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Abstract 

This thesis seeks to understand the phenomenon of attacks against humanitarian workers by 

asking: why are humanitarian workers attacked in some contexts, but not in others? By exploring the effects 

of deterrence as a security strategy, this thesis investigates the direct link between causes of attacks 

against humanitarian workers and humanitarian security. It argues that when humanitarian 

organisations involve peacekeepers directly in their humanitarian relief activities, this is likely to 

lead to a decrease in attacks. This is because peacekeepers are armed and able to function as a 

capable and credible counterthreat against belligerents for humanitarian organisations. A game-

like theoretic model of the decision-making sequence leading up to attacks in the humanitarian 

space is applied to illustrate this. The theoretical argument is tested quantitatively on freshly 

collated data on peacekeeping activities using a negative binomial count model. Unexpectedly 

however, the results reveal a contradictory relationship to the hypothesis. Directly involving 

peacekeepers in humanitarian relief activities is associated with an increase in attacks against 

humanitarian workers. The surprising results are found to be significant and robust overall. 
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1. Introduction 
For both practitioners and policymakers, attacks against humanitarian workers are an unacceptable 

phenomenon. These incidents represent a deliberate attack on the principle of humanity, which 

humanitarian work is founded upon. It also symbolises an attack against the international 

community, which is often responsible for or heavily involved in the delivery of humanitarian 

assistance. Despite well-established international humanitarian law and the more recent Security 

Council Resolution 1502 outlawing deliberate attacks on humanitarian workers as a war crime, 

these incidents continue to occur (UN SC 2003 in Fast 2010). Many now even declare these types 

of attacks as ‘common in wartime’ (Narang and Stanton 2016, 1). A worrying result of this is the 

effect these incidents have on the ability of humanitarian organisations to provide assistance to 

populations located within violent contexts, who are often in the greatest need of support. 

Attempts to address this problem from the humanitarian community have been at odds with those 

from the peacekeeping field. Concerns for the safety of their ‘humanitarian space’ has led 

humanitarian organisations such as the ICRC to develop groups and initiatives like the Health Care 

in Danger project, which strengthens and maintains the distinction of humanitarian workers from 

other types of actors in the field. In contrast, the UN has been commissioning an increasing 

amount of multidimensional and integrated peacekeeping missions, which encourage the 

amalgamation of political, security and humanitarian actors. Whilst the UN views this strategy as 

a way to reduce challenges, improve service delivery and achieve objectives; humanitarian 

organisations on the other hand, have viewed increased integration with other actors such as 

peacekeepers as a threat to their survival. This has even led to some humanitarian organisations 

withdrawing from contexts or threatening to do so unless UN coordination mechanisms prove 

they are able to improve protection for humanitarian workers (Metcalfe et al.; 2011: 4).  

 

Despite this schism, the phenomenon has not been recognised as a problem in academia to the 

same degree as it has been by practitioners. The majority of scholarship into attacks against 

humanitarian workers comes from grey literature rather than academia. A lack of empirical data 

has made it difficult for theoretically driven, systematic studies to be conducted. Only recently has 

academia begun to explore the phenomenon purposefully by using fresh data, which has allowed 

theoretical arguments to be proposed and tested systematically (Narang and Stanton 2016; Mitchell 

2015). Yet more concerning is the inconsistent application of approaches towards tackling this 

problem that have been applied as a result. As the number of attacks against humanitarian workers 

have increased over the past two decades, multiple policies, practices and strategies have been 

implemented to address the problem. However, many have been selected in line with the 
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preferences and interests of the implementing actor (Fast 2010, 367). For example, the withdrawal 

of NGOs from UN coordination systems by humanitarian organisations exhibits isolationist 

tendencies. This reflects the principle of independence that is coveted by humanitarian 

organisations. Yet, the increase in multidimensional peacekeeping missions by the UN presents a 

contrasting integrationist approach, which reflects the overarching role it has in the international 

system and the multiple demands that are placed upon it. Where one encourages co-existence, the 

other encourages collaboration. These opposing intervention approaches are partly attributable to 

the lack of systematically tested evidence that has been available to policymakers and practitioners 

to base their decisions upon.  

 

This unfortunate reality has exposed a gap in our understanding about the efficacy of the strategies 

being used to address the phenomenon of attacks against humanitarian workers. Therefore, I aim 

to address this research gap by asking the following question: why are humanitarian workers not attacked 

in some contexts, whilst in others they are? By asking this question, I seek to contribute to the field by 

increasing our knowledge about deterrence, one practical strategy currently being used to reduce 

the number of attacks occurring. To explore this, I investigate the effect that direct cooperation 

between UN peacekeepers and humanitarian organisations has on the number of attacks 

experienced by humanitarian workers by applying a game-like theoretic model of the decision-

making sequence leading up to attack occurrences. I argue that by having UN peacekeepers directly 

involved in the implementation of humanitarian programmes, this is likely to reduce the number 

of attacks against humanitarian workers. This is because peacekeepers are armed and therefore, 

they are willing and able to respond to attacks using force. This credible counter-threat means that 

peacekeepers are able to deter attackers and reduce the number of incidents that are experienced 

by humanitarian workers when they directly cooperate on the implementation of humanitarian 

programmes.  

 

To investigate this theory, I use a novel dataset that draws upon data collected from UN Secretary-

General reports between 2004 and 2015 and the Aid Worker Security Database (AWSD). I carry 

out a quantitative study of the phenomenon by using a negative binomial count model and discover 

unexpected results that are statistically significant but contradict the argument proposed. Direct 

cooperation between peacekeepers and humanitarian organisations on the implementation of 

humanitarian programmes is shown to lead to an increase in attacks against humanitarian workers. 

Moreover, these results are even more surprising given the relatively small number of observations 

in the dataset.  
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This thesis shall continue with the following chapter, which outlines the previous literature on the 

phenomenon of attacks against humanitarian workers before presenting the theoretical argument 

for peacekeeping cooperation and deterrence. In the third chapter, the research design for this 

study is described, whilst the main analysis is presented in the fourth chapter. Here, the findings 

are elaborated upon before a discussion on the limitations of the study and alternative explanations 

for the results are given. The last chapter provides a conclusion of the study and identifies key 

areas for further research on the topic.  
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2. Previous Literature 
The body of literature on the phenomenon of attacks against humanitarians has noticeably grown 

over the last two decades since the rate of attack incidents began to substantially rise in 2002. In 

absolute figures, the number of victims of major attacks between 1997-2006 rates nearly doubled, 

whilst 2013 incurred the greatest number of victims so far with 475 humanitarian workers either 

killed, wounded or kidnapped (Stoddard et al., 2006: 11; Humanitarian Outcomes, 2016).  

 

Figure 2: Total Incidents of Attacks against Humanitarian Workers (Humanitarian Outcomes 2017) 

 

The resulting scholarship is a sundry mixture of policy documents, applied research and academic 

studies. Whilst there is a large amount written in relation to the security of humanitarian workers 

during operations, theoretical and systematically-tested research grounded in empirical evidence in 

the subject is limited. Much of the existing work comprises of grey literature, context-specific 

studies or anecdotal accounts documenting attack occurrences. Nevertheless, academia has 

recently identified this research lacuna and begun to address the gap between evidence and 

explanations on the phenomenon. In this section, I begin by outlining the main empirical literature 

on the trends of attacks. Following this, I present the main arguments put forward in the literature 

on the causes underlying attacks against humanitarian workers before highlighting the main 

security strategies that have been developed to respond to increasing attacks. Finally, I close by 

presenting the state of the literature on humanitarian security before identifying the contribution 

this thesis endeavours to bring.  

 

2.1 Causes of Attacks 

Most empirical literature on attacks against humanitarian workers has focused on major types of 

attack, which result in either a death, serious assault or kidnapping of a humanitarian worker (Sheik 
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et al. 2000; Stoddard et al. 2006; 2009; Hoelscher et al. 2015). International interest, overwhelming 

media attention and a lack of data impedes scholarship into attacks that result in minor levels of 

physical injury or none. Nonetheless, the empirical research into attacks against humanitarian 

workers has sought to extract greater understanding by observing the variation in victims of attacks 

according to nationality, gender and type of location (Wille and Fast 2013; Stoddard et al. 2006). 

Another strand has concentrated on the types of incidents experienced whilst a third distinguishes 

the types of perpetrators of attacks (Insecurity Insight 2016; Humanitarian Outcomes 2015; Fast 

2007). Despite the focused orientation of the empirical research on major types of attacks against 

humanitarian workers, it remains tricky to compare the literature. This is because of a lack of 

consensus on key terms such as what defines a humanitarian worker or a security incident (Fast 

2010; 368). For example, some studies and data sources include UN peacekeepers when presenting 

statistics on the number of attacks against humanitarian workers whereas the majority strictly 

distinguish between these actors (Sheik et al. 2000; Stoddard et al. 2006). Nonetheless, established 

data sources such as the Aid Worker Security Database has enabled a consensus to be reached on 

the presence of a general rising trend in attacks against humanitarian workers. However, debate 

continues to surround whether the observed trend results from an increased targeting of 

humanitarian workers or is a straightforward consequence of an increase in the number of 

humanitarian workers operating in the field (Dandoy and Pérouse de Montclos 2013). This dispute 

highlights a critical black box on reliable figures for the total number of humanitarian workers 

active in operations. Although some scholars have tried to use denominators and internal records 

to overcome it, the debate remains unsettled on whether the proportion of humanitarian workers 

being attacked has increased or remains static (Dandoy and Pérouse de Montclos 2013; Stoddard 

et al. 2006; 2009). 

 

Despite this black box, scholarship into the drivers behind attacks against humanitarian workers 

can be divided into internal and external causes. The former assigns greater agency to humanitarian 

organisations than the latter, by examining their internal characteristics and behaviour with a 

critical perspective and identifying patterns correlated with attacks (Fast 2014). This strand has 

found that humanitarian organisations engaging with beneficiaries from both sides of a conflict 

and partaking in multiple activities whilst providing material aid experience a higher frequency of 

attacks (Fast 2007). Humanitarian organisations with objectives beyond relief to target improved 

human rights are also shown to experience a greater number of attacks because of the impact this 

work has on belligerent support from the civilian population (Murdie and Stapley 2014).  
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The strategic value of civilians in the violence dynamics affecting the occurrence of attacks against 

humanitarian workers has also been highlighted in the literature on external causes. This body of 

research is much larger than the scholarship into internal causes. This is due partly to the greater 

ease of accessing data and partly due to the chronicle of exceptionalism that has historically 

protected humanitarian workers from critique due to the ‘good work’ that they pursue (Fast 2014). 

The main arguments proposed in this literature are that attacks against humanitarian workers occur 

as a result of the resources they bring into a resources-deprived environment or the politicisation 

of aid. The resource proponents claim that by providing valuable goods and services to civilian 

populations, this gives incentives to armed actors to carry out attacks because of looting 

opportunities and the effect these have on civilian support for armed groups (Wood and Sullivan 

2015). Empirical evidence has shown that this mechanism is more likely to explain non-state armed 

group violence than government violence (Wood and Sullivan 2015). Non-state armed actors often 

function to challenge the authority of the government. Therefore, humanitarian organisations are 

perceived as providing public goods and services that reinforce government authority, which 

undermines civilian support for insurgents and their relative strength (Narang and Stanton 2016). 

One nuance of this is that humanitarian workers are strategically targeted but because of their 

unarmed and easy accessibility making them easier to attack than other actors such as the military 

or peacekeepers ((Tardy 2011: 162).  

 

The second argument proposed is the politicisation of aid. This is the most popular but most 

contentious explanation because evidence has been scant until recently. Therefore, opinions have 

been stark and contradictory, often reflecting the school of thought or practise of the advocate 

(Fast 2010, 367). According to this line of reasoning, attacks against humanitarian workers occur 

because humanitarian work has been co-opted by military and political actors for instrumental 

purposes such as winning support from local populations for military interventions (Fast 2010, 

377-378). This explanation contrasts the resource argument by implying that humanitarian workers 

would not be targeted if humanitarian activities were not being exploited for political purposes 

that provoke belligerents to attack. A similar argument asserts that cooperation between 

humanitarian workers and military personnel leads to an increase in attacks on humanitarian 

workers because of the blurred distinction between the two actors that results in the eyes of 

belligerents (Waldman 2009, 16-17). Although the argument is intuitive and has received acclaim 

from humanitarian organisations, the evidence to support this remains largely anecdotal. 

