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Abstract

Much of the existing literature on international mediation has focused on its capacity

to assuage various barriers to efficient bargaining. Often implicit in these studies is the

assumption that the parties involved are negotiating sincerely, in good faith. Less stud-

ied are the incentives of the principals to use negotiation as a stalling tactic: while the

talks are underway, one or more of the parties takes steps to improve its armed-conflict

capabilities and/or resolve. This paper argues that mediators can use leverage—threats

or uses of retaliation and punishment—to enhance the possibility that the principals ne-

gotiate in good faith. Evidence supportive of this argument is explored empirically using

cross-national data on intrastate disputes. Third parties that are geographically proximate

and major powers—characteristics of third parties that are both willing and capable to en-

force good-faith bargaining—greatly improve the likelihood that a mediation initiative will

achieve an agreement.
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Introduction

We know empirically that relatively few instances of negotiations lead to settlements, which

is puzzling because one might assume that moving to the negotiating table is endogenous to

reaching a settlement (DeRouen and Möller 2013). That is, a naive observer would expect that

disputants would move to the table if and when they expected to be able to strike a conflict-

terminating bargain. Even more puzzling is the fact that different factors have been shown to

influence bargaining onset and bargaining outcomes (Greig 2005). What explains the disjunc-

ture between the willingness to bargain and the ability to strike bargains? Are failed efforts at

conflict bargaining merely the result of mistakes or misperceptions by disputants, or are there

strategic dynamics in place that prompt them to bargain but not reach an agreement?

One observation that allows us to begin answering these questions is that disputants can

use the time during negotiations, especially ones that occur in the context of a ceasefire, to in-

crease their fighting capacity. Disputants thus may move for negotiations with no intention of

bargaining. Colloquially, they may bargain in bad faith. Disputants have incentives to bargain

deviously, initiating a lengthy round of bargaining with no intention of settling. Rather, they

are stalling in hopes of returning to conflict on a substantially improved footing in the future.

This generates a possible commitment problem for bargainers: they cannot credibly commit

to striking a bargain, given that they may become substantially stronger while bargaining pro-

ceeds. Anticipating the possibility of this commitment problem to bind, opponents fear moving

to the table, even when there is little uncertainty in the current bargaining environment.

In light of this problem of insincere bargaining, we argue that third parties can help amelio-

rate this situation by imposing costs—which might take the form of policies meant to punish
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one side or bolster its adversary—on disputants who move to the table only to reject reasonable

offers. These third parties, if capable and willing, can reassure the disputants enough to reach

the bargaining table, and then to strike bargains once there. Third parties accomplish this by

enforcing the tacit agreement to bargain in good faith.

In what follows, we first provide an overview of the state of research that considers medi-

ation in the context of rational bargaining to illustrate how mediation’s role in addressing the

problem of insincere bargaining is important to consider and has been overlooked in many

studies. We then consider how mediators can address the problem of insincere bargaining and

advance a testable implication. We examine this hypothesis using cross-national data from

Greig and Regan (2008) on intrastate conflict (including civil wars) from 1944 to 1999 and find

preliminary evidence consistent with the expectation that mediation can and does reduce the

problem of insincere bargaining.

Mediation and Bargaining

One of the most common forms of conflict management is mediation, which is the consensual,

non-violent and non-binding involvement of a third party in conflict management and reso-

lution processes. A widely-cited definition of mediation states that it is ‘a reactive process of

conflict management whereby parties seek the assistance of, or accept an offer of help from,

an individual, group, or organization to change their behavior, settle their conflict, or resolve

their problem without resorting to physical force or invoking the authority of the law’ (Bercov-

itch and Houston 1996, 13). Essentially, mediation involves diplomatic engagement with both

or multiple sides of a dispute—distinguishing it from third-party consultations—and that in-
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cludes the consent of the involved parties—distinguishing it from various forms of coercive

interventions—but without any binding legal authority—distinguishing it from arbitration and

adjudication—and without the deployment of armed force—distinguishing it from peacekeep-

ing.

The existing literature on mediation is rich and well developed (Wallensteen and Svensson

2014). For reasons of space, we do not attempt to summarize the entirety of the extant contribu-

tions but rather focus on those that consider mediation in the context of rational bargaining be-

cause the problem of bargaining in bad faith arises from simply relaxing one of the assumptions

made in many bargaining models of war—that bargaining does not have meaningful temporal

length. Even before rational bargaining models of war became en vogue in much of the inter-

national relations literature, Jacob Bercovitch’s contingency approach to understanding when

mediation is most effective in bringing about peace1 and the related discourse about ripeness

in international bargaining well anticipated many of the expectations that have emerged from

more recent studies that are explicitly couched in terms of rational bargaining. 2

Bargaining models of war have become a dominant means of understanding conflict on-

set, conduct, and termination (Reiter 2003). Bargaining models of war have been used to show

how uncertainty, audience costs for concessions, and commitment problems can lead to con-

flict bargaining failure. Seen from a rationalist perspective, mediation must alter one or more

1See especially Bercovitch et al. (1991), Bercovitch and Gartner (2006), Bercovitch and Jackson (2001) and
Bercovitch and Langley (1993) among others.

