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ABSTRACT: 

 

 Existing literature establishes that network position is a key factor shaping levels 

of deviance and conformity. We also know that organizational structure and form can 

shape network connections for individuals, effectively structuring the network. My 

dissertation engages with the empirical literature on violent conflict in order to examine 

how network position in a status hierarchy is related to various outcomes of interest to 

scholars of armed conflict. Based on theories drawn from the Blau Space approach as 

well as middle status conformity theories drawn from social psychology, I argue that 

actors with neither an over-abundance of social ties, nor a dearth of social ties in a 

network will be least likely to exhibit deviance during conflict. Meanwhile actors that are 

either oversocializaed or isolated will be more likely to exhibit behavior deemed to be 

deviant. I test this argument across two major contexts. First a national level analysis, and 

then a cross-national analysis, is undertaken. A final test explores key mechanisms that 

underlie the ecological associations I have found. My first study examines the deviant act 

of defection, or side switching between organizations in conflict using the case of the war 

in Sierra Leone (1991-2002). I argue based on the Blau Space theory that individuals who 

share the most social ties, as well as those who are isolated, should be most likely to 

defect between organizations, rather than those with a middle tier level of social ties. I 

test this argument by means of a secondary analysis of a representative survey of 

disarmed combatants from the war. Using statistical tests appropriate for rare categorical 

outcomes, I find support for the focal argument. The second study explores the extent to 

which integration in the global network of International Non-governmental Organizations 

(INGOs) is related to state armed forces’ use of what I term large-scale sexual violence 
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during conflict. While world polity approaches would suggest that militaries of nations 

that are most integrated into the web of INGOs should commit the lowest levels of sexual 

violence during war, middle status conformity approaches would argue that militaries of 

nations in the middle of the distribution will commit the lowest levels of sexual violence. 

I test the middle status conformity argument using publicly available data with advanced 

quantitative procedures that examine the extent to which a curvilinear relationship exists 

between INGO network embeddedness and the likelihood of large-scale sexual violence 

in conflict. Findings from this analysis suggest a great deal of support for the middle 

status conformity argument, net of theoretically relevant controls. My third study 

explores a key mechanism of the middle status conformity theory approach – that middle 

status actors will abide by social norms to a greater degree in part because of a greater 

degree of social pressure being exerted upon them. This study makes use of data drawn 

from the text of human rights reports produced by Amnesty International (AI). Using a 

computational text analytic approach, I examine the polarity of the sentiment of the 

human rights reports and ask how these reports vary across status hierarchies. To test this 

argument, I make use of a linear regression procedure with theoretically relevant control 

variables. Findings reveal that, net of state-level characteristics such as actual human 

rights practices and commonly used controls such as gross domestic product, nations in 

the middle of status hierarchies have reports written about their human rights practices 

that are more negative in tone than those in other positions in the status hierarchy. The 

major contributions of this dissertation are a novel elaboration of world polity theory 

based on the concept of middle status conformity, innovative applications of 

organizational and network theories to the study of side-switching and widespread sexual 
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violence in conflict. I do this by extending formal concepts drawn from organizational 

ecology and social networks at the global level.    
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INTRODUCTION:  

 

In April 2019, the United States leveraged its influence through threat of veto on 

the UN Security Council to water down a United Nations (UN) resolution that would 

condemn sexual violence during conflict. The resolution originally contained language 

referring to the need for timely “sexual and reproductive health” assistance to victims that 

were sexually assaulted during conflict (Reuters 2019). The U.S. threatened to veto the 

resolution on the grounds that the quoted phrase could be interpreted as in support of 

abortion (Reuters 2019). Other permanent veto wielding UN Security Council members, 

Russia and China both abstained from voting on the measure. 

This incident is just one of many examples one might consider to illustrate the 

following point: High status nations in the global system are able to leverage their 

influence in order to escape punishment for behaviors that lower status nations would be 

more likely to be punished for. Existing global sociological theories do not sufficiently 

account for high status deviance, rather they often focus on how the norms and cultural 

forms of these high status nations readily diffuse through the global system (Meyer 

2010). The solution to this paradox may lie in existing organizational theories that make 

the claim that middle, rather than high status entities should be most likely to conform to 

a given social order. This dissertation focuses on behavior during social and political 

conflict to present an account of how deviance in the global arena is structured by 

network and status position.  

This dissertation contributes to what has been recently described as an “analytic 

pivot” toward organizations in the study of violent conflict (Parkinson and Zaks 2018). 

This pivot can be thought of as the integration of organizational and social network 
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analytic methodologies and perspectives in the empirical study of violent conflict.  It is 

important to note that this pivot is best thought of as a turn toward studying actors in 

conflict (the State, insurgent/rebel groups, counterinsurgencies, and aid-based agencies to 

name a few) as though they were formal organizations - thus, centering violent 

organizations and their behavior as a key outcome of study.  What has been 

conspicuously missing from this “analytic turn” from the perspective of organizational 

sociology is an effort to build and elaborate upon existing organizational theory. That is, 

to ask what a focus on violent organizations and organizing processes in conflict can add 

to what we know about organizations broadly writ, in addition to building our knowledge 

of conflict processes.  

In order to remedy this, I offer three tests of well-developed organizational and 

network-based theoretical perspectives in order to assess how social psychological and 

sociological organizational theory can be extended to environments and contexts that 

organizational sociologists rarely, if ever, examine. Each of these tests aims at better 

understanding of the sociological phenomenon illustrated in the first two paragraphs of 

this chapter – that the behavior of actors in conflict might vary according to their position 

in a social network or a status hierarchy. This move is in line with Wimmer’s (2014) call 

for sociologists, especially those already studying related topics pertaining to social 

movements and contentious politics, to contribute to the emerging literature that has 

clear-cut implications for topics of traditional interest to sociologists such as legitimacy 

and organizational development. In addition, the move to extend micro and mezzo level 

theories to understand macro level social phenomena is in line with recent work by 
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scholars who have advocated for and in some cases tested such an approach (Collins 

2004; DiMaggio 1997; Rivera 2008).  

This chapter goes on to outline these studies in detail, but I will briefly add an 

overview here. First, I explore the phenomenon of defection, or side-switching between 

various organizations in conflict, testing the extent to which probabilistic network ties 

based on an individual’s demographic characteristics in a Blau Space affect the actor’s 

likelihood of defection (Popielarz and McPherson 1995). Second, I examine State 

behavior in conflict, taking a specific focus on State militaries committing large-scale 

sexual violence in civil conflict. I argue based on middle status conformity theories 

(Phillips and Zuckerman 2001) that the militaries of nations in the middle of a status 

hierarchy should be the least likely to commit large scale sexual violence during war, as 

international norms should be disproportionally felt by them versus nations at either the 

higher or lower end of the status hierarchy. Finally, the third study works to critically 

evaluate a key mechanism of middle status conformity theory – namely that social 

pressure in the middle of a status hierarchy should be greater than at the higher or lower 

areas of the hierarchy (Phillips and Zuckerman 2001). Using a unique dataset built from a 

computational text analysis of sentiment of human rights reports, I quantitatively explore 

this mechanism. 

In sum, this dissertation makes substantive contributions to the literature on 

conflict and political violence, offering novel explanations for defection in conflict and 

also sexual violence by military actors. In addition, it makes non-negligible theoretical 

contributions to organizational sociological theory. First, it extends ideas from the 

organizational ecology perspective to organizations’ behavior in conflict in a unique, 
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non-Western, relatively unstable context. Second, it connects middle status conformity 

theories with the neoinstitutional world polity perspective (Meyer 2010). Specifically, I 

argue that the level of integration in the world polity norm structure will be contingent 

upon a nation’s position in a status hierarchy with middle status nations more readily 

adapting to the cultural mandates of the global system. Both of these theoretical 

extensions are new to the literature and represent a significant theoretical contribution of 

the dissertation. 

CONFLICT, NETWORKS, AND ORGANIZATIONAL SOCIOLOGY 

A novel and productive line of research is developing in the empirical work on 

civil conflict focusing on organizations and organizational behavior. Parkinson and Zaks 

describe this move as an “analytic pivot” (2018) that has wide-ranging implications for 

conflict studies. The authors describe four major goals that are advanced by a focus on 

organizations in the conflict literature. First, is an adjustment of the level of analysis from 

the nation-state or individuals to the organization. These authors argue that the 

organizational level is the appropriate level of analysis for conflict scholars, as patterned 

conflict dynamics routinely occur at this level (p. 271). Second, they argue that conflict 

actors are constrained and enabled by organizations, and therefore that understanding 

these opportunities and constraints is key to analyzing actors’ behavior during conflict (p. 

272). Third, the focus on the organization allows for a shift from a focus on political or 

social identifications, for instance challenging “the salience of designations such as 

‘ethnic group’ as an explanatory variable, thereby forcing scholars to articulate and test 

whether it is the ‘ethnic’ or the ‘group’ that is doing the heaving lifting” (p. 272). Finally, 

because multiple forms of organizations (states, militaries, rebel groups, etc.) are 
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engaging in armed conflict, a focus on a group’s organizational structure allows for 

comparisons among these various types of militant organizations (p. 272). 

This organizational turn occurs against a legacy of empirical work in conflict 

studies throughout the 1990s and 2000s that built an impressive body of work that 

modeled conflict dynamics centering the State, and State-level attributes as the key 

theoretical predictors of conflict-level dynamics. As such, the focus of these studies in 

terms of outcomes tended to be at the national level as well – studies frequently focused 

on phenomena such as the onset or initiation of conflict in a particular nation-year, or the 

likelihood that a nation will experience recurring conflicts across multiple years. While 

much of this work was under the disciplinary domain of political science and 

international relations, it echoed the focus of explicitly sociological studies on conflict 

that also centered the nation-state as they key level of analysis (Paige 1978; Skocpol 

1979; Boswell and Dixon 1993). What follows is a discussion of several of the notable 

studies that have taken this organization-centered approach in recent empirical work – 

focusing primarily on relations between insurgencies and those considered 

noncombatants. 

Mampilly’s Rebel Rulers: Insurgent Governance and Civilian Life During War 

(2011) is a powerful example of this organizational turn in conflict studies. Mampilly 

explores the reasons why some insurgencies provide public services to populations and 

how and why these public services are directed to buy support from certain populations, 

while aimed at punishing others (Mampilly 2011, Parkinson and Zaks 2018). Using a 

range of methodological tools (ethnography, interviews, and archival work), Mampilly 

finds that insurgencies engage in public service provision through institutions such as 
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schools, prisons, and institutions for healthcare in order to build political power in a 

particular area (Parkinson and Zaks 2018 p. 277). While all typical of some type of public 

good broadly writ, these institutions can be deployed in ways that buy support from 

particular populations while at the same time punishing other populations. This emphasis 

on public goods provision has been a frequent focus of work in the conflict literature, 

especially work exploring forms of civilian victimization on the part of rebel groups 

(Tokdemir and Akcinaroglu 2016, Davis and Jang 2018).  

A similar move in the conflict literature has been focused on integrating insights 

from social network analysis and theory to explore relational dynamics in conflict. 

Exemplars of qualitative research in this area include Paul Staniland (2014) and Sarah 

Parkinson (2013), whose work has made important contributions linking theories from 

social network analysis and network theory to the study of conflict. Staniland, in his work 

Networks of Rebellion: Explaining Insurgent Cohesion and Collapse (2012), argues that 

cohesion in insurgent groups is a key characteristic that can determine the outcomes, 

duration, and post-conflict prospects for peace following conflict situations. Creating a 

typology based on levels of cohesion -- integrated, vanguard, parochial, and fragmented -

- Staniland makes a compelling case that the context of pre-war social ties to local 

communities and international organizations that organizers of insurgent groups have, 

can make a big difference in the choices available to rebel leaders in the context of the 

conflict. One most direct example is the repeated finding in the conflict literature that 

rebel groups rely to a great extent on the communities that they are embedded in for 

practical goods such as food and shelter at times, and more strategic goods such as 

information about enemy whereabouts (Berman and Matanock 2015). 
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Parkinson (2013) takes a more direct look into these relationships between 

insurgencies and the communities that sustain them. This article examines the “quotidian 

social networks” or the everyday associations between communities and militant 

organizations through social institutions of daily life such as kinship, marriage, and 

friendship (p. 418). These everyday associations can reveal insights about the nature of 

participation in conflict. Parkinson begins with the compelling assumption that “not all 

rebels fights on the frontlines;” rather, they perform essential, but often hidden functions 

related to the sustenance of the rebellion such as managing funds acquired through a 

variety of sources, or performing essential public relations and negotiation-related tasks – 

in essence, the logistics of rebellion (p. 418). She argues that when insurgencies become 

strained by war-time events, some organizations are able to rely on clandestine (and 

gendered) logistics networks to better weather difficult fighting circumstances occurring 

on the battlefield. The relationship between battlefield networks and logistics networks 

developed dynamic and innovative social relations that allowed experienced insurgents, 

some who had joined due to a prior history of contentious activity (McAdam 1986), to 

shape new forms of contention. 

These examples are notable in that they provide explorations of network theory as 

it relates to cohesion generally, focusing on the relationships between insurgencies and 

the local communities that foster them. Yet, these studies rely on qualitative evidence and 

only provide a cursory description of “cohesion” – a concept that has undergone many 

recent developments in measurement and empirical application in the social networks 

literature (Moody and White 2003, Friedkin 2004). To the credit of scholars seeking to 

test network-based arguments related to conflict, direct data in conflict zones are 
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extremely difficult to collect, a problem that may hinder future studies in formally testing 

these specific theories using quantitative network measures developed to understand 

cohesion in conflict zones. Regardless, this is a worthwhile quest that would contribute 

significantly to the literature on armed conflict.  

Theories from organizational ecology and neoinstitutionalism may be especially 

salient to the study of civil conflict, based on the premise that the organizational and 

institutional theoretical paradigms have great potential to add to dominant explanations 

for what is indeed largely organizational behavior during war. In addition it is important 

to note that scholars focusing on other forms of political violence such as human rights 

violations already adopt a network-based organizational theoretical perspective (Sikkink 

2002, 2009; Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui 2005, Hafner Burton and Montgomery 2009; 

Cole 2018). Scholars of political violence have begun to benefit from a similar cross-

fertilization of ideas from networks and organizational sociology, though more work 

remains to be done in the literature on conflict specifically. 

This dissertation seeks to intervene at this juncture - offering a set of studies that 

integrate insights from both social networks and organizational sociology in a way that is 

consistent with the previous tests of these theories in Western contexts. In addition, this 

dissertation tests organizational theory with regard to outcomes of interest to scholars of 

conflict that are often overlooked by scholars who have centered organizations as the 

level of analysis. For concrete example, much of the work in this vein has focused on 

organizational governance with regard to providing carrots (public goods) and sticks 

(punishment) to noncombatants to induce compliance and assistance – yet as I will go on 

to describe further there are many instances where organizations and organizational 
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behavior is central to the conflict process that does not involve relations with civilians. In 

doing so, I explore the impacts of multiple forms of organizations, be they militant or 

peripheral to the conflict process, at multiple levels that may affect various conflict 

processes. 

MIDDLE STATUS CONFORMITY 

 One productive line of research in the sociology of organizations has been the 

elaboration and extension of middle status conformity theories developed in social 

psychology (Phillips and Zuckerman 2001). The basic tenets of this theoretical paradigm 

rest on the recurrent finding that actors in the middle of a status hierarchy are more likely 

exhibit higher degrees of conformity than actors at the lower or higher ends (Blau 1960, 

1963; Dittes and Kelley 1956; Harvey and Consalvi 1960; Homans 1961; Menzel; 1960; 

Ranulf 1938). Higher levels of conformity in the middle of a status hierarchy is routinely 

expressed as an inverted “U” or “Ո” shaped statistical relationship, also known as the 

inverted U shape or IUS phenomenon (Phillips and Zuckerman 2001). This empirical 

expression results in the various measures of conformity being characterized by higher 

values on the Y axis that produce a notable arc at the middle of the slope line. These 

studies became prominent in social psychological research in the mid-20th century, but 

fell out of vogue  

Several related mechanisms are suggested for this phenomenon. First, actors at 

the lower end of the status hierarchy exhibit more deviance because they have little status 

to lose on one hand, and are likely to be subject to harsh punishment whether they 

conform to standards of behavior or not. Actors at the higher end of the status hierarchy 

exhibit comparably high levels of deviance as they are able to routinely act without fear 

of punishment or loss of status (Hollander 1958, 1960; Phillips and Zuckerman 2001). 
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Meanwhile, actors in the middle of the status hierarchy exhibit the lowest levels of 

deviance as they seek to protect the status that they do have, while feeling as though they 

would be subject to types of punishment if they were to engage in deviant behavior 

(Dittes and Kelley 1956; Homans 1961; Phillips and Zuckerman 2001). It is important to 

note that extensions of theoretical insights from micro-level theories to the macro-level 

are fraught with important limitations and difficulties.  

It is also notable that previous extensions to organizational science through 

mezzo-or middle ground level points of analysis help to soften the trouble associated with 

this extension. What follows is a review of some of the signal recent contributions that 

have investigated middle status conformity with respect to its extension to organizational 

sociology. Phillips and Zuckerman for instance (2001) make an important but qualified 

contribution in the extension of middle status conformity theory to the organizational 

level focusing on two empirical contexts, the Silicon Valley legal services market (p. 

411) and the market for investment advice (p. 419).  

While this theory has thoroughly diffused into mainstream work in organizational 

studies there has not been a concurrent diffusion into work related to global dynamics 

with a focus on nation-states and actors in contexts of concern for scholars of 

international society. This lack of extension is despite the fact that work in the world 

polity tradition in sociology focuses explicitly on organizational form (Meyer and Rowan 

1977; Meyer 2010). This gap in the literature presents an opportunity to make a potent 

theoretical contribution. My intention, therefore, is to integrate and synthetically examine 

frameworks from middle status conformity theory and world polity theory. This is done 

in order to make the case that world polity theory, especially its focus on global 
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isomorphism or the spread of institutional form through the world – with nations taking 

signals about what institutions to adopt based on the legitimacy of certain scripts in the 

global system (Kentikelenis and Seabrooke 2017) -- might require elaboration in the form 

of tests for middle status conformity, rather than a linear diffusion process. 

 Throughout the studies in this dissertation, I argue that actors in conflict react to a 

variety of signals about proper behavior. This behavior ranges from what it means to be a 

loyal soldier and comrade to what the proper conduct in conflict is. In each of these cases 

I argue that social ties, at times operationalized as social pressure (Merton 1938), and at 

other times based on the probability that individuals will share social relations that can 

keep them loyal in conflict (Shils and Janowitz 1948), are the key mechanism that drive 

actors toward maintaining adherence to norms in conflict. The section that follows will 

provide an overview of each of these studies, focusing on the signal theoretical 

contributions of each study. In the process, I will describe the empirical data sources and 

methodological choices I pursued in each. Finally, I will conclude each description with 

an elaboration on the ways that the study in question contributes to my overall research 

question addressed in this dissertation: how does adherence to global norms stratify along 

status hierarchies? And also, does this stratification take the form of a middle status 

conformity effect? 

 Given the theoretical and empirical framing set forth in this review, I put forward 

the following proposition that will guide the specific hypotheses in the appendices in this 

dissertation. 
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Proposition: Actors that occupy middle positions in network-based status hierarchies will 

exhibit higher levels of conformity across a variety of contexts than those in higher and 

lower positions in network-based status hierarchies. 

 

 As an additional note aimed at more clarity in the analytic choices pursued in this 

dissertation, it is important to consider that the studies in this dissertation focus on 

instances of deviance, rather than conformity per se. The theoretical implications of this 

focus are that while intrinsically related, there may well be distinct processes leading to 

deviance rather than conformity (Hirschi 1969). Here it is appropriate to acknowledge 

that I am conceptualizing conformity as refraining from deviant behavior. Following the 

social control theory tradition (Hirschi 1969), I analyze deviance as instances of behavior 

that is contrary to established avenues of action legitimated by the social order. This 

choice to focus on deviance also leads to empirical considerations. Unlike many previous 

studies exploring middle status conformity that found an IUS pattern, these studies 

largely seek to find a traditional “U” shaped pattern – that is, actors in the middle of 

hierarchies will have the lowest incidence of deviance, resulting in lower values in the 

middle of the statistical curve. 