Furthermore, one context that has seen a notable amount of research into this line of reasoning is 

Afghanistan. A recent quantitative study into the Provincial Reconstruction Teams in Afghanistan 
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to has found no support for this explanation (Mitchell 2015). The politicisation of aid explanation 

assumes that belligerents only target political actors. Therefore, attacks against humanitarian 

workers are an unfortunate result of their neutral and accepted status at the local level being lost.  

 

2.2 Humanitarian Security 

The variety in proposed causes for attacks against humanitarian workers has led to several 

strategies being developed and applied to tackle the problem. The first recommends strict 

compliance with the principles of humanitarian action. These historical principles have 

traditionally guided the work of humanitarian workers and are comprised of humanity, neutrality, 

impartiality and independence (Metcalfe, Haysom and Gordon 2012, 3). It is argued that by 

adhering to these principles, humanitarian workers are protected from attacks during operations 

because these principles materialise a tacit agreement between humanitarian workers and 

belligerents. By not interfering with the actions of belligerents, humanitarian workers are granted 

safe and secure access to deliver assistance to populations in need (Leader 2000 in Collinson and 

Elhawary 2012, 3). This strategy responds directly to the arguments made in the literature for 

attacks against humanitarian workers being caused by the politicisation of aid. Key principles 

affecting practical operations are neutrality, independence and impartiality. Even official doctrines 

and policies from both the humanitarian community and wider UN, emphasise the maintenance 

of a clear distinction between humanitarian workers and other types of interveners such as 

peacekeepers (DPKO 2008; Metcalfe, Haysom and Gordon 2012). However, systematically-tested 

evidence to support the positive effects of this security strategy is yet to be presented in the 

literature despite the high regard held for it in the practitioner community. In fact, others contend 

that (Donini et al. 2008, 25): 

 

“While humanitarians would like to think that more rigorous respect of humanitarian principles 

acts as their best protective shield, this remains true more in the negative than in the positive in 

the sense that non-respect of principles increases staff insecurity.” 

 

Recognising that these principles have been used as a “magical shield” against attacks by 

humanitarian practitioners for decades, research into humanitarian security has developed several 

security strategies in response to the increase in attacks (Fast 2014, 241). The main three are 

acceptance, protection and deterrence and these are conceptualised as a security triangle (Van 

Brabant 2000). Using these strategies, humanitarian organisations do not assert a departure from 

the founding principles of humanitarian action. It is argued that using these security strategies 
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Humanitarian 

Space 

allows humanitarian organisations to continue operating in a practical manner that protects their 

humanitarian space. This concept of humanitarian space is defined in various ways in the literature 

but the simplest conceptualisation is the physical space that humanitarian workers function within 

during operations (Collinson and Elhawary 2012, 1).  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Security Triangle (adapted from Van Brabant 2000, 57) 

 

Acceptance is an active strategy that refers to the engagement and development of relationships 

with all sides and communities at the local context level. Protection is a passive strategy that aims 

to minimise the impact of an attack. Deterrence is an active strategy that uses a counter-threat to 

strategically increase costs and reduce the incentives of attacking humanitarian workers. Within 

the literature, acceptance is championed as the ideal because it is the strategy that connects and 

empowers local actors the most by requiring approval for humanitarian organisations and their 

operations to be obtained from all parties on the ground (Fast 2014). However, deterrence is 

implemented only as a last resort because it is the most controversial and is the furthest removed 

from the foundational principles guiding humanitarian work (OCHA 2006; 2007 in Metcalfe, 

Haysom and Gordon 2012, 9). Although other options are available, using a deterrence strategy is 

often understood as integrating armed personnel into the operations of humanitarian organisations 

(Egeland, Harmer and Stoddard 2011, 9).   

 

The use of armed personnel as a humanitarian security strategy has raised great debate amongst 

practitioners and policymakers. The humanitarian community has critiqued the use of deterrence 

by questioning its capability to reduce incidents of attacks against humanitarian workers and 

highlighting the negative long-term impacts it may have on operations (Brooks 2016, 14-15). 

Nonetheless, research has shown that “every major international humanitarian agency has paid for 

armed security in at least one operational context” (Stoddard, Harmer and DiDomenico 2009, 8). 

Similarly, the development of robust, multidimensional UN peacekeeping missions has 

encouraged the integration of humanitarian workers with armed peacekeepers whilst the 

Deterrence 

Acceptance 

Protection 
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protection of civilians has become a staple component of mission mandates (Bellamy and Hunt 

2011; Fortna 2008; Doyle and Sambanis 2007). The rationale behind these developments is that 

peacekeepers function as a deterrent against attacks on civilians (Metcalfe, Haysom and Gordon 

2012, 21-27). However, UN actions have also led to some humanitarian organisations withdrawing 

from coordination mechanisms due to the perceived negative impact on humanitarian security 

(Metcalfe, Haysom and Gordon 2011, 4).  

 

It is evident that there is a fundamental dispute surrounding humanitarian security and the use of 

peacekeepers as a deterrent. However, systematic research into the effect of peacekeepers as a 

deterrence strategy remains missing from the literature. Only one study has begun exploring the 

effect that peacekeepers have on the phenomenon directly by using a global large-N dataset. 

Hoelscher, Miklian and Nygård (2015) find that the size of UN PKOs and those with traditional 

mandates are significant and positively associated with attacks against humanitarian workers. 

However, missions with transformational mandates are not associated with attacks. In contrast, a 

recent qualitative study into MINUSMA, a UN PKO with a transformational mandate, and its 

relationship with humanitarian workers has found that separation is crucial to maintaining 

humanitarian security in this context (Tesfaghiorghis 2016). Given that PKOs with 

transformational mandates have greater levels of interaction between peacekeepers and 

humanitarian workers than traditional missions, these contradictory results present interesting 

findings for the debate. Yet, these pioneering studies leave open puzzling questions on the ability 

of peacekeepers to deter attacks and ensure humanitarian security during operations.  

 

What is needed is a model that can identify and measure the effect of deterrence on attacks against 

humanitarian workers. However, this raises an “empirical conundrum, for how does one prove a 

negative?” (Fast 2014, 244). Nevertheless, the lack of understanding of deterrence as a security 

strategy leaves policies and practices inconsistent and contradictory. Ultimately, it is the 

populations in need of support that suffer the most from this lack of knowledge. Therefore, this 

thesis endeavours to take on this challenge by asking the critical question: why are humanitarian 

workers not attacked in some contexts, whilst in others they are? Drawing upon international 

relations theories of deterrence, I apply this to the context of the humanitarian space; where 

belligerents, peacekeepers and humanitarian organisations operate concurrently. By collecting data 

on the engagement between peacekeepers and humanitarian organisations, I contribute new 

insight into their relationship and deterrence as a security strategy by investigating the impact it 

has on the phenomenon of attacks against humanitarian workers.  
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3. Theoretical Framework 
In this section, I introduce the theory of deterrence before applying this to the humanitarian space 

context. After presenting the game-like decision-making sequence, I identify key assumptions and 

concepts before discussing the applicability of peacekeepers to this context.  

As a theoretical concept, deterrence can be defined as ‘the use of threats by one party to convince 

another party to refrain from initiating some course of action’ (Huth 1999, 26). These threats serve 

to increase the costs of an action to the extent that it becomes preferable to not implement an 

action at all. Theories on deterrence have evolved out of classical deterrence theory, originally 

developed to explain the nuclear threat that emerged between the USA and the Soviet Union 

during the Cold War by key scholars such as Schelling (1966). Whilst multiple scholars have utilised 

the explanatory power of deterrence and contributed theoretical nuances or amendments, the 

application of deterrence theory has remained largely limited to its initial theoretical scope from 

fifty years ago, interstate conflicts (see Johnson, Leeds and Wu 2015, Quackenbush 2011, Zagare 

and Kilgour 2000). Debate exists as to whether the various sub-categories, nuances and revisions 

that have been applied to the theory of deterrence since its inception are distinct enough to be 

treated as individual theories or whether they remain part of one monolithic theory (Quackenbush 

2011, 743). 

Irrespective of which form of deterrence theory is employed, its basic premise is that two actors 

are positioned in a situation of status quo. Utilising a decision-theoretic deterrence approach, one 

actor can be identified as the challenger who wishes to change the status quo whilst the other actor 

is the defender who wishes to maintain this. A series of decision-making interactions is modelled 

from when the challenger considers whether to undertake action to change the status quo, often 

using expected utilities or game theories. Both actors can exchange threats in order to deter the 

other from undertaking action that will result in an outcome contrary to their preferences. The 

interaction or ‘game’ end when conflict occurs between the actors or if the sequence is completed 

without any conflict occurring. From this perspective, deterrence can ultimately be understood as 

a theory about a “strategic relationship” (Zagare and Kilgour 2000). Although deterrence has been 

applied and developed as a state-centric theory, I argue that the underpinning logic of deterrence 

and its foundational roots make the theory applicable beyond an international relations paradigm. 

My point of departure is Zagare and Kilgour (2000, xix), who similarly contend that:  
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deterrence, [is] applicable across the entire spectrum of human interactions… As such, it 

requires a more general treatment than is typically found in the literature of international 

relations. 

Based upon this, I draw upon the conceptualisations of perfect deterrence theory and apply this 

to the context of humanitarian space. I do this by formulating a basic game-like theoretic model 

of the relations between the actors operating in this space. To apply a model of general deterrence 

to the phenomenon of attacks against humanitarian workers, I assume that all actors in the model 

are instrumentally rational. This means that given a set of options, each actor chooses to act 

according to their preferences (Quackenbush 2011, 749). I also assume that attacks involving 

humanitarian workers are deliberate for two reasons. Firstly, the literature I seek to contribute to, 

causes of attacks and humanitarian security, are both built upon this premise (Narang and Stanton 

2016; Brooks 2016). Secondly, if these attacks are random, there would be no relationship between 

humanitarian security strategies and attacks. The same frequency of attacks would occur regardless 

of whether a security strategy is implemented or not. Therefore, in order for a theory of deterrence 

to be relevant, attacks cannot be accidental. When discussing humanitarian organisations or PKOs, 

I refer to the overarching institutional framework within which staff at the individual level operate, 

referred to as humanitarian workers and peacekeepers respectively.  

3.1 Deterrence in a Humanitarian Space  

The phenomenon of interest for this thesis is the occurrence of attacks against humanitarian 

workers. As I am looking at the occurrence of these types of incidents overall, this thesis draws 

upon the category of general deterrence rather than immediate deterrence. General deterrence 

relates to a strategic level of operations. It encompasses policies and practises that seek to prevent 

challengers from carrying out any form of threatening behaviour that demands a change to the 

status quo (Huth 1999, 27). On the other hand, immediate deterrence applies to the tactical level 

so its relevance is endogenous to general deterrence. If general deterrence fails and the challenger 

has engaged in behaviour that threatens the status quo, immediate deterrence are threats that are 

issued at the scene to persuade the challenger to cease their behaviour and withdraw before 

violence occurs. Situating this within the context of this thesis, general deterrence in conflict and 

post-conflict intervention contexts, pertains to the overall policy and practises that humanitarian 

organisations invoke to prevent attacks against humanitarian workers occurring. Humanitarian 

organisations engage in multiple formal, as well as informal policies, practises and groups for the 

purpose of countering the phenomenon of attacks against them (Collinson and Elhawary 2012). 

Therefore, I argue that humanitarian organisations collaborate on this issue as a unified actor, like 
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a state with multiple different sub-entities, in the sense that they are united by the shared purpose 

of countering threats against their survival. In this case, the general phenomenon of attacks against 

humanitarian workers is the threat. In contrast, immediate deterrence applies in situations on the 

ground when individual attackers can be identified as intending to carry out an imminent attack 

against a specific humanitarian actor or group. Therefore, it relates to individual humanitarian 

organisations or workers in a specific situation at the tactical level.  