2According to the ripeness framework, conflict proceeds in stages, some of which are more amenable to reso-
lution than others. Work by I. William Zartman, Jacob Bercovitch, and other scholars has found that those periods
of conflict associated with a mutually hurting stalemate are especially amenable to, or ripe for, successful con-
flict management by third parties. See especially Bercovitch (1997), Bercovitch and Langley (1993), Greig (2001),
Haas (1991), Modelski (1964), Mooradian and Druckman (1999), Northedge and Donelan (1971), Ott (1972), Pruitt
(1981a), Regan and Stam (2000), Rubin (1991), Touval and Zartman (1985b), Young (1967) and Zartman (1985).
Kleiboer (1994) provides a provocative critique of the ripeness framework.
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of these dynamics to affect the prospects for peace. Recent studies have examined how third

parties can ameliorate each type of bargaining failure.

One way that third parties can help resolve barriers to efficient bargaining is through ma-

nipulating the relative benefits of conflict and peace. Mediation with leverage functions by in-

creasing the costs of non-agreement and thereby expanding the set of mutually acceptable al-

ternatives. Mediators often have bargaining power—the ability to exploit economic, political or

military dependencies, or the ability to promise closer economic, political or military ties—vis-

á-vis the combatants and wield that bargaining power to structure the incentives and induce

the actors into agreement. That is, third parties can use inducements—‘carrots and sticks’—

to incentivize the disputants to reach an agreement. Svensson (2007b) finds that mediators

can use leverage effectively to help resolve civil wars, especially when used in conjunction with

lighter forms of mediation. Favretto (2009) takes up this question by examining how powerful

third parties affect bargaining by inserting themselves into conflicts. In so doing, Favretto is

able to study how a third party’s proposal power and threat of intervention affect what bargain

is struck. She finds that biased third parties can more credibly claim that they will intervene

on the side of their protege, thus ensuring it a preferable settlement. Some existing empirical

evidence finds that mediation tactics that use leverage fare best in resolving international dis-

putes or in enabling formal agreements to be reached.3 Smith and Stam (2003), in constructing

a theoretical model of mediation and peacekeeping, posit that altering the material costs and

benefits of the combatants is the only means by which third parties can increase the prospects

3For studies on the relationship between leverage and general conflict resolution, see Beardsley (2011), Bercov-
itch (1986), Bercovitch et al. (1991); Bercovitch and Houston (1996), Carnevale (1986), and Schrodt and Gerner
(2004). For similar analyses of formal agreements, see Beardsley et al. (2006), Quinn et al. (2006), Svensson (2007b),
Wilkenfeld et al. (2003, 2005).
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of peaceful settlement. Sisk (2008) similarly argues that ‘power mediation’—mediation with

leverage—is often the only way for third parties to resolve civil wars. Moreover, Zartman and

Touval (1985, 40) write, ‘Leverage is the ticket to mediation – third parties are only accepted as

mediators if they are likely to produce an agreement or help the parties out of a predicament,

and for this they usually need leverage.’4

Related to third-party involvement with leverage, Walter (2002) addresses how third parties

can help disputants overcome issues of commitment, focusing on the post-settlement, imple-

mentation phase of conflict resolution. Third parties can help ameliorate post-conflict vulner-

abilities that intrastate conflict actors typically face by agreeing to monitor and enforce the im-

plementation phase of agreements. Although Walter is primarily talking about peacekeeping,

mediators often promise the types of protections that peacekeeping entails. Similarly, Svensson

(2007a) finds that mediators can often prove essential to helping reduce the vulnerabilities that

governments face in making concessions to rebel groups.

Other studies, however, consider ways in which lighter forms of mediation can reduce the

barriers to efficient bargaining. Without leverage, mediators are primarily tasked with enabling

the actors to find a single agreement within the set of alternatives that are mutually preferable

to conflict.5 Mediators might do this through making proposals that bridge an actor’s interests,

reduce the costs of an agreement, logroll issues, expand the pie, address compensation between

the actors or help them save face. The key is that the mediator is able to allow the actors to

achieve some agreement that is mutually acceptable without actually changing the incentives

to find a resolution. The third party does not introduce external incentives for peace and instead

4Also see Touval (1994).

5Carnevale (1986) and Kressel (1972) use ‘integration’ to refer to the same type of third-party involvement.
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focuses on bringing together and integrating the existing political incentives in play to reach a

deal. Rauchhaus (2006) finds that lighter forms of mediation actually tend to perform better

than heavy-handed involvement (mediation with leverage).

In this vein, some work has considered ways in which mediators can improve the informa-

tion environment and allow the disputants to more efficiently hone in on agreements that are

mutually preferable to conflict. One such area of research comes from some of the literature on

bias, which explores whether third parties could help disputants resolve uncertainty by relaying

information between disputants and/or by providing outside information. Kydd (2003, 2006)

and Rauchhaus (2006) show formally that mediators can credibly convey some signals of resolve

and trustworthiness depending on their levels of partiality. Savun (2008) empirically shows that

biased mediators tend to fare better in reducing uncertainty and facilitating an agreement, in

support of Kydd (2003). It is also worth noting that, although there are disagreements over

whether being biased toward a particular adversary affords the mediator greater informational

potential, a general tenor of consensus has emerged that being biased toward peace inhibits the

third party from providing credible information. When mediators desire peace above all else,

the actors will dismiss the mediator’s pleas to make a deal as cheap talk meant only to reach an

agreement, without the interests of the combatants in mind.6

Also related to lighter forms of mediation, third parties can additionally provide political

cover when disputants face high domestic audience costs for unpopular, though potentially

prudent, concessions. When locked into a conflict because of domestic pressure, leaders might

turn to a third party to help sell their constituents on a more concessionary tack. The need to

