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Abstract
Which third parties are more likely to manage interstate conflicts? Once they do,
what kind of conflict management methods do they use? I argue that ethnic, language,
and/or religious ties between a potential third party and disputant states can affect
both the likelihood and the type of conflict management. If there are strong identity
ties (ethnic, language, and/or religious) between the majority group in a potential
third-party state and the majority group in one of the disputant states, both the
likelihood of conflict management in general and the likelihood of economic conflict
management in particular should increase. Equally stronger identity ties between a
potential third party and both disputants should also increase the likelihood of conflict
management in which third parties use verbal and diplomatic conflict management
methods since they do not harm any of the disputants. Empirical findings based
on a dataset covering the militarized interstate disputes between 1946-2011 support
my theoretical expectations. These findings contribute to the literature by exploring
the role of transborder identities -in addition to material factors such as alliance, trade
partnership, or joint regime type- in management of interstate conflicts by third parties.
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Introduction
The number of large scale interstate conflicts has significantly declined since the
end of the Cold War (Pettersson and Wallensteen, 2015).

However, there are

still a number of ongoing interstate disputes, which can escalate into full-scale war
(e.g.

India-Pakistan dispute over Kashmir, Russia-Ukraine dispute over Crimea,

Azerbaijan-Armenia dispute over Karabakh).

Climate change is also expected to

cause higher numbers of interstate disputes in the future (Devlin and Hendrix, 2014).
Therefore, it is important to understand how interstate disputes can be ended before
they escalate into full-scale wars. Third parties can play an important role in ending
interstate disputes by imposing a settlement or attempting to overcome information
and commitment problems between disputants to facilitate a resolution.
Third parties may intervene in an interstate conflict in several ways and for several
purposes. They can impose a settlement by taking military action. A military action
can be in the form of a direct attack or deployment of forces to deter the target state.
An alternative to military action is economic conflict management. Third parties may
use economic tools, such as providing economic inducements or imposing sanctions,
to influence disputant states’ calculus and end the conflict (Regan, 1996). Economic
sanctions, for example, can successfully destabilize governments or disrupt the target’s
military capabilities (Hufbauer and Schott, 1983). Third parties can also aim to end
an interstate conflict with a negotiated settlement by overcoming information and
commitment problems between disputants. They can fix information problems by
conveying credible information to disputants as a mediator and mitigate commitment
problems by guaranteeing the implementation of settlement (Regan and Stam, 2000).
They can use verbal acts such as condemning the violence or calling for a resolution if
they are not willing to take any risk or pay any cost as a third party (Frazier and Dixon,
2006). Although it is possible to come up with a more detailed categorization (Dixon,
1996), we can categorize third party conflict management methods into four groups:
military intervention, economic intervention, diplomatic approach, and verbal act. The
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way they intervene depends on their purpose, ability to influence the outcome, and
relationship with disputant states. I focus on the nature of the relationship between
potential third parties and disputants which can affect the purpose and ability to
influence as well. My research question is: how does the nature of the relationship
between a potential third party and the disputants affect the likelihood and the type
of conflict management in interstate conflicts?

Biased versus Unbiased Third Parties
One of the main debates in the relevant literature is about the effectiveness of biased
versus unbiased third-parties. Some scholars argue that biased third-parties are more
credible and capable of ending disputes because their own interests are attached to the
outcome of dispute (Kydd, 2003; Savun, 2008; Favretto, 2009; Svensson, 2007; Melin,
2011), whereas others argue that biased third-parties lack legitimacy in the eyes of
disputants and/or are not able to use effective conflict management strategies(Crescenzi
