 

The dissertation set out to identify whether some under-explored characteristics of armed 

oppositions could explain how civil conflicts terminate. The previous chapters have 

summarised the relevant literature for the present study, discussed how these under-explored 

characteristics of armed oppositions are expected to affect civil conflict outcomes, and defined 

the methodological choices made to conduct the empirical investigation. This chapter reports 

the results of the central part of the investigation, the large-N analysis, to provide an answer to 

the research question of the study: how and to what extent do the fragmentation, the internal 

competition, and internal power distribution of armed oppositions affect the outcomes of civil 

conflicts? To test the hypotheses of the study, a robust large-N analysis was designed to take 

full advantage of the available data. Each section of this chapter focuses on a step of this 

analysis. Section 4.1. describes the distribution of the dependent and independent variables. 

Section 4.2. reports the results of four bivariate models for the impact on civil conflict outcomes 

of fragmentation, independence of rebel groups, intra-opposition violence, and internal power 

distribution of armed oppositions. Section 4.3. reports the results of the multivariate models for 

the impact of all four independent variables, both unconditional and conditional on potential 

confounders. Finally, Section 4.4. examines the modelsô performance and goodness of fit and 

reports the results of a final test of robustness, a 3-fold cross-validation, through which the 

predictive capacity of the full model is assessed. This chapter deals specifically with the more 

technical aspects of the investigation, such as evaluations of numerical estimates, significance, 

and fit, and it constitutes the basis for the full interpretation of the findings and their 

implications that takes place in Chapter 6. 
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4.1. Descriptive statistics 

The large-N analysis looks at 285 episodes of civil conflict occurred across the world between 

1989 and 2017. By looking at the distribution of the observations for the dependent and 

independent variables it is possible to gauge some preliminary information about which values 

of these variables are the most common and which responses the statistical analysis would 

likely provide. 

Figure 1 reports the distribution of the dependent variable, that is how the civil conflict 

episodes occurred between 1989 and 2017 have ended. The bar chart shows that victories for 

either side, the government and the rebels, were the least common outcomes. In the time period 

under consideration, there have been 37 instances of decisive victories. In 26 civil conflict 

episodes it was the government of the state that decisively defeated the armed opposition, while 

in only 11 instances it was the armed opposition that managed to overthrow the government. 

Accordingly, 9 per cent of the civil conflict episodes ended in government victory while only 

3.8 per cent in rebel victory. Such a small proportion of rebel victories is not surprising since 

armed oppositions usually encounter a range of difficulties from the outset, including power 

asymmetry with the government, harsh repression, and fluctuating popular support. Thus, it is 

no surprise that rebel victories are such a rare occurrence. This small proportion of rebel 

victories has implications for the large-N analysis. In fact, it is difficult to imagine that the 

statistical analysis could find a pattern in the data regarding the impact of the independent 

variables on the probability that this outcome occurs. 

Negotiated outcomes occurred more often than decisive victories. A total of 76 civil 

conflict episodes were resolved at the negotiation table. In only 34 instances were the parties 

able to fully resolve their incompatibility through a peace agreement. This indicates that 12 per 

cent of the civil conflict episodes ended because the parties agreed to terminate the conflict and  
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Figure 4.1. Distribution of civil conflict outcomes (1989-2017) 

 

Note: Count of civil conflicts terminated in peace agreement (PA), ceasefire (CF), government victory (GV), rebel victory 

(RV), and low activity (LA) in the period 1989-2017. 

 

took the necessary steps to resolve the issues that had provoked its outbreak in the first place. 

More often, however, the parties at conflict were not able to resolve their incompatibility. In 

fact, 52 episodes of civil conflict ended with a ceasefire (18 per cent), that is governments and 

armed oppositions agreed to a halt of hostilities but did not fully resolve their incompatibility. 

The distribution of outcomes indicates that it was easier for the parties to agree to a ceasefire 

than fully settle the controversy. 