‘save face’ can refer to similar situations in which a leader encounters costs from backing down

6Also see Smith and Stam (2003).
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and needs to concede without losing support at home.7 Within the bargaining framework, ef-

fective provision of political cover entails that leaders would face fewer costs for conceding and

would then be able to find more alternatives mutually preferable to conflict. Even though the

potential to blame a third party for concessions is weaker for mediation than arbitration, medi-

ators can additionally provide needed domestic political cover through informing the domestic

audiences about the merits of the concessions. The third party can signal to the domestic pub-

lic that the agreed outcome was nominally fair. General citizens might be uncertain of whether

a deal is in their interest and look to an expert third-party’s approval of terms that are prudent

for both sides.8 By receiving inside information about a peace process, the third parties will be

more informed than the domestic audiences and can signal to them—e.g., by supporting a pro-

posed peace plan—that any resulting concessions are in the interest of both parties.9 Beardsley

and Lo (2013b) have shown empirically that mediation can improve the ability for challengers

to make minor concessions when doing so is likely to be politically costly.

While the recent literature has identified how a mediator might attenuate bargaining prob-

lems, this does not mean that mediators are always effective in doing so. A number of studies

have identified hindrances to third-party effectiveness. One concern is over whether mediators

can be expected to perform the basic function of providing information and reducing uncer-

tainty. Smith and Stam (2003) raise the concern of cheap talk, in which many mediators are

so concerned with peace that they cannot credibly convey information that would be used to

7See Rubin (1981), Druckman (1973), Pruitt (1981b) and Carter (1984). Note that saving face can be used more
broadly to also include the social-psychological costs, e.g., embarrassment, of conceding or the fear of looking
weak to an opponent. In this regard, see Pruitt and Johnson (1970), Touval (1982); Ott (1972) and Young (1972).

8In a similar vein, Chapman and Reiter (2004) and Chapman (2007) have found that security institutions such
as the UN Security Council provide credible signals to domestic audiences about the prudence of foreign policy
actions.

9According to Pruitt (1981b, 208), this is why it is important for mediators to ‘sponsor concession exchanges.’
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convince a belligerent to back down. More fundamentally, Fey and Ramsay (2010) argue that

it is not likely that mediators will even have access to information that the disputants do not

already have in the first place.

Providing nuance to the question of mediation efficacy, Beardsley (2008, 2011, 2013) has

identified a trade off between short- and long-term effectiveness. Werner and Yuen (2005) also

demonstrate that agreements which followed substantial third-party pressure are less stable

than agreements reached more ‘naturally.’ Quinn et al. (2013) find similar patterns of mediated

outcomes in intrastate ethnic conflicts.10 The general logic of this tradeoff is that mediation,

especially when the mediator relies on leverage, can facilitate the ability for the combatants

to recognize mutually preferable agreements, give political cover for concessions, provide in-

centives that expand the set of mutually preferable alternatives, and offer post-conflict security

guarantees. Relevant to the long run, the involvement of an intermediary can introduce artifi-

cial incentives for peace that do not persist and interfere with the ability for the actors to fully

understand each other.

At the same time, we must be careful not to make the wrong inferences from ‘negative’ cases

in which mediation does not help foster conflict resolution because of the inherent difficulty in

examining the impact of mediation when it is not randomly assigned to cases. The set of crises

that experience mediation is likely to be very different, in terms of the ex ante likelihood of me-

diation success, than the set of crises that did not experience mediation or experienced media-

tion of another type. For example, if mediators generally intervene in intractable situations, the

conflicts that never experience mediation are likely to be more amenable to successful peace-

10Other work has similarly considered how third parties can interfere with the combatant incentives to fully
resolve their conflicts. See, for example, Greig and Diehl (2005), Svensson (2009), Zartman and Touval (2007) and
Gurses et al. (2008).
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making. Without accounting for the non-random selection of mediation as a type of treatment

for conflict, causal inference of the impact of mediation is difficult because we must separate

the effects of mediation on the conflict outcome from the effects of the contextual factors that

are correlated with both mediation incidence and effectiveness. If actors only prefer mediation

to negotiations when the barriers to successful resolution are high, then mediation is predis-

posed to higher failure rates, and will appear to have less positive impact than it really does.

This would be a form of endogeneity bias or selection effects.

Scott Sigmund Gartner has shown that it is crucially important to distinguish between se-

lection effects—the part of the relationship between mediation and peaceful outcomes that can

be explained by the types of cases that experience mediation—and process effects—the part of

the relationship that is actually attributable to the involvement of the third party (Gartner 2011,

2013, Gartner and Bercovitch 2006). Increasingly scholars have used rational bargaining frame-

works to study the selection processes behind mediation incidence and, in so doing, allow us

to better understand the baseline against which we should compare mediation outcomes.11

These studies also help us understand and address the related problem of selection bias, dis-

cussed later, which is likely to plague analyses of data sets that only include mediated cases.