There are two main actors of interest in this sequence: humanitarian organisations and their 

prospective attackers, belligerents. Theoretically, any actor engaged in an interaction can fulfil the 

role of challenger or defender as long as the actor is willing and able to implement a threat and to 

present this threat first with the intention to change the status quo. The defender in the interaction 

is the recipient of this initial threat. Therefore, the allocation of these identities in the model 

depends on the specific empirical scenario being observed. However, humanitarian organisations 

adhere to the principles of humanitarian action, which precludes their engagement in hostilities 

(Metcalfe, Haysom and Gordon 2012). The possibility of humanitarian organisations consciously 

intending or implementing a threat towards belligerents to change the status quo in an area of 

operations can be ruled out so the role of challenger will always be allocated to the belligerents.  

Therefore, this is an interaction of unilateral deterrence, where only one actor - belligerents - seeks 

to change the status quo (Quackenbush 2011, 750). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



18 
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Figure 3.1: Unilateral game of general deterrence between humanitarian organisations and belligerents in the humanitarian space 

Therefore, I present a two-player unilateral game of general deterrence in Figure 3.1, where the 

Challenger is belligerents whilst the Defender is humanitarian organisations. The starting point is 

that both parties are operating in the same physical space, known as the humanitarian space. At 

node 1, the Challenger (belligerents) can choose to accept the status quo, which results in no 

threats being issued and ends in Outcome A. Alternatively, the Challenger chooses to threaten the 

Defender (humanitarian organisations), which may empirically be observed as types of violent or 

aggressive behaviour directed towards humanitarian workers that do not result in serious or lethal 

injuries such as muggings, car jackings, physical intimidation, verbal or written harassment. Having 

received these threats, at node 2, the Defender (humanitarian organisations) can choose to concede 

and withdraw from the operations context, which ends the sequence at Outcome B. However, if 

the Defender (humanitarian organisations) wishes to continue its operations by defying the threat, 

then the interaction continues to Node 3a or 3b. To arrive at node 3a, the humanitarian 

organisation ignores the threat issued and continues its operations. Observing the lack of response 

to its threat, the Challenger (belligerents) can choose to concede to the defender (humanitarian 

organisations) and back down from its demands, resulting in a continuance of the status quo in 
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Outcome C. Alternatively, the Challenger (belligerents) can choose to defy the counterthreat by 

conducting attacks against the Defender (humanitarian workers), shown in Outcome D. However, 

if the Defender (humanitarian organisations) chooses to issue a counterthreat by involving 

peacekeepers in the direct implementation of their humanitarian tasks, the interaction then 

continues to node 3b. Here, the Challenger (belligerents) can choose to concede to the defender 

(humanitarian organisations) and back down from its demands, resulting in the status quo at 

Outcome E or the Challenger (belligerents) can choose to defy the counterthreat by conducting 

attacks against the defender (humanitarian organisations), shown in Outcome F.  

At the end of this unilateral deterrence sequence, there are three possible outcomes: status quo, 

status quo revised and attacks. Conceptually, status quo is reached when both the Challenger 

(humanitarian organisations) and the Defender (belligerents) continue operating in the same, 

shared physical space after completing the interaction sequence. The second is status quo revised, 

where the Defender (humanitarian organisation) responds by withdrawing from a context, 

resulting in only the Challenger continuing to operate in the space. The third is attacks, which is 

conceptualised as incidents of attack that result in serious or lethal injury to humanitarian workers, 

otherwise known as major attacks to distinguish these from minor attacks that result in lesser 

injuries or none. My conceptualisation of deterrence includes both the threat of and actual use of 

armed force by peacekeepers against belligerents. This is because I am interested in the frequency 

of outcomes resulting in major attacks against humanitarian workers. Therefore, although the 

unilateral sequence of deterrence dictates that armed force by the Defender will only be used in 

response to an attack, I do not account for the number of attacks that do occur but result in minor 

or no injuries to humanitarian workers in this thesis. As a result, it may be that peacekeepers use 

armed force at the tactical level and this deters the occurrence of attacks resulting in major injuries. 

However, this results in the interaction ending t Outcome E. It is not distinguished from non-

attack events where the threat of peacekeepers directly involved in humanitarian tasks is able to 

deter belligerents at node 3b to result in Outcome E as well.  

Although peacekeepers are involved in this interaction, I do not model PKOs as an independent 

actor within this interaction sequence. This is because I assume the preference for PKOs will 

always be to directly support humanitarian organisations by functioning as a counterthreat as they 

carry out their activities when requested. I base this assumption upon two reasons. First, the 

empirical evidence of policies, reports, official statements and mandates demonstrates that the 

responsibility to protect civilians is a well-established duty for UN PKOs in the 21st century 

(DPKO/Capstone 2008, Hultman 2013). Secondly, under the principle of last resort, PKO assets 



20 
 

and resources must be under civilian, not military, control when they are being used for 

humanitarian tasks (Collinson and Elhawary 2012, 9). Therefore, I argue that the relationship 

between humanitarian organisations and PKOs has an asymmetric dynamic; humanitarian 

organisations have the greater authoritative power whilst PKOs have the greater physical power. 

Given this, it is the decision-making preferences of humanitarian organisations that are critical to 

my theory and not PKOs.  

3.2 Defender’s Counterthreat  

Although I model an interaction sequence between humanitarian organisations and belligerents 

from its commencement to conclusion, I limit the focus of this thesis on the humanitarian 

organisations use or non-use of a counterthreat. This means choosing the direct involvement of 

peacekeepers in humanitarian operations. I motivate this limitation because it is only this option 

at node 2 that can lead to possible incidents of attacks against humanitarian workers occurring, in 

accordance with the deterrence model in figure 2.1. Therefore, I assume that belligerents have 

strategic motives to attack humanitarian organisations and intend to augment the status quo 

between them. This is based upon research showing that humanitarian organisations undermine 

civilian support and dependency on belligerents because of the resources and services they bring 

during operations (Wood and Sullivan 2015). This undermines the relative strength of belligerents 

and provides incentives to attack humanitarian workers (Narang and Stanton 2016).  

Figure 2.1 illustrates how the phenomenon of interest for this thesis, attacks against humanitarians 

only becomes a theoretical possibility if the interaction sequence reaches node 3a or 3b. The 

literature on humanitarian security strategies presents withdrawal and armed protection as two 

options that humanitarian organisations can implement under deterrence security strategies as a 

counterthreat. However, applying a game-theoretic model of general deterrence to these policy 

options leads to withdrawal not being conceptualised as a counterthreat. This is because it results 

in the Defender conceding and the demands of the Challenger being met at the end of the 

interaction sequence with the status quo revised at Outcome B. Withdrawal can only be 

conceptualised within the theoretical framework of general deterrence if multiple rounds of 

subsequent interactions are modelled but that is beyond the scope of this thesis. Furthermore, the 

implications of humanitarian organisations withdrawing from an operations context leads to the 

deprivation of urgent, life-saving relief and assistance to those in need. Whereas the focus of 

scholarship into security strategies is on enabling humanitarian organisations to continue 

operations without experiencing attacks whilst operating (Egeland, Harmer and Stoddard 2011; 

Collinson and Elhawary 2012). In contexts with the greatest amount of insecurity, I argue that the 
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need for humanitarian relief and assistance is likely to be the highest. However, the risk of attacks 

against humanitarian workers is also likely to be the highest. Given this dilemma, I contend that 

the likely preference for humanitarian organisations at node 2 is to continue operations rather than 

withdraw when PKOs are present there are still two defiance options available that enable them 

to continue fulfilling the humanitarian purpose of their work. These are to ignore or use a 

counterthreat. Furthermore, the phenomenon of interest for this thesis is the occurrence of attacks 

against humanitarian workers but if humanitarian organisations withdraw from a context, it is 

impossible for this phenomenon to occur. Subsequently, I exclude the withdrawal option and 

narrow the focus of this thesis on the two defiance options available for humanitarian 

organisations to maintain operations at node 2.  

The remaining options at node 2 for humanitarian organisations are to ignore the threat from 

belligerents or to employ the use of armed protection whilst continuing their operations. Ignoring 

threats means maintaining operations as normal, which includes adhering to the principles of 

humanitarian action. Larissa Fast has highlighted the way that these principles have been coveted 

by practitioners as if a “magic shield” against external threats (2014, 234). Therefore, some 

humanitarian organisations may select the option to ignore threatening belligerents at node 2 due 

to their belief in this effect. However, maintaining operations as normal with an adherence to the 

principles of humanitarian action does not communicate a counterthreat to belligerents that 

increases the costs of attacking. Assuming belligerents are rational and their preference is to change 

the status quo, I argue that belligerents are likely to decide to continue pursuing their preferences 

at node 3a by attacking humanitarian workers if humanitarian organisations choose the ignore 

option at node 2. Belligerents are not likely to concede to humanitarian organisations because no 

action has been taken to change the costs or benefits of attacking that is necessary for belligerents 

to change their preferences.  

Alternatively, humanitarian organisations may choose to send a costly signal to belligerents by 

employing armed protection in their humanitarian operations at node 2. Costly signals are defined 

as “actions and statements that clearly increase the risk of a military conflict and also increase the 

costs of backing down from a deterrent threat” (Huth 1999, 31). Applying this definition to the 

context of humanitarian operations, this relates to actions that increase the chances of lethal 

violence occurring if an attack is undertaken by belligerents. The dilemma that faces humanitarian 

organisations then is that they must be willing to have the threat of force or actual force used to 

protect their staff and operations if they choose to employ armed protection as part of their overall 

security framework for operations. The use of armed protection in operations is the most 
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aggressive security strategy available to humanitarian organisations (Brooks 2015). Due to its 

aggressive nature, humanitarian organisations withhold their usage of this strategy except for in 

the most insecure contexts because its implementation fundamentally questions what they are 

willing to do for ‘the greater good’. Condoning the use of violence or armed force fundamentally 

clashes with humanity, the main principle of humanitarian action. Yet, it is exactly this internal 

conflict of principles and priorities I argue, that makes the use of armed protection an effective 

deterrent. By directly involving armed actors in the implementation of their humanitarian tasks, 

humanitarian organisations incur the cost of compromising their principles to signal their resolve 

to belligerents. They communicate that they are willing to tolerate the use of lethal violence against 

belligerents if an attack against humanitarian workers occurs. As a result, this increases the costs 

of carrying out an attack and can deter belligerents from choosing to attack at node 3b by changing 

their preference to status quo.  

The empirical literature shows that humanitarian organisation do use armed protection as a 

deterrence security strategy especially where it is felt that there is little alternative other than to 

withdraw from a context (Stoddard, Harmer & DiDomenico 2009; Van Brabant 2008). This can 

be provided by working with different actors, such as private security companies or peacekeepers, 

who can function as a counterthreat for humanitarian organisations. I argue that working with 

PKOs is likely to be the preferable choice of actor for humanitarian organisations because PKOs 

do not demand payment from humanitarian organisations, which makes them the more financially 

efficient choice. PKOs are also comprised of trained military staff with their own equipment. This 

makes their involvement in the implementation of humanitarian tasks such as aid distribution 

beneficial for humanitarian organisations as they can contribute valuable resources to the 

operations. Therefore, I limit the theoretical scope of this thesis to counterthreats issued by 

humanitarian organisations using peacekeepers as armed protection only.   

3.3 Counterthreat Effectiveness 

According to Huth (1999, 26), an action or statement intended to threaten an opposing actor can 

serve as a deterrent “to the extent that it convinces its target not to carry out the intended action 

because of the costs and losses the target would incur”. At node 3b, the belligerent has received 

the costly signal from humanitarian organisations that they are resolved to maintaining the status 

quo by continuing their operations in cooperation with peacekeepers. According to international 

interventions scholarship, the extent to which this threat is able to deter the preferences of 

belligerents from attacking is determined by its credibility, which is the ability and willingness to 

implement the counter-threat if an attack were to occur (Walter 2002). However, the deterrence 
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literature nuances this further in order to take into account the preferences of the Challenger as 

well (Zagare and Kilgour 2000, 289). In line with this literature, I argue that the effectiveness of 

humanitarian organisation’s counterthreat to deter attacks by directly involving peacekeepers in 

their humanitarian tasks is based upon their capability and credibility.   