 

OUTLINE OF THE APPENDICES: 

The following section describes three studies that will make up the empirical 

portion of this dissertation.  These studies in sum tell a coherent story regarding how 

isolation from networks, as well as integration, can shape behavior during conflict. In the 

same vein, these studies build a case that entities in the middle of a network in terms of 

integration exhibit higher levels of conformity.  In doing so, these works draw on classic 
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network perspectives in addition to work in the world polity and organizational ecology 

traditions to explain conflict-related outcomes of serious interest to scholars working on 

empirical studies of conflict. These outcomes are as follows: The first study examines 

defection, or side-switching during war, while the second study examines sexual violence 

committed by military actors during war. Finally, the third study explores the tone of 

human rights reports produced by Amnesty International (AI) in their routine accounting 

of nations’ human rights practices. 

The empirical scope of the studies is quite broad, first taking into account 

individual level data from a survey of demobilized combatants from the conflict in Sierra 

Leone (1991-2002). The second study moves to a more macro-level context, focusing on 

not only national-level characteristics, but on the network of shared characteristics across 

nations. Finally, I take into consideration unique data drawn from the text of human 

rights reports that I employ a computational text analysis to derive measures from for 

quantitative analysis. Each study makes use of statistical procedures and quantitative 

methodology – Appendices 1 and 2 estimate regressions based on limited categorical 

dependent variables while Appendix 3 estimates linear regressions to test the hypotheses 

presented. 

 

Appendix A. A social ecology of affiliation in civil conflict: shifting allegiances in the 

conflict in Sierra Leone 

Appendix A was published in Social Science Research (Davis 2017). This first 

study transposes the organizational ecological network-based argument “on the edge or 

in-between” (Popielarz and McPherson 1995) to a new domain, that of subnational civil 

conflict, in order to understand defection, or side-switching in the conflict in Sierra 
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Leone. Drawing upon classical sociological work (Durkheim 2007:1897) this theory 

suggests that actors who are both deeply embedded into social networks, as well as those 

who are isolated from them, should be most likely to commit acts of deviance (in this 

case defection). Similarly, those who are neither over-socialized nor under socialized in 

terms of their embeddedness into social networks should be most likely to exhibit 

conformity. As the phenomenon of defection or side switching is harshly punished in 

conflict, oftentimes up to execution (Oppenheim et al. 2015), I theorize defection as a 

type of deviant behavior, given the context. On the other hand, I argue that remaining in 

only one organization is an instance of conformity. 

This work uses data drawn from a sample of 1,043 combatants who took part in 

the war in Sierra Leone (1991-2002; data of Humphreys and Weinstein 2004). In this 

paper, I ask how might both network-based social isolation as well as deep integration 

into units based on the principle of homophily, or similarity in attributes, lead to side 

switching during conflict.  This theory is tested quantitatively using both a logistic 

regression procedure, as well as Firth’s penalized likelihood logistic regression procedure 

to account for the rarity of side switching in these data. As yet, to my knowledge this 

paper remains the only work to connect the Blauspace theory of organizational ecology 

with civil conflict in a quantitative, empirical study. 

In order to test this, I first make use of theories from social networks (Blau 

Space), in particular the “on the edge or in between” argument brought forth by Popielarz 

and McPherson (1995) in order to argue that individuals who are neither over nor under 

socialized (that is, “in between”) will be most likely to remain in one organization 

throughout the entirety of the war. In order to explore this phenomenon, I make use of the 
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analogy to the biological concept of the “niche.” The major benefits of the niche as a 

metaphor is that it takes into account a hypothetical space of organizational life where 

organizational dynamics such as recruitment occur (McPherson 1983). In terms of 

measurement, I use the well-known measurement procedure in computing the niche space 

described in detail in Appendix A. Following McPherson (1983) and research that 

followed, I take the mean value of a continuous demographic characteristic and compute 

bounds of 1.5 standard deviations over and below the mean. The resulting measure is able 

to capture the typical demographic boundaries of an organization, boundaries that should 

determine the extent and types of social network connections exhibited by members 

(Blau 1977; McPherson 1983). 

The findings of the statistical analysis in this study are, in essence, that 

individuals that are in only one organization’s niche in terms of the demographic 

characteristics of age and education are the least likely to have defected to another 

organization over the course of the war. Meanwhile, individuals in the intersection of all 

organizational niches, as well as those in no organization’s niche space, are the most 

likely to defect between organizations over the course of the war. The connections 

between the “on the edge or in between” argument (Popielarz and McPherson 1995) and 

the “middle status conformity” theory (Phillips and Zuckerman 2001) are evident. 

Individuals in only one organization’s niche space experience the most intense social 

pressure to remain in their organization because they do not experience a concurrent pull 

factor out of those organizations and into new ones. Following the Blau Space logic, 

these individuals in a network sense are likely to have middle-tier levels of network 

connections, far more than demographic isolates who should have relatively few 
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connections, or those in the center of all niches, who should have a large number of 

network connections. 

 

Appendix B. Middle Status Conformity in the World Polity: Global Institutional 

Embeddedness and Sexual Violence in Civil Conflict. 

Study 2 takes on another important question relating to conflict, namely: Why do 

some states’ militaries commit large-scale sexual violence in war while others do not? 

Similar to Appendix A, this study connects theories from organizational sociology and 

social networks to understand this phenomenon. Specifically, I contest theories related to 

the world polity literature by bringing in additional organizational theory to explain my 

findings. To my knowledge, this study represents the first quantitative test of world polity 

theories in civil conflict, despite calls by scholars to make this natural connection given 

that a significant literature has developed that has focused on world polity theory and the 

human rights behavior among the nations of the world (Koenig and Dierkes 2011). 

Using a combined dataset from various sources, some publicly available and some 

original measures collected and coded by myself, I use probit models to test whether a 

nation’s level of embeddedness in the network of International Non-governmental 

Organizations (INGOs) is related to the occurrence of large-scale sexual violence in 

conflict. Net of various theoretically relevant factors such as women’s empowerment and 

the intensity of the conflict, findings from this analysis reveal a robust “U” shaped 

relationship, where nations both isolated and deeply embedded in the field of INGOs 

exhibit the highest likelihood of large-scale sexual violence. Meanwhile, nations in the 

middle of the INGO network tend to exhibit the lowest likelihood of sexual violence 

during civil conflict. I theorize that this lack of sexual violence by military actors in the 
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middle of the status hierarchy is indicative of a more stringent adherence to international 

standards for behavior during armed combat enshrined in a variety of international 

agreements such as the Geneva Convention that ostensibly worked to regulate state 

treatment of civilians during armed combat. It is important to note here that many of 

these agreements were developed and shaped with the active participation of INGOs who 

helped write the policy itself, and that now work to help ensure that the policy is adhered 

to through a variety of reporting capacities (Finnemore 1996). 

The “U”-shaped relationship between national embeddedness in the INGO 

network and sexual violence during conflict that this study finds is again indicative of the 

middle status conformity argument. It is notable that this finding is both relevant to the 

ongoing literature on civilian victimization in war, specifically sexual violence (Cohen 

2013), and also to the ongoing debate about violence and position in global hierarchies. 

For instance, empirical studies on conflict often find support for the argument that nations 

that are neither democracies nor authoritarian regimes should experience more conflict 

(Fearon and Laitin 2003). While this argument has been subject to recent reconsideration 

given new and improved data and estimation techniques (Jones and Lupu 2018), this 

study allows for a reinvestigation of this general phenomenon given a different 

operationalization of middleness as such, that is, by investigating the middle areas of 

networks of connections among countries, rather than the level of democratization that a 

nation has experienced. 

Appendix C. The Structure of Shame in Human Rights Reports: Evidence from an 

Automated Text Analysis. 

Finally, Appendix C as described below works to unpack theoretical mechanisms 

at work in the processes uncovered by the research for Appendix B.  The goal of this 
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study is to test whether key mechanisms of middle status conformity theory can be found 

in data reflecting international-State level domains.  The goal of this study is to 

empirically examine a key mechanism of the middle-status conformity theory at work in 

the previous two appendices, that is, the idea that social pressure is strongest in the 

middle of a status hierarchy. In order to explore social pressure at the global level I 

leverage computational text analysis to study human rights reports produced by a well 

known INGO, Amnesty International (AI). In this study, I put forward the argument that 

because nations continually monitor and are affected by human rights reports, that more 

negative sentiment or “tone” in these reports is a reasonable operationalization of social 

pressure in the international arena.  

Using data drawn from a computational sentiment analysis using GoogleCloud’s 

automated sentiment analysis procedure, I assign a sentiment value to each nation-year in 

the dataset. I merge these data on two data sources that are thought of in the sociological 

literature as types of status hierarchies: a global norm network based on INGO 

connections, and a trade network based on both import and export ties reflecting nations’ 

position in a global economic order. In order to more robustly assess the relationship 

between status and the sentiment of human rights reports produced about nations, I 

include control variables reflecting national-level characteristics that might be associated 

with the tone of human rights reports – most notably I include the widely used CIRI 

human rights scores data (Cingranelli et al. 2014) to account for actual human rights 

practices in the estimation. 

In addition to the contributions of this work with respect to the sociology of 

organizations in testing a major mechanism of middle status conformity theory in the 
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international arena, this study is situated in an emerging field of inquiry with the potential 

to affect many areas of sociological inquiry. This move to consider the text produced by 

international organizations fits in with an emerging research program among scholars in 

the world polity tradition who see a great deal of opportunity in new data sources based 

on computational text analysis of the copious amount of text produce by international 

organizations (Kentikelenis 2018). More broadly, scholars of the sociology of culture see 

the benefit of the revolutionary techniques made available by advances in computational 

modeling, and in particular the modeling of text (Mohr et al. 2013; Evans and Aceves 

2016). 

 Taken together, these three appendices provide innovative extensions of theory 

from the sociology of organizations. This extension provided an opportunity to elaborate 

upon world polity theory in ways that suggests an innovative approach to model diffusion 

processes involving a focus on middle status actors, rather than the behavior of the 

highest status actors. In addition, they provide rigorous quantitative tests in novel 

contexts and, in doing so, provide unique insights for the interdisciplinary literature on 

violent conflict. The next sections of this chapter situate these contributions and provide a 

general overview of ways in which this dissertation represents a significant contribution 

to the literature. 

CONCLUSIONS 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS: 

While the previous section outlining the appendices that make up the empirical studies of 

this dissertation focused on some of the specific contributions each article makes, the 

following section elaborates the major contributions of this dissertation, taken in sum. As 
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such, it is divided roughly into three major parts that are the major contributions this 

dissertation makes. First, it describes the theoretical contribution of the dissertation with 

respect to an elaboration of world polity theory. Second, it describes how the studies 

contribute to the growing literature on organization in conflict - with a specific focus on 

how this literature will benefit from theoretical engagement with the sociology of 

organizations. Finally, I describe an additional contribution of this dissertation that is 

related to how the sociology of organizations and networks has benefited from 

engagement with the interdisciplinary empirical studies on conflict. 

MAJOR CONTRIBUTIONS 

Elaborating World Polity Theory 

 This dissertation, especially Appendix B and C, endeavors to marshal a 

compelling case that world polity approaches in global sociology and the sociology of 

organizations would benefit from a deeper engagement with various related theories in 

networks and the sociology of organizations. Broadly based on Meyer and Rowan’s 

(1977) theoretical framework, as well as in conversation with DiMaggio and Powell 

(1983), the world polity school has long argued that state-level national institutions such 

as educational systems (Meyer at al. 1992) or electoral systems (Ramirez et al. 1997), 

follow neoinstitutional diffusion patterns. These patterns largely follow the global 

isomorphism ideas that lead to arguments that claim that interaction with institutions such 

as INGOs in world society will lead to a gradual homogenization of institutional 

development over time (Meyer et al. 1997). Specifically, nations are theorized to become 

more similar over time. Scholars in this tradition argue that nations with less access to the 

scripts for behavior produced by powerful (legitimate) nations in the global system will 

adopt the policies of the powerful nations more slowly than those in close contact. 
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 While a compelling theory for understanding global social behavior, this theory 

falls short in two ways that this dissertation helps to address. First, world polity theory 

does not sufficiently account for elite deviance – that is, an account for why powerful 

countries oftentimes defy other powerful nations and the global norms they advocate for. 

Second, world polity theory does not offer an empirical account of potential non-linear 

trends in diffusion processes. In short, diffusion may first occur in the middle of a status 

hierarchy and then spread to the top, rather than a top down process (or other potential 

combinations). These limitations of world polity theory are concerns that can be easily 

addressed by taking into account organizational-theoretical perspectives that run 

tangential, and not entirely counter-to world polity theories. 

 This dissertation makes this intervention by integrating insights from middle 

status conformity theory, as well as network-based organizational perspectives from Blau 

Space ecology theory. Appendices A and B deploy statistical evidence across contexts to 

confirm the argument that middle status actors should most stringently avoid deviant 

behavior in international context, particularly with regard to conflict. Meanwhile, 

Appendix C explicitly tests a major mechanism of this theory. The implications of this 

are that world polity theoretical paradigms (explicitly tested in Appendix B) should take 

into consideration the likelihood that diffusion processes may occur in non-linear ways 

when modeling the diffusion of a state-level characteristic. In other words, world polity 

scholars will benefit from exploring other organizational theoretical approaches in 

addition to neoinstitutional theory. 

Implications for Conflict Studies 

 This dissertation is in heavy conversation with the organizational “analytical 

pivot” (Parkinson and Zaks 2018) toward organizations and networks that has occurred in 
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recent years in the empirical literature on conflicts and conflict processes. The major 

contributions of this approach have been to theorize social and organizational level 

processes that may be driving conflict-related happenings – as opposed to state and cross-

national level factors that had come to dominate the literature in previous decades 

(Wimmer 2014; Parkinson and Zaks 2018). While the major goals of this approach have 

been to examine how organizational processes affect conflict outcomes, this approach has 

been narrow so far. In particular, this approach has typically worked to analyze ways that 

organizational structures of insurgencies come to shape their subsequent relations with 

noncombatants, often in the form of some type of public goods provision that can vary 

according to organizational form (Mampilly 2012). Another related version of this is that 

pre-war network connections to leaders and organizations in their infancy shape 

organizational structure – that can in turn affect public goods provisions. 

 This dissertation moves the needle by taking organizational and network-inspired 

analysis into new and never before examined domains beyond public goods provision. 

Appendix A explores how organizational recruitment patterns shape the networks in 

organizations during war. These network patterns lead to structured behavior during war 

such as, of particular interest to me, defection. In another case, Appendix B explores 

relations with civilians from the perspective of state military actors, but does so with the 

aim of exploring how organizations outside of the conflict, i.e. INGOs can alter and 

change military behavior. These organizational and network based explanations for 

defection and sexual violence during war represent novel theoretical predictions in the 

conflict literature, being found to be significant predictors of actor behavior net of 

controlling for theoretically related phenomenon.  
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Other Implications for the Sociology of Organizations and Networks 

 The final theoretical contribution of this dissertation taken in sum is to offer 

versions of organizational sociology, beyond world polity theory that are extended to the 

global level. Particularly of interest is the move to test perspectives from organizational 

ecology and network (Blau Space) as well as middle status conformity theories at the 

international level. Given that work has maintained that organizational sociology is 

overly parochial with too much focus on the United States (Boyacigiller and Adler 1991), 

this extension of these theories to non-Western contexts is notable and represents, to my 

knowledge, the first such effort for both of these theories. The finding that both insights 

from Blau Space, as well as from middle status conformity theories seem to transfer to 

foreign contexts, both subnational and cross-national, provides additional support for the 

overall robustness of these theories. 

 Research in social networks too has benefitted from a move toward an 

internationalization of research. Many of these studies have challenged fundamental 

assumptions regarding our theories in social networks and helped to establish important 

caveats based on culture and social structure that can alter these theories. One well- 

known example is  Xiao and Tsui’s (2007) finding that brokers are not trusted in China, 

mitigating their potential to influence organizations as they do in Western contexts (Burt 

1995). Here too, the finding that network-based predictions from Blau Space and middle 

status conformity (embeddedness) approaches can be extended to these contexts is very 

informative and suggests a great deal of support for these theories. 
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Appendix A. 

 

A Social Ecology of Affiliation in Conflict: Shifting allegiance in the War in Sierra 

Leone. 

 

(Published 2017. Social Science Research 67: 115-128. 

DOI: 10.1016/j.ssresearch.2017.06.002) 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Drawing on data from a survey of 1043 ex-combatants who took part in the 

civil war in Sierra Leone (1991–2002) this paper explores the conditions that predict a 

key outcome in the conflict literature: defection, or side-switching between the various 

organizations at war. This paper advances arguments drawn from the organizational 

ecology school and works to extend key theories related to “Blau Space” to the study 

of civil war. Using a series of logistic regression procedures, this paper tests various 

competing hypotheses against key contributions of the organizational ecology school. 

Key findings of this work suggest support for major hypotheses in this literature as net of 

important theoretical conditions, defections are most likely when individuals are either 

demographically atypical of their organization (niche edge) or most susceptible 

to competition for their services by other groups (niche overlap). 
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INTRODUCTION 

During civil war, a key organizational focus for rebel groups, governments, or 

counter-insurgencies is to prevent defection or side-switching.  Defection can lead to a 

number of detrimental outcomes including loss of important members, the compromise of 

precious organizational secrets, and awareness among members that viable alternatives to 

allegiance exist (Weinstein 2007; Oppenheim et al. 2015).  These defections lead to a 

range of group responses which influence outside perceptions of an organization during 

or after a conflict such as violent policing of would-be defectors by groups.  In turn, these 

perceptions shape that organization’s capacity to recruit outside support in terms of 

weaponry, money, foreign-fighters, or international legitimacy.  Analyses of the 

organizational consequences of defection and the measures taken to prevent it are key 

features of much of the organizational literature on civil war, though the dynamics of this 

process have rarely been empirically examined (Oppenheim et al. 2015). 

 Defection has been frequently identified as an important organizational challenge 

in studies of civil conflict and studies on micro-level organizational behavior in conflict 

understand its prevention as a key organizational objective in civil war (Viterna 2006, 

2013; Weinstein 2005; 2007). Kalyvas (2008) defines defection as intentional action 

against an organization, either private or public, ranging from sharing information to 

side-switching. This research focuses on switching allegiances, defining defection as 

side-switching across multiple armed groups in a conflict, and addresses a gap in the 

literature both in terms of the more general paucity of studies of defection in civil war, 

but also in terms of applying a sociological perspective to individual behavior in the 

context of civil war. 
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 Despite the scarcity of empirical literature on defection specifically, there is a 

growing body of literature that works to explain other, less specific - but related - forms 

of high-risk demobilization such as desertion and mutiny. Roughly following the 

literature on social-movement mobilization in terms of causal models, this literature 

offers a wide range of empirical explanations for demobilization, spanning unit and 

individual-level characteristics such as economic or ethnic grievances or political 

ideological commitments (Hechter et al. 2016; Oppenheim et al. 2015), as well as social, 

spatial, and network level characteristics that might increase an individual’s decision to 

demobilize (Shils and Janowitz, 1948; Bearman, 1991; McLaughlin 2014).  A major 

weakness in this literature lies in the observation that scholars have largely ignored the 

extent to which social characteristics might be shaped by organizational behavior that can 

in turn shape an individual’s propensity to either demobilize or remain in an organization. 

 The research addresses the lack of focus on social dynamics and organizational 

behavior in the extant literature by introducing a connection between organizational 

sociology and civil conflict. Using the literature on various forms of high-risk 

demobilization as a starting point, I provide an additional perspective that helps explain 

defection in the civil war in Sierra Leone (1991-2002).  The strategy will be to use an 

approach borrowed from organizational ecology to explore the role that demographic 

characteristics, specifically age and level of education, play in predicting an individual’s 

odds of defection, or side-switching during the civil war in Sierra Leone. I find that 

demographic characteristics are in fact made salient by the recruitment patterns of the 

organizations that systematically create homophilous groups, and their demographic 

outliers. 
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 Making use of data derived from a representative survey administered at the 

conclusion of the civil war in Sierra Leone (Humphreys and Weinstein 2004), I compute 

measures of demographic isolation and integration using an approach pioneered by 

sociologist Miller McPherson (1983) as well as he and his colleague Pamela Popielarz 

(1995) to ascertain an appropriate range of age and educational level that might reliably 

serve as indicators of demographic isolation. This perspective allows for an analysis that 

captures potential individual responses to organizational behavior by measuring the 

extent to which the individual’s position outside of a social space of recruitment predicts 

their likelihood of defection.   