Insincere Negotiations

While the existing literature has helped us understand how mediation relates to a number of

barriers to efficient bargaining, an important piece is missing. Neither the overall bargaining

11See, for example, Beardsley (2010), Beardsley and Lo (2013a), Bercovitch and Jackson (2001), Böhmelt (2009),
Crescenzi et al. (2011), Greig (2005), Greig and Diehl (2006), Greig and Regan (2008), Hensel (2001), Melin (2011),
Melin and Svensson (2009), Mitchell (2002), Mitchell et al. (2008), Shannon (2009) and Terris and Maoz (2005).
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nor mediation literatures have adequately considered the implications for insincere motiva-

tions for peace processes. Many of the bargaining models of war assume that bargaining oc-

curs with no meaningful elapse of time, while much of the mediation literature assumes that

mediators are trying to assist negotiators who are bargaining in good faith. This section devel-

ops an understanding of why bargaining in bad faith is a potentially powerful explanation for

negotiation failure and how mediation can ameliorate the problem.

Like all theories, rational bargaining models make simplifying assumptions in order to get

traction on a particular strategic dynamic. Though these assumptions are necessary for certain

applications, they also obscure interesting bargaining dynamics. A common assumption across

nearly all studies of conflict bargaining in political science is that the exchange of offers during

bargaining happens instantly. This assumption is not usually stated as such; rather, scholars

simply assert that a bargain is crafted, conveyed, and that a response is formed, all with no

change to any conflict-relevant parameters.

Both parts of this assumption, that bargaining is instant and that conflict-relevant parame-

ters do not change during bargaining, are false. In reality, developing and communicating of-

fers can be extremely time-consuming. For example, the negotiations leading to the 2015 Iran

nuclear deal lasted over two years. The fact that bargaining often takes a substantial amount

of time means that the assumption that conflict-relevant parameters remain fixed during bar-

gaining is also false. For example, during the 1994-1995 round of bargaining between the LTTE

and the Sri Lankan government, the rebels ferried heavy weaponry into their areas of operation

from India, including advanced surface-to-air missiles. This is reported to have dramatically

increased their fighting power when the LTTE broke off these insincere negotiations.

Once we relax these assumptions, we begin to understand how disputants may have incen-
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tives to bargain insincerely—that is, to bargain in order to gain power and then return to con-

flict, with no intention of settling. A limited amount of literature has examined these ‘devious’

disputants. Ikle (1964), in an important early work, points out that negotiations can be used to

divide a good, but they can also be used for their ‘side effects.’ One side effect that Ikle notes is

the ability for negotiations to be used as a stalling tactic, allowing disputants to rest, rearm, and

become better prepared for an anticipated return to conflict. Richmond (1998) coined the term

‘devious disputants’ to refer to those that undertake bargaining with their adversaries with no

intention of striking a bargain.

Two factors allow for insincere negotiations to transpire: the difficulty of monitoring one’s

opponent during ceasefires, and the observational equivalence of hard bargaining and stalling.

Without these, the disputant at risk of being taken advantage of would simply walk away from

negotiations when it realized its adversary did not intend to settle. We briefly examine why both

conditions are often present and thus why the problem of insincere bargaining is widespread.

The monitoring of ceasefire agreements is a difficulty that is well-studied. Wal notes that,

after a rebel group and a government have agreed on how to divide a country and its leader-

ship, they are stuck with the difficult task of implementing that agreement. Often, this means

transitioning from a period of ceasefire to one of demilitarization and shared responsibility for

security and governance. Walter argues that monitoring whether or not the opponent is abiding

by a ceasefire is difficult because violations are easy to carry out in secret, and because sides are

unlikely to permit each other access to their areas of operations. Furthermore, actions that bol-

ster a state’s resolve by communicating the value of the good in dispute are not usually thought

of as violations at all. Walter argues that ceasefire monitoring is so difficult for disputants that

they will often need the assistance of outside parties to help with monitoring and verification.

12



Monitoring a ceasefire that precedes or co-occurs with active bargaining is no less difficult. Ac-

tors are unlikely to be able to observe whether their opponent is taking steps to increase its

power during the ceasefire, both because the task is inherently difficult, and because of the lack

of proximity to the other side’s forces.

The problem of adjudicating between hard bargaining and stalling is similarly rampant.

Hard bargaining over a zero sum good and stalling are observationally equivalent. This obser-

vational equivalence comes from the fact that disputants bargaining under uncertainty can use

delay as a way to demonstrate their resolve. Admati and Perry (1987) show that bargainers can

avoid making or accepting offers in order to signal the relative strength of their bargaining po-

sition, while Cramton (1992) demonstrates a similar dynamic in games that feature two-sided

uncertainty. Given the zero-sum, high stakes nature of conflict bargaining, we should expect

disputants to use this and other tactics to try to maximize their share of the disputed good. The

fact that stalling is useful to sincere bargainers makes disputants unable to discriminate be-

tween opponents who are holding out for a better offer and those that are merely stalling in a

bid to gain strength during the lull in fighting.

Bargaining with insincere motivations is not just a problem for bilateral bargaining but

could especially apply to the involvement of third-party conflict managers. Richmond (1998)

delineates a bundle of assets that often accompany instances of mediation that disputants may

attempt to attain in spite of having no desire to settle. Mediation, aside from offering a chance

at settling a dispute, allows disputants to regroup, reorganize, search out allies, gain recognition

and legitimacy for their side, save face, and defer making costly concessions.12

12Beardsley (2009) uses the presence of devious disputants to help explain the prevalence of low-capacity medi-
ators.
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Richmond (1998) considers how mediation might sometimes be used as a stalling tactic,

but he does not consider how some forms of mediation, specifically those that bring substan-

tial leverage to bear on the bargaining process, can actually provide a critical solution to the

problem of bargaining in bad faith. Danneman (2013) shows formally that mediators can use

leverage to reduce the problem of insincere bargaining. His model establishes a novel role for

third party actors who want to help arrest conflicts: enforcing the tacit agreement to bargain.