Capability refers to the extent to which a threat can hurt the other party, both physically and 

psychologically (Zagare and Kilgour 2000, 290-292). In this context, it means whether the threat 

of peacekeepers using their inflicting serious or lethal injury upon belligerents if an attack occurs 

is perceived as sufficiently high enough to change belligerent preferences from attack to status 

quo. Physical capability is the capacity that peacekeepers have to implement this threat. Although 

not all peacekeepers, such as observers, carry arms, they type of deterrence that is being focused 

on is general and not immediate. Therefore, it is sufficient for PKOs to have a general physical 

capacity to carry out a counterthreat rather than at an individual level. Psychologically, if 

belligerents consider the hurt inflicted by peacekeepers implementing their threat of using armed 

force as less costly than not attacking, the deterrence counterthreat “will always fail” (Zagare and 

Kilgour 2000, 291). Given that all actors are instrumentally rational, for example, belligerents 

driven by ideological motives who prefer benefits that they will reap in the after-life will not be 

deterred from attacking by peacekeepers being used as a counterthreat by humanitarian 

organisations. Therefore, capability is a necessary but not sufficient condition for deterrence to 

succeed in preventing major attacks (Zagare and Kilgour 2000, 292-3). 

Credibility according to perfect deterrence literature, is the extent to which a threat ‘can rationally 

be believed’ (Zagare and Kilgour 2000, 289). Therefore, belligerents will only be deterred if they 

believe that humanitarian organisations will follow through with their threat to inflict lethal injury 

upon belligerents if they attack. If this counterthreat was being signalled through humanitarian 

workers carrying arms, this threat would be less credible given that individual humanitarian 

workers adhere to the principles of humanitarian action and are not specially trained to use 

weapons. However, in this model, humanitarian organisations introduce armed personnel to their 

operations using peacekeepers. Peacekeepers adhere to their mission mandate, which usually 

includes the responsibility to protect civilians, and they are trained to use arms during operations 

(DPKO 2008). This makes the counterthreat of humanitarian organisations more credible because 

peacekeepers implementing the threat at an individual level, can rationally be believed to be willing 

to follow through with armed force if they are attacked.  
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I argue that peacekeepers are likely to be seen as a credible and capable counterthreat for 

humanitarian organisations because literature has found that UN PKOs substantially reduce the 

amount of overall violence that occurs from conflicts (Hultman, Kathman and Shannon 2014; 

Hegre, Hultman and Nygård 2011). Research has also found that UN PKOs reduce violence 

against civilians and that this is most effective when there are larger numbers of military and police 

forces (Hultman, Kathman and Shannon 2013). This is because they are perceived as credible 

deterrents and can position themselves between belligerents to stop fighting occurring due to a 

security dilemma and maintain security in vulnerable areas. Even humanitarian workers concede 

that the presence of a PKO makes the operational environment safer for humanitarian workers 

(Donini et al. 2005).  

Hence, I argue that attacks against humanitarian workers are deliberate and when humanitarian 

workers operate unarmed in high risk contexts, this leaves them vulnerable to attacks. When 

humanitarian organisations directly involve peacekeepers in their humanitarian activities, this 

deters attacks against them because the engagement of armed personnel presents a credible and 

capable counterthreat towards belligerents. This is likely to lead to a decrease in the number of 

attacks against humanitarian workers.  

Based upon this theoretical argument, I put forward the following testable implication: 

Hypothesis: The use of a counterthreat in the form of peacekeeping involvement in humanitarian activities, is likely 

to lead to a decrease in attacks against humanitarian workers.  
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4. Research Design 
To test my hypothesis on attacks against humanitarian workers, I present my research design and 

the rationale behind it in this chapter. This is important because it enables the findings of this 

study to be replicated and facilitates further research. I begin explaining the reasoning behind my 

choice of research methodology before delineating the population and scope of this study. I 

continue by discussing the variables included and presenting the descriptive statistics. Lastly, I 

explain the model that has been chosen for this study.  

 

4.1 Methodology 

I choose to carry out this study using quantitative methodology because research into the 

phenomenon of attacks against humanitarian workers is primarily anecdotal, qualitative or 

generalisable to a specific-context only. Therefore, this study contributes by addressing the 

shortage in quantitative research. Furthermore, although quantitative methods have greater 

difficulty capturing causality than qualitative methods, I prioritise the attainment of greater 

generalisability over a more limited but deeper understanding of causality with this study. This is 

because previous research establishing the relationship between peacekeepers and humanitarian 

security remains scant and fledgling. Therefore, identifying a wider generalisable relationship lays 

a broad foundation for further research into causality.  

 

4.2 Population and Scope 

The population of this study is all contexts with a peacekeeping operation present. To examine 

this, I limit the scope to analyse all contexts with a UN peacekeeping operations present between 

2004 and 2015. It would be ideal to include all contexts that have peacekeeping operations 

deployed, irrespective of the supervising organisation. However, varying data quality and 

availability across deploying organisations motivate the limiting scope to UN peacekeeping 

operations only. In addition, this study is partly motivated by the policy debate that has surrounded 

the doctrinal developments of multidimensional and robust UN peacekeeping missions and their 

effects. Therefore, it is also appropriate to limit the scope of PKOs to UN missions only. 

Subsequently, the generalisability of this study remains global but limited to UN PKOs. It is 

possible that the findings are also generalizable to the wider population of non-UN PKOs but this 

is not tested in this thesis.  

 

Given that the population is limited to contexts with PKOs present, there is a selection bias that 

arises because PKOs are known to be deployed in the most fragile and insecure contexts that are 

in the greatest need of support (Fortna 2008). Therefore, their deployment is not randomly 
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assigned. Additionally, the decisions of humanitarian organisations may also influence the 

determination of the IV and DV if the locations where more humanitarian workers operate and 

are attacked are the places where more peacekeepers are deployed to assist in humanitarian 

activities. The resulting endogenous stratification implies that statistically there is a greater 

likelihood of over-sampling cases with peacekeepers being used as a counterthreat. This is because 

the variation in observations is limited to cases that have been pre-selected into the population due 

to other factors (Hilbe 2007, 166). Whilst this effect is recognised, the population is maintained 

because it is necessary for PKOs to be present in a context for humanitarian organisations to have 

the option to implement a counterthreat and be able to test the theoretical model in Figure 3.1.  

 

The temporal scope of 2004 – 2015 has been set because electronically searchable data for the IV, 

Counterthreat, is only available as far back as 2004 whilst data on the dependent variable, Attacks, 

is only available up to 2015. The unit of analysis is mission-year and this has been chosen to 

accommodate the data used for the IV, because different missions submit reports to the UN SG 

at different intervals depending on their situations. For example, the most common report time 

frame is every three months but some missions report once a month such as UNAMID in Darfur, 

whilst others report once a year such as MINURSO in Morocco. Therefore, when an activity is 

listed in a MINURSO report, I cannot identify to a period narrower than a year, when this activity 

has occurred. Hence, to use a smaller temporal unit of analysis would introduce more standard 

error into the data because I would have to code an activity as occurring over multiple observations 

when it may have only occurred once during the report year. .  

 

4.3 Dependent Variable  

The number of incidents of attacks against humanitarian workers constitutes the dependent 

variable, Attacks, and data for this is drawn from the Aid Worker Security Dataset (AWSD). Attack 

incidents are operationalised as “deliberate acts of violence affecting aid workers”, which are 

“killings, kidnappings, and attacks that result in serious injury” (Humanitarian Outcomes 2017).  

Therefore, this study focuses on major attacks only and does not include minor, every day or non-

violent incidents of attacks. Humanitarian workers are operationalised as per the AWSD 

(Humanitarian Outcomes 2017) definition of:  

 

employees and associated personnel of not-for-profit aid agencies (both national and 

international) that provide material and technical assistance in humanitarian relief contexts. 

This includes both emergency relief and multi-mandated (relief and development) 
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organizations… [it] includes various locally contracted staff (e.g., drivers, security guards, 

etc.), and does not include UN peacekeeping personnel, human rights workers, election 

monitors or purely political, religious, or advocacy organizations. 

 

The AWSD has been selected because it utilises an operationalisation that only includes personnel 

employed to deliver humanitarian relief activities and excludes personnel engaged in peacekeeping, 

peacebuilding or human rights work. This is important to ensure that the operationalised DV 

captures only the hypothesised effect from the IV. This data uses media and NGO sources for its 

information and applies reliability checks by triangulating the evidence before it is used. Some 

scholars have identified wrongly coded incidents in the dataset from attacks that have been falsely 

reported in the media as against humanitarian workers, which does compromise trust in the data 

accuracy (Dandoy and Pérouse de Montclos 2013). Nonetheless, the AWSD is the only 

international and open source dataset on the phenomenon and has been used in the majority of 

previous literature on attacks against humanitarian workers (Stoddard et al. 2006; 2009; Hoelscher, 

Miklian and Nygård 2015). Therefore, by using this dataset, this study is able to build directly upon 

earlier works and facilitate the easy replication and falsification of its findings by future research.  

 

Despite the AWSD data being the most appropriate source for Attacks, it still has limitations. 

There is likely to be an overall bias towards underreporting with this data because humanitarian 

organisations have incentives to protect their image as capable programme providers for donors 

and for recruitment purposes. Furthermore, there may be more incidents reported in later years 

than earlier years due to the increased awareness of humanitarian security issues and development 

of technology available to ease reporting, rather than an actual increase in incidents. However, this 

challenge is applicable to studying the phenomenon generally rather than with the AWSD. 

Therefore, this study focuses on major attacks only and does not include minor, every day or non-

violent incidents of attacks. The explicit focus on major attacks increases the reliability of the data 

findings because humanitarian organisations have a greater duty and are less able to avoid reporting 

when their staff experience incidents of serious assault, are kidnapped or killed. In addition, there 

may be more incidents reported in later years than earlier years due to the increased awareness of 

humanitarian security issues and development of technology available to ease reporting, rather 

than an actual increase in incidents. However, Security Council Resolution 1502 condemning 

attacks against humanitarian workers was passed in 2003 and this suggests that the security 

problem for humanitarian workers must have already been widely recognised by then (UN SC 
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2003 in Fast 2010). Therefore, by beginning the temporal scope of this study from 2004, the 

underreporting bias in the data should be reduced which increases its validity.  

 

4.4 Independent Variable 

The independent variable is Counterthreat, conceptualised as the involvement of peacekeepers in 

humanitarian activities. To operationalise this, Counterthreat is defined as the direct involvement 

of UN PKOs in the implementation of humanitarian activities. UN PKOs are included according 

to the DPKO list of PKOs and mission map (DPKO 2017; DFS 2017). As humanitarian 

organisations can be differentiated between agencies that provide emergency relief and those that 

provide international development or peacebuilding (Mitchell 2015, 4). Mitchell identifies that the 

former adheres to the principles of humanitarian action stringently, especially the principles of 

impartiality and neutrality, whilst the latter are less rigorous on these. Therefore, I have chosen to 

operationalise humanitarian activities by limiting their scope to actions providing emergency relief 

only and exclude international development and peacebuilding activities. This operationalisation 

has been chosen because emergency relief assistance is the type of humanitarian activity that is 

contested about by practitioners regarding who delivers it, how and where (Hoelscher, Miklian and 

Nygård 2015, 8; Fast 2010, 377). Yet, it is also viewed as the most apolitical form of humanitarian 

activity whilst international development and peacebuilding activities being carried out by 

humanitarian organisations is controversial because of its political associations (Goodhand 2006). 

Therefore, focusing on emergency relief increases the ability of the study to test the hypothesis. 

Additionally, this is a better match to the DV data, which codes Attacks occurring if the 

humanitarian worker involved has participated in relief activities.   

 

Data for the independent variable has been coded from UN Secretary-General (UN SG) mission 

reports on peacekeeping operations by searching every UN SG report on a peacekeeping operation 

during the temporal scope of 2004 – 2015. The search term ‘humanitarian’ has been inputted into 

the UN SG reports to locate hits for the term. The sections where these hits are located have then 

been read and qualitatively assessed to determine whether it should be coded as an event of PKO 

humanitarian support. Humanitarian activities are defined for coding purposes as ‘actions that 

provide life-saving relief or assistance by addressing basic human needs’ such as the provision of 

food aid, shelter and medical care. Using this definition presented challenges when coding the data 

as certain PKO actions could satisfy this definition in certain situations whilst not in others. 

Therefore, a list of specific actions that can be considered emergency relief activities has been used 

to delineate the coding boundaries for inclusion in the independent variable. Provided that these 
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activities are conducted for the purposes of addressing immediate or potentially life-threatening 

needs, the following actions are coded as a form of PKO involvement in humanitarian activities: 

escorts, food and water distribution, medical treatment, shelter, logistics, evacuation and patrols. 