 Findings suggest that both demographic outliers, as well as those most 

demographically similar to members in all groups are most likely to defect.  Mechanisms 

drawn from the organizational ecology paradigm suggest that sociodemographic outliers 

experience negative treatment through stereotype and social exclusion from peer 

networks (Kanter 1977; Popielarz and McPherson 1995: 703) which in turn make them 

more likely to defect.  Meanwhile those at the center of all group’s niches experience 

recruitment pressure from other organizations to a greater degree than others, making 

their movement between groups more likely (Popielarz and McPherson 1995).  These 

findings lend support for the Blauspace theoretical paradigm and offer an organizational 

ecological explanation for a key and under-explored outcome in the literature on civil 

conflict, defection. 

INTERACTION AND GROUP COHESION IN CIVIL WAR 

Group cohesion, or the factors that lead members to remain in a group or resist 

alternative offers for membership is a frequent topic of focus for sociologists (Fine and 
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Holyfield 1996; Festinger et al. 1950; Piper et al. 1983). Building upon early theoretical 

work by Durkheim (1893) and Simmel (1908) social psychologists and network theorists 

argue that social interaction is a primary mechanism that increases interpersonal bonds of 

members (Fine and Holyfield 1996; Lawler et al. 2000; Moody and White 2003; Friedkin 

2004) and decreases the uncertainty associated with finding new groups (Lawler et al. 

2000).  Relations among members tend to act as a type of glue holding groups together 

through potentially difficult circumstances.  Military units, among several other forms of 

social organization (sports teams, families, and neighborhoods to name but a few) have 

been the focus of sociological research on the topic, marking a focus on the role than 

strain puts on collective performance. 

 Building upon the work of Shils and Janowitz (1948), who argued that regimental 

units based on shared geographical origin led to very high levels of morale among Nazi 

troops through a lengthy and difficult retreat to Berlin, military sociologists have taken on 

the task of defining and working to explain why armed groups exhibit varying levels of 

cohesiveness.  Indeed to exemplify this variance, Bearman (1991) argues that shared 

geographical origin might also work in the other direction, creating bonds that provide 

social support when deserting an organization during a difficult time, this time using the 

case of disintegrating Confederate units in the U.S. Civil War (1861-1865).  More recent 

applications in military sociology have explored ways that cohesion might be 

operationalized for modern fighting forces, producing survey instruments given to 

soldiers measuring the quality of the ties between members of various units (Griffith 

1988).  Military sociology has largely concluded that demographic characteristics are less 

important than leadership, disciplinary apparatuses, and interpersonal dynamics in 
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producing more positive perceptions of unit cohesion (Kier 1998; Siebold and Lindsay 

1999). Yet, this work has largely focused upon highly structured military units in 

Western national contexts that have gone through an intense training process that aids in 

assimilation mitigating the impact of demographic differences between members 

(Dornbusch 1955). 

 An important and growing line of literature seeks to understand how armed 

groups in less developed nations, such as insurgent groups fragment and face problems 

maintaining unit cohesion (Staniland 2014). Multi-party civil wars, now the dominant 

form of civil conflict in the world today, situate multiple organizations – rebel groups, 

counter-insurgent movements and state-affiliated armed groups – in an environment 

characterized by competition for recruits and a constant drive to induce treacherous 

behavior from members of rival, or even friendly groups with different goals (Oppenheim 

et al. 2015; Stanton 2015).  Oftentimes, this comes in the form of counter-insurgent 

movements and states attempting to diminish the capacity of rebel groups by attempting 

to attract would-be defectors (Oppenheim et al. 2015).  Yet, evidence also suggests that 

members of counter insurgencies and state-affiliated armed groups are also prone to 

defection, joining rebel organizations at key points of civil conflicts (McLauchlin 2010; 

Feldman and Arrous 2013). 

High-risk organizations, such as rebel groups, through strategic recruitment, 

usually targeting individuals with similar characteristics – young men with lower levels 

of education – effectively shape interaction within their units, and by extension, group 

cohesion (Humphreys and Weinstein 2008).  These organizations, through recruitment, 

have the capacity to define both what it means to be a socio-demographic outlier, as well 
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as a highly sought after member similar along socio-demographic characteristics to many 

members already in a particular group.  Here, such organizations have the capacity to 

effectively shape the communities within them, limiting the range of potential social 

interaction.  This is not to be read as a critique of military sociologists who argue that 

demographic characteristics are secondary to unit-level characteristics, but as an 

addendum: armed groups create organizational cultures around shared beliefs that are 

reinforced by the recruitment patterns and value systems promoted by the organization 

through targeted recruitment patterns.  Organizations that target narrowly defined 

segments of populations, for whatever reason, communicate to members that members 

like that are valuable, shaping the propensity to create social ties and promoting social 

exclusion of demographic outliers. 

NETWORKS AND SOCIAL COHESION 

 Social network theory has offered a range of possible operationalizations of group 

cohesion or embeddedness (Granovetter 1985). Techniques such as blockmodeling, 

which located communities from individuals with structurally equivalent positions or 

roles in a network (White et al. 1976) and measures of structural cohesion (Moody and 

White 2003) have been offered as network measures of group cohesion. Difficulty of data 

collection in post-conflict settings precludes the possibility of obtaining network 

measures at the individual level for groups fighting in civil war, thus comparable proxy 

measures of network ties are required in the absence of these data.   

The homophily principle, that “birds of a feather flock together” ensures that 

social interaction is not random.  Blau (1977) argues that individuals tend to build 

network ties with those with whom they share sociodemographic characteristics such as 
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age, marital status, income, or educational attainment. This insight was extended by 

McPherson and his colleagues to argue that this predictable arrangement of individuals in 

society could yield insights into how voluntary associations operate and compete with 

one another for members (McPherson 1983, 1983; McPherson and Smith Lovin 1986; 

McPherson and Rotolo 1996).  This social space in which organizations compete for 

individuals that tend to cluster based on shared characteristics was dubbed the “niche,” 

borrowing from biological research, and was used in conjunction with the organizational 

ecology school (Hannan and Freeman 1989) to understand how organizations survived or 

failed based on the extent to which they were able to successfully occupy key positions in 

a social space to out recruit competitors. 

 While much work in the Blau space vein has focused on organizational dynamics 

within voluntary associations, McPherson (2004) argues that this focus is not uniquely 

appropriate for Blau space approaches and suggests its utility for many other types of 

social organization. Indeed, the approach has been applied to a variety of organizations in 

recent scholarship from social movement organizations (Stern 1999), occupations 

(McPherson and Rotolo 2001), musical genres or other types of cultural form which can 

compete with one another for a listener’s time (Mark 1998; Mark 2003), to political 

ideology (Leuthold et al. 2007).  Thus, while this paper departs from McPherson and 

colleagues’ original conceptualization of Blau Space, applying these models to social 

dynamics in organizations fighting in civil war is well within the lineage of the paradigm 

in terms of the directions it has been taken since the early 1990s (Popielarz and Neal 

2007). 
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 Importantly for this paper, the Blau Space paradigm allows us to make important 

predictions about which individuals are most likely to switch sides in civil war. Popielarz 

and McPherson’s (1995) article that explored how organizations not only recruit 

members in a niche-space (the niche overlap hypothesis), but also how organizations 

actively shape homophilous communities within the organization that make demographic 

outliers more likely to leave the organization (the niche edge hypothesis) (Popielarz and 

McPherson 1995).  Popielarz and McPherson demonstrate that the duration of 

organizational membership can be contingent upon an individual’s position in a given 

space of recruitment. As organizations react to changing dimensions of recruitment, they 

must move their niche of recruitment in demographic space, or in other words adjust to 

their emerging circumstances marked by higher competition for recruits.  Figure 1 

provides a representation of expectations in a theoretical niche-space. 

[FIGURE 1 HERE] 

The mechanisms for this organizational movement are quite intuitive.  As organizations 

face higher competition for recruits in a demographic space they react by expanding or 

moving their niche-base in order to compensate for lost recruits (McPherson and Ranger-

Moore 1991).  Those left outside of the moving niche-space should be more likely to 

leave their respective organization than those who are in the niche-space of their 

organizations. 

 This theoretical frame suggests my first set of hypotheses: 
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H1a: Individuals outside of the niche of the organization they participated in (the “niche 

edge”) should be more likely to switch sides than individuals located in their 

organization’s demographic niche. 

 

And, 

 

H1b: Individuals inside of the niches of all organizations (the “niche overlap”) should be 

more likely to switch sides than individuals not located in this overlap. 

 

 Here, I suggest that individuals outside of the common socio-demographic social 

space of organizations taking part in civil war will build less network connections in their 

respective organizations and thus will feel ostracized by their group.  They will seek out 

potential suitor organizations to whom they can provide information and additional 

fighting power.  Meanwhile, those individuals with socio-demographic characteristics 

desired by all organizations will be heavily recruited over, experiencing pressure to 

abandon their first group and join different organizations.  While in the spirit of previous 

Blau Space research, this approach departs by not investigating recruitment between 

these organizations in a social space created by the real world those organizations inhabit; 

rather, it posits that organizations work as active agents in shaping the demographic 

communities within them – a position that is, indeed, a sometimes unwritten assumption 

of previous research in this vein. 

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS 

Political Ideology 
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 Political ideology can be a useful tool for leaders seeking to motivate new recruits 

and existing insurgents during difficult fighting (Wickham-Crowley 1990; Oppenheim et 

al. 2015). Political ideology can be defined as a set of beliefs of a group that can be 

encapsulated in a type of “cause” or set of political objectives used to overcome real or 

perceived grievances faced by members of the group (Ugarriza and Craig 2013; Gutiérrez 

Sanín and Wood 2014; Oppenheim et al. 2015).  This operationalization allows for 

ideology to be thought of as context dependent within a particular group, rather than 

through allegiance to political parties representing apparent ideological positions.  In 

addition, this operationalization allows one to think of political ideology as part of an 

armed group leader’s “toolkit” or a symbolic resource that can be used strategically to 

direct action (Swidler 1986). 

Beyond leadership strategy, Oppenheim and colleagues (2015) suggest that 

political ideology might act as a type of glue holding together units and increasing group 

cohesion through shared political belief.  A mechanism suggested are that combatants 

motivated by ideology would be more likely to put aside their personal desires for the 

good of the group (Oppenheim et al. 2015: 6). As such, they argue that combatants that 

joined for ideological reasons would be less likely to switch sides than those without such 

political commitments.  

 Following this argument, I offer a second hypothesis: 

H2: Individuals who joined an organization because they supported its political goals 

should be less likely to defect to other organizations than those that did not. 

Economic Grievances and Material Interests 
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 There has been a move to link concepts typically used to predict mobilization into 

social movements to unit disintegration, in particular the grievances paradigm in social 

movement research that emphasizes the role of structural constraints that provide the 

spark for social movement action through an individual’s deprivation (Gurney and 

Tierney 1982; Snow). Previous research has argued that armed groups often offer 

monetary incentives to potential members to encourage them to join (Weinstein 2007; 

Bahney et al. 2013; Oppenheim et al. 2015).  Oppenheim and colleagues (2015) argue 

that this practice is particularly salient for members who are motivated by economic 

grievances and material interests.  Further, offering monetary incentives may be used to 

attract potential defectors, particularly highly skilled combatants. 

Organizations fighting in civil wars think in complex ways about the role that 

incentives play in terms of the types of recruits an organization brings in. Jeremy 

Weinstein (2007) argues that members who join exclusively to reap positive incentives 

are less likely to be good members in terms of multiple organizational goals for two 

reasons. First, these members are unlikely to “buy in” to the organization’s goals. 

Second, these members should be more likely to defect as they are more susceptible to 

bribery by rival organizations. The perspectives lead me to my third hypothesis: 

 

H3a: Individuals who joined the conflict exhibiting a higher degree of material 

deprivation should be more prone to defection than those who did not 

And, 

H3b: Individuals who were offered monetary incentives should be more prone to 

defection than those who were not. 
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Punitive Structure 

 While there has been much focus on positive incentives, negative incentives, too, 

can produce desirable results for organizations. The literature suggests that a range of 

negative incentives can also be effective means of policing defection.  Kalyvas suggests 

that harsh punishment must be taken out to act as a deterrent to potential future defectors 

(2006). In fact, many qualitative studies of organizations fighting in civil war reiterating 

the finding that the discipline level of the unit is strongly associated with the likelihood of 

an individual defecting. Weinstein (2007: 177) argues, using qualitative drawn from 

field-experiences in 4 separate conflict zones on two continents, that organizations are 

always conscious of the threat of defection and strive to squelch possible defection 

whenever possible.  Working on the assumption that organizations must draw support 

from civilian populations to sustain the rebellion through logistical (information) and 

tactical (housing/food) support, he argues that it is possible to observe an organization’s 

disciplinary posture towards members’ negative and sometimes extremely violent 

treatment of civilian populations as indicative of their ability to effectively police 

defection (Weinstein, 2007: 189).   

 

H4: Individuals who fought for organizations with higher-level of discipline will be less 

likely to defect than those not from a high-discipline organization. 

RESEARCH STRATEGY 

The Case: Defection in the Civil War in Sierra Leone 
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 The civil war in Sierra Leone broke out in 1991 as the Revolutionary United Front 

(RUF), a group of rebels funded by then Liberian President and later convicted war 

criminal Charles Taylor, invaded Sierra Leone from the South.  Over the next several 

years the country experienced horrific bloodshed as groups who participated collectively 

claimed the lives of over 80,000 people, while estimates of those displaced range from 

250 to 500 thousand (Humphreys and Weinstein 2008; 437). 

 The history of the war brings to mind a series of processes now familiar to 

contemporary war in contexts far from Sierra Leone, from the abduction of child-soldiers, 

now a commonplace tactic among both rebels as well as counter-insurgents in civil wars, 

to the repeated breakdown of state-power through a series of debilitating coups. The war 

attracted multiple sources of international intervention from a United Nation 

peacekeeping mission, to direct military intervention from neighboring African nations 

through the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) with Nigerian 

leadership, to the hire of foreign mercenary forces early in the war in an effort to halt the 

advance of the RUF (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2008; 437).  

Five major organizations took part in the conflict in Sierra Leone, weaving a 

complex tapestry of participation.  As mentioned before, the RUF was made up of a 

group of fighters who desired to take the state by force (Humphreys and Weinstein, 

2008).  While their tactics varied tremendously across the conflict, much has been written 

about their strategy to obtain and the keep control of diamond mines, especially those in 

the South and Southeast of the country.  The Sierra Leone Army (SLA) was the state-

level force from the government of Sierra Leone mobilized to fight the RUF, to a variety 

of degrees of effectiveness throughout the war, depending on the level of international 
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support it obtained.  The Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC) was a group of 

disaffected Sierra Leone Army soldiers who instituted a coup in 1997 and later joined 

forces with the RUF, before being cast from power in that same year.  While having 

similar goals and alliances, the AFRC operated separately from the RUF.  Finally, the 

West Side Boys (WSB) emerged as an autonomous rebel groups loosely affiliated with 

the RUF toward the end of the war, that again, maintained separate organizational goals 

and identity (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2008).  Finally, the Civil Defense Forces (CDF) 

emerged as the primary antagonist to the RUF by 1996, though they existed to some 

extent as early as 1992.  These local defense militias were consolidated into a formally 

organized fighting force by 1996 and worked to provide local level resistance to the RUF 

and various rebel factions (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2008). 

 The RUF in particular wasted little time in attempting to establish itself as a 

legitimate alternative to state control by appealing to local communities and building 

support. Instead, the group abducted a large proportion of their fighting force by threat of 

death or amputation (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2008, Richards 2003), those who 

resisted often were “branded” or left with the initials “R.U.F.” carved into their 

foreheads.1  Experts estimate that half of the force was very young, between the ages of 8 

and 14 (Peters and Richards 1998), and once mobilized were harshly cut off from the rest 

of society (Richards 2003).  This strongly hierarchical organization tightly controlled 

resources and policed defection by threat of death (Richards 2003).  Despite this control, 

                                                           
1 The group also famously made use of illicit narcotics, which they would force the newly abducted child-
soldiers into taking, according to Human Rights Watch.  
https://www.hrw.org/news/2008/04/16/coercion-and-intimidation-child-soldiers-participate-violence 
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defections did occur, especially later in the war as the military capacity of the 

organization withered (Hazen 2013 p. 104). 

Government-based groups in the conflict were not able police defection to such an 

extreme extent.  Defection between the SLA and the RUF was most common in the early 

years in the war as poorly equipped and trained SLA soldiers openly colluded with rebels 

(Feldman and Arrous 2013).  This collusion, led to the moniker “sobel” – part soldier, 

part rebel – as enlistment drives in early 1991 led to the expansion of the SLA from 3,000 

to 16,000 troops, filling their ranks with unmotivated and profit-seeking soldiers 

(Feldman and Arrous 2013).  The open disloyalty of up to 20% of the SLA led to the 

government to seek the support of two private security organizations: Gurkha Security 

Groups and a South African security organization, Executive Outcomes (Feldman and 

Arrous 2013). Meanwhile, the AFRC was initially installed as a group of disaffected SLA 

soldiers, yet they too attracted defections from the RUF as the legitimacy and material 

support that came with state control became quite attractive to the rebels, though their 

political agenda did not entirely parallel that of the RUF’s. 

While organizations varied in their rates of defection, the process of defection 

involves both an organization which loses a member to defection, and also an 

organization which receives the new member.   

[FIGURE 2 HERE] 

The fighter defects in the context of not only the opportunities and constraints provided 

by any single organization, but within an extensive set of conflict-based relations that 

make side switching possible.  Thus, while the particularities of an organization might 
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theoretically reduce an individual’s risk of defection, these same particularities might 

encourage another fighter to switch sides.   

Data 

 Data for this study are drawn from a survey on demobilized fighters who took part 

in the civil war in Sierra Leone from 1991-2002 (Humphreys and Weinstein 2004).  The 

survey was conducted between June and August 2003, a year after the war came to an 

end.  The survey was administered to 1,043 respondents by a local research team that 

could communicate in the respondent’s local language. 

 Randomization was ensured at multiple levels.  First, research teams administered 

surveys in randomly chosen geographical locations within 45 chiefdoms.  Estimates of 

populations of excombatants were created based on data from the National Commission 

on Demobilization, Disarmament and Reintegration (NCDDR) and the National Statistics 

Office in Sierra Leone.  When in the localities, researchers compiled lists of two to three 

times the targeted number of excombatants after being asked to not disregard subjects 

based on demographic characteristics, organizational membership, or rank. Subjects were 

randomly chosen from this pool of two to three times the number of potential respondents 

in each locality resulting in sum with 1,043 excombatants from 5 organizations that took 

part in the war. 

 Those involved in the survey recognize that while the “national geographic spread 

is representative and that those selected are representative of local lists…it does not 

guarantee that local lists are themselves representative of local populations” (Humphreys 

and Weinstein, 2008: 444).  It is plausible that the survey under-represents those who are 

less socially connected and those from remote areas within the localities sampled.  It is 
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also plausible, according to Humphreys and Weinstein, who led the survey project that 

the survey over-samples excombatants who remain tightly connected to their 

organization, while excluding those who were killed in combat.  

 Along with key demographic variables, respondents were asked to recall aspects 

of their experience during the civil war using cues well known to Sierra Leonean 

respondents.  Combatants were asked various questions regarding their experience in 

1991 “when the war broke out,” in 1992 “when the National Provisional Ruling Council 

(NPRC) coup occurred,” in 1996 “when President Kabbah,” in 1997 “when President 

Kabbah was overthrown by Johnny Paul Karoma,” in 1998 “when the Economic 

Community of West African States Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) invaded Freetown,” 

in 1999 “when the Lomé agreement was signed,” in 2000 “when the RUF captured the 

500 UN Peacekeepers” (Humphreys and Weinstein 2004). Aside from well-known 

threats to internal validity associated with recall bias, there is a limitation here in that all 

years of combat are not asked about – thus shielding potential shifting characteristics 

during these gap years.2 

Variables 

The unit of analysis for this study is the individual combatant.  This approach 

diverges from Popielarz and McPherson’s (1995) study which used membership spells as 

the unit of analysis which is appropriate for longitudinal data, though it does not diverge 

                                                           
2 While certainly an important limitation, the dataset includes very few individuals who defected between 
multiple organizations (8).  It is unlikely that there were many individuals who switched from one 
organization to another, and then back, or again, to another organization during this short time frame.  
Moreover, none of those 8 returned to their original organization, making this type of side-switching 
extremely unlikely. Those who switched and then remained in the organization to which they switched 
are accounted for by my coding scheme.  Nevertheless, I acknowledge this potential limitation. 
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from classical approaches to modeling organizational dynamics in Blau Space 

(McPherson 1983; McPherson and Ranger-Moore 1991). 