Mediators might impose costs on bad-faith negotiators via a number of means. The me-

diators might threaten to withdraw material support, akin to Gerald Ford’s threat to ‘reassess’

the provision of military aid from the USA to Israel when negotiations for a second Sinai dis-

engagement agreement had stalled (Stein 1999, 176). The mediators might also threaten to

withdraw less tangible diplomatic support that could affect the geostrategic positioning of the

adversaries, akin to Jimmy Carter’s threats to Anwar Sadat at Camp David—that Egypt would

be less secure in preventing the Soviet Union and radical Arabs from gaining a foothold in the

region without staunch US support—as Sadat’s delegation prepared to leave prior to the con-

clusion of a peace agreement (Carter 1982, 392). Moreover, mediators might publicly blame an

intransigent party, akin to James Baker’s threats to the ‘leave the dead cat on the doorstep’ of

the parties most responsible for scuttling the Madrid peace process (Baker III 1999, 188).

Being seen as willing and able to impose costs on disputants who agree to bargain but then

fail to make or accept reasonable proposals helps disputants strike more bargains. The mecha-

nism at work has two components. Foremost, third parties help make suspicious states come to

the table—a necessary condition for reaching a settlement. In the absence of a third party, there

are a wide range of circumstances under which a suspicious state would prefer to fight rather

than making an offer. Secondly, the threat of costs imposed by a third party pushes potentially

14



insincere negotiators to accept a wider envelope of offers. This function of mediation comports

with the classic ‘sticks and carrots’ view of what a mediator does (Touval and Zartman (1985a);

Schrodt and Gerner (2004)). However, in this context the stick does not help disputants over-

come an empty bargaining range created by uncertainty; rather, the stick helps an ascendant

disputant commit to an otherwise unacceptably small division of a good. Stated differently,

third parties help disputants tie their hands (Fearon 1997).

The core proposition advanced in this paper is that mediators who disputants expect to

impose greater costs for intransigence are more likely to assuage concerns over insincere bar-

gaining than are mediators who disputants expect to impose lesser costs for intransigence. We

capture the concept of perceived or expected costs imposed for intransigence by measuring a

potential mediator’s ability to impose costs, and its willingness to do so. The combination of

these factors, we argue, captures expected costs for intransigence. More directly, we expect that

strong and interested mediators are more likely to generate successful instances of mediation

than their less powerful and less interested counterparts.

In what follows, we test this expectation using quantitative data of conflict and peace pro-

cesses. It is important to note that the expected patterns of behavior could be consistent with

observationally equivalent claims that stronger and more willing third parties are the types that

can better leverage the disputants to reach short-term agreements sooner rather than later—

more by enticement than by resolving the potential for insincere bargaining considered here.

We recognize this issue and do not disagree with the potential for these types of mediators to

have other effects on the likelihood for settlement beyond reducing the manipulation of the

bargaining process. We therefore offer caution in concluding too much from the following test.

While the findings are consistent with the preceding logic, without further tests that can distin-
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guish our mechanism from other mechanisms, the findings remain suggestive.

Empirical Analysis

Inference in the Study of Mediation Outcomes

There are several potential threats to inference that must be accounted for when using obser-

vational data on conflict mediation. Foremost, mediator characteristics, such as strength and

interest, may be correlated with factors that make mediation more or less likely to be successful.

For instance, mediators are known to be active in cases that are less likely to be resolved, such

as those with high levels of violence (Gartner and Bercovitch (2006), Gartner (2011)). This threat

to inference arising from confounding can be ameliorated by accounting for likely confounding

covariates in a regression framework.

More troubling than simple confounding is the fact that mediators, by definition, are only

present in a conflict if both the mediator in question and both parties to the dispute want me-

diation to occur. This opens any analysis of mediation efficacy to the possibility that unobserv-

able or unmeasured factors may influence the process of mediation onset and the process that

leads to mediation outcomes. Importantly, these unobserved or unmeasured factors could be

related to why mediators intervene, or they could be related to why disputants accept medi-

ation, or both. In the language of econometrics, there could be selection bias present due to

unobservable factors related to mediator or disputant motivations.

A potential driver of selection bias is the prior belief each disputant has related to its oppo-

nent being able to reap a large power shift during bargaining. This unobservable factor would
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cause mediation to be less likely to begin, and more likely to fail once begun. Consequently, an

analysis of what factors make mediation more or less effective that only looks at the set of medi-

ation cases would tend to mis-estimate the actual effect of this problem of power shifts during

bargaining. A careful empirical examination will need to begin by being wary of the threat of

selection bias (Heckman 1979). We thus use a Heckman probit (also known as a censored pro-

bit) model to simultaneously estimate the occurrence of mediation and the characteristics that

shape whether it is effective.

An additional threat to inference is that instances of mediation are not randomly assigned

with respect to a conflict’s history. Conflicts that attract offers of mediation tend to attract sev-

eral of them in close succession, while those that attract few offers in a given period are likely

to continue to be unmediated in the future (Greig and Regan 2008). We account for the tempo-

ral effects of mediation offers on subsequent offers by including the time since last mediation

offer by any party, its square, and its cube (Carter and Signorino 2010). Finally, conflicts almost

certainly exhibit conflict-specific characteristics that make assuming independence across ob-

servations untenable. We employ bootstrapped standard errors to generate accurate estimates

of uncertainty in the models presented below.