For patrols, these are coded as a 1 for peacekeeping involvement in humanitarian activities only 

when these are conducted in areas of specific humanitarian operations such as internally displaced 

persons (IDP) camps. When peacekeepers are reported to have carried out general patrols in the 

mission area of operations, this is coded as a 0. Therefore, indirect activities with humanitarian 

organisations have been excluded, such as coordination, information-sharing and joint mission 

assessments. This is because these do not demonstrate humanitarian organisations using a 

deterrence security strategy with peacekeepers as a counterthreat but are part of ordinary activities 

occurring in a humanitarian space.  

 

Different reporting styles and varying levels of detail in the UN SG reports have made it sometimes 

ambiguous whether an action reported has been undertaken by peacekeepers directly. For example, 

in the March 2014 mission report on MINUSTAH, Article 27 states that peacekeepers are 

‘enabling the delivery of humanitarian assistance’ (UN SC 2014b, 6). However, it is unclear from 

this statement whether peacekeepers directly escorted or delivered humanitarian aid to populations 

in need or whether the general patrolling by peacekeepers in the wider area is being reported as 

facilitating a level of security that enables humanitarian organisations themselves to deliver 

assistance. In addition, some reports make it clear when the actions included in the final list, such 

as medical treatment, are being given to address a life-threatening situation. For example, in Article 

40 of the April 2014 mission report for UNAMID, an emergency clinic is set up after there is a 

break out in violence and approximately 50,000 people flee (UNSC 2014a, 9). However, in other 

reports, it is not clear whether the actions fulfil the ‘life-saving relief or assistance’ criteria. For 

example, in Article 20 of the July mission report for UNIFIL, it is reported that the mission 

provides medical treatment but it is not stated whether this is urgent, life-saving medical care or 

the treatment is equivalent to general medical practise so relating to international development 

rather than emergency relief activities (UNSC 2004, 4). Therefore, to deal with this, I code two 

versions of the independent variable. The first is Counterthreat, which applies a strict definition 

that only codes actions as 1 if it is clear from the report that peacekeepers have been directly 

involved in humanitarian activities as defined above. The second is Counterthreat2. This version 

includes actions that are reported to suggest that peacekeepers have engaged in activities fulfilling 

the operationalisation criteria but it is not conclusive. For the main analysis, the strict IV of 
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Counterthreat is used but I test the results of the main model by substituting this with the broader 

IV of Counterthreat2 in a following robustness test.  

 

Furthermore, the unit-of-analysis for this thesis is mission-year. However, data for the dependent 

and control variables is difficult to delimit to the specific PKO area of operations without 

compromising reliability. Therefore, I have aggregated the coding for each mission to the country 

level. Where there are multiple missions in a country, the coding for each mission has been 

collapsed into one observation at the country level per year. I code these collapsed observations 

as 1 if any of the missions within the country carry out an action that satisfies the criteria for 

Counterthreat. In the dataset, this means that the following missions have been collapsed together 

in the IV:  

 

 UNAMID and UNMIS - Sudan 2007-2010  

 UNISFA, UNAMID and UNMIS – Sudan 2011 

 UNISFA and UNAMID – Sudan 2012 -2015 

 UNDOF and UNSMIS – Syria 2012 

 

To show how the collapsing of missions has affected the independent variable and variation, I 

present Figure 4.4 illustrating the mean value for Counterthreat per mission. On the y-axis, the 

values can be considered as percentages with 1 indicating 100% use of peacekeepers as a 

counterthreat throughout the mission duration whilst 0 indicates 0% use of peacekeepers as a 

counterthreat for the mission.  

 

Figure 4.4: Mean values for the independent variable Counterthreat 
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Using UN SG reports to identify whether humanitarian organisations have involved peacekeepers 

in their activities as a counterthreat has validity because these reports directly describe the actions 

taken by PKOs. However, UN SG reports are a summary of PKO activities for the UN Security 

Council. Therefore, they have less validity that the weekly and monthly activity records of PKOs. 

Hence, it may be that PKO actions have occurred and fulfil the criteria to be included as a 

counterthreat may not be included in the UN SG reports although they are listed in the activity 

logs. In recognition of this, I code Counterthreat as a dichotomous variable to minimise the effect 

of non-reported activities distorting the values. Although a categorical variable measuring levels of 

PKO involvement would be provide greater insight into the effect of deterrence, the quality of the 

UN SG reports are too superficial for this level of detail. The variation in reporting quality and 

detail across UN SG reports reduces the reliability of the IV because it compromises the ability of 

the coding specifications to capture similar actions carried out across missions or time that are 

reported in a different or more ambiguous way. I have tried to address this by setting the specific 

list of activities that can fulfil the Counterthreat criteria if it accords with the operational definition 

and by coding two versions of the IV, Counterthreat and Counterthreat2, to include ambiguous 

cases. Nonetheless, human error may also undermine the reliability of the IV as the coding of the 

data has not been verified by others. Given more time and resources, the coding of the 

independent variable would be tested by having others use the definitions and criteria specified to 

code a selection of random reports and check whether the same determination is reached.  

 

4.5 Control Variables 

Omitted variable bias may arise if variables that are correlated with the DV, Attacks, and the IV, 

Counterthreats are excluded from the model (Powner 2015, 203). I also recognise that “factors 

strictly outside a defender’s control may contribute, and perhaps contribute substantially, to a 

potential attacker’s evaluation of the status quo” (Zagare and Kilgour 2000, 295). For example, 

external conditions or the credibility of the belligerent’s threat may affect the number of Attacks 

that occur in a context. Therefore, I address this by including five control variables.  

 

The first is Polity Score, which is included as a measure of democracy because there is a curvilinear 

U-shape relationship with democracies in transition being less stable and having a greater 

likelihood of experiencing conflict as well as domestic violence in a country (Hegre et al., 2001). 

When there is a greater amount of violence, there is a higher risk of humanitarian workers being 

attacked as well as peacekeepers being deployed (Fortna 2008; Fast 2007). Polity score is drawn 
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from the Polity 2 Index, which has been taken from the Polity IV Project (Marshall, Gurr and 

Jaggers 2015).  

 

The second control variable is a log-transformed GDP per capita. This is a standard control 

variable in models on armed conflict and a standard measure of development. It is included as a 

measure of development because contexts with lower levels of development are more likely to be 

short of resources and services as well as less likely to be stable. Therefore, it is likely to lead to a 

greater number of peacekeepers and humanitarian workers being deployed and attacks occurring. 

Data has been used from the Hoelscher, Miklian and Nygård (2015) replication dataset obtained 

by personal correspondence.   

 

The third control variable is Total Population because countries with a larger population have an 

increased likelihood of experiencing conflict and are likely to have a greater number of 

peacekeepers and humanitarian workers present (Hoelscher, Miklian and Nygård 2015, 15). Data 

for this is taken from World Bank Development Indicators (The World Bank 2017). To reduce 

the skewed distribution of the data, I have log-transformed the values for the variable used in the 

dataset.  

 

The fourth control variable included is Battle-related Deaths. This has been included as a measure 

for risk as contexts with higher levels of risk are likely to have greater numbers of peacekeepers 

and humanitarian workers operating to provide stability and relief assistance respectively. There 

may also be higher numbers of attacks against humanitarian workers because of a higher level of 

overall violence. Data has been taken from the UCDP Battle-Related Deaths dyadic dataset 

(Melander, Pettersson and Themnér 2016).  

 

The last control variable is Non-UN PKOs because the activities of these types of PKOs has not 

been included in the dataset. However, if non-UN PKOs are present, they may be used as 

counterthreat and affect the number of attacks against humanitarian workers as theorised earlier. 

Therefore, as this is not captured in the main variables of interest, data to control for this has been 

drawn from version 3.1 of the Third-Party Peacekeeping in Intrastate Disputes dataset 

(Mullenbach 2013).  

 

When multiple variables are included in a regression model, the problem of collinearity can arise 

when one variable is too closely correlated with another as this can distort results (Powner 2015, 
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191). Including unnecessary variables in a model can also lead to distorted results, which is a 

particular concern given that there are only 144 observations in the dataset (Achen 2005). To 

reduce the likelihood of obtaining distorted results, I run a collinearity test to check if any variables 

reach or surpass the level of -0.6 or +0.6 because this level suggests that there may be collinearity 

present (Powner 2015, 191). There is a correlation between Polity score and Total Population of -

0.6894. However, each variable captures a different concept and the score does not reach the 

critical level of -0.75, where it is necessary to drop a variable from a model (Powner 2015, 192). 

Therefore, I retain both in the dataset. However, if the two variables had been differing 

measurements for the same concept, such as level of development measured by infant mortality 

and GDP per capita, with a score of 0.6894, I would have dropped one control.  

 

4.6 Descriptive Statistics 

In the table below, I present descriptive statistics on the variables included in the dataset.  

Variable N Mean Standard 

Deviation 

Min Max 

      

Counterthreat 144 0.368056 0.483960 0 1 

Attacks against humanitarian 

workers  

144 4.555556 9.271943 0 45 

Polity score  144 2.319444 5.557271 -9 10 

GDP per capita 144 7.749478 1.304931 5.63871 10.18325 

Population 144 15.89589 1.292662 13.77743 18.16278 

Non-UN PKO 144 0.291667 0.456116 0 1 

Battle-related deaths  144 1304.076 7316.319 0 56468 

Descriptive statistics generated using Stata 

Table 4.6: Descriptive statistics of the data 

 

Table 4.6 shows that there are 144 observations in my dataset and presents descriptive statistics 

for all the variables included in my model. The independent variable, Counterthreat, is a 

dichotomous variable so the minimum and maximum values of 0 and 1 are shown respectively. 

As it is a dichotomous variable, the mean of 0.37 also indicates that 37% of the observations have 

a value of 1. This means that humanitarian organisations choose to employ a counterthreat in only 

37% of the cases, despite having the opportunity to directly involve peacekeepers in their 

operations. The majority of 63% do not engage in direct cooperation with peacekeepers to 

implement a counterthreat. The dependent variable, Attacks has a minimum of 0 and a maximum 
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of 45 incidents per mission-year. It is interesting to see that the mean is 4.55 incidents of attacks 

but the standard deviation is 9.27. Given that the dependent variable is discrete so it can only take 

positive values, the standard deviation and mean suggest that a large proportion of the values are 

0. Looking at the development control variables, the minimum and maximum values of the Polity 

Score are -9 and 10 respectively, which shows that the contexts included in this dataset have diverse 

levels of democracy. 26% of the contexts have a Non-UN PKO present and the number of Battle-

related Deaths occurring across the cases varies greatly, with the minimum value being 0 deaths 

whereas the highest value is 56,468. 

 

 

Figure 4.6.1. Attack incidents involving humanitarian workers – Frequency graph 

 

Due to the notable mean and standard deviation identified in Table 4.6 for Attacks, I graph the 

frequency of the values to look closer at the distribution in Figure 4.6.1. It illustrates that 60% of 

the observations, specifically 86 out of 144, do not experience any attacks against humanitarian 

workers per mission-year. The considerable number of zeros demonstrates that there is an issue 

of overdispersion with the data, which results from an excessive number of zeros causing the 

variance of the data to be greater than the mean. 
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Figure 4.6.2. Attack incidents involving humanitarian workers – Scatter plot 

 

To identify outliers, I also include a scatter plot of the dependent variable in Figure 4.6.2. This 

shows that out of the 144 observations in the dataset, there are 17 observations, 12% of the total, 

that have experienced 15 or more attack incidents in a year. This is a substantially higher number 

of incidents in comparison to the mean of 5 attack incidents per a year. Three of these observations 

result from the conflict in Syria and the rest occur in Sudan and South Sudan. The two most 

extreme totals are 42 and 45 incidents per year, which correspond to Sudan in 2006 and Syria in 

2013 respectively.  

 

4.7 Model 

The data for the dependent variable is a discrete count of the number of times an event occurs. 