The focal dependent variable is defection, or side-switching between two 

organizations fighting in the civil war in Sierra Leone. Using existing measures of 

organizational membership already present in the dataset, I constructed a measure that 

captured whether the respondent left an organization in favor of another organization at 

some point during the war.  Existing measures of organizational affiliation indicate what 

organization the respondent is affiliated with in any given year. I coded a “1” for those 

who left the organization in favor of another organization (defection).  I coded a “0” for 

those who only fought for one organization during the war.  I also coded as “0” those 

who left the organization only to be remobilized by the same organization as a later point 

in the conflict.3 Due to extensive formal and informal controls from commanders, co-

combatants, and community members, defection is a relatively rare event in civil war.  In 

total, there were 51 individuals coded as defectors in this dataset. 

Key independent variables for the Blau space theoretical paradigm are niche 

isolation and niche overlap.  As age and education have been revealed as key dimensions 

of social integration and exclusion (McPherson et al. 2001), the niche-based isolation 

measure is based on calculated measures of age and education niche-breadth for each 

organization, if the respondent was not within their organization’s niche-space along 

these dimensions this variable was coded “1.” If the respondent was within their 

organization’s niche-space, this variable was coded “0.”4 While the measure of niche-

                                                           
3 Imprecise temporal elements are included in the data.  For instance, and individual was asked “which 
organization they fought for when____” with ____ corresponding to important events in the conflict’s 
history. 
4 A more in depth description of the creation of this measure is located in the Appendix. 
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isolation attends to the “niche-edge” hypothesis, this paper also attempts to address the 

“niche-overlap” hypothesis (Popielarz and McPherson 1995).  Individuals located in the 

overlap between all five of these organizations in terms of age and education are coded as 

“recruits.” These individuals are the most desirable recruits for organizations and should 

find homophilous others in any organization in the war, and are thus the theoretically 

most prone to defection.  

Niche ranges are calculated following McPherson’s (1983) formula where a lower 

boundary for a given organization’s niche is calculated as follows: 

 

𝑋𝑙𝑜𝑤𝑒𝑟 = 𝜇𝑥 - 𝛿𝑥*1.5 

 

Where the value for an organization’s lower niche boundary X is equal to the product of a 

variable’s standard deviation and a value of 1.5, subtracted by the mean of that variable.  

The upper boundary is calculated similarly: 

 

𝑋𝑢𝑝𝑝𝑒𝑟 = 𝜇𝑥 + 𝛿𝑥*1.5 

 

Though the value of an organization’s upper boundary X reflect the addition of the 

addition of the product of a variable’s standard deviation and a value of 1.5 to the mean 

of that variable. Organizational niche ranges are described in Table 1.   

 

[TABLE 1 HERE] 
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I include a variable associated with the political ideology paradigm in this study.  

Whether the individual joined the war because they “supported the political goals” of the 

organization to which they were first affiliated, or not, coded as “1” or “0.” 

Independent variables associated with the material deprivation paradigm are as 

follows: whether the respondent’s house or dwelling had mud walls previous to the 

conflict, an indicator for poverty, coded as “1” or “0”. The second measure is the local 

infant mortality rate the chiefdom in which the respondent was surveyed in 1985 

collected by the Sierra Leonean government during the 1985 census and reported in 

Humphreys and Weinstein’s (2004) dataset.  These measures of material deprivation and 

economic development attend to the extent to which combatants might have been 

motivated by economic concerns as suggested by Oppenheim and colleagues (2015).  

Finally, a dummy variable that indicates whether the combatant joined their first 

organization because they were paid is included. 

. The variable associated with the negative incentives aspect of this paradigm is 

whether the individual fought for high-discipline faction.  This measure is coded “1” if 

the respondent’s unit “almost always” punished deviants for various transgressions 

against civilians and fellow fighters, and “0” if the unit did not “almost always” punish 

those who committed crimes against civilians and fellow fighters.5    

Controls: 

                                                           
5 The measure captures whether the unit punished for the following transgressions: Getting drunk during 
combat, killing someone from your (own) group during combat, killing someone from your (own) group 
near your base, stealing from civilians, stealing from someone in your (own) group, raping civilians, raping 
someone in your (own) unit, amputating civilians, and amputating someone in your (own) unit. 254 
individuals were in such units.  
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In order to address some of the temporal elements that might alter an individual 

combatant’s likelihood of defection, I have included a variable for the year at which the 

individual first reported being part of any organization, or the “mobilization year.” This 

variable accounts for a spectrum from early joiners, who were at risk for defection the 

longest, to late joiners, who were at risk for defection the least amount of time.  This 

variable is necessary for three major reasons.  First, following Harrison et al. (1998) it is 

possible that demographic, or “surface level” differences between individuals could be 

weakened over time through interaction.  Second, and in the opposite direction, sheer 

number of years in the conflict creates a type of temporal opportunity, with individual 

combatants that fought longer having more chances to defect overall. 

 Previously discussed limitations of the dataset prevent a more intensive 

investigation of the temporal conditions of defection.  Future work that gathers data on 

excombatants in civil war should account for all possible years of fighting, as well as use 

references to important events to improve recall. Nevertheless, this measure is a 

reasonable way to compare those who defected with those who did not in terms of the 

amount of time they were at risk for defection. 

 Sierra Leone’s civil war is an ideal typical case of the use of impressment into 

service for combatants (Cohen 2013).  Cohen argues that groups that use forced 

recruitment strategies encounter systematic problems with unit morale and cohesion 

(Cohen 2013). Thus, I use a dummy variable that account for whether an individual 

combatant joined their first group through abduction (1) or not (0).  In sum, 372 of the 

1,043 respondents were abducted into combat, including well over 80% of the major 

rebel group.  One would expect that high abduction rates would increase the likelihood of 
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defection from this organization, thus this variable is crucial for any analysis of this 

particular civil war. 

Because the niche variables demonstrate that organizations are mostly made up of 

young men with relatively low levels of educational attainment, I include measures of 

combatant age, educational attainment, and the interaction between these variables.  This 

move is to address the potentiality that it is merely much older or much younger 

individuals, or individuals with high levels of educational attainment or low levels of 

educational attainment who are most likely to defect.   

Finally, other individual level characteristics related to the conflict process are 

controlled for, these being whether or not the combatant is a female (Luciak 2001; 

Viterna 2006) and whether or not the combatant reported that they held some type of 

officer title during their time in an organization, coded as 1, 0.6  Additional control 

variables include whether or not the individual was from the Capitol city, Freetown, 

coded as 1, 0 to address one important aspect of the role that geography might play in 

forging important network ties (Shils and Janowitz 1948; Bearman 1991).   

[Table 2 here] 

Modeling  

To test my hypotheses, I present several models to predict the likelihood that a 

respondent will have defected from their respective organization in favor of another 

organization at some point in the sampling frame. Because their risk of defection is non-

existent, I have also omitted the non-combatants who were originally surveyed by 

                                                           
6 The “officer” positions listed are as follows: 1st or 2nd lieutenant, Adjutant, Advisor, Captain, Colonel, 
Commanding Officer, Corporal, Initiator, Intelligence, Lance Corporal, Lieutenant Colonel, Major, Police, 
Private, Secretary, Sergeant, Task Force Commander, “WO”, and “Other Commander”. 
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Humphreys and Weinstein (2004).  I deal with missing data within the dataset using 

listwise deletion of cases, bringing the total analytic sample to 984 with 48 individuals 

who switched sides. 

A series of logistic regression procedures are used to estimate a total of five 

models. The first only isolates the relationship between the variables associated with the 

blau space paradigm, along with control variables.  The second model adds my variable 

associated with the political ideology paradigm.  The third model includes predictor 

variables associated with the structural grievances and material incentives paradigm.  The 

fourth model includes predictor variables associated with the negative (disciplinary) 

incentives. Finally, the fifth model presented is a full model with each variable from the 

previous sets of analyses included. Each of these models are run with robust standard 

errors clustered by organization. Together these models test the effects of each paradigm 

in the literature on the odds of defection. 

 Because the percentage of combatants coded as defectors in these data are 

considered a “rare event” (4.9%), just below the suggested qualifying standard of 5% 

(Wang and Soule 2016: 534), I use a statistical procedure that will reduce the well-known 

bias that occurs when using maximum likelihood models when the dependent variable are 

indeed rare events (King and Zeng 2001). This technique, known as the Firth Penalized 

Likelihood method (Firth 1993) allows for a modification of the equations to adjust for 

rare events by effectively penalizing the score function of the loglikelihood score 

function by .5 (Firth 2013). This command is available in Stata version 13 as a 

downloadable ado. extension file (Coveney 2008) and was utilized to estimate penalized 
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logistic regressions for all models. All p-values are calculated using two-tailed 

Likelihood Ratio tests. 

This penalized logistic regression procedure has been shown to provide highly 

reliable reduction in error associated with rare events. Though the penalized likelihood 

procedure does not allow for clustering of standard errors, the comparison of likelihood 

estimates produced by these two modeling strategies, along with the fact that the 

incidence of defection is only marginally rare in these data, allows for some strong 

confidence in results consistent across both modeling approaches.  As reported below, 

results across both estimation procedures are largely consistent. 

RESULTS 

Key Predictors 

Results from both the logistic regression and rare-events logistic regression 

indicate that social isolation, measured by demographic placement outside of the niche-

width area for either age or education level positively and significantly increases the odds 

of deserting the organization that an individual fought for.  Individuals outside of the 

niche-zones of the organizations for which they participated are well over ten times as 

likely as those within the niche-zones of the organizations to be side-switchers. This 

effect persists in all models and can be thought of as a very strong and robust finding of 

the impact of social demographic isolation on the odds of defection. Meanwhile, support 

is also offered for the niche-overlap hypothesis, or the notion that competition for recruits 

between organizations leads to more side-switching. The “overlap” variable positively 

and significantly predicts defection in the standard logistic regression models, as well as 
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the Firth penalized logistic regression procedure increasing the likelihood of defection 

nearly 3 fold.   

[Table 3 about here] 

Alternative Explanations 

I find no evidence that having joined an organization because a combatant 

supported the political goals of that organization leads to a higher likelihood of defection. 

This result remains in each model and using both estimation procedures. Contrary to my 

expectations explored in hypothesis 3, variables associated with the material deprivation 

paradigm seem to indicate some marginal support for the idea that indicators for material 

deprivation, mud walls, and infant mortality rate decrease an individual’s odds of 

defection – though this finding does not hold across all models at the p>.05 significance 

level.  I also find no statistically significant evidence for the expectation that being paid 

to fight will increase an individual’s likelihood of defection. 

[Table 4 here] 

Finally, I too find no statistically significant support that the disciplinary level of an 

organization leads to a lower likelihood of defection. 

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

 These results lend strong evidentiary support for my focal hypotheses.  I find 

strong support for confirming the niche-edge hypothesis, indicating that social isolates 

were more likely to desert than those well integrated into the demographic boundaries of 

the organization with respect to age and education. This effect persists through all 

relevant statistical models and a conservative estimation procedure.  This finding is 

nested in a robust classical sociological literature on deviance and social isolation 
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whereby an individual’s position in the social structure should predict an increase in their 

propensity to rebel (rebels rebelling against rebels, in this case). Further, this robust result 

should be thought of as a strong extension of previous work in organizational ecology 

that saw organizational behavior as contextually dependent and capable of shaping 

individual behavior (McPherson 1983, Popielarz and McPherson 1995).  

Following this line of work, support is also provided for the niche-overlap 

hypothesis which predicts that odds of defection should be highest in the niche-overlap 

zones among the organizations in the war. Taken in sum, these findings suggest strong 

support for predictions offered by the Blau Space paradigm.   

 While my expectations in Hypothesis 3 could not be confirmed results do indicate 

that coming from more humble means in terms of the material that an individual’s home 

was made of before the war, as well as coming from areas with higher infant mortality 

rates in fact reduces an individual’s likelihood of defection.  While surprising, one 

explanation for this finding might be that just as numerous grievances might set the stage 

for a group to rebel against the State, so too might these same groups produce a sense of 

belonging that previously eluded these fighters.  On the other hand, those coming from 

less-economically-well-off situations might more appreciate the material comforts of the 

life of a fighter, while potentially exhibiting a higher level of risk aversion, and thus 

prohibiting defection.   

This work presents a strong theoretical advance as it connects organizational 

theory normally presented in relatively stable and certain contexts to a chaotic and 

uncertain organizational environment.  Moreover, it presents a sociological perspective 

on civil conflict that should not be ignored in future studies.  While individual’s 
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motivations matter, these motivations should be understood as choices embedded in 

organizational and social structures that can shape the context of the choices made. To 

this end, this work shows how organizational practices can shape circumstances for 

individuals who are fighting in civil war.  Organizations effectively define the 

demographic-zone from which they recruit members, through a variety of different paths, 

be it abduction or voluntary association.  Members who are not a part of any one 

organization’s demographic-space, in terms of age or education are rather extreme 

outliers in the combat process for a given unit. 

This work has some important limitations. While I can infer that an individual 

switched sides between organizations from temporally based membership variables, the 

data do not allow me to make any definitive claims regarding motivations or reasons for 

switching groups, some of which may have not been defecting in the most extreme sense. 

These data are limited in other important ways.  It is possible that this coding process 

underreports the true number of defections for two major reasons.  First, because some 

organizations punish defection quite harshly, many potentially sampled defectors from 

the CDF or the RUF may have been killed as an example to the rest of the group. Second, 

there is likely a social-desirability bias away from reporting that you defected to the RUF, 

CDF, or the AFRC as leadership from each organization were the subject of the 

investigations of an International Criminal Special Court for Sierra Leone at the time of 

the survey (www.rscsl.org), though it is notable that of the defectors in my sample 78% 

defected to one of these organizations, this large percentage likely means that this 

limitation is less worrisome that it might seem. Despite these limitations, this survey is a 

http://www.rscsl.org/
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unique instrument that systematically taps into the experience of actual fighters that took 

part in a recent civil war.   

 More work must be done to unpack the mechanisms that might shape an 

individual’s choice to defect.  Specifically, this study highlights to role of ethnicity and 

then age and education to provide a test case for a Blau Space-based hypothesis, but also 

to think about defection in demographic terms in a serious way.  For instance, those with 

higher levels of education might also have higher expectations of their current 

organization in terms of monetary incentives or ideological commitments. It is also 

plausible that these fighters are more highly sought after for their intellect, experience 

and expertise, especially those who have undergone some sort of technical training that 

might aid an organization in the combat process.  

 Organizational behavior should be a focus for future research in ongoing civil 

conflicts. While research has indeed focused on both the desirability of certain recruits 

(Weinstein 2007), quantitative work has yet to work to understand how organizational 

prerogatives shape perspectives on the types of members that are valuable, who are thus 

the types likely to be well connected in the social structure of the group.  Future 

quantitative work should focus on limitations that this study could not satisfy, namely, 

because of the rare nature of the event of interest, and the retrospective nature of the data, 

with missing years no less, this study could not address the timing or directionality of 

defections, instead taking the first step in this arena and asking what characteristics 

predict defection at all, as a binary variable.  This study has elaborated upon Blau Space 

theory in a significant way, connecting this theory to organizational practices in civil war 

by testing some empirical expectations in this new context.   
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Figure 1: Theoretical Blau space 
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Figure 2. Descriptive network of shared memberships across organizations  

 

*Blue nodes represent organizations, red nodes represent combatants and ties represent links between individuals and the 

organizations that share them. 

*Image produced using UCINET software. 
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Table 1.  Niche dimensions across organizations7 

Organization Acronym 
Niche breadth: 

age 

Niche breadth: 

education 

        

Revolutionary United Front "RUF" 15.85 - 41.51 -0.53 - 3.75 

Civil Defense Forces "CDF" 17.35 - 41.50 -1.05 - 4.24 

Armed Forces Revolutionary 

Council 
"AFRC" 15.16 - 45.46 0.50 - 4.51 

Sierra Leone Army "SLA" 20.47 - 42.12 0.50 - 4.57 

West Side Boys "WSB" 20.25 - 36.68 0.39 - 4.57 

 

                                                           
7 It is important to note that these values are presented with exaggerated precision, as two organizations 
are presented with impossible negative values for education.  These values are a result of the commonly 
used formula for calculating niche breadth introduced in McPherson (1983), details are provided in 
Appendix A.  As “0” is the minimum value for educational attainment, individuals with “0” education 
would be coded as within the educational niche for the RUF and the CDF, but not the other three 
organizations. 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of variable in study8 

 

 

Variable N mean sd min max Expected Direction of Effect on Odds of Defection        

Defected 1043 0.049 0.216 0 1 N/A 

Niche-overlap “recruit” 1038 0.383 0.486 0 1 + 

Supported political goals 1002 0.399 0.488 0 1 - 

Education 1041 1.691 1.635 0 8 + 

Paid to join 1043 0.008 0.093 0 1 + 

Niche-edge “isolated” 1038 0.165 0.371 0 1 + 

In high discipline unit 1043 0.244 0.429 0 1 - 

Mud walls before war 1040 0.684 0.465 0 1 + 

Infant mortality rate 1034 0.205 0.072 0.14 0.516 + 

Abducted into organization 1043 0.357 0.479 0 1 + 

Age 1039 31.28 9.888 14 77 + 

From Capitol City  1043 0.091 0.288 0 1 + 

Female 1043 0.105 0.307 0 1 + 

Officer 1043 0.407 0.491 0 1 - 

Year Mobilized 1042 1996.49 2.414 1991 2000 - 

 

 

 

                                                           
8 All data are from Humphreys and Weinstein, 2004 
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Table 3. Logistic Regression Estimates on Odds of Defection in Civil War 

  

(Model 1) 

 

(Model 2) 

 

(Model 3) 

 

(Model 4) 

 

(Model 5) 

VARIABLES Blau Space Political 

Ideology 

Material 

Incentives 

Unit Discipline Full Model 

 

Blau Space 

 

Niche edge (isolation) 

 

 

 

   12.21*** 

 

 

 

- 

 

 

 

- 

 

 

 

- 

 

 

 

12.40*** 

 (6.02)    (5.77) 

Niche overlap 

(compete) 

3.27* - - - 3.22* 

 

 

Political Ideology 

 

(1.85)    (1.79) 

Supported orgs goals - 0.93 - - 1.13 

 

 

Material Concerns 

 

 (0.30)   (0.37) 

Mud walls before war - - 0.36* - 0.45 

   (0.15)  (0.20) 

Local infant mortality - - 0.00** - 0.00* 

   (0.00)  (0.00) 

Paid to join - - 7.58 - 15.36 

 

 

Unit Discipline 

 

  (9.66)  (25.06) 

High-discipline unit - - - 0.89 1.14 
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    (0.35) (0.45) 

 

Controls 

 

     

Abducted into org. 0.19 0.21 0.24 0.22 0.22 

 (0.18) (0.20) (0.21) (0.20) (0.21) 

Female 1.34 1.01 0.95 0.98 1.24 

 (1.00) (0.75) (0.68) (0.80) (0.90) 

Officer 1.44 1.28 1.22 1.27 1.38 

 (0.40) (0.32) (0.22) (0.32) (0.24) 

Education 0.98 1.40 1.27 1.39 0.90 

 (0.36) (0.46) (0.57) (0.44) (0.38) 

Age 0.93 0.98 0.98 0.98 0.94 

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) 

Age*Education 1.00 0.99 0.99 0.99 1.00 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Year Mobilized 0.72* 0.71* 0.75+   0.71* 0.75 

 (0.12) (0.11) (0.12) (0.11) (0.12) 

From Freetown 4.74* 4.41** 1.80 4.48* 1.97 

 (2.97) (2.56) (0.74) (2.57) (0.82) 

Constant 6.57e+280* 1.48e+291* 9.00e+253+ 2.2e+291* 3.04e+254 

 (2.14e+283) (4.64e+293) (2.80e+256) (6.9e+293) (9.59e+256) 

      

Observations 

N Defectors 

984 

48 

984 

48 

984 

48 

984 

48 

984 

48 

Robust standard errors clustered by organization, odds ratios presented 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Table 4. Firth Penalized Logistic Regression Estimates on Odds of Defection in Civil War 

  

(Model 1) 

 

(Model 2) 

 

(Model 3) 

 

(Model 4) 

 

(Model 5) 

VARIABLES Blau Space Political 

Ideology 

Material 

Incentives 

Unit Discipline Full Model 

 

Blau Space 

 

Niche edge (isolation) 

 

 

 

    11.16*** 

 

 

 

- 

 

 

 

- 

 

 

 

- 

 

 

 

     10.74*** 

 (5.97)    (5.83) 

Niche overlap 

(compete) 

2.99* - - -  2.87* 

 

 

Political Ideology 

 

(1.53)    (1.49) 

Supported orgs goals - 0.93 - - 1.13 

 

 

Material Concerns 

 

 (0.32)   (0.37) 

Mud walls before war - -    0.37** - 0.45 

   (0.13)  (0.20) 

Local infant mortality - -             0.01 - 0.00* 

   (0.02)  (0.00) 

Paid to join - -  6.94* - 15.36 

 

 

Unit Discipline 

 

  (5.43)  (25.06) 

High-discipline unit - - - 0.92 1.14 
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    (0.35) (0.45) 

 

Controls 

 

     

Abducted into org.       0.20***       0.23***     0.26**      0.24***     0.24** 

 (0.08) (0.10) (0.11) (0.10) (0.12) 

Female 1.49 1.13 1.08 1.10 1.37 

 (0.93) (0.70) (0.67) (0.69) (0.88) 

Officer 1.43 1.28 1.21 1.27 1.36 

 (0.48) (0.41) (0.40) (0.41) (0.47) 

Education 0.98 1.39 1.28 1.38 0.92 

 (0.33) (0.52) (0.51) (0.50) (0.34) 

Age    0.94** 0.98 0.98 0.98   0.94* 

 (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) 

Age*Education 1.00 0.99 0.99 0.99 1.00 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Year Mobilized      0.73***      0.72***       0.75***      0.72***      0.76*** 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

From Freetown      4.58***      4.30*** 2.02      4.37*** 2.22 

 (1.82) (1.67) (0.94) (1.69) (1.09) 

Constant 6.84e+269***    7.75e+280***      

2.33e+245*** 

    2.3e+281***      

3.10e+239*** 

 (5.91e+270) (4.35e+281) (8.50e+245) (2.0e+282) (1.11e+240) 

      

Observations 

N Defectors 

984 

48 

984 

48 

984 

48 

984 

48 

984 

48 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Addendum: Constructing measures of age and educational niche-breadth. 