Concepts and Measures

This paper tests the proposition that mediators who are stronger and more interested are more

successful in their efforts to foster settlements than weaker, less interested ones. Testing this

hypothesis requires measurements for three concepts: mediator interest, mediator strength,

and mediation success. As a scope condition, we only consider the characteristics of third-
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party states so that the the observations are comparable—the leverage and interests that states

have are not easily comparable to the leverage and interests that other types of third parties

might have.13

In terms of interests, why might a third party state be particularly interested in generating a

peaceful solution to a civil war? To address this, we draw on two literatures. Civil wars are prob-

lematic for nearby states for a whole host of security reasons. Foremost, civil wars cause civil

wars in nearby states(e.g. Buhaug and Gleditsch (2008)). Civil wars are massively destructive to

a state, and threaten the tenure of those in power. As such, concerns about their spread should

motivate nearby states to take an active interest. Secondly, civil wars depress the economies of

nearby states, causing a loss of domestic support and financing (Murdoch and Sandler 2004).

Danneman and Ritter (2013) show that civil war in neighboring states prompts leaders to take

preemptive, repressive action in hopes of quelling future dissent. However, this repression may

risk increasing domestic tensions. Civil wars also generate massive public health externali-

ties that hurt nearby states (Ghobarah et al. 2003). Finally, civil wars create refugee flows that

inflame security and distributional concerns in nearby states (Salehyan and Gleditsch 2006).

Overall, security concerns likely prompt states to be particularly concerned with ending civil

wars.

A second factor that might motivate a state to take costly action to end a civil war is money.

Civil wars are not only caused by dismal economic performance, they cause it as well (Ghobarah

et al. 2003). A precipitous drop in imports and exports from a major trading partner due to civil

war is likely to have adverse effects on nearby countries. Though economic actors in some

13Future research might consider how other types of third parties such as international organizations and private
citizens would compare to state actors in their potential leverage and interests.
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sectors may be able to shift their trading profiles, others will not. Furthermore, even those who

can trade elsewhere will find the change costly. In sum, then, economic interests are likely to

cause states to be concerned with ending civil wars.

In addition to these ‘hard’ or realist factors, liberal factors may generate interest in resolv-

ing a civil war as well. Adler and Barnett (1998) argue that security communities can form re-

gionally, and that states therein take each others’ security very seriously. These actors are of-

ten initially driven by small gains from cooperation, but eventually these relationships develop

to the point where nations feel a sense of kinship and responsibility to each other. Similarly,

Crescenzi et al. (2011) find empirically that democracies feel normative pressure to assist one

another through the provision of conflict mediation services, and also find that mediation is

more likely to come from nearby states.

Importantly, the security, economic, and communal factors that generate interest in civil

war termination are all intimately tied to geography. Civil wars cluster tightly in space (Buhaug

and Gleditsch 2008). The economic externalities associated with conflict and refugees flow out-

wards from a conflict’s center. Refugees rarely have the capacity to get further away from a

conflict than across a single border (Salehyan and Gleditsch 2006); communicable disease usu-

ally does not outpace them. Trade between nations is very strongly predicted by geographic

proximity, so much so that baseline models of trade draw their name from physical models of

gravity, in which distance is a key component. Finally, the sense of community among nations

is often related to relationships based in common language, ethnicity, and economic interest,

all of which are highly correlated with proximity.

Not every proximate nation will be equally interested in resolving a given conflict. However,

we expect geographic distance to capture most of these drives, and serve as a reasonable proxy
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for how important any given state feels it is to quell civil conflict in another state. Generally, this

measurement strategy is similar to the one employed by Danneman and Ritter (2013) in that

both use a general variable to capture the influence of several potential direct causes.

Measuring a state’s capacity to inflict costs for intransigence is similarly complicated. States

exert pressure on one another in a host of ways, though not every way is equally available to

all states. Foremost, states may use military pressure or coercion to get disputants to make

and accept reasonable bargains. Favretto (2009) shows convincingly that military coercion can

be used, when credible, to generate agreement. Coercion can be in the form of direct military

action,14 threats to withdraw military support, or threats against the diplomats themselves.15

States can also pressure other actors economically. Promises to increase aid upon agree-

ment, or withhold it in response to intransigence, are common. For example, in 1979 the United

States promised, and has delivered, a flow of continued economic and development aid to

Egypt contingent upon its signing the 1979 treaty with Israel. This aid is non-trivial: it amounts

to around $1.3 billion annually (US Department of State 2012) and its threatened withdrawal

in response to recent political violence in Egypt caused widespread concern in Egypt. Trade

restrictions can also serve as a source of leverage, as can sanctions (Tsebelis 1990).

The mechanism through which a mediator employs leverage is unimportant to the theory

of intra-bargaining commitment. The theory merely stipulates that the ability to use leverage,

in combination with incentives to do so, is crucial. Thus, like the use of distance to account for

the multiple potential causes of interest, we use a state’s major power status as a proxy for its

generalized ability to impose costs.

14E.g. the US in the Balkans.

15E.g. Quaddhafi with N. and S. Yemeni diplomats in 1972.
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As alluded to above, closeness is likely a noisy measure of interest, and major power status

is likely a noisy measure of leverage. Insofar as the noise in these measures is merely noise,

and is uncorrelated with other concepts, this noise serves to make the tests of the hypothesis

presented here more conservative by causing attenuation bias.