Therefore, I must use a count model to test this. The primary count model used is a Poisson, 

which uses a unique Poisson distribution to predict the number of times an event will happen 

based on the values of the observations in the dataset. However, the descriptive statistics have 

indicated that the dependent variable, Attacks, is overdispersed. Therefore, applying the basic 

Poisson model would not provide accurate results because it assumes that the mean and the 

variance of the data are equal. This means that a critical assumption in the model does not reflect 

the variation in the empirical data. To account for this overdispersion, I use a Negative Binomial 

model for my analysis. The Negative Binomial count model is a more generalised version of a 

Poisson model because it has an extra parameter that enables it to cope with data that is 
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overdispersed (Hilbe 2007, 112-113). It uses a Negative Binomial distribution to predict event 

occurrences rather than a Poisson distribution. This is better because it accommodates data with 

a greater number of zeros compared to a Poisson distribution, which limits the predicted number 

of zeros to approximately 38% (Hilbe 2007, 109). An alternative to the Negative Binomial model 

could be to use a zero-inflated Poisson model. However, I do not use this because the large number 

of zeros in the data results from the nature of the phenomenon, Attacks, and not an exogenous 

process, which is an assumption made in zero-inflated models. Hence, a Negative Binomial model 

is used because it is likely to fit the data best and provide more accurate results.  
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5. Analysis 
The following chapter presents the results of the main analysis of the data and discusses the 

implications of the findings. After checking the robustness of these results, a series of alternative 

explanations are proposed before the limitations of this study are examined.  

 

5.1 Main Analysis 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 
 Attacks Attacks Attacks Attacks Attacks Attacks Attacks 
Counterthreat 1.583*** 1.776*** 1.027*** 0.795** 1.414*** 1.825*** 0.963*** 
 (0.409) (0.400) (0.365) (0.382) (0.409) (0.418) (0.368) 
        
GDP per capita  -0.692***     -0.341 
  (0.251)     (0.210) 
        
Polity score   -0.239***    -0.192*** 
   (0.0458)    (0.0515) 
        
Population    1.257***   0.652*** 
    (0.217)   (0.222) 
        
Battle-related deaths     0.0000335  0.0000069

3 
     (0.0000309)  (0.0000231

) 
        
Non-UN PKO      0.838* 0.737** 
      (0.445) (0.365) 
        
Constant 0.631** 5.775*** 0.945*** -19.66*** 0.612** 0.224 -7.609* 
 (0.254) (1.927) (0.254) (3.449) (0.251) (0.308) (4.411) 
Log likelihood -284.38061 -280.5389 -271.237 -267.21161 -283.38115 -282.51601 -255.11219 
Observations 144 144 144 144 144 144 144 
Standard errors in parentheses * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Statistical results generated using Stata. 

Table 5.1: Main Analysis Models 

To investigate the relationship between the use of a Counterthreat and Attacks against 

humanitarian workers, I begin by running a bivariate model of the IV and DV in Model 1. As a 

count model is used, the coefficient value cannot be interpreted. Yet I find an unexpected positive 

result indicating that when humanitarian organisations employ a counterthreat against belligerents, 

this is associated with an increase in attacks against humanitarian workers. The result directly 

contradicts my hypothesis and is significant to the 99% confidence level. Wary of the low number 

of observations in the dataset and the distorting effect that having too many variables in a model 

can have, I continue by testing the multivariate relationship with one different control variable 

included separately in models 2-6 (Achen 2005). Models 2, 3 and 4 show that the IV, 

Counterthreat, remains positive when each control variable is included. All are significant to the 

99% confidence level, which demonstrates that they are statistically influential on the relationship 

between the IV and DV. Unlike Models 1-3 though, the significance of Counterthreat drops in 

confidence level in Model 4. This model controls for population using a log of total population 



38 
 

and the reduced confidence level suggests that population size has a larger impact on the IV and 

DV than levels of development or democracy. Nonetheless, Counterthreat remains significant to 

a standard confidence level of 95% and positive.  

 

In Model 5, Counterthreat returns to a 99% confidence level and remains positive. Battle-Related 

Deaths is statistically insignificant but this is not so surprising given that Battle-related Deaths is 

included to control for risk. As the selection effect occurring from only including contexts with 

PKOs operating also essentially controls for risk, this may explain the lack of significance of the 

control variable. In spite of this, the important result is that the positive sign of Counterthreat does 

not change. Model 6, is interesting because it shows that not only is Counterthreat positive and 

significant when controlling for the non-UN PKOs, but also the presence of non-UN PKOs is 

positive and significant as a control. The positive sign and significance of the control variable is in 

line with the results of Hoelscher, Miklian and Nygård (2015, 21), who find a similar result when 

measuring the relationship between UN PKO presence and attacks against humanitarian workers. 

However, they do not extract any theoretical relevance from this result because using a 

dichotomous measure of PKO presence ‘only distinguishes between countries that currently are 

in or have recently been in conflict and those in peace’ (Hoelscher, Miklian and Nygård 2015, 22). 

Yet, by capturing the behaviour of UN PKOs in the IV, Counterthreat, and comparing this to the 

rudimentary measure of the presence of non-UN PKOs in Model 6, the results suggest that there is 

more to the associated relationship between UN PKOs and Attacks against humanitarian workers. 

Counterthreat is operationalised as PKOs being directly involved in the delivery of humanitarian 

tasks. It has a positive coefficient and is significant to the 99% confidence level. In comparison, 

the presence of non-UN PKO has a positive coefficient of 0.838 and is significant to only the 90% 

confidence level. This difference suggests that the relationship between PKOs and attacks against 

humanitarian workers may be more than contextual correlation but the direct interactive behaviour 

of PKOs with humanitarian organisations that leads to an increase in attacks against humanitarian 

workers. Finally, the main model is presented in Model 7 and it includes all control variables. The 

results are in line with the previous models showing that Counterthreat is still positive and is 

significant at the 99% confidence level. This finding shows that the use of a counterthreat by 

humanitarian organisations as a deterrent is associated with a positive increase in attacks against 

humanitarian workers. Overall, the results of the main analysis present compelling evidence 

contrary to the hypothesis. They show that when peacekeepers are used as counterthreats by being 

directly involved in the operations of humanitarian organisations, they do not function as a 

deterrent but are associated with an increase in Attacks against humanitarian workers.  
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To evaluate the fit of the models, I look at the log likelihood. This is a goodness-of-fit statistic that 

shows how well the negative binomial model fits the data relative to other models. The higher the 

value is, the better the model fits the data. I start by looking at the bivariate regression in Model 1, 

which has a fit of -284.4. Models 2, 5 and 6 have a slightly higher value of -280.5, -283.4 and -282.5 

respectively. These scores cannot be compared to Model 1 in their absolute form because they all 

have an extra variable included, the control. When extra variables are added to a model, this means 

that the number of parameters it has increases, which causes the log likelihood value to naturally 

increase. Therefore, the higher absolute value does not necessarily indicate that the model fits the 

data better. Hence, I compare these log likelihood scores to Model 3 as it has the same number of 

parameters. By including Polity Score, the fit of the model increases to -271.2. Controlling for 

Population in Model 4 improves this fit even further to -267.2. This is interesting given that Model 

4 is the only model that affects the result of Counterthreat, by reducing its significance from a 99% 

to 95% confidence level. Again, this suggests that population size is very influential on the 

likelihood of humanitarian organisations using a counterthreat and experiencing attacks against 

them. The main model has a log likelihood of -255.1, as shown in Model 7. However, this absolute 

value cannot be directly compared to any other model values because it has five extra parameters 

but in isolation, the value has little meaning. Therefore, to assess the goodness-of-fit of the main 

model, I carry out a likelihood ratio test by testing the log likelihood values of Model 7 to the value 

of the bivariate regression in Model 1. This test accommodates the number of extra parameters 

between the models. The result is 146.342, which is greater than the critical p-value of 20.515 at 

the 0.0001 level at five degrees of freedom (Kellstedt and Whitten 2013, 295). Therefore, I find 

that the main model, Model 7, fits the data better than the bivariate regression, Model 1, by 

including all the control variables.  

 

5.2 Discussion 

The results from the main analysis consistently show that Counterthreat is significant and 

positively associated with Attacks against humanitarian workers. This means that given a threat 

exists from belligerents, when humanitarian organisations choose to involve peacekeepers directly 

in the delivery of their humanitarian tasks as a deterrence strategy, this level of involvement is 

associated with an increase in attacks. To gauge the extent of this associated increase, the predicted 

number of attacks occurring when a counterthreat is and is not implemented is modelled using 

margins and shown in Figure 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2: Predicted number of attacks 

 

Figure 5.2 shows that when no counterthreat is used, meaning when peacekeepers are not directly 

involved with humanitarian operations, the predicted number of attacks occurring is 1. However, 

when a counterthreat is used and peacekeepers are directly involved in the delivery of humanitarian 

activities, the predicted number of attacks more than doubles to just over 2 attacks occurring. 

Considering the boundaries of the confidence values paints an even more disturbing picture. At 

the 95 percent confidence level, only 1 attack is predicted using the lower boundary value for when 

a counterthreat is used. This is the same number of attacks predicted as when no counterthreat is 

used. However, the upper boundary predicts closer to 4 attacks occurring when a counterthreat is 

used. The implication is that directly involving peacekeepers in the delivery of humanitarian 

activities as a Counterthreat does not have a deterrent effect on belligerent attacks against 

humanitarian workers. Figure 5.2 predicts that at best, using peacekeepers as a counterthreat has a 

null effect on the number of attacks occurring but the more likely outcome is that the direct 

involvement of peacekeepers in humanitarian activities is associated with a doubling in the number 

of attacks against humanitarian workers. Using the upper boundary confidence value indicates the 

worst-case scenario. This predicts that using peacekeepers as part of a deterrence security strategy 

has an associated increase in attacks against humanitarian workers of up to four times the predicted 

amount if peacekeepers are not used as a counterthreat.  
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The findings of this study contrast the research showing that UN PKOs reduce overall violence 

as well as violence targeted specifically towards civilians (Hultman, Kathman and Shannon 2014; 

Hultman, Kathman and Shannon 2013, Hegre, Hultman and Nygård 2011). It had been expected 

that UN PKOs would decrease the number of Attacks against humanitarian workers because of 

their credibility and capability to increase the costs for belligerents and deter their attacks as shown 

from these studies. However, the unanticipated results suggest that different violence dynamics 

and mechanisms may apply to humanitarian workers during operations, despite them being 

civilians and non-combatants (Narang and Stanton 2016, 3). Therefore, it is good to recognise that 

the findings are in line with general PKO and humanitarian organisation policies, which 

recommend a strict separation between the two actors especially during periods of high conflict 

intensity (DPKO 2008, IASC 2008).  

 

Despite vindicating the policy and practise of using peacekeepers in humanitarian operations as a 

last resort only, the surprising results also counter the findings of other recent quantitative studies.  

These suggest that the presence of peacekeepers or their involvement in humanitarian tasks and 

the subsequent blurring of boundaries does not lead to an increase in attacks against humanitarian 

workers (Mitchell 2015; Hoelscher, Miklian and Nygård 2015). The contrasting findings may result 

from this study capturing the interaction between PKOs and humanitarian organisations with 

greater validity; by measuring the actual behaviour of PKOs as opposed to using the more 

common and reliable indicators of PKO presence or mandate. Furthermore, the results do 

complement the findings of a recent in-depth, qualitative case study into the effect of peacekeeping 

and humanitarian cooperation in Mali (Tesfaghiorghis 2016). Hence, this quantitative study adds 

to this by presenting results with a greater generalisability to a global population. Crucially, by 

prioritising validity over reliability, it contributes to the debate on peacekeepers and humanitarian 

security by discovering results that may begin to unify the conclusions from the qualitative and 

anecdotal literature with the findings of the quantitative research.  

 

It should be reminded that the predicted values shown in Figure 5.2 are at the mission-year unit 

of analysis. Therefore, the predicted figures for the number of attacks against humanitarian 

workers remain low, especially compared to the number of attacks carried out against civilians 

during recent intrastate state conflicts without PKO interventions (Hultman, Kathman and 

Shannon 2013). Nonetheless, the implicated consequence of direct cooperation between 

humanitarian workers and peacekeepers is concerning. This is especially given that it is more 
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difficult to reach statistical significance with less observations because of the greater likelihood of 

making a Type II error with smaller samples, meaning the null hypothesis is accepted when it is 

false in reality (Button et al. 2013). Whilst the results of the main analysis have overall been 

consistently significant at a 99% confidence level, it may also be that the results are overconfident 

due to there being only 144 observations in the dataset. Additionally, other issues may have 

influenced the unexpected findings of this study. Therefore, to check for this I carry out robustness 

tests and compare these results against the findings of the main model in Table 5.3.  