 

These data present education as an unranked scale ranging from 0 – 8 with each number 

corresponding to a nominal educational value.  These values are as follows: 

 

-No School (0) 

-Some Primary School (1) 

-Completed Primary School (2) 

-Some Secondary School (3) 

-Completed Secondary School (4) 

-Some Technical Training (5) 

-Completed Technical Training (6) 

-Some University Schooling (7) 

-Completed University Schooling (8) 

 

From these names, I assigned values (in parentheses above) and took the mean score and 

standard deviation for both the RUF and the CDF. 

 

For the RUF the mean value for education is 1.58 and the standard deviation is 1.42 

For the CDF the mean value for education is 1.59 and the standard deviation is 1.77 

 

Niche breadth based on McPherson’s (1983) formula is as follows: 

𝑋𝑙𝑜𝑤𝑒𝑟 = 𝜇𝑥 - 𝛿𝑥*1.5 

𝑋𝑢𝑝𝑝𝑒𝑟 = 𝜇𝑥 + 𝛿𝑥*1.5 

 

RUF lower bound. = 1.59 – 1.41*1.5  

RUF upper bound. = 1.59 + 1.41*1.5 

 

RUF Niche Width for Education = -0.53 – 3.75 

CDF Niche Width for Education = -1.05 – 4.24 

 

Niche breadth are best calculated on scale variable with some sort of meaningful 

quantitative dimensions.  Thus, age was chosen as a second dimension. Age was taken at 

the time of the survey administration (2003) and was recorded in the survey data.  9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 While five organizations are included in the full analysis, two groups are included here for illustrative 
purposes 
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Appendix B. 

 

 

 

 

Middle Status Conformity in the World Polity: Global Institutional Embeddedness 

and Sexual Violence in Civil Conflict. 

 

 

 

Abstract  

 

Sexual violence is a common form of civilian victimization during civil conflict that has 

become the focus of a great deal of international attention over the past three decades. 

The world polity paradigm has the potential to yield novel insights into this phenomenon. 

Using a dataset covering 57 nations that experienced a civil war from 1989-2008, I ask 

how different levels of embeddedness into the world polity condition a nation’s military’s 

likelihood of committing what I term “large-scale” sexual violence during war. Using a 

cross-national quantitative analysis, I find that there exists a “U” shape – with nations 

both deeply embedded, as well as strongly isolated committing a great deal of the sexual 

violence during war. Middle status nations most stringently adhere to international 

standards, aspiring to higher status while insecure in their position in the global hierarchy 
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INTRODUCTION 

Despite international attention and international legal prohibitions against civilian 

abuse, non-combatants remain more likely than those fighting to be victims of war (Bigio 

and Vogelstein 2017).  For women in conflict zones, this victimization frequently takes 

several forms of sexual violence - rape, oftentimes committed by multiple offenders, 

sexual torture, and forced prostitution. State military forces, state-sponsored 

paramilitaries, and rebel groups use sexual violence as a weapon against non-combatants 

to induce compliance and cooperation in strategic information gathering or simply to 

terrorize communities. In addition to the devastating effects these events have on victims, 

the trauma associated with war-time sexual violence can leave communities in tatters 

with increased prevalence of infectious disease and worsened prospects for post-war 

peace and reconciliation (Plümper and Neumayer 2006; Cohen 2013). States use various 

forms of sexual violence in an effort to force populations to inform on insurgencies, often 

embedded in communities, or to punish them for cooperating or providing assistance with 

rebel groups (Berman and Matanock 2015). 

While commonplace in contemporary conflicts and being of fundamental concern 

for social scientists interested in war (Cohen and Nordås 2014), relatively few studies 

have explored the conditions that separate nations whose militaries commit a great deal 

of sexual violence from those that do not, focusing rather on lethal violence against 

civilians. Empirical studies that do exist on this topic stress national, conflict and group-

level factors that could increase a nation’s likelihood of committing sexual violence in 

conflict (Cohen 2013, 2016; Cohen and Nordås 2015). Such studies emphasize 

theoretical explanations specifically relating to ethnic hatred (Plümper and Neumayer 
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2006), gender-based inequality (MacKinnon 1994; Lieby 2009), and notably combat unit 

cohesion, with sexual violence most prevalent in units with lower levels of cohesion 

(Cohen 2013; 2016). While otherwise extremely compelling, missing from these studies 

is an accounting of the extent to which international or global level factors with respect to 

relations among the world’s nations might affect nations’ militaries likelihood of 

committing sexual violence in conflict. This work addresses this gap by linking the 

literature on abuse in civil conflict with the “world polity” perspective (Boli and Thomas 

1997; Meyer et al. 1997) that argues that Western ideals regarding a range of cultural 

phenomena (e.g., integration of women into the cultural logic of citizenship through 

suffrage rights; Ramirez et al. 1997) diffuse through the global system and shape actor 

behavior. Despite calls to bridge the literatures on the world polity and civil conflict 

(Koenig and Dierkes 2011), work in this vein remains sparse (Swed 2018). 

Work in both the sociological literature (Boli and Thomas 1997; Drori et al. 2006; 

Karstedt 2010) finds that compliance with international standards of behavior is shaped 

by national connections to international non-governmental organizations (INGOs).  

According to this line of work, states deeply embedded into the world polity should take 

on behaviors that reflect the pressure exerted from an external audience (a la Goffman 

1956) - the international system - to conform to acceptable standards of behavior. This 

often takes place through a process of “naming & shaming” in which states feel 

stigmatized for their deviant behavior (Murdie and Davis 2012). Alternatively, more 

recent research has found that governments engage in a process of “window dressing” 

typically occurs where states signal compliance to a range of human rights accords 

through written agreement, yet do not comply in practice  (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui 



84 
 

 
 

2005; Hafner-Burton, Tsutsui, and Meyer 2008; Clark 2010). Given this range of 

potential responses to international pressure to conform to global norms with respect to 

human rights, I examine what explains this difference in state behavior when it comes to 

respecting human rights during war. 

In addition to extending the world polity paradigm in the literature on civil 

conflict, this work addresses an apparent gap in the extant literature on norm compliance 

or non-compliance in the international arena. In this article, I explore the extent to which 

INGO network position should be related to state behavior during war.  States weakly 

embedded into the world polity violate international norms due to a lack of pressure from 

INGOs. Meanwhile some strongly embedded states also violate international norms 

despite pressure from organizations to conform. Countries in the middle ground between 

weakly and strongly embedded most stringently conform to international standards of 

behavior, while states existing on either pole to defy international norms – taking a form 

of a “U” shaped non-linear relationship. These middle-ground states can be thought of as 

aspirational states, seeking legitimacy from a global order by taking on the expected 

behaviors of legitimated states in the international system, though these deeply embedded 

state do not always live up to such expectations themselves (Phillips and Zuckerman 

2001). 

This article uses a dataset of nations that experienced one or more civil conflicts 

from 1989-2009 to test for the existence of a quadratic relationship between INGO 

network embeddedness and large scale sexual violence committed by state military actors 

during conflict. Key indicators used in this analysis reflect the extent to which military 

actors representing these states committed sexual violence during these conflicts (Cohen 
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and Nordås 2014). To explore these conflicts, I merge these data with existing datasets on 

INGO network position (Paxton et al. 2015), as well as various datasets commonly used 

the conflict literature. To test the extent to which a nation’s network position, taking the 

form of the “U” shape exists, I employ a probit regression estimation procedure to test the 

quadratic effect of INGO network embeddedness on the likelihood of “large-scale” – 

defined as greater than 25 reported cases in the year – sexual violence attributed to 

military actors during conflict. Findings from this analysis suggest that a robust “U” 

shaped effect indeed exists, with nations isolated from the INGO network committing 

large-scale sexual violence, as well as deeply embedded states in the INGO network.  

These results have important implications for the sociological literature on 

civilian victimization, specifically in theorizing how global institutional network 

embeddedness can help explain victimization committed by state militaries. It also carries 

important consequences for world polity theory, in that a quadratic relationship is 

detected between a nation’s INGO embeddedness and the likelihood of that state’s 

military forces committing large-scale sexual violence during conflict. This suggests that 

the world polity paradigm as originally conceived (Meyer et al. 1997) is useful for 

understanding some behaviors in the international system, but not others. To explain this, 

I turn to network-based explanations to theorize how both network-based isolation as 

well as deep integration might produce the same outcome with regard to sexual violence 

in civil conflict, while middle status nations most eagerly conform to international 

standards for behavior during war. 

SEXUAL VIOLENCE IN CIVIL CONFLICT 

Conflict related sexual violence generally refers to “rape, sexual slavery, forced 

prostitution, forced pregnancy, and forced sterilization” (ICC 2000), though scholars 
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have recently extended this definition to include other crimes such as sexual mutilation 

and sexual torture (Wood 2009; Cohen and Nordås 2014). Preventing sexual violence 

during armed conflict, or at least providing justice on behalf of those who have suffered, 

has become a key issue of interest for advocates for human rights. For example, the UK 

government led an international summit on the issue in June 2014 that was attended by 

representatives from over 120 countries with the aim of working toward elimination of 

sexual violence in conflict and bringing perpetrators to justice (Kirby 2015).  

While there has been a great deal of recent attention, legal prohibitions on sexual 

violence by armed actors in conflict have existed since at least the end of the Second 

World War. Sexual violence enacted upon the bodies of non-combatants has been 

considered illegal from the perspective of international law since the Geneva Convention 

in 1949.  Despite this prohibition, as well as countless other more recent international 

prohibitions, scholars posit that sexual violence occurs in the majority of conflicts (Wood 

2010; Cohen and Nordås 2014), often mobilized as a “weapon of war” against women 

and men (Kirby 2015). Yet, there is tremendous variation in the overall quantity and 

intensity of sexual violence, with some actors engaging in what can be considered 

“systematic” and “widespread” sexual violence as a nearly commonplace tactic (Cohen 

and Nordås 2014). This form of continuous sexual violence can be found in around 30% 

of conflicts (Cohen and Nordås 2014). Despite this prevalence in war, relatively few 

empirical studies have sought to understand why it happens.  

The world polity theoretical framework fuses well with constructivist insights in 

the field of international relations, particularly those focusing on the role of the 

international legal environment in shaping the “rules of war” (Finnemore 1994). The 
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major contribution of this line of thought rests in arguing that organizational form has 

effectively diffused through the international sphere as a result of increasing interaction 

through international non-governmental organizations (INGOs) (Boli and Thomas 1997). 

INGOs exert influence by directly “lobbying, criticizing, and convincing” nations to 

adopt classically Western liberal values such as individualism and deference to rational 

bureaucratic authority (Boli and Thomas 1997). So, too should INGOs aid in the spread 

of norms relating to the unacceptability of sexual violence in conflict.  

This perspective contributes to the study of sexual violence in civil conflict, 

arguing that global relationships among states and INGOs can affect the behavior of 

various actors in conflict, rather than unit, or state-level processes. Further, it contributes 

to the body of work on the world polity – elaborating another consequential arena where 

INGOs can work to shape behavior. This connects well with emerging literature on “rebel 

restraint” (Stanton 2016), or the finding that rebel organizations show restraint from 

targeting civilians in an effort to signal to an international audience that they are willing 

to follow international law. Rather than looking to international law specifically, this 

article explores a process of norm-building that undergirds those very laws, testing 

whether exposure to the world polity is related to more sexual violence in armed conflict. 

WHO RULES WAR? 

 

States become socialized with regard to the norms of the international system 

through interaction with a global civil society – or a wide range of non-governmental 

organizations (Boli and Thomas 1997, 1999; Simmons 2009). These organizations, often 

with unique and privileged access to the halls of power within states, have been thought 

of as advocacy groups or social movements – pressuring, shaming, and otherwise 



88 
 

 
 

manipulating state behavior to institutionalize their norms into the system (Keck and 

Sikkink 1998; Riker and Sikkink 2002). Beyond direct activism, other mechanisms at 

work in this process are that pathways to legitimate behavior for states in the international 

system become institutionalized through imitation and coercion (Meyer and Rowan 1977; 

DiMaggio and Powell 1983) – as well as through the direction of politically powerful 

actors guiding the international organization’s development toward particular “scripts” or 

templates for action (Kentikelenis and Seabrooke 2017).  

Far from being the purview of individual states, the rules governing conduct in 

war, particularly with regard to the treatment of non-combatants and prisoners of war, 

have diffused through the international arena, largely owing to the proliferation of 

international compacts such as the Geneva Convention in its various iterations which 

extended regulations to both interstate (1949) and intrastate conflicts (1977). While these 

rules are at times ignored by deviant or “rogue” States or other entities engaging in 

violent conflict, there are most frequently severe consequences for refusing to conform to 

established protocol. To enforce these penalties for deviant actors, there exists a vigilant 

international community of States that carefully examines and provides judgment – 

whether formally at the International Criminal Court (ICC) or not – on deviant behavior 

during conflict. The rules governing the conduct of war have become ubiquitous through 

a process of diffusion, largely through humanitarian international organizations such as 

various peacekeeping arms of the United Nations or the International Red Cross 

(Finnemore 1994).  

Neo-institutional theory provides a conceptual framework in order to understand 

the various processes at work in the diffusion, or the contagion of organizational form. 
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Largely beginning with Meyer and Rowan’s key (1977) piece theorizing how 

organizational behavior diffuses due to “myths” in a given field, rather than rational-

economic scripts for effective organizational behavior. A wide range of scholars argue 

that practices across the broad field of organizations experience convergence due to a 

range of exogenous pressures from the field that organizations operate in: Coercive, or 

brought about by the imposition of legal regulations requiring organizational compliance; 

mimetic, or resulting from the imitation of successful organizations in a field, and 

normative, ensuing from engagement with gatekeeping mechanisms guarding entry into 

organizations, or professionalization (DiMaggio and Powell 1983: 150).  Each of these 

mechanisms can be seen at work in increasing the amount of recognition and abeyance to 

global norms regarding conduct during armed conflict – resulting in an increase of 

“restraint” among actors in conflict (Stanton 2016), in other words effectively limiting 

the horrendous cost of war frequently borne by non-combatants. 

 Boli and Thomas argue that Western ideals are diffused through a web of 

organizational relations, largely shaped by international non-governmental organizations 

(INGOs) (Boli and Thomas 1997, 1999, Schofer 2003).  Embeddedness in this web of 

organizations aids in the diffusion of humanitarian norms through the international 

system. While some studies such as Beckfield’s (2011) argue that the web of INGOs is 

becoming less dense over time, empirical finding on this matter are mixed (for instance in 

a more recent paper Paxton and colleagues (2015) find quite the opposite).  Moreover, 

this issue seems tangential to the concern at hand.  Even if the network is plateauing in 

some sense as Beckfield suggests, the norms in question have successfully diffused over 

the past two centuries at least.  For an example, Martha Finnemore (1999) argues that 
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norms about the treatment of injured soldiers were introduced by the International Red 

Cross in the 1860’s – suggesting that the diffusion of humanitarian practices into the 

conduct of war has been an ongoing process over a quite long period of time, and a 

process that is indeed linked to the emergence of international organizations. Recent 

work in the armed conflict literature has linked sensitivity to international legal norms 

with actors refraining from targeting civilians during civil conflict. Stanton (2016) argues 

that rebel groups seeking international recognition are more likely to show “restraint” 

from the abuse of civilian populations. Stanton finds that groups show restraint with 

explicit reference to international law and legal norms (Stanton 2016).  

A critique has emerged in organizational theory that essentially argues that 

organizational, or state policy is often disconnected, or “decoupled” from actual practice 

(Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui 2005; Bromley and Powell 2012; Cole 2012; Cole and 

Ramirez 2013). In other words, while states may join international human rights 

agreements or environmental treaty due to pressure from international norms, yet such a 

joining is rarely a guarantee of compliance. In a similar vein, scholars have suggested that 

the world polity paradigm best explains state adoption of international agreements that 

have few hard demands, making it easy to feign cooperation while making no real change 

(Yamaguta et al. 2013). A harsher view yet claims that some states, particularly 

authoritarian regimes, join international human rights agreements with a general intent to 

violate the terms of the agreement through repression in an effort to signal to opposition 

groups their willingness to use repression at the highest levels, regardless of the potential 

consequences (Hollyer and Rosenforf 2011). More recent work still has suggested that 
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nations use harsh political violence in the face of human rights agreements to 

intentionally signal to domestic audiences their nationalist project (Evers 2017).  

Middle Status Conformity: The Limits of Embeddedness in Civil Conflict 

 

Unlike the world polity approach that emphasizes how nations adopt 

organizational form based broadly upon global scripts of behavior (Meyer et al. 1997; 

Kentikelenis and Seabrooke 2017), structural embeddedness theory argues that national 

behavior clusters in relation to peer countries in terms of economic position and cultural 

form (Simmons and Elkins 2004; Simmons 2009; Cao 2010; Yamagata et al. 2013). 

Simmons and Elkins (2004) and Cao (2010) find that nations turned to economic and 

cultural peers in order to obtain information as to the appropriate policy to adopt in a 

given situation based upon shared economic constraints and historical-cultural heritage 

(Yamagata et al. 2013). International governmental organizations (IGOs) have likewise 

been linked to the clustering of behavior at the cross-national level, with the diffusion of 

policy (Cao 2010; Torfason and Ingram 2010). In essence, these theories should suggest 

that a non-linear relationship might be detected in terms of the effect of INGO network 

embeddedness and the extent to which the “rules of war” have been internalized by 

states, with effective clusters of nations exhibiting distinct qualities.  

Here, it is helpful to think of nations occupying various positions in a network, 

with many isolated from others in such a network, while others are deeply embedded. 