The final concept to be operationalized is mediation success. In terms of the theory being

tested here, mediation success is a short-term concept that deals with the extent to which me-

diators are able to help disputants reach settlements. This concept is intentionally narrow; it

is not meant to include the durability of settlements, how the disputants view the fairness of

settlements, or any other facet of agreements. From the point of view of the intra-bargaining

commitment theory, an instance of mediation is successful if a settlement is reached, and un-

successful if, instead of reaching some agreement, the disputants return to violent conflict.

We use Bercovitch’s coding of settlement from the International Conflict Management (ICM)

dataset. Specifically, we create a variable that takes on a value of one if a full or partial settle-

ment is reached, and zero otherwise. This variable captures the concept of short-term bar-

gaining success, and thus mirrors the concept described in the theory nicely. Understanding

short-term bargaining success is also important for practical and humanitarian reasons. On

the pragmatic side, questions about settlement duration and settlement enforcement are all

moot unless disputants can agree to a settlement in the first place. On the humanitarian side,

settlements, even short-lived ones, can still afford time for aid workers to assist with refugee

relocation, dispersing food aid, and providing medical assistance to soldiers and bystanders

(Touval 1995).
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Data and Model

We analyze a dataset of potential and actual third party mediation efforts. To construct this

dataset, we began with the Greig and Regan (2008) potential intervenor-conflict-year dataset.

This dataset has an observation for every potential state mediator, for every civil conflict, in

every year that that conflict persisted. Thus, an observation in that dataset is, for example,

Germany-Surinam Guerilla Insurgency-1993. As in, during 1993 the Surinam Guerilla Insur-

gency (a civil war) was ongoing, and Germany was a state in the system, and thus could have

offered to mediate. We then add data on mediation outcomes from the ICM dataset (Bercovitch

2000). We chose to keep all observations when there are multiple instances of mediation in a

single intervenor-year.

As mentioned above, we utilize a Heckman probit model to account for the possibility of

selection bias. In the dataset, there are 173,017 potential or actual intervenor-years. Of these,

241 experience a mediation effort. We use Bercovitch’s coding of mediation success, in which

each mediation instance leads to a full or partial settlement, or is coded as being unsuccessful.

Of the 241 mediation efforts, 108 reach some degree of settlement.

The first equation in the selection model estimates the probability of mediation occurrence.

We analyze all potential intervenors, rather than just each conflict-year, in order to account for

both supply- and demand-side unobservables that may generate selection bias. We model me-

diation onset as a function of both dispute and potential mediator factors. Dispute-specific

variables include the duration of the dispute to date, in years; the log of the number of battle

deaths in the dispute to date; the sum of previous mediation efforts in the dispute; and the

number of years since the last mediation effort (and its square and cube), to account for dura-
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tion dependence. As mediator-specific characteristics, we include historic ties to the country in

conflict; major power status; the distance from the potential intervenor to the conflict; and the

interaction between distance and major power status. The data on mediation onsets, mediator

characteristics, and historic ties come from Greig and Regan (2008). The distance between po-

tential intervenors and the civil war state is taken from the C-Shapes R package, and utilizes the

inter-border distances between states (Weidmann and Gleditsch 2010).16 Summary statistics

are presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Summary Statistic

Variable Min 1Q 2Q (Mean) 3Q Max

Log Battle Deaths 0 5.3 6.9 8.2 12.8
Major Power 0 .0.4 1
Closeness 0 0.60 1.0 1.53 9.4
Closness*MP 0 0 0 0 9.4
Historic Ties 0 0.01 1
Sum of Previous Acceptances 0 0 0.01 0 5
Dispute Duration 1 3 7 14 52
Mediation Efforts 241
Mediation Successes 108

Summary statistics for variables used in the selection model. Values are
shown for the minimum, first, second, and third quartiles, and maximum
of continuous variables. Values are shown for the minimum, mean, and
maximum of dichotomous variables.

In the outcome equation, we predict the probability of any settlement, whether partial or

full under the Bercovitch codings, being reached. The theory predicts that interested, capa-

ble mediators should generate a higher probability of mediation success. As such, we include

closeness, major power status, and the interaction of these two variables. Since the relationship

between the probability of mediation success and mediator characteristics may vary by level

of costs of conflict, we control for the log of cumulative battle deaths. Following Achen (1986),

16We take the log of this variable, and reverse code it into a variable called ‘closeness,’ which takes its minimum
for states on opposite sides of the globe, and its maximum for contiguous states.
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we limit the amount of miscellaneous control variables in the outcome equation, as doing so

may worsen the estimate of the treatment effect. Furthermore, few standard controls are likely

to correlate with the specific mediator characteristics examined here (power and distance) and

mediation acceptance. As a final rationale for utilizing a minimal set of controls in the out-

come equation, there are only 241 uncensored observations, making the use of more than 4

covariates in the outcome equation questionable. Finally, we bootstrap the standard errors on

conflict, as heckman probit models generate poor estimates of uncertainty, and because the

errors are likely to be correlated within conflicts (Brandt and Schneider).