 

5.3 Robustness Tests 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

 Outliers 
dropped 

Expanded 
strict 

Expanded 
double count 

Alternative 
IV 

Lead DV 
Lagged 

DV 
Poisson 

  

Counterthreat 1.179*** 0.785** 0.794**  0.997** 0.156 1.225*** 
 (0.391) (0.325) (0.323)  (0.411) (0.533) (0.095) 
        

Counterthreat2    0.507    

    (0.372)    

        

Polity Score -0.093** -0.161*** -0.162*** -0.202*** -0.101* -0.0845 -0.116*** 
 (0.047) (0.043) (0.043) (0.047) (0.053) (0.0610) (0.012) 

        

GDP per capita -0.407** -0.395** -0.394** -0.306* -0.659*** -0.353* -0.112** 
 (0.180) (0.165) (0.164) (0.182) (0.169) (0.190) (0.056) 
        

Population 0.618*** 0.527*** 0.528*** 0.733*** -0.019 -0.0339 0.491*** 
 (0.199) (0.192) (0.191) (0.216) (0.232) (0.228) (0.058) 
        

Battle-related deaths -0.0001 0.00002 0.00002 0.00001 0.00003 0.00002 0.00001*** 
 (0.0001) (0.00002) (0.00002) (0.00002) (0.00003) (0.00003) (0.00000) 
        

Non-UN PKO 0.823* 0.831** 0.827** 0.656 0.478 -0.148 0.401*** 
 (0.430) (0.360) (0.358) (0.409) (0.437) (0.510) (0.095) 
        

Constant -7.406* -5.291 -5.332 -9.027** 6.062 4.725 -6.655*** 
 (3.964) (3.765) (3.743) (4.203) (4.420) (4.238) (1.201) 
        

  

Observations 127 154 154 144 143 143 144 

Log Likelihood -157.395 -277.557 -278.739 -258.535 -278.047 -285.61039 -550.187 

Standard errors in parentheses * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Statistical results generated using R and Stata. 

Table 5.3: Robustness Tests 
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First, I investigate the effects of the outliers on the results of the main model. In Table 5.3, I 

identified seventeen observations with unusually high numbers of attacks against humanitarian 

workers. These are located in Sudan, South Sudan and two from Syria, which are contexts known 

for experiencing protracted conflicts with exceptionally high numbers of casualties during the time 

period. To see whether these observations are distorting the results, I run the main regression 

model again with these outliers dropped in Model 1. The results show that Counterthreat remains 

positive and significant at the 99% confidence level but without the outliers, the fit of the model 

improves substantially from -255.11219 in the main model to -155.39073. This strengthens the 

support for the results in the main analysis. Then I look specifically at the contexts of Sudan and 

South Sudan because these comprised almost all the outlier observations but they are also notable 

for having multiple missions in the same country over multiple years. These contexts have had 

their missions collapsed to the country level in the dataset because the most reliable data available 

is at the country-level. Therefore, to adhere more stringently to the mission-year unit of analysis 

and investigate whether the aggregation of the PKOs in Sudan and South Sudan has led to 

misleading results, I disaggregate the data for the IV and DV per mission for these contexts. I use 

these revised observations to replace the original observations for Sudan and South Sudan in the 

dataset, which increases the number of observations to 154. For the DV, Attacks, some incidents 

do not have location data more specific than at the country-level. To deal with this, I include only 

the attacks with information available to allow their assignment to a specific mission area of 

operations in Model 2, whilst I double count the attacks without provincial-level location data in 

Model 3. The results of both models show that Counterthreat reduces its significance to a 95% 

confidence level but remains positive. Together, these three models indicate that the positive 

association between the use of a counterthreat and attacks against humanitarian workers can be 

generalised across all contexts and is not limited to a specific set of outlier cases with unique 

dynamics.  

 

As the IV data was independently coded for this study without any systematic review or cross-

checking from others, it is possible that human error has influenced the interpretation of the 

coding boundaries and the subsequent results. Therefore, I test the main model by substituting the 

IV, Counterthreat, with Counterthreat2. This is an alternative version of the IV that has been 

coded with a broader interpretation of the rules. It includes observations where there is ambiguous 

but not conclusive evidence suggesting that humanitarian organisations are directly cooperate 

peacekeepers on the delivery of humanitarian tasks being coded as 1. For example, Counterthreat2 

codes as a 1 when UNMIL increases its patrolling along a route that humanitarian organisations 
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use to voluntarily repatriate internally displaced persons but this is coded as a 0 in Counterthreat 

(UN SC 2005, 11). This results in 24 observations being coded as 1 in Counterthreat2 when they 

are included in the main IV, Counterthreat, as 0. Intriguingly, using the broader IV in Model 4 

results in Counterthreat2 being statistically insignificant. This is interesting given that 

Counterthreat has not been found to be anything less than significant at 95% confidence levels in 

any other model when including all control variables. The finding suggests that the notable results 

of this study are crucially dependent on the quality of the IV data and highlights the fragility of the 

main results, despite their statistical significance. Due to the number of observations in the dataset, 

the study has a lower probability of finding a true positive when statistically significant results are 

attained because of the lower statistical power it has compared to studies with a greater number of 

observations (Button et al. 2013, 366). Therefore, it may be that the results of the main analysis do 

not reflect a true effect and that human error has enabled significance to be found in the main 

results. This would explain why the result from using the alternative IV, Counterthreat2, is 

insignificant and implies that involving peacekeepers directly in humanitarian activities as a 

counterthreat does not affect the number of attacks against humanitarian workers. Alternatively, 

it may be that there is a positive association between the IV and DV as indicated in the main 

results. However, as smaller samples have greater difficulty distinguishing smaller effects than 

larger samples, it may be that the main results suffer from “winner’s curse” (Button et al. 2013, 

366-367). This occurs when a true effect is found but it is inflated and is associated with exploratory 

studies that make new discoveries. Therefore, it may be that using Counterthreat does identify a 

true positive association with Attacks but by using Counterthreat2, the effect remains but its 

magnitude reduces until it can no longer be detected by drawing from only 144 observations. This 

could lead to a Type II error being made when really the results were just overconfident using 

Counterthreat. Hence, it may be that Counterthreat2 would still reach statistical significance if 

more observations were included. As this could be the case, it should be highlighted that the sign 

of the coefficient remains positive despite not achieving statistical significance when using 

Counterthreat2, in line with the results of the main analysis.  

 

I recognise that the mission-year unit of analysis is not ideal because the timeframe is so broad 

that it is difficult to establish the temporal order of events. It may be that deterrence strategy is 

used early on in the year, so peacekeepers are directly involved in humanitarian tasks, and then an 

attack against humanitarian workers occurs. However, it may also be the case that an attack occurs 

and humanitarian organisations subsequently respond by directly engaging peacekeepers in their 

operations as a general counterthreat. To address the possibility for reverse causality and establish 
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temporal order, I test a lead and a lagged version of the DV in Models 5 and 6 respectively. This 

means I test the values of the IV against the values for the DV in the subsequent year using the 

lead DV, whilst testing the IV against the values for the previous year in the lagged DV. In doing 

so one observation has been dropped in both the models but the only notable change in Model 5 

is that the significance of the relationship between the IV and DV weakens in confidence levels 

from 99% in the main model to 95% when using the lead DV. Otherwise the coefficient remains 

positive. However, for Model 6, the relationship between the IV and lagged DV is shown to be 

insignificant. This implies that when attacks against humanitarian workers occur, this is not 

associated with an increase in peacekeepers being directly involved in humanitarian activities as a 

counterthreat Therefore, Model 5 and 6 strengthen support for the main results by establishing 

temporal order and rejecting the possibility of reverse causality between the IV and DV.  

 

Finally, I check the robustness of the results from the negative binomial regression by testing the 

data using a Poisson model as an alternative. The associated relationship between Counterthreat 

and Attacks remains positive and significant at the 99% confidence level and is shown in Model 7. 

Note that the log likelihood is -550.187, which is more than double the log likelihood of the main 

model. This indicates that the Negative Binomial model fits the data substantially better than the 

Poisson. Therefore, the results of the robustness tests corroborate the findings of the main 

analysis. Although the use of an alternative IV in Model 4 suggests that further research is necessary 

to verify the results, overall findings indicate that there is a positive and significant relationship 

between humanitarian organisations using peacekeepers as a counterthreat and the number of 

attacks against humanitarian workers. Given this, I now theorise alternative explanations for the 

unexpected results found.   

 

5.4 Alternative Explanations  

One alternative explanation is the common narrative, that the blurring of the boundaries between 

military and civilian actors and their tasks increases the likelihood of attacks against humanitarian 

workers (Wald 2009, 16-17). The loss of impartiality and neutrality in the eyes of local belligerents 

resulting from direct cooperation between humanitarian organisations and peacekeepers is argued 

to lead to a guilt-by-association and legitimise the attacking of humanitarian workers for 

belligerents. However, to investigate whether this is the cause, data disaggregating humanitarian 

organisations according to the amount or type of cooperation they have with peacekeepers and 

the number of attacks each organisation experiences needs to be gathered.  
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A second alternative may be that the positive association between Counterthreat and Attacks is a 

result of an extension in humanitarian operations. When humanitarian organisations involve 

peacekeepers directly in their relief tasks, this cooperation may become absorbed into their general 

operations programme. Responsibility for the delivery of the humanitarian task may even be fully 

transferred to the PKO, which effectively frees up the humanitarian workers who would have been 

needed to implement this service. These humanitarian workers may then choose to extend or 

increase the delivery of their humanitarian relief into other areas not yet reached and without the 

involvement of peacekeepers. According to the theory, this would result in an increase in Attacks 

because these specific humanitarian workers venture beyond the locations where peacekeepers are 

present. Therefore, they operate without armed peacekeepers as a deterrent so are more exposed 

to attacks from belligerents. If this is the case, the theoretical implication would be that using 

peacekeepers as a counterthreat does function as a deterrent for attacks against humanitarian 

workers, which would vindicate the theory of this thesis. However, to identify this, the data used 

in this research design would need to be narrowed spatially to the local level.   

 

It may also be that the theory presented in this thesis does apply but the dampening effect of using 

peacekeepers as a counterthreat is limited to the short-term. Subsequently, it may influence an 

increase in Attacks in the long-run, as belligerents respond to higher threat levels in the decision-

making sequence with more serious forms of violence against humanitarian workers. To 

theoretically explore this, the game-like theoretic model would need to be adjusted to 

accommodate effects resulting from multiple rounds. Empirically, the temporally narrowed data 

would need to be captured to identify whether there is a short-term decrease in Attacks prior to 

the associated increase in Attacks identified from investigating at the mission-year unit of analysis.  

 

A fourth alternative may be that the perpetrators of attacks are rational, as assumed in this thesis, 

but they do not act for instrumental objectives. Therefore, the actions they are willing to take are 

absolute and non-negotiable (Zartman 2003). For example, belligerents operating in contexts 

connected to the global war on terror or where there appear to be intractable conflicts do not 

generally focus on ensuring that their actions avoid harming civilians or humanitarian workers 

specifically (Donini et al. 2008, 23). If the motivations behind attacks are to inflict human suffering 

as an end in its self rather than as an instrumental means to an end, it is difficult, if not impossible, 

for any strategy to deter attackers. This is because the level of harm needed to cause a belligerent 

to change their preferences from Attack to accepting Status Quo, surpasses lethal action. 

Peacekeepers may be physically capable of inflicting lethal violence but they fail to be 
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psychologically capable of inflicting enough harm to deter these types of attackers. As the 

dependent variable is operationalised as incidents resulting in serious or lethal injuries being 

sustained by humanitarian workers only, it may be that the positive relationship found between 

Counterthreat and Attacks is due to a selection effect. Humanitarian organisations may only 

involve peacekeepers directly in their relief tasks when they face threats from belligerents with 

non-negotiable and non-instrumental objectives, in accordance with the principle of last resort. 

Therefore, it may be that the theory of deterrence does hold and peacekeepers do function as a 

counterthreat but only against attackers with instrumental objectives such as resource access. 

However, studying this requires data on the motives behind prospective and actual attackers.  