Traditional world polity approaches attend to the network isolates, where a lack of 

exposure to the world’s institutions prevent norms from diffusing into these nations 

(Meyer et al. 1997).  Other work in the sociology of organizations suggests that a lack of 

resources may be able to explain low status actors’ capacity, rather than willingness to 
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adjust behavior to the norms of a system (Han 1994; Cole 2015). Meanwhile, nations that 

are deeply embedded into the INGO network are so integral to the system, indeed at 

times writing the very rules of the system, that punitive reactions to defiance are 

impossible.  In a sense, these nations are too important to be governed by the norms of 

the international system, allowing these nations to effectively “get away” with behaviors 

that would be deemed inhumane if conducted by a less embedded nation. This 

observation is consonant with work focusing on the ICC’s lack of focus on crimes of war 

committed by powerful nations (Gegout 2013). 

Meanwhile, organizational theory suggests potential explanations for middle 

status conformity with international standards. Building upon mid-20th century 

sociological and  social psychological work finding that social control is exerted greatest 

toward middle status actors  (Blau 1960, 1963;  Homans 1961), Phillips and Zuckerman 

(2001) argue that middle status organizations feel pressure to conform to standards for 

behavior as they are likely to value membership in a community, while feeling insecure 

in their membership(p. 380). 10 Acknowledging the worldwide expansion of rational-

bureaucratic organizational form (Meyer and Bromley 2014), it is theoretically consistent 

to expect that such dynamics may be at work among nations of the world. This theoretical 

framing suggests that nations in the middle tier of network embeddedness in the world 

polity should most readily adopt international standards, and most stringently police 

deviations in order to protect their tenuous position in the international hierarchy. 

 

                                                           
10 These authors largely found “inverted U” patterns. Yet, these studies focused on conformity, rather 
than deviance from norms. Thus, I should expect a “normal U” pattern. 
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This theoretical framing and previous related empirical work on world society allows me 

to suggest my focal hypothesis:  

 

Hypothesis 1: The relationship between a nation’s embeddedness in the world polity and 

its likelihood of committing large scale sexual violence in civil conflict will be “U” 

shaped. 

 

 

PREVIOUS WORK ON SEXUAL VIOLENCE IN CONFLICT 

There have been several cross-national quantitative analyses focusing on forms of 

sexual violence, particularly rape, during civil conflict. Among the leading examples of 

this scholarship is Cohen’s (2013) article appearing in the American Political Science 

Review that offered a unique “combat socialization” perspective to explain why some 

groups use rape in war, while others do not.  Cohen argued that states and insurgencies 

that used forced recruitment, through legal or more extreme measures - abduction, 

pressganging and the like – would be most likely to use rape in war.  She argued that 

groups that used forced recruitment would encounter constant problems in terms of unit 

cohesion, with some of their soldiers only fighting because they are forced to, and 

certainly not because of social or political commitments to the project the particular 

group is advancing.  To ameliorate this condition, Cohen (2013) argues that groups use 

rape to socialize new members into the fold, allowing if not coercing them into shared 

deviant experiences to build stronger ties with one another. 

In addition to her combat socialization model, Cohen (2013) argues that this 

perspective should be seen in contrast to two major traditions relating to civilian 

victimization during conflict.  First is the explanatory paradigm that focuses upon the 

nature of sexual violence writ large, of which targets are by the vast majority female.  

Following work that explored the relationship between a lack of gender equality and the 
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incidence of war time rape (Hansen 2001; Koo 2002), Cohen (2013) claims that nations 

with less respect for women’s rights should be more likely to commit large-scale wartime 

sexual violence. While she does not find statistical support for this notion, her indicator 

of gender equality – fertility rate, a widely used, but indirect measure – can be replaced 

by more theoretically motivated measures to have a more direct test. 

This is indeed is seen presaged in the work of Lieby (2009) who argues that a 

nation’s cultural posture towards sexual violence can be an important condition for 

understanding why and where sexual violence happens in war. Relatedly, Nordås and 

Rustad (2013) in their study of sexual violence perpetrated by UN peacekeepers included 

measures relating to a “national culture or practice of impunity for gender-based 

violence” (p. 522) to capture the extent to which national cultural characteristics might 

shape peacekeepers likelihood of being reported for sexual assault.   

 

This previous work allows me to suggest my second hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 2: Military actors in nations with greater levels of women’s empowerment 

should be less likely to commit large-scale war time sexual violence than militaries in 

nations with lesser levels of women’s empowerment.  

 

 Scholars argue that nations experiencing ethnic-based wars encounter an 

environment where more extreme forms of violence, including sexual violence should 

occur to a greater extent (Plumper and Neumayer 2006; Cohen 2013). Building on 

previous work by Fearon (2006), Cohen (2013) argues that humiliation becomes a key 

strategic focus for oppositional ethnic groups fighting an extremely emotional conflict. 

Ethnic groups at war, seeking to humiliate their counterparts, might theoretically use 

sexual violence to degrade and otherwise mark their opponents.  Again, Cohen finds no 

statistical evidence for the notion that ethnic-based war is associated with a group’s 
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likelihood of committing wartime rape, yet the indicator “whether or not the war was an 

‘ethnic’ war” based on UCDP coding does not fully capture racialized dynamics that 

might lead to ethnic-based tension (Wimmer et al. 2009). In other words, a stark coding 

of whether the particular conflict in question is an “ethnic” war or not, does not hide a 

history of ethnic-based hatred and abuse that can be directed against victims during an 

“other” type of conflict.   

 Critical work in this vein has focused upon ways that ethnic fractionalization 

index that yields a sheer measure of population heterogeneity is too insufficient to 

capture dynamics of group threat during conflict (Cederman and Girardin 2007; Wimmer 

et al. 2009).  This literature has argued that ethnicity serves as an institutional-political 

resource for governing elites, often nominally representing the interests of a majority 

ethnic group. The elites use the state to repress, manage, or otherwise antagonize ethnic 

groups that do not have meaningful access to state power (Wimmer et al. 2009).  Here 

too, military actors in nations with large swaths of the population excluded from political 

power are likely to see out-of-power ethnic peoples as without access to legal recourse 

for victimization.  Thus, ethnic-based hatred, as well as ethnic based political exclusion 

should be related to sexual violence in conflict. 

 

This previous work is suggestive of my final hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 3: Military actors in nations with more ethnic-based exclusion will experience 

higher likelihood of large-scale war time sexual violence than nations with less ethnic-

based exclusion. 

 

RESEARCH STRATEGY 

Data:  
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I use a dataset of various secondary sources compiled with relevant measures to 

explore both my hypothesized relationship between INGO connections and sexual 

violence in conflict, as well as competing explanations. The unit of analysis in the major 

data source the Sexual Violence in Conflict Dataset (SVAC) (Nordås and Cohen 2014) is 

at the actor-conflict year, thus I include all years from 1989 to 2009 that a nation 

experienced a conflict (going by the standard >25 battle field death threshold – UCDP). 

Other data come from a wide range of sources, described in further detail in the section 

that follows. Because I ask what national-level and conflict-level characteristics are 

related to a nation’s military committing sexual violence, these predictors are merged in 

at the nation-level or the conflict-level with unique codes for each. Descriptive statistics 

of all variables included in this analysis are included in Table 1 below.   

[Table 1 here] 

 

Dependent Variable: 

My focal dependent variable is the reporting of large-scale widespread sexual 

violence by either Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, or the US State 

Department, as reported by Cohen and Nordås in their Sexual Violence in Armed 

Conflict (SVAC) dataset V. 1.1 (Cohen and Nordås 2014).  While reporting bias, usually 

against reporting an event likely exists in each of these organizations, this potential is 

mitigated by coding this variable in the most comprehensive way possible. If any of these 

three reported that a nation’s military did indeed engage in at least 25 cases of sexual 

violence, that actor received a coding of “1” in my dichotomous variable. After listwise 

deletion due to missing data on several key covariates, 57 of 61 potential nations are 

included in this analysis, among these cases, a total of 62 conflict-years were coded as 

having large-scale sexual violence (10%). Incidence was reported in 18 of the 57 
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countries (32%). A full accounting of the nations included in this analysis, as well as 

whether they are coded as their militaries having committed large-scale sexual violence 

during their armed conflicts is available in the Appendix.11   

The choice to dichotomize this variable is based upon the coding procedure in the 

SVAC dataset that categorizes 25 cases as “numerous” – describing the violence as 

“widespread” and “regular” (Cohen and Nordås 2014: 420).  Fewer reports, below the 25 

case cut-off are categorized as “isolated” in the SVAC dataset (Cohen and Nordås 2014: 

420). This distinction is also practically relevant here as isolated reports may well be the 

result of rogue actors acting infrequently outside of the regulatory scope of their military 

organization and command.  Meanwhile, widespread and regular reports are indicative of 

systematic occurrence that continues essentially unchecked by leadership. 

 

Independent Variables: 

 I make use of the INCS network country score produced by Paxton and 

colleagues (2015). This score uses data drawn from the Yearbook of International 

Organizations to construct a co-membership network of the 124 countries since 1978 

with a population of over 1 million and over 5,200 INGOs drawn from the Yearbook of 

International Organizations.  Networks are constructed through a process where nations 

share a tie if they are both members of the same organization (Paxton et al. 2015: 290). 

Going beyond raw membership counts, the authors use eigenvector centrality procedures 

in order to gather scores on the extent to which states were connected to other highly 

connected states in the network. As this measure is gathered at regular, but not yearly 

                                                           
11 By design this excludes other violent actors that might commit sexual violence in conflict due to a range 
of other potential processes. 
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intervals, I use mean interpolation to manage missing data.  The mean scaled (on a scale 

of 0-1) centrality in this analysis was 0.48 with a minimum centrality of .009 (Tajikistan), 

and a maximum centrality of 0.96 (United Kingdom). To account for parabolic trends this 

variable is squared and this quadratic term is included in empirical analyses. Figure 1 

below describes trajectories in this score for selected nations. 

The move to consider this variable as the focal predictor is both methodologically 

and theoretically informed.  First, this unique variable is to date the most comprehensive 

accounting of country level INGO connections in the current scholarship, accounting for 

network trends in the world polity over a large number of years. Theoretically, I follow 

work in the world polity paradigm that has typically treated INGO connections as a 

country-level attribute (Paxton et al. 2015: 287). That is, a nation’s level of 

embeddedness in the world polity can be thought of as an attribute as salient as gross-

domestic product or level of democracy. This indicator is preferred to, though highly 

correlated with, alternative indicators of world polity connectedness, such as through 

connections to Intergovernmental Organizations (IGOs) for several reasons.  First, the 

most comprehensive data on IGO connections contain data extending only until 2005, 

while these data continue through 2009, resulting in rather severe missing data issues 

(Pevehouse et. al. 2004). Second, INGOs have played a specifically crucial role in 

shaping behavior during and after conflict - shaping the context for peace and 

reconciliation (Pouligny 2012) 

[Figure 1 here] 

Ethnic Exclusion 

I include a range of predictors for ethnic grievance drawn from existing literature 

(Wimmer et al. 2009). Wimmer and colleagues (2009) argue that powerful majority 



99 
 

 
 

ethnic groups govern effectively in the name of their co-ethnics, excluding minority 

groups – thus the extent to which groups are excluded based on ethnicity become a 

central axis of concern for actors. To address this the authors create several measures of 

ethnic tension based on exclusion from the political process. Namely, the number of 

groups excluded from the heights of power in each nation, ethnic political integration – or 

the number of ethnic groups sharing political power, and the percent of years since 1816 

that a nation was under colonial rule.  All of these variables are publicly available 

through the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) dataset, and they have been included in my 

models here. 

 

Women’s Empowerment 

 Likewise, previous literature uses fertility rate as a marker of women’s 

empowerment (Cohen 2013). The assumption here is that women’s access to education 

and birth control reduces fertility, an assumption borne out of a strong empirical tradition. 

While likely an empirically justified assumption, this operationalization does not directly 

address many components of women’s empowerment and as such operates as a very 

indirect measure of the concept it is attempting to approximate.  I turn here to the 

Varieties of Democracy (VDEM V. 7) dataset which includes indexed variables based on 

expert coding of national characteristics over the time frame of interest.  This dataset 

contains an indexed measures of “women’s political empowerment.” In addition, 

following Nordås and Rustad, I have included a dummy variable capturing whether or not 

the nation has passed a law making rape within marriage illegal.  These data were coded 

from both the U.S. Department of State “Country Reports on Human Rights Practices” 

across multiple years. This variable is coded as “1” for each year with a law, included the 
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first year of enactment, and “0” for each year without a law. In sum 52 of the world’s 

nations have outlawed marital rape, an unimpressive 27% of nations.  Yet, in this analysis 

this rate is a mere 14% as only 8 of 56 nations included have such a law.  

 

Control Variables: 

I make an effort in this analysis to include variables that might theoretically be 

related to sexual violence during conflict.  Because it stands as among the most 

prominent empirical analyses on the topic, I include factors accounted for in Cohen’s 

(2013, 2016) study, as well as other potentially relevant factors. First, I include a measure 

of whether or not the nation has legal conscription.  I coded these as an original data 

source based on the organization War Resisters International’s “Survey of conscription 

and conscientious objection to military service.”12  This data source includes reports on 

each nation of interest as to whether or not they have legal conscription and whether or 

not it was practiced.  Many values change over time, for instance Guatemala ended 

conscription in 1993. It is important to note that this measure only broadly captures the 

combat socialization perspective, as she argues that pressganging, or the forcible 

recruitment of soldiers should be a stronger predictor of rape in conflict.  

 In addition, I also include many of the control variables introduced in previous 

empirical work. A measure of state failure Mag-fail from the Political Instability Task 

Force (PITF) dataset is included to examine the extent to which state breakdown through 

tumultuous times might impact the likelihood of large-scale sexual violence. Other 

national level factors include a log-transformed and 1 year lagged GDP per capita (in 

                                                           
12 Link: https://www.wri-irg.org/en/co/rtba/index.html 
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2000 USD), log-transformed and 1 year lagged national population, and the PolityIV 

index of level of democracy are included as control variables. These measures were all 

found in the Ethnic Power Relations dataset. Conflict level factors are also included as 

control variables. First, the log-transformed number of military personnel, a commonly 

deployed measure of military quality is included in this analysis, gather from the National 

Military Capabilities (v5.0) dataset available through the Correlates of War project 

(Singer et al. 1972). Second, a measure of the number of intentional attack on civilians by 

governments is captured in the variable: one-sided violence collected from the UCDP 

One-Sided Violence Dataset (Eck and Hultman 2007; Allansson et al. 2017). Finally, a 

measure of conflict intensity was constructed by summing the total number of battle-

related deaths across the organized violent actors, both insurgents and the state. This 

operationalization is common to the conflict literature on civilian victimization and is 

gathered from the UCDP Battle-Related Deaths Dataset V. 17.2 (Allansson et al. 2017). 

 Key predictor variables are lagged one year to account for path dependency based 

temporal trends in the data.  In addition, as Cohen and Nordås find, sexual violence in 

conflict is becoming more prevalent over time, I include in the models yearly fixed 

effects to account for unobserved temporal heterogeneity. 

 

Modeling:  

This paper employs a cross-national quantitative analysis to explore the likelihood 

of a nation engaging in large-scale sexual violence in conflict. I model this relationship 

statistically using probit models with estimates representing the effect of each factor 

contributing to the odds of an actor engaging in large scale sexual violence in armed 
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conflict, including temporal (yearly) fixed effects to account for unobserved 

heterogeneity shared by all countries in a given year (Allison 2009). 13   

I model the relationship between embeddedness in the INGO network and the 

likelihood of sexual violence with only state and conflict level controls (Model 1 & 

Model 2), and subsequently add tests for competing hypotheses such as racial animosity 

(Model 3), gender empowerment (Model 4), and a full model with all variables (Model 

5). This model is preferred to “rare-events” estimators such as the Firth penalized logistic 

regression procedure in this case as the dependent variable occurred in more than the 

baseline rule of thumb standard of 5% of cases (Wang and Soule 2016). Robustness 

checks (unshown) demonstrate that these results do not hinge upon the choice against the 

Firth penalized likelihood estimator with substantively equivalent results. To account for 

heteroscedasticity and potential autocorrelation, I include robust standard errors clustered 

by country code.  

RESULTS: 

Results from this analysis lend strong support for the existence of a “U” shaped 

relationship between INGO network embeddedness and the likelihood that a nation’s 

military forces commit large-scale sexual violence during conflict.  Nations that are 

weakly embedded into the network of INGOs are more likely to commit large-scale 

sexual violence during conflict, as are those nations that are deeply embedded.  

Meanwhile, moderately embedded nations are the least likely to commit large-scale 

sexual violence during conflict.  The presence of this relationship is tested for using a 

                                                           
13 Following Cohen (2013: p. 469), I did not estimate a country-level fixed-effects analysis due to very 
heavily unbalanced and small panels.  Potentially biased estimates have been found with non-linear 
analyses with very small panels. Further, attempts to run country-level fixed-effects analysis resulted in a 
severe reduction in statistical power, dropping over 60% of the cases in this analysis.     
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quadratic terms for the focal predictor variable reflecting a nation’s level of 

embeddedness in the world polity.  As one can see in Table 2 below, in models 1 and 5 

the unsquared variable of interest is negatively related to the likelihood of large-scale 

sexual violence, while the squared terms is significant and positive (p<.05). This 

indicates a significant “U” shaped effect exists in these data and can be detected using 

quadratic terms.14 

[Table 2 here] 

 

These results are corroborated by descriptive analysis obtained by plotting a smoothed 

scatter plot based on the probit results in a bivariate case, with only INCS network score 

and the dummy outcome “large-scale sexual violence” in the model. As one can see from 

Figures 2 and 3 below there is a negative relationship from 0.00 to around 0.50 on the 

scale of INGO embeddedness at which point the relationship begins to become inverted. 

In addition to the quadratic prediction plot, I have plotted marginal effects on the full 

multivariate model in Figure 4, showing the “U” shaped relationship across each level of 

the INCS network score. The less pronounced beginning of the curve is a result of control 

variable mitigating the formerly statistically significant and negative general relationship 

of the INGO network score and the likelihood of sexual violence in conflict. 

 

[Figure 2 & 3 here] 

 

[Figure 4 here] 

 

                                                           
14 In supplemental analysis, I run additional models using an interaction of GDP per capita with the INGO 
network score and its squared term to test for whether economic-structural conditions seem to mitigate 
the “U” shape detected here.  The interaction is non-significant and its inclusion does not alter the 
significance or direction of the quadratic term in the full model. 
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This result should be taken with the structure of the data in mind, where some 

countries have multiple instances of conflict in a given year (thus conflict-year data), and 

where some countries are more prone to conflict over years. Rather than to simply 

conclude that weakly and deeply embedded countries are prone to large scale sexual 

violence, it is more appropriate to say that when conflicts occur, large scale sexual 

violence tends to occur in these types of institutional environments. While the statistical 

procedure clusters standard errors by country, the statistical power country cases provide 

may influence the coefficients estimated here. Given this, I should note that several 

country cases above the .5 mean value for the INGO network score have repeated 

incidents of large scale sexual violence during war including India (.86), Indonesia (.58), 

Nigeria (.55), Peru (.56), Russia (.70), and Turkey (.65).  

I find compelling evidence that nation’s with more of a culture of respect for 

women’s rights leads to a lower likelihood of those nations’ militaries committing large-

scale sexual violence in conflict. The dummy variable for whether or not the nation has 

outlawed marital rape is negatively related to the occurrence of large scale sexual 

violence in conflict. The other indicator of female political empowerment is not 

statistically significantly related to a state’s likelihood of committing large-scale sexual 

violence in conflict (at the p<0.05 level in the full model), though the effect is in the 

correct (negative) direction to suggest that higher levels of political empowerment is 

associated with a reduced likelihood of large-scale sexual violence in conflict. 

The variable capturing ethnic tension “ethnic fractionalization” is not significantly 

related to a state’s likelihood of committing large-scale sexual violence in conflict in 

either the reduced model (model 3) nor the full model (model 5). Nor is the indicator for 
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the percentage of the population excluded from politics based on ethnic characteristics 

statistically significant. Despite the lack of statistically significant results at the p<0.05 

level these effects are in the correct direction as predicted by hypothesis 3.  In short, 

while in the correct direction, this analysis does not yield statistical support for the racial 

hatred hypothesis that militaries in nations with higher levels of ethnic tension should be 

more likely to commit large-scale sexual violence than those with lower levels. 

 In terms of basic controls in this analysis, several national and conflict related 

factors are associated with the likelihood of large-scale sexual violence in conflict.  First, 

the size of a nation’s military – a commonly used proxy for military capacity – carries a 

marginally significant and negative association with the outcome.  Other factors, such as 

the incidence of large one-sided violence (>100 civilian casualties in a year) carried out 

by the state, as well as the total number of battle field deaths on all sides are positively 

related to the likelihood of a state carrying out large-scale sexual violence in conflict. 

Other control variables included in this analysis such as a nation’s level of democracy, 

population levels, GDP per capita, legal military conscription, and the magnitude of state 

failure are not consistently and significantly related to the likelihood of a state 

committing large-scale sexual violence during conflict. 

 

DISCUSSION: 

 A nation’s level of embeddedness in the world society in terms of network 

structure carries a parabolic effect on a nation’s likelihood of committing large-scale 

sexual violence during civil conflict. The relationship between embeddedness and 

likelihood is negative up to a critical point at which the relationship becomes inverted and 

sharply positive. Nations that are least and most embedded in the world society are most 
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likely to commit sexual violence, while nations that are only moderately embedded carry 

the lowest likelihood.  

 This finding carries implications for world polity theorists as well as those 

arguing for “decoupling” based perspectives. Research in organizational ecology has 

explored the extent to which both embeddedness as well as exclusion might affect 

membership length in various types of organizations (Popielarz and McPherson 1995; 

Davis 2017). This line of thought can be extended to this line of work as well as these 

results suggest that both embeddedness and isolation can lead to large-scale sexual 

violence. Mechanisms for this can be found in previous work, as the classic world society 

approaches seem to argue that nations most isolated should have least respect for human 

rights, while work in the international relations constructivist tradition suggests that 

nation’s at times might flout their lack of compliance with international human rights law 

as a component of a national identity project by drawing boundaries between a 

metaphorical “us” – the nation – and “them” the international community (Evers 2017).  

Meanwhile and essentially, middle status national behavior is explained by organizational 

theory on social control (Phillips and Zuckerman 2001). Here middle status nation’s 

position in the global hierarchy is experienced as tenuous, leading these nations to more 

stringently conform to international standards during war. 

 While I do not find support for the racial hatred thesis (H3), I do find some 

support for the notion that conditions with respect to women’s rights in countries might 

affect military behavior in terms of committing sexual violence, referring to my second 

hypothesis. Specifically, I find that nations that have passed laws making rape in the 

context of marriage are significantly less likely to have military forces who commit large-
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scale sexual violence in conflict.  This speaks to previous work that modeled the legal-

cultural dimensions of sexual violence in particular countries in this way (Nordås and 

Rustad 2013). Substantively, this means that nations that use laws to try to protect women 

from all forms of rape, including rape within a marriage, are less likely to have militaries 

that commit large-scale sexual violence during conflict. 

CONCLUSIONS: 

This paper has contributed to the scholarly literature in two major ways.  First, it 

connected related theories on formal organizations and networks (Han 1994; Uzzi 2004) 

to the existing literature on the world polity.  Second, it formally connected world polity 

theory to the empirical literature on state crime and civilian victimization during conflict.  

We can see that weakly embedded states, as well as well-embedded states have the 

highest likelihood of committing these war crimes.  Meanwhile, middle-tier countries in 

terms of ties to the world polity seem to have most stringently enforced standards of 

behavior during conflict that seem to be part and parcel of appropriate state conduct in 

the contemporary world. 

 Theorizing this “U” shape is a relatively novel move in the world polity literature 

– a literature often concerned with testing for either the presence or absence of normative 

effects of international organizations.  In this paper, I argue that nations often model their 

behavior in a response to pressures exerted by peer nations, rather than the global system 

writ large. In this way powerful nations, key to the functioning of the global system are 

able to skirt the laws that should guide behavior.  In essence, that embeddedness in the 

world polity creates a system where deeply embedded nations have sufficient leverage to 

conduct war in the way they see fit, without interference from the international 

community, or substantial reputational costs associated with breaking norms. 
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 This paper also contributes to the empirical literature on civilian abuse during 

civil conflict.  It tests the major existing theories against the world polity/neo institutional 

framework and finds compelling results in favor of the institutionalist paradigm.  Future 

studies on civilian victimization of many types (targeting as well as sexual violence) 

should take into consideration a nation’s place in the world society – testing for effects 

related to a nation’s level of embeddedness and it’s propensity to abuse civilian 

populations in a variety of ways that are inconsistent with the “rules of war.” 

 These contributions notwithstanding, there are important limitations that should 

be mentioned.  As this was the first attempt at bridging these literatures with a cross-

national quantitative analysis, this paper is able to test for an association between the 

focal variables broadly writ, yet does little in terms of testing mechanisms.  Future work 

should explore particular cases that are typical of each part of the “U” shaped relationship 

(the weakly embedded, the moderately embedded, and the deeply embedded) to explore 

and elaborate upon these mechanisms.  Second, in favor of making a novel contribution 

to the empirical literature on civil war, it errs on the side of testing the “U shaped” 

hypothesis against a relatively limited dependent variable with a particularly at risk set of 

nations – those who have experience civil conflict, some of whom have experienced 

multiple and ongoing wars.  In addition, the focus on national militaries in part masks 

other conflict related dynamics related to insurgencies that often commit large-scale 

sexual violence, as well as non-governmental, yet state-sponsored paramilitaries who 

might commit such atrocities on behalf of states who delegate such violence (Ron 2002; 

Alvarez 2006) – though it is important to note that most recent work doubts that such a 
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delegation process exists (Cohen and Nordås 2015), outsourcing of violence is an 

important process to consider. 

These limitations present opportunities for future research that should explore 

whether a more general curvilinear effect can be detected when exploring more 

commonly deployed dependent variables such as human rights scores.  Further work can 

also be done in terms of exploring other outcomes related to civil conflicts around the 

world.  While this research made use of a general INGO network measure, future work 

should explore the role of particular families of INGOs, specifically women’s rights and 

human rights related INGOs. Finally, this work opens the door to consider more 

qualitatively the mechanisms that undergird the statistical association uncovered in this 

analysis. In total, this work present a step toward integrating the literature on the world 

polity, network embeddedness, and civil conflict, with in turn great potential for 

extensions in the near future. 

 Finally, this paper raises normative concerns in an era where the United States 

seems to be retreating from its posture of support for international institutions, such as 

INGOs, that have for so long promoted the U.S.’s vital interests abroad.  While this 

promotion has come with a great deal of valid criticism, it is worth considering how those 

promotion efforts may have helped to make war a less ghastly experience for millions 

around the world – or how, in some cases INGOs have had no such helpful effect.  This 

analysis posits that up to a crucial point, embeddedness in the world society is related to 

decreased incidence of large-scale sexual violence during conflict, a point in support of 

those wishing for further engagements and support for international institutions.  

Nevertheless, this relationship becomes inverted once a nation is sufficiently embedded – 
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suggesting that INGOs no longer reduce this, and in fact might trigger large-scale sexual 

violence. 
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Figure 1. INGO network score over time for selected nations 
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Figure 2. Quadratic prediction plot of effect of INGO network  
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Figure 3. Fitted Quadratic Plot Comparing Linear and Quadratic trend 
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Figure 4.  Full Model Marginsplot of Effect of INGO Embeddedness 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of variables in analysis  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variable N Mean SD Min. Max. 

      

Large scale sexual violence 604 0.10 0.30 0.00 1.00 

INCS network score 604 0.50 0.27 0.01 0.96 

Women's political power  604 -2.11 0.69 -4.19 -0.92 

Marital rape illegal 604 0.15 0.36 0.00 1.00 

Ethnic fractionalization 604 0.58 0.27 0.00 0.90 

Ethnic exclusion 604 2.56 1.36 0.00 4.46 

Magnitude of state failure 604 0.09 0.52 0.00 4.00 

GDP per capita (ln) 604 0.81 1.02 -1.54 3.30 

Population (ln) 604 10.92 1.70 7.11 13.95 

Democracy 604 2.48 6.33 -9.00 10.00 

Conscription 604 0.55 0.50 0.00 1.00 

Military personnel (ln) 604 5.26 1.51 0.69 7.24 

One sided violence  604 0.17 0.37 0.00 1.00 

Conflict intensity (ln) 604 5.18 1.56 3.22 10.33 

Year 604 1997.98 5.86 1989 2009 
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Table 2. Probit estimates of large-scale sexual violence in civil conflict 

  

(Model 1) 

 

(Model 2) 

 

(Model 3) 

 

(Model 4) 

 

(Model 5) 

VARIABLES      

 

Global embeddedness and isolation 

 

     

INGO network score (t-1)  -4.38*   -5.05** - -  -3.84* 

 (2.02) (1.72)   (1.67) 

INGO network score2 (t-1)  3.97*   5.34** - -    5.53*** 

 

Ethnic hatred 

 

(1.99) (1.83)   (1.58) 

Ethnic fractionalization - - -0.07 - -0.03 

   (0.58)  (0.61) 

% of population excluded (ln, t-1) - - 0.04 - 0.17 

 

Women’s empowerment 

 

  (0.11)  (0.11) 

Women’s political power index (t-1) - - -  -0.28*  -0.25+ 

    (0.13) (0.15) 

Criminal penalties for marital rape - - -   -1.22**  -1.04* 

 

Controls 

 

   (0.40) (0.42) 

Legal conscription - 0.44 0.29 0.28 0.35 

  (0.31) (0.33) (0.28) (0.28) 

Extreme one-sided violence (ln) -  0.50*  0.47*  0.44*  0.42* 

  (0.20) (0.19) (0.18) (0.19) 

Military personnel (ln) - -0.18 -0.14  -0.28+  -0.31+ 

  (0.15) (0.17) (0.15) (0.17) 
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Magnitude of state failure - -0.09 -0.02 -0.05 -0.10 

  (0.14) (0.13) (0.15) (0.13) 

GDP per capita (ln, t-1) - -0.25 -0.36 -0.33  -0.39* 

  (0.19) (0.22) (0.21) (0.18) 

Population (ln, t-1) - 0.26 0.28  0.39* 0.27 

  (0.19) (0.18) (0.16) (0.23) 

Democracy  - -0.27 -0.03 0.28 0.04 

  (0.34) (0.33) (0.30) (0.32) 

Conflict intensity (ln) -    0.16***    0.14***    0.15***    0.14*** 

  (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) 

Constant -0.69  -3.60*   -4.74**    -5.28***  -3.87* 

 

Pseudo R2 

(0.49) 

0.09 

(1.50) 

0.18 

(1.47) 

0.16 

(1.37) 

0.20 

(1.56) 

0.22 

Observations 604 604 604 604 604 

Heteroskedastic robust standard errors clustered on country code in parentheses, yearly fixed effects included. 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1 
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Appendix C. 

 

 

 

National Shame in Human Rights Reports: Evidence from an Automated Text 

Analysis 

 

Abstract: 

 

Research finding larger degrees of conformity in the middle of a status hierarchy due to 

social pressure has proliferated across the social sciences and studies of organizational 

behavior in recent years. While a compelling framework for understanding organizational 

behavior, research has not yet tested how middle status conformity theories might extend 

to the behavior of nation states. This article addresses this gap using computational 

sentiment analysis on a corpus of 370 reports produced by Amnesty International (AI) 

from 2010 to 2013 covering 151 countries. This article examines how nations’ human 

rights practices are discussed in human rights reports documents produced by 

international organizations. The researchbuilds upon middle status conformity theory to 

argue that the distribution of positive and negative sentiment expressed in human rights 

reports should differ across status hierarchies for nations in the global system. 

Specifically, the hypothesis is developed that the tone of the documents should be more 

negative in the middle of global-nation-state status hierarchies. Statistical tests across two 

forms of global status hierarchies, INGO and trade embeddedness, lend evidence to 

support this argument. 
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Introduction 

 

A critical component of contemporary societies is the use of organizational forms 

that can ensure efficient, routine, and impersonal administration of tasks, or bureaucracy 

(Weber 1922, 1968). One avenue by which this form of administration often comes about 

is through the production (and reproduction) of text – recorded information to ensure 

efficiency and accountability. In his writings on contemporary bureaucratic human 

organization, Weber writes, “The management of the modern office is based upon written 

documents (the ‘files’), which are preserved in their original or draft form, and upon a 

staff of subaltern officials and scribes of all sorts” (Weber 1968: 957). International 

actors such as states and non-governmental international organizations (INGOs) produce 

copious amounts of text, often documenting the conduct of state officials and actors in 

order to provide avenues for accountability. 

The digital era and the increased demand for online written information has begun 

to usher in an era of social science research based on mining online troves of text-based 

information to glean new social insights (Evans and Aceves 2016). For social scientists, 

this large amount of recorded text affords an opportunity to leverage new analytical 

techniques to explore these rich data sources. Indeed, recent sociological research has 

focused on documents produced by the state to uncover shifting rhetorical strategies 

(Mohr et al. 2013). Yet work remains to be done to take this project further, but also to 

examine the vast online repositories of text-based information produced by international 

organizations (Kentikelenis 2018).  

Using computational sentiment analysis on a corpus of 370 reports produced by 

Amnesty International (AI) in the period 2010-2013 that cover 151 countries, this article 
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examines how nations’ human rights practices are presented in Human Rights Reports 

documents produced by international organizations. In doing so, I build upon “Middle 

Status Conformity” theory from social psychological and organizational sociology 

(Phillips and Zuckerman 2001) to argue that the distribution of positive and negative 

sentiment expressed in human rights reports should differ across status hierarchies for 

nations in the global system. Specifically, nations in the middle of status hierarchies 

should be subject to greater degrees of social pressure, here operationalized as harsher, 

more negative human rights reports. In addition to heeding the call to use computational 

techniques to examine text produced by international organizations (Kentikelenis 2018), 

this article provides a formal test of mechanisms in linking Middle Status Conformity 

theory to the behavior of nations. 

This article includes tests using statistical techniques across two separate sources 

of status in the global system, World Society integration using a network of national 

connections to INGOs (Paxton et al. 2015) and World System position using a network-

based measure of trade centrality using data on both import and export-based trade 

networks (Clark and Cason 2015). I find support for the theory that the sentiment scores 

will be more negative in the “middle” of status hierarchies than either the top or the 

bottom of them. This result holds across several operationalizations of “middleness.” 

Implications for these findings, both for the sociology of organizations and global 

sociology are discussed. 

 

Middle Status Conformity in the Global System 

Mid-twentieth century sociological research featured a robust program that 

routinely found a “Inverted U-shaped” pattern between status and conformity (Blau 1960, 
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1963; Dittes and Kelley 1956; Harvey and Consalvi 1960; Homans 1961; Menzel; 1960; 

Ranulf 1938). This program was revived by Phillips and Zuckerman 2001 and featured a 

series of articles in the sociology of organizations that found new support for the central 

thesis of the U-shaped status/conformity argument, that entities in the middle of a status 

hierarchy demonstrate a greater degree of conformity than those at either the low or high 

end (Sauder et al. 2012; Durand and Kremp 2016; Prato et al. 2018). This “middle status 

conformity” theory has led to a research program that has investigated several important 

outcomes. 

The mechanisms at play rest on the concept of social control (Merton 1938), in 

that middle status actors effectively maintain higher levels of conformity out of a sense of 

insecurity for their position, while high and low status actors feel no such insecurity 

(Phillips and Zuckerman 2001: 380).  While the subject of previous work (Harvey and 

Consalvi 1960), this mechanism was also recently empirically supported in the work of 

Duran and Kremp 2016. While middle status actors conform due to a great deal of social 

pressure to refrain from deviant behavior, high and low status actors are theoretically not 

subject to the as great a degree of social pressure. 

While influential, this line of work has not yet been formally connected to macro-

sociological (supra-organizational) outcomes of interest such as the behavior of nations in 

the global system. This is despite the fact that sociological theories such as World Polity 

Theory and World Systems Theory (Wallerstein 1974) bring forth compelling arguments 

related to the connectedness of nations in a social network where positions in a global 

hierarchy might well mirror social relations in other arenas. World polity theory in 

particular suggests that through repeated interactions with the Western Order, through a 
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variety of channels, nations should begin to adopt the norms of powerful nations – 

demonstrating a mimetic effect found in other status relations (Meyer 2010; DiMaggio 

and Powell 1984). Meanwhile, World Systems approaches theorize dominance-based 

hierarchical relationships that mirror status- based relations among non-state entitites 

(Wallerstein 1974). 

 

Below is an outline of the theory, with expectations for each actor in a status hierarchy. 

 

Middle Status-Conformity 

 

“Middle status conformity” is explained by theorizing behavior by actors at three 

broadly characterized levels of status – high, middle, and low. The following section 

briefly highlights theoretical expectations of actors at each level of a hierarchy and then 

describes what these expectations might look like at the macro, cross-national level. 

 

High status actors: 

 

In a status hierarchy, high status actors are theorized to exhibit a higher level of 

deviance than middle status actors. This is largely because high status actors are seen to 

exhibit a great deal of confidence in their social position. Emboldened high status actors 

commit acts considered deviant without anxiety over losing their position (Phillips and 

Zuckerman 2001). These high status actors are not theorized to face a great deal of social 

pressure with regard to their behavior (Phillips and Zuckerman 2001). 

Previous research has revealed that high status nations are very infrequently, if 

ever, subjects of criminal proceeding on behalf of the international community. In fact, 

powerful nations even use their economic position to officially shield themselves from 

prosecution, as was done by the United States in 2002, when the USA pressured nations 
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(under threat of economic sanctions) into signing agreements to exempt US citizens from 

International Criminal Court (ICC) proceedings (Nooruddin and Payton 2010). 

 

Middle status actors: 

 

In a status hierarchy, middle status actors are theorized to exhibit comparably low 

levels of deviant behavior. Phillips and Zuckerman (2001) argue that this is due to a sense 

of insecurity over an actor’s position in the status hierarchy. Middle status actors are 

simultaneously more privileged than low status actors (and thus have something to lose), 

while less protected than high status actors. Middle status actors face the greatest degree 

of social pressure for their behavior in a status hierarchy (Philips and Zuckerman 2001). 

Research in the World Systems tradition, argues that semiperipheral nations, or 

those in the center of the global hierarchy should have unique attributes in comparison to 

nations in peripheral or core positions. For example, Schwartzman (1998) and Bergesen 

(1992) argue that semiperipheral nations should democratize most quickly during eras of 

democratization. Other work establishes the semiperiphery as a key  space of political 

contention, Bergesen and Lizardo (2004) note that terrorist attacks is more likely to occur 

in the semi-periphery during times of hegemonic decline than in other world system 

zones.  

 

Low status actors: 

 

Similar to high status actors, low status actors in a status hierarchy should 

demonstrate higher levels of deviance. The theorized mechanism for this is that low 

status actors are faced with social exclusion whether or not they bear the cost of 

conformity (Phillips and Zuckerman 2001). According to the theory, low status actors 
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engage in comparably high levels of deviant behavior because as they are effectively 

excluded from meaningful mobility – unable to escape low-status positions. Existing 

World Polity Theory based explanations for state behavior that focus on low status 

nations tend to focus on the extent to which fewer connections to INGOs are related to 

the failure of adoption with regard to specific policies, practices, or other forms of 

national ceremony (Meyer et al. 1997; Meyer and Rowan 1977). 

Embeddedness and Status 

While central to theorizing dynamics of international politics, status is a 

notoriously difficult concept to measure in the international arena (Thucydides 1951; 

Miller et al. 2015; Volgy and Gordell 2019).  Scholars of international relations have 

focused primarily upon state-capacity as a way to capture this dynamic (Wohlforth 2009). 

Scholars argue that this definition is severely limited however, noting that the pursuit of 

military capacities in particular can counter-productively agitate peer nations and in fact 

lead to a decrease in status (Miller et al. 2015). Going beyond state capacity, Miller and 

colleagues (2015) show that deference to widely shared global norms increases levels of 

status attribution to deferring countries. An integrated approach, exploring both state 

capacity as well as measures approximating a nation’s level of adherence to global norms 

is preferred to any single strategy. In the section that follows below, I illustrate two 

dominant sources of status in the international arena according to global sociological 

theory. Global cultural dominance based on a nation’s power in the ongoing process of 

cultural globalization, and global economic dominance based on a nation’s hierarchical 

position in the global economy. 

Central actors in a global hierarchy are likely to be seen as having high status. 

Nations at the top of the global cultural order are able to effectively shape the norms and 
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cultural values of other nations through imprinting their values in international 

organizations (Kentikelenis and Seabrooke 2017). Beyond values, position in the global 

cultural order manifests in real political power. Well positioned nations oftentimes 

directly govern important international organizations such as the World Trade 

Organization or the International Monetary Fund, or through privileged institutional 

positions in organizations such as the United Nations and the permanent, veto-wielding 

members of the UN Security Council. 