Table 2: Selection Model Results
Variable Coefficient 95% CI

Mediation Outcome
Log Battle Deaths -0.07 (-0.16, 0.02)
Closeness 0.08 (0.02, 0.15)
Major Power 0.13 (-0.60, 0.83)
Closeness*MP 0.24 (0.03, 0.60)
Constant -1.31 (-2.46, -0.06)

Mediation Onset
Time -0.20 (-0.28, -0.15)
Time2 0.007 (0.003, 0.016)
Time3 -0.00005 (-0.0002, -0.00001)
Closeness 0.16 (0.14, 0.17)
Major Power 1.33 (1.17, 1.50)
Closeness*MP -0.15 (-0.22, -0.09)
Historic Link 0.53 (0.35, 0.70)
Duration 0.06 (0.03, 0.12)
Duration2 -0.002 (-0.004, -0.0007)
Sum(Acceptances) 0.59 (0.50, 0.67)
ln(Battle Deaths) -0.007 (-0.03, 0.02)
Constant -3.25 (-3.48, -3.03)
rho 0.48 (0.21, 0.72)

Heckman probit results. N=173,017 with 1,000 bootstrapped samples. Note
the highly statistically significant positive correlation between the selection
and outcome equations, rho. This result means that the selection model
setup is necessary.
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Table 2 reports the results of the bootstrap estimation of the Heckman probit model.17 An-

alyzing the degree of support for the hypothesis requires generating predicted probabilities of

mediation success for both types of mediators, and comparing them directly. Figure 1 depicts

the predicted probability of mediation success across the range of closeness, for both major

powers and non-major powers, with the log of battle deaths held at its mean. The graphic

makes it clear that major power mediators in close proximity to civil wars are highly effective

mediators, generating settlements in a predicted 98% of mediation efforts. Meanwhile, media-

tors who are not major powers, and who are far from the disputants they are serving, are much

less effective, generating settlements in a predicted 6% of mediation efforts. This difference is

highly statistically significant (p<0.001).

We additionally perform a number of robustness checks, not shown. The first set of robust-

ness checks, along with the basis expansion model, demonstrates that the exact specification

of the selection stage does not influence the results in the outcome stage. The second set of

robustness checks demonstrates that the results of the model are unaffected by limiting the

analysis to observations that conform more closely to the theoretical model’s implied scope

conditions.

17The selection stage estimates are perhaps surprising at first. However, the results from this first stage should
not be given too much credence as there is undoubtedly a large amount of selection bias present in those first-stage
estimates. That is, mediation onset is a result of offers and acceptances, and to estimate unbiased coefficients for
mediation onset, one would have to include a selection stage prior to this. The purpose of the first stage of this
model is not to accurately estimate these coefficients, but to account for a portion of the variation in mediation
onsets in order to estimate the degree of correlation in the errors between this stage and the outcome equation.
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Figure 1: Estimated Probability of Mediation Success: Bootstrapped Estimates

Predicted probability of settlement across the range of closeness, for both
major powers and non-major powers. Bold lines denote estimates; lighter
lines indicate 95% confidence intervals. The rug along the x-axis depicts
jittered observed instances of closeness. This graphic displays strong sup-
port for the hypothesis that close, major power mediators are much more
successful than far-flung, non-major power mediators.

Conclusions

We have argued that mediators can address an overlooked barrier to efficient bargaining—that

disputants often have incentives to use negotiations insincerely as a stalling tactic in order to

improve their negotiating position. Third parties, when they are willing and able to punish bad-

faith bargaining, can reduce the potential gains that ascendant (potentially devious) disputants

might have to prolong talks. Results from a quantitative analysis of conflict management events

is consistent with this argument; mediators that are powerful and proximate to the disputants
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do quite well in securing peace agreements with few instances of failed talks.18 These findings

are robust to concerns about selection bias and time dependency.

This theory of intra-bargaining commitment dynamics implies that some of what we know

about conflict mediation onset is right, but for the wrong reasons. In studies of mediation out-

comes, it is common (and important) to account for the non-random assignment of mediation

to conflicts. Studies that use this empirical strategy have often noted that mediation ‘goes to the

hard cases. That is, disputants and mediators opt into mediation when conflict-level character-

istics do not favor resolution (see especially Gartner and Bercovitch (2006)). However, this find-

ing may be driven by its contrapositive. The theory put forward here shows that mediation can

be useful to disputants who fear intra-bargaining commitment problems across a wide range

of situations. However, bilateral talks are only feasible under more favorable conditions, when

concerns about commitment are less pressing. Thus, it may not be the case that mediation goes

to difficult cases, but rather that negotiation does not happen in difficult cases.

The theory set out above also helps make sense of a poorly explained empirical regularity:

great powers rarely seek the assistance of mediators. For instance, in the domain of enduring

rivalries, Greig (2005) finds that major powers are significantly less likely to utilize mediation.

He explains the infrequent use of mediation by great powers as being the result of great powers

disdaining intervention in their affairs. The theory of intra-bargaining commitment dynamics

provides a parsimonious, rationalist account for why strong states are rarely offered mediation,

and why they prefer not to use it when it is offered. Third parties can only serve as efficacious

enforcers of the tacit agreement to bargain if they are willing and able to impose meaningful

18As mentioned above, these findings might also confirm observationally equivalent claims about these types of
mediators, so we present the results as suggestive.
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costs on the disputants for breaking their commitment. It is unlikely that small states would

have this capability with respect to major powers. Other major powers might have sufficient

enforcement power, but using it against a fellow major power would require a large amount of

coercion. This may be untenable because of the possibility of provocation, or because doing so

would be unpalatable to the domestic audience of the potential intervenor or the major power

in the dispute.
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