 

Along similar lines, a fifth alternative explanation relates to the assumption of peacekeepers having 

the capability to deter attacks. Although modern peacekeeping has evolved into more a robust 

operation with greater authority under Chapter VII for peacekeepers to use armed force to protect 

civilians, troops and resources for UN PKOs are generated depending on the willingness of 

member states to contribute to missions. Therefore, one critical issue that remains is “‘conceptual 

overstretch’, reflected by the mismatch between doctrinal development and the political and 

operational capacity…to implement the concept” (Kjeksrud 2009 in Tardy 2011, 161). If PKOs 

are tasked with more duties to deliver or locations to protect without the additional resources 

necessary to carry out this extra work, their ability to deter attacks against humanitarian workers is 

compromised. Evidence of this conceptual overstretch occurring in relation to the assistance 

provided by PKOs for humanitarian tasks has been identified in the UN SG reports for 

MINURSO during the coding process. Therefore, it may be that PKOs can function as a deterrent 

against attacks against humanitarian workers but being directly involved in the delivery of 

humanitarian tasks stretches their capabilities too much to be effective. This explanation 

corresponds with literature identifying the role of PKOs being to function as deterrents against 

Attacks (Metcalfe, Haysom and Gordon 2012). It also complements other research that finds 

conflict violence is effectively reduced when armed military peacekeepers are present whilst 

unarmed peacekeeping observers are associated with an increase in conflict violence (Hultman, 

Kathman and Shannon 2013). Yet, to ascertain whether the PKOs that were used as a 

counterthreat by humanitarian organisations had the ability to inflict lethal violence as a 

counterthreat against attacks, data on the military capabilities of belligerents and PKOs, as well as 

their mission mandates, needs to be included in the model.  
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Related to the ability of PKOs to function as a counterthreat, another assumption made in the 

research design is that PKOs with the ability to use armed force are also willing to use this if an 

attack occurs. This is justified because troops deployed on PKOs are usually trained military 

personnel. However, peacekeepers must adhere to the mandate of the mission. Therefore, if the 

mandate of the mission does not allow peacekeepers to use force to protect civilians than a PKO 

cannot implement a counterthreat despite humanitarian organisations needing to deter attacks 

against them. For example, the brief UNSMIS mission in Syria deployed in 2012 was authorised 

to carry out supervision only. In this case, the mission also deployed without the ability to use 

armed force to protect civilians but the example serves to illustrate the point about mandates and 

PKO willingness. Furthermore, peacekeepers are often deployed with multiple caveats assigned 

from their national governments, which further restricts the ability of peacekeepers to deter attacks 

against humanitarian workers. For example, a sender state may limit the deployment of their 

peacekeeping troops to areas of low risk only due to a lack of hospital facilities for their national 

personnel. Hence, even if a mission mandate authorises it, national caveats may still prevent 

peacekeepers from being willing to implement counterthreats by using force against attacks on 

humanitarian workers. These limitations demonstrate that the direct involvement of peacekeepers 

in humanitarian tasks does not necessarily mean that humanitarian organisations have a 

counterthreat that is capable of deterring belligerents from attacking. To investigate this, data on 

PKO mandates and national caveats needs to be gathered as well as data identifying which national 

contingents are directly involved in the delivery of humanitarian relief tasks.  

 

5.5 Limitations 

As the results of the analysis have revealed unexpected findings in opposition to the hypothesis, it 

is particularly important to review earlier decisions made during this study and the implications 

they have had. Therefore, I highlight areas of concern in this study and propose methods for 

addressing these issues in future research.    

 

Research Design Limitations 

By choosing to apply quantitative methodology to this study, the findings have indicated a 

significant and positive association between the use of peacekeepers as a counterthreat by 

humanitarian organisations and the number of attacks against humanitarian workers. However, 

although the results identify correlation, they are not able to identify causality. There may also be 

bias resulting from omitted variables but the number of observations makes it difficult to control 

for more potential confounders without distorting the explanatory power of the model. Therefore, 
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to investigate whether a deterrence security strategy utilising peacekeepers as a counterthreat 

induces an increase in attacks against humanitarian workers, further research into this could apply 

qualitative methodology. In particular, using a method of matching could overcome the limited 

generalisability of context-specific studies by comparing similar contexts to look deeper at the 

causal mechanisms operating in the humanitarian space. 

 

Applying matching is also one possible methodological solution to the endogeneity present in this 

study due to the sample bias and risk of simultaneity bias in this study. The sample bias results 

from the population being set to only contexts where peacekeepers are present as discussed in the 

research design. Purposeful sampling for matching could enable a wider variation in cases to be 

studied by including cases from beyond this population to all contexts where humanitarian workers 

operate, irrespective of PKO presence. This could also test the generalisability of the results from 

this study by including contexts where non-UN PKOs are operating. Whereas the simultaneity 

bias arises from the potential of the DV to cause the IV; the possible occurrence of attacks against 

humanitarian workers leading to peacekeepers being used as a counterthreat (Powner 2015, 201). 

To address this, Models 5 and 6 in the robustness tests have shown a correct temporal order and 

rejected simultaneity bias between the IV and DV at the mission-year unit of analysis. However, it 

may be that more focused qualitative investigation may reveal simultaneity bias occurring because 

officially humanitarian workers do not implement a deterrence security strategy unless it is a last 

resort. According to this principle, it makes sense for humanitarian workers to involve 

peacekeepers in their humanitarian activities as a counterthreat once they have experienced a 

certain number or type of attacks in a context. Therefore, deeper qualitative investigation into the 

direct relationship between the use of peacekeepers as part of a deterrence security strategy and 

attacks against humanitarian workers would help clarify this. Alternatively, to address the 

endogeneity in this study using further quantitative methodology, an instrumental variable that 

does not cause but can predict values for only the IV or DV could also be used (Powner 2015, 

202). For example, inspiration can be taken from a recent conference paper employing an 

innovative research design by using the exogenous membership of the UN Security Council as an 

instrumental variable to overcome selection bias and investigate peacekeeping effects on violence 

against civilians (Carnegie and Mikulaschek 2016).  

 

Empirical limitations 

The main empirical limitation of this study has been of the availability and quality of the data. Both 

the UN SG reports used for the IV and the AWSD for the DV have lacked sufficient detail to 



50 
 

disaggregate this study further, both spatially and temporally. In addition, there is no collated data 

on the total number of attacks experienced by humanitarian workers, including incidents that result 

in minor injuries or none. This makes it more difficult to observe the overall effect of peacekeepers 

being used as a counterthreat to deter attacks against humanitarian organisations.  Further research 

would benefit from gaining access to more standardised and detailed data, ideally from the 

operational records of PKOs or humanitarian organisations directly.  

 

Theoretical limitations  

Given that several alternative explanations hinge upon the capability of PKOs to function as a 

deterrent, one limitation of the theory is not including peacekeepers as an independent actor in the 

interaction sequence. Applying an alternative theory of deterrence that can do this such as a three-

party model of extended deterrence might provide greater insight into the results. As the alternative 

explanations related to PKOs are pertinent to their capability as a deterrent rather than their 

preferences, it is not certain whether the complexity involved in this type of interaction sequence 

would add explanatory power to this context. Still, it may be that other versions of deterrence that 

can accommodate multiple rounds of interaction sequences such as spiral models could be more 

enlightening.   

 

A second theoretical limitation is not including the full range of alternative security options 

available to humanitarian organisations when they are in the decision-making position at node 2 

in the theoretical interaction sequence, shown in Figure 3.1. It has been assumed that the 

humanitarian organisations are only faced with the option to withdraw, implement or ignore in 

response to belligerent threats in the sequence. However, other security strategies that 

humanitarian organisations use include remote management, acceptance or protection (Collinson 

and Elhawary 2012). Humanitarian organisations operate multiple types of security strategies at 

the same time. Therefore, a more complex decision-making sequence that reflects the interaction 

between these security strategies may provide an explanation for why using a deterrence security 

strategy, operationalised as peacekeeping involvement in humanitarian tasks, is found to be 

associated with an increase in attacks against humanitarian workers rather than a decrease.  
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6. Conclusion 
This study has sought to understand the phenomenon of attacks against humanitarian workers by 

asking the research question: why are humanitarian workers not attacked in some contexts, whilst in others 

they are?  The theoretical response I have tested is that humanitarian workers are not attacked in 

some contexts because they implement a deterrence security strategy. Drawing upon theories from 

the school of international relations, I have applied a game-like theoretic model of the interaction 

sequence between humanitarian organisations and prospective belligerent attackers. Using this, I 

have argued that humanitarian organisations can reduce the number of attacks they experience 

during operations by directly involving peacekeepers in the implementation of their humanitarian 

activities. I contend that the involvement of peacekeepers, raises the costs of carrying out attacks 

against humanitarian workers to a level sufficient to change the preferences of belligerents, thereby 

deterring occurrences of attacks. This is because peacekeepers are armed and are therefore credible 

and capable of implementing a counterthreat against belligerent attackers.  

To test this theory, a quantitative study has been undertaken using freshly collated data on the 

activities of peacekeepers in relation to humanitarian operations. Using a negative binomial count 

model, the analysis has revealed surprising results. The direct involvement of peacekeepers in 

humanitarian relief activities is found to be associated with a significant increase in attacks against 

humanitarian workers, in contradiction to the hypothesised relationship proposed. The positive 

and significant results remain consistent overall across robustness tests and are even more 

surprising due to the low number of observations included, which makes it more difficult to attain 

statistically significant results. 

Although the findings of this study are unexpected and raise interesting questions, limitations in 

the research design, data collection and empirical analysis temper the response to these results. 

Firstly, this study has only managed to identify a correlation between peacekeeping involvement 

in humanitarian activities and attacks against humanitarian workers. It does not identify causality. 

The low number of observations in this dataset also makes these findings exploratory rather than 

conclusive and at risk of being overconfident. Secondly, endogeneity plagues this study and it 

cannot be ruled out that the prominent selection effect resulting from the population being limited 

to contexts with PKOs present, has seriously distorted the results. Data collection and availability 

have also limited the ability of this study to investigate this relationship with a narrower and more 

precise unit of analysis.  
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Opportunities for future research lie in addressing these major limitations. Continuing research 

into this study using more detailed and accurate data, ideally disaggregating spatially at the local 

level as well as temporally at the month or week level, would substantially contribute greater 

understanding. This type of data is likely to be classified and would need to be gathered directly 

from PKOs and humanitarian organisations. Applying a research design that overcomes the 

endogeneity problem pervasive in this study would greatly enhance the influential nature of the 

results found. Using an appropriate instrumental variable or matching are two possibilities for this.  

On a theoretical level, the findings also suggest that theories of deterrence need to be nuanced 

before they can be applied to contexts outside the interstate-relations setting that they have been 

originally designed for. Interactions between smaller actors at an intrastate-level is likely to be more 

informal than interstate relations. Further scholarship could contribute by identifying the key 

channels used to communicate intents and threats in strategic relationships to improve 

understanding of how deterrence is implemented in these contexts.  

Despite this, by collecting and testing the theoretical argument on innovative data on the direct 

behaviour of PKOs, this thesis has contributed novel insight to the literature on humanitarian 

security. The overall findings of this study suggest that humanitarian organisations may be having 

a dangerous liaison with peacekeepers when using them as part of a deterrence security strategy. 

This evidence adds further tension to the debate surrounding humanitarian and peacekeeping 

collaboration as it suggests that one cause for attacks against humanitarian workers may be the 

very security strategy used to deter attacks. Therefore, this thesis has provided a crucial link 

between the literature on causes for attacks and humanitarian security. The results of the study do 

not corroborate other recent quantitative findings on the matter but it does provide support for 

some qualitative literature and popular opinions held by much of the humanitarian community. 

The implication for policy makers is that further investigation and understanding on the critical 

nexus between humanitarian workers and peacekeepers needs to be gained. Maximising efficiency 

by combining objectives through multidimensional and integrated approaches may be having 

adverse and unintended consequences, despite their positive effects on conflict intensity (Tardy 

2011). However, multiple actors operating in the humanitarian space with varying objectives is a 

reality that is unlikely to change anytime soon. Recognition of the realities on the ground and the 

subsequent implications from and for policy needs to be accepted. Commissioning more 

systematic research into this issue that focuses on greater generalisability could greatly assist the 

improvement of policies to mitigate the phenomenon of attacks against humanitarian workers. 
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