This explanation of national status is reflective of the international relations 

scholarship focusing on the adherence to global norms and the acquisition of status 

(Miller et al. 2015). Following world polity theorists, I argue that nations ability to 

actively shape the liberal order gives them a privileged position as both the granters of 

status (to low and middle-status nations), as well as the nations most involved with the 

creation of global norms.  

Meanwhile, position in the world economy, frequently studied by scholars of the 

“world systems” paradigm (Chase-Dunn 1975; Wallerstein 1974; 1979), can be thought 

of as a source of status based on state capacity. Built upon the dependency theory 

paradigm, this approach theorizes that less advantageous nations become trapped in 

cycles of dependency, that is, dependent upon the economies of powerful nations for 

goods (Gunder Frank 1996). Briefly put, nations in a more advantageous position in the 

global economy, in terms of their capacity to coerce less advantaged nations into 

particular behaviors can be thought of as higher status. 

International Organizations and Social Pressure: 

As a key mechanism of middle status conformity theory is the imposition of 

social pressure, especially upon nations at the center of a global status hierarchy, it is 
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reasonable to ask what are the sources of international pressure? International 

organizations such as the United Nations (UN) or the International Criminal Court (ICC) 

have the capacity to directly impose restrictions upon nations and various entities. 

Likewise, powerful nations such as the United States often use their economic weight to 

put pressure on other nations to change their behaviors. Yet, these more official sanctions 

often begin with a series of reports from a variety of international actors with the ability 

to bring-to-light misdeeds committed by national actors. Yet, the tone of these reports can 

vary, with harsher reports signaling worse human rights violations than less harsh reports. 

International human rights organizations frequently produce reports on the 

behavior of nations, regardless of their actual human rights practices. This allows for a 

comparative analysis across a relatively comprehensive sample of nations. Previous work 

explains how international organizations have become a key actors in the “naming and 

shaming” of national actors in hopes that they will change their behavior or that more 

powerful international actors might hold them accountable (Hafner-Burton 2008; Woo 

and Murdie 2017).  This notion is a foundational concept in world polity theory that 

argues that a global civil society acts through a variety of international organizations 

(IOs) and international non-governmental organizations (INGOs) in order to create and 

enforce a global cultural template (Meyer et al. 1997; Boli and Thomas 1997; 1999).  

Harsher reports produced by international human rights organizations are operationalized 

as greater level of social pressure from the international system. 

 This framing allows me to suggest my major hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis: Nations in the middle of the international status hierarchy should have more 

negative human rights reports written about them than nations in the top or lower ends of 

the international status hierarchy. 
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Research Design 

 

Data: 

 

For this study, I made use of several major sources of data that I will describe in 

the following section.  For my focal predictor variables, I have combined network-based 

data reflecting national positions in what can be described as a global cultural network 

(Paxton et al. 2015) and a global trade network (Clark and Cason 2015) with data drawn 

from existing sources. Both of these network-based measures are intended to capture 

elements of status related to national economic capacity and national capacity to shape 

the norms of the international system. 

First , I make use of Paxton and colleagues’ “INGO Network Country Score” (Paxton et 

al. 2015; Hughes et al. 2009). This data source is an eigenvector network-based measure 

that takes into account a nation’s centrality in the global system of INGOs  (Paxton et al. 

2015; Bonacich 1987). The authors of this measure create the measure by counting 

country memberships from the widely used Yearbook of International Organizations for 

many years from 1950 – 2008. 

As these data are current until 2008, I made use of the most recent year in this analysis. 

To address status difference explored by World Systems scholars, I include the 

scaled measure of world system position introduced by Clark and Cason (2015) ranging 

from 0.01 – 0.44.15 These authors include a network based measure of world system 

position based upon Clark and Beckfield’s (2009) contribution in which a country’s 

network centrality in both global trade import networks and export networks was 

                                                           
15 Access to these data were generously provided by Professor Robert Clark at the University of 
Oklahoma.  and I acknowledge my gratitude for his help. 
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quantified. These measures of import and export coreness are extremely highly correlated 

(.99).  Therefore the scaled measure of world system position applied in this study is a 

summed index of both the import and export coreness measures applied by Clark and 

Cason (2015).  While previous measures of world system position have categorized 

nations as either core, semi-periphery, or periphery, this categorization misses important 

distinctions within classes of nations that can be better addressed with a full scale. 

This measure is derived a network measure of 194 nations in the International 

Monetary Fund’s (IMF) Direction of Trade Statistics (2014) and is based upon reported 

“trade flows to the reporting country from its partner” (Clark and Cason 2015: 381) as 

this import data is more accurate than reported export data (Durand 1953; Linnemann 

1966). This measure is constructed using UCINET 6’s continuous coreness procedure 

that scores a nation’s location along a core/periphery order (Clark and Cason 2015).  

High values for this measure indicate a high level of trade network integration. While low 

values for this measure indicate a high level of trade isolation (Clark and Cason 2015: 

381).  This measure is inverted to derive export-coreness scores from the import network 

(Clark and Cason 2015: 381).  In this paper, the scores for both import and export 

coreness are summed to produce an index of world-system position. 

This study combines these measures of cultural and economic integration with an 

original data source based on a corpus of text of publicly available Human Rights Reports 

produced by the well-known INGO Amnesty International. I describe this measure in 

more detail below. 

Corpus Preparation 

The corpus for this analysis contains the 370 publicly available Human Rights 

reports provided for 151 nations with more than 1 million citizens by Amnesty 
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International. I have systematically collected these documents for analysis by visiting 

Amnesty International’s webpage that contains these reports ( 

https://www.amnestyusa.org/tools-and-reports/reports/). I searched the webpage using 

their automated search function and returned report results for the vast majority nations 

with more than 1 million citizens, with very few cases of missing reports. These reports 

were produced from 2010 until 2013 with 3 possible years of data, as reports from 2012 

are systematically missing for all nations. While many nations had at least two reports, 

several had had only one report produced over this time-period.16 

 

Document-level categorization 

 

Google Cloud’s AutoML Natural Language API analyzeSentiment method 

produces useful scores for sentiment analysis at the document level, where the entirety of 

the text is scored with a mean sentiment value. The AutoML Natural Language API 

contains a library that inspects and processes raw text and produces polarity scores for the 

text provided. As this analysis intends to compare sentiment across whole documents 

rather than sentiment within particular documents, I compute sentiment scores for each 

document in turn producing a document level polarity score. An example of the output 

from this procedure, using the term “this is a paper from my dissertation” is included in 

Figure 1 below. This example statement achieves a relatively neutral polarity score of -

0.1. A second more positive example using the statement “I will pass my dissertation 

easily” is included as Figure 2 below, this example achieving a polarity score of +0.4. 

Finally a third more negative example is included using the statement “I will fail my 

                                                           
16 In total 74 nations had three reports, 72 had two reports, and 5 had one report. 

https://www.amnestyusa.org/tools-and-reports/reports/
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dissertation miserably.”. This final example achieves a very negative polarity score of -

0.7. 

[FIGURE 1 - 3 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 

Google Cloud’s sentiment scoring procedure produces scores on a possible range 

of a scale from -1 to 1 with scores from -0.25 to 0.25 being “neutral,” 0.3 and greater 

being “positive,” and scores -0.3 and lower being “negative.” This corpus is made of 

texts that are on the topic of human rights abuses and thus trend negative overall, with no 

scores above “0” existing in the dataset (and only one case of a “0” at all).  A score of -

0.5 is the most negative score reported in this corpus. The mean sentiment score across 

all texts is -0.301 with a standard deviation of 0.866. The full distribution of sentiment 

scores across this corpus is visualized in Figure 4 below. 

 

[FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Potential Confounding Factors: 

  

While this is the first attempt to explore the quantitative correlates of sentiment in 

human rights reports, there are good reasons to believe that certain factors might 

confound the relationship between a nation’s status and the sentiment in human rights 

reports. Most directly, on the ground human rights practices of nations are intuitively 

linked to the content of the human rights reports produced by international organizations. 

In addition, national level factors such as level of democratization, and other contextual 

factors may be connected to the sentiment of human right reports. What follows is a 

description of the factors that will be controlled for when estimating the regression 

procedure.  
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Because these texts are directly related to human rights practices of the countries 

in this study, I make use of the publicly available Cingranelli-Richards (CIRI) Human 

Rights Dataset (Cingranelli et al. 2014). This dataset contains information on a nation’s 

level of protections against human rights abuses and instances of actual abuses. The CIRI 

dataset includes indicators representing four common forms of human rights violations 

and the extent to which these violations happened in each country. These are instances of 

“torture,” “disappearances,” “extrajudicial killings,” and “political imprisonment.” These 

indicators are coded by experts and included on an annual basis. For the purposes of this 

study, I make use of the scores for 2010 as that was both the second most recent year 

(other than 2011) in the CIRI Dataset and most fully covers the time of the study. 

In terms of human rights protections, the CIRI data include a “physical integrity 

index” ranging from “0” to “8” with higher values indicating greater protections for 

human rights. For this measure “0” indicates “no government resect for physical security 

while “8” represents very high levels of respect for physical integrity. As it represents a 

cumulative score of all four previously mentioned measures (torture, disappearances, 

extrajudicial killings, and political imprisonment), this measure is thought of as a nation’s 

overall level of security against physical human rights violations. 

Scholars of international relations have often found that nations that are neither 

democracies, nor authoritarian regimes were most likely to experience violent events 

such as the onset of civil war (Fearon and Laitin 2003). These regimes, known as 

anocracies are theoretically expected to encounter the most violence as tension cannot be 

expressed through the ballot box, nor do authoritarian leaders coercively induce peace. In 

addition, a nation’s status as a democracy, rather than an anocracy or authoritarian regime 
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may well be related to the way that international organizations assess the human rights 

situation in a particular country. I also control for a nation’s level of economic 

development, measured as the logged GDP per capita (World Bank 2013) as well as a 

nation’s logged population levels (World Bank 2013). 

Analysis 

 

I then perform a step-wise linear regression procedure to explore the associations 

between INGO and World Trade Network centrality and the sentiment scores of human 

rights reports. In order to test for quadratic effects, that is, “U” shaped trends where 

middle status nations may take on atypical values, I make use of squared terms of each 

centrality scale. Models #1 and #3 estimate the reduced model for INGO and World 

Trade Network centrality without the inclusion of control variables. Models #2 and #4 

estimate the full models of each centrality measure including control variables. Results of 

each of these analytic procedures are provided in the section that follows. 

Results 

 

Table 1 below provides a description of the distribution of score across all 

documents. This reveals some notable trends. First, the documents are overwhelmingly 

negative, with no positive sentiment scores in any of the document. Second, the 

documents tend heavily toward a sentiment score of -0.3 with a large percentage of the 

documents having this score, with a notable percentage also having scores of -0.2 and -

0.4 as well. This tendency allows for a mean sentiment value of -0.303 across the corpus. 

While the corpus level analysis is informative, it is necessary to explore the documents 

across a status hierarchy to examine the extent to which there are differences in sentiment 

across levels of the hierarchy. 
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As a true multivariate test, I estimated a linear regression with a quadratic trend 

that explored the relationship between INGO embeddedness and the sentiment in the 

documents. This regression, described in Models #1 and #2 in Table 3 reveals a “U” 

shaped relationship between the sentiment scores of human rights reports and INGO 

embeddedness, indicating that nations in the middle of the embeddedness measure have 

more negative sentiment in the documents. This is tested using a squared term for INGO 

embeddedness. In addition, Models #3 and #4 reveal a “U” shaped relationship between 

the sentiment scores of human rights reports and embeddedness in the global trade 

network. These “U” curves are visualized in Figure 5 and Figure 6 below. 

[FIGURE 5 ABOUT HERE] 

[FIGURE 6 ABOUT HERE] 

CONTROLS 

 

CIRI Index: 

 

In terms of the relationship between the scores of the Physical Integrity Index (0 – 

8) and the tone of the sentiment in the human rights documents, there is a robust and 

statistically significant (p<0.05 in Model 2 and p<0.01 in Model 4) relationship that 

indicates that nations with more protections against human rights abuses have more 

positive sentiment. This intuitive finding comports with face-value assumptions and lends 

some credibility to the sentiment scores in this analysis. In short, human rights reports 

produced about nations with good human rights practices are on average more positive 

than those produced about nations with bad human rights practices. 

 

Country-level factors: 
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This analysis demonstrates that there is a positive and statistically significant 

(p<0.05 in all relevant models) relationship between a nation being a democracy 

(PolityIV > 0.6) and the sentiment of the human rights reports produced. Human rights 

reports produced about democratic nations tend to more positive than human rights 

reports produced about nations that are either anocratic (PolityIV -0.5 – 0.5) or 

authoritarian (PolityIV < -0.6). Other control variables included in this analysis, logged 

population and logged GDP Per Capita (World Bank 2013) were not found to be 

associated with the sentiment of the human rights reports in this analysis. 

DISCUSSION 

This article presents a systematic attempt to explore a form of “social pressure” 

exerted upon nations in the global system. This social pressure takes the form of the 

content of human rights reports documents produced by a notable INGO, Amnesty 

International (AI). In order to do this, this article made novel use of computational 

sentiment analysis techniques and publicly available text data, as well as my own deep 

reading of the documents themselves. The article makes use of pooled linear regression 

procedures to test for “U” shaped relationships between global embeddedness, 

conceptualized as a form of status, and the sentiment of these AI human rights reports. 

National-level status dynamics are explored in terms of both the world polity tradition - 

through nations’ connections to INGOs, and the world system tradition – through 

nations’ connections to other nations in the global trade hierarchy. 

Findings from both the quantitative analysis of this article make a relatively 

strong case that nations in the middle of the INGO network and global trade network are 

discussed in more negative ways in human rights reports than nations at either the top, or 

the bottom of the network. This finding is theoretically consistent with the middle status 
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conformity (Phillips and Zuckerman 2001) paradigm that argues that middle status actors 

should be subject to the greatest degree of social pressure for conformity. Given that 

nations are affected by human rights reports through a process of “naming and shaming” 

it is consistent to conceptualize more negative tone in these reports as akin to more social 

pressure (Ausderan 2014; Dietrich and Murdie 2017; Peterson et al. 2018). 

It is notable that the effect for the global trade network differs somewhat from the 

effect for the INGO network. Specifically, while statistically significant and negative the 

effect of low levels of trade embeddedness is much less steep than that of INGO 

embeddedness. This subtle distinction speaks to how different forms of status in the 

international system  may manifest in different ways. In this case, regarding nations with 

low levels of state capacity, sentiment scores are less negative than middle status nations 

– though there are not nearly as positive as the sentiment in high status nations. For the 

INGO network, nations with low and high levels of embeddedness have nearly the same 

levels of positive sentiment compared to middle status nations. 

This analysis presents an exploration of the mechanisms that underlie related 

studies (Davis 2017; Davis unpublished dissertation research). Namely, that world polity 

theory would benefit from the integration of ideas behind Phillips and Zuckerman’s 

inverted “U,” middle status conformity theory by investigating the extent to which 

middle status nations, rather than high status nations, most stringently conform to 

international standards of behavior. While Davis (unpublished) explored the dynamics 

underlying national militaries’ committing of extreme forms of sexual violence during 

civil conflict, other dynamics may be of interest to scholars of world polity theory. 
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While a strong first step in the direction of testing mechanisms that underlie 

middle status conformity theory in the global system, this article had several limitations 

that must be mentioned, both methodological and substantive. First, this article only 

made use of human rights reports produced by AI. While an important INGO, AI 

represents only one of many human rights INGOs that produce frequent reports (other 

notable INGOs are organizations such as Human Rights Watch). As previously 

mentioned, AI was chosen 1.) because it is a notable human rights INGO, and 2.) because 

the reports produced are in general quite brief and easily readable (analyzable) by Google 

Cloud’s software. Future work should explore reports for other human rights INGOs to 

test the extent to which they conform to AI’s reports, and the results presented here. To 

this end, it is notable that scholarship has uncovered a phenomenon where major human 

rights INGOs tend to produce similar reports to one another. 

A second limitation of this article is methodological and ultimately related to data 

availability. The analysis presented here, pooled linear regression with robust clustered 

standard errors may suffer from problems related to unobserved heterogeneity (Green et 

al. 2001). Given that the data are arranged with entities over time, a country-year two 

way fixed effects analysis may be preferred to the estimation presented here. This 

estimation procedure would account for unobserved heterogeneity and mitigate concerns 

of a spurious relationship between global status and the sentiment of human rights reports 

(Allison 2009). As the data used for several of the key predictors are taken as values for 

the year 2010, the last year of data available for both Paxton et al. (2015) and Clark and 

Cason (2015) these values are not able to vary over time and are thus excluded from 
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Fixed Effects estimation procedures. Future work should extend these values to enable 

the panel analysis.  

Despite these limitations, this article presents a relatively robust first attempt to 

explore the relationship between global status of nations and the tone of human rights 

reports produced about those nations. The findings in sum provide robust support for a 

key mechanism of the “middle status conformity” paradigm from organizational 

sociology and social psychology. This lends greater credibility to attempts to extend this 

theoretical perspective to the global arena in an effort to elaborate components of world 

polity theory, namely that global mimetic processes should see deeply embedded, high 

status (DiMaggio and Powell 1983) nations, as both driving global institutional 

processes, but also inhabiting those institutional behaviors most stringently. 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Variables in Study 

Variable N Mean SD Min. Max. Source        

Sentiment Score 370 -0.30 0.09 -0.5 0 Amnesty 

International 

INGO Embeddedness 370 0.47 0.27 0.096 1 Paxton et al. 2015 

Trade Embeddedness 370 0.14 0.08 0.017 0.37 Clark and Cason 

2015 

CIRI Physical 

Integrity Index 

370 4.28 2.17 0 8 Cingranelli et al. 

2014 

Population (log) 370 9.75 1.35 6.48 14.10 World Bank 

GDP Per Capita (log) 370 11.15 12.30 0.23 50.35 World Bank 

Democracy (1 = yes) 370 0.53 0.50 0 1 Marshall et al. 

2011 

Anocracy (1 = yes) 370 0.31 0.46 0 1 Marshall et al. 

2011 
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Table 2. Linear Estimates of Sentiment in Amnesty International Human Rights 

Reports 

  

(Model 1) 

 

(Model 2) 

 

(Model 3) 

 

(Model 4) 

VARIABLES World Polity World Polity World 

System 

World 

System 

     

INGO Network    -0.26**    -0.26** - - 

 (0.08) (0.08)   

INGO Network2     0.27**     0.21** - - 

 (0.07) (0.07)   

Trade Network - -     -0.69***      -0.92*** 

   (0.21) (0.23) 

Trade Network2 - -       2.07***     1.97** 

   (0.57) (0.54) 

CIRI Physical Integrity Index -   0.01* -     0.01** 

  (0.00)  (0.00) 

Population (log) - 0.00 - 0.01 

  (0.01)  (0.01) 

GDP Per Capita (log) - 0.00 - 0.00 

  (0.00)  (0.00) 

Democracy -   0.04* -   0.03* 

  (0.02)  (0.01) 

Anocracy -   0.03+ - 0.02 

  (0.02)  (0.01) 

Constant      -0.26***      -0.33***     -0.26***      -0.39*** 

 (0.02) (0.06) (0.02) (0.09) 

     

Observations 370 370 370 370 

     

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Figure 1. Example of Google Cloud Sentiment Analysis Output (Neutral) 
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Figure 2. Example of Google Cloud Sentiment Analysis Output (Positive) 
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Figure 3. Example of Google Cloud Sentiment Analysis Output (Negative) 
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Figure 4. Distribution of Sentiment Scores in Corpus 
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Figure 5. Curvilinear Trend for INGO Embeddedness and Sentiment 
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Figure 6.  Curvilinear Trend for World Trade Embeddedness and Sentiment 

 

 

-.
3

-.
2

-.
1

0
.1

L
in

e
a

r 
P

re
d
ic

ti
o
n

 o
f 
P

o
la

ri
ty

 o
f 
S

e
n
ti
m

e
n
t 
in

 R
e

p
o

rt
s

0 .05 .1 .15 .2 .25 .3 .35 .4 .45 .5

World Trade Centrality 2010

Predictive Margins with 95% CIs