Finally, the distribution of outcomes shows that most civil conflict episodes ended due 

to lack of armed activity, without any actor obtaining decisive victory or an agreement being 

signed. Out of 285 civil conflict episodes, 115 (40 per cent) simply ceased. Although, to the 

best of my knowledge, no study has yet investigated the determinants of low activity, there are 

several reasons why this outcome is surprisingly common: armed oppositions retract from the 

conflict because they do not have enough strength to keep pursuing the armed effort; retreat 

for a period of time to regroup and reorganise before starting the armed effort again; or 
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disintegrate due to lack of organisation, leadership change, or mass defection by their militants, 

without however conceding defeat. The high number of conflict episodes ended due to lack of 

armed activity calls for some additional clarification. Given that it is the rebels who retreat 

from the armed effort, it might appear reasonable to consider low activity as an instance of 

government victory. Accordingly, the two outcomes and related observations might be pooled 

together. However, conflict termination due to lack of armed activity occurs when the conflict 

ceases but the government has not formally defeated the armed opposition or provoked its 

unambiguous capitulation, since the rebel groups of which it is composed have not been 

disbanded nor conceded defeat. For this reason, low activity cannot be strictly considered an 

instance of government victory. This central difference between the two outcomes requires that 

low activity be treated separately. The high number of conflict episodes ended due to lack of 

armed activity indicates that if the two outcomes were pooled together, the outcome 

government victory would be conflated with many instances of conflict termination that cannot 

be strictly considered as cases of government victory. 

The distribution of the main independent variable, fragmentation of the armed 

opposition, shows that armed oppositions are not as often fragmented as it is generally 

perceived. While it is true that in half of all civil conflict episodes armed oppositions have 

experienced some sort of fragmentation at some point during the conflict (Gleditsch et al. 2002, 

Pettersson and Eck 2018, Walter 2019), Figure 2 shows that in the large majority of civil 

conflict episode-years the armed opposition was composed of only one rebel group and thus ï 

following the definition of fragmentation in Chapter 2 ï it was not fragmented. This means that 

fragmentation occurred in several civil conflict episodes, but usually armed oppositions did not 

remain fragmented for the entire duration of the conflict episode. For the period under 

consideration, if the armed oppositions were fragmented, they were normally composed of two 

rebel groups and, to a lesser extent, three rebel groups. Based on the distribution, higher values  
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Figure 4.2. Distribution of the fragmentation of armed oppositions (1989-2017) 

 

Note: Count of yearly observations of civil conflict episodes in which the armed opposition was fragmented or not and the 

number of rebel groups of which it was composed. 

 

of fragmentation were unlikely, as only in 11 dyad-year observations was an armed opposition 

composed of four groups, three times of five groups, and only once of six groups.17 

These descriptive statistics require some additional clarifications, both in terms of what 

they mean and why certain choices were made in terms of operationalisation. Counting the 

total number of rebel groups active in a country in a given year of conflict without 

 
17 There have been some yearly instances of civil conflict in which the armed opposition was composed of more 

than 6 rebel groups. A clear example is provided by the still ongoing conflict in Syria (at the time of writing), in 

which, as reported in the introduction, dozens of non-state armed groups were contesting the same incompatibility 

against the government of Assad. The civil conflict in Syria, however, as well as the civil conflicts that opposed 

India and the collection of Sikh insurgents and Thailand and the plethora of Patani insurgents, have all been 

removed from the analysis. This is because of a problem with the available data. For very complex cases such as 

the ones mentioned, the UCDP coders have been unable to identify all the rebel groups involved in the conflict or 

attribute specific violent actions to specific rebel groups. For these few cases, as it is reported in the UCDP conflict 

encyclopaedia (UCDP 2020) and as some of the coders have personally told the author, a catch-all term like 

Syrian/Sikh/Patani insurgents was used to refer to all the rebel groups involved in the conflict. Adding the 

observations related to these conflicts in the analysis would be problematic, as each yearly observation would 

report the value 1 for fragmentation when, in fact, the number of groups within the opposition was much higher 

than that. The fact itself that a group of expert coders was unable to code the yearly observations related to these 

conflicts has discouraged me from manually coding these observations by using secondary sources. For this 

reason, it was decided that removing these instances of civil conflict episodes was the most sensible choice. 
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distinguishing for conflict episodes can produce imprecise estimates of the actual impact that 

fragmentation has on conflict outcomes. Some conflict episodes that are simultaneously active 

within the same country are often fought for very different incompatibilities, do not overlap, 

and occur in regions that might be far away from each other. In these cases, the fact that two 

distinct rebel groups are fighting for a different incompatibility in two different regions does 

not represent an instance of fragmentation. In fact, these two groups should not be considered 

part of a single armed opposition because they have different objectives and are fighting for a 

different set of reasons. On the other hand, when the two rebel groups are fighting for the same 

incompatibility ï that is they are part of the same conflict episode and same armed opposition 

ï it is an instance of actual fragmentation because the rebel groups have decided to remain 

autonomous, even though they are pursuing the same core objective, and the activity of one 

might have repercussions on the activity of the other. For these reasons, the actual effect of 

fragmentation can be more accurately measured within the same conflict episode. The 

operationalisation of fragmentation of the armed opposition in the present study is more 

restrictive than those alternatives that ignore the existence in a given year of simultaneous 

conflict episodes being fought in a single country. Framed as such it is clearer why the 

fragmentation of armed oppositions in a given year of conflict episode was not that common. 

The first descriptive examination of the bivariate relationship between fragmentation and 

conflict termination indicates that, in a year of conflict episode, all the definitive conflict 

outcomes were less likely to occur when the opposition was fragmented. As Figure 3 shows, 

this means that, in practice, it was more likely to observe the continuation of the conflict when 

the armed opposition was fragmented. In fact, some outcomes ï such as ceasefires, government 

victory, and rebel victory ï never occurred in conflicts with medium and high levels of 

fragmentation. As the top row of the graphs in this figure show, these outcomes mostly 

occurred when the armed opposition was not fragmented. Only in few instances did they occur  
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Figure 4.3. Outcomes distribution conditional on the fragmentation of the armed opposition (1989-2017) 

 

Note: the Y axis on each graph reports the yearly observations of civil conflict episodes that were coded as continuation of 

conflict (0) and those coded as the specific outcome indicated in the label (1), namely the conflict episodes that have terminated 

with the outcome specified in the label, conditional on the value of fragmentation of the armed opposition. 

 

when the opposition was fragmented and composed of two groups. A similar pattern can be 

observed for peace agreements and low activities. It appears, however, that in a handful of 

cases these outcomes occurred in conflicts characterised by medium levels of fragmentation of 

the opposition. With regard to all the conflict episodes in which the armed opposition was 

composed of more than three rebel groups, instead, Figure 3 shows that they ended only after 

the number of rebel groups within the opposition had reduced. These indications from the data 

are, so far, only descriptive. In the next section, the bivariate relationship between 

fragmentation and conflict outcomes, as well as between the other independent variables and 

conflict outcomes, are more precisely specified with the first four regression models. 

The second independent variable of the study, alliances among rebel groups, is an 

indicator of whether the rebel groups of an armed opposition are allied with other rebel groups. 

As the distribution of this variable shows, it was more common during the period under analysis 
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Figure 4.4. Distribution of alliances of the rebel groups of the armed oppositions (1989-2017) 

 

Note: Count of yearly observations of civil conflict episodes in which the rebel groups of the armed oppositions were allied 

with other rebel groups. 

 

that the rebel groups were not allied with other rebel groups. As Figure 4 shows, however, 

alliances among rebel groups are not that uncommon. The difference between yearly 

observations of civil conflict episodes in which the groups were allied or not is marginal. Rebel 

groups relied on other rebel allies in 522 dyad-year observations while only in 542 they could 

not. 

With regard to the bivariate relationship between alliances among rebel groups and 

conflict termination, Figure 5 shows that some civil conflict outcomes appear to be less likely 

when the rebel groups of the armed opposition have other rebel allies. In the top row of the 

graphs for peace agreement and government victory, it is evident that there have been fewer 

instances of these outcomes when the rebel groups were allied. This holds true also for the 

outcome rebel victory, but in this case the difference between the number of rebel victories  
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Figure 4.5. Outcomes distribution conditional on the alliances among rebel groups (1989-2017) 

 

Note: the Y axis on each graph reports the yearly observations of civil conflict episodes that were coded as continuation of 

conflict (0) and those coded as the specific outcome indicated in the label (1), namely the conflict episodes that have terminated 

with the outcome specified in the label, conditional on the value of alliances of the rebel groups of the armed opposition. 

 

occurred when the groups were allied and when they were not is marginal. Similarly, conflict 

episodes ended in a ceasefire or due to lack of activity when the rebel groups were allied appear 

to be almost as numerous as those terminated when the groups were not. 

The distribution of the third independent variable of the study, intra-opposition violence, 

shows that instances of fratricidal violence among the rebel groups of an armed opposition 

were very uncommon. What is striking in Figure 6 is that intra-opposition violence occurred in 

only 27 conflict episode-years. This value might appear counterintuitively low since many 

studies maintain that violence among rebel groups is a common occurrence (Cunningham et 

al. 2009, Fjelde and Nilsson 2012, Nygård and Weintraub 2015). The discrepancy in this 

respect between this dissertation and previous studies on the determinants and consequences 

of the violence among rebel groups is due to the way the variable is constructed. The aim of 

the present study is to assess whether instances of violent rivalry among rebel groups of the  


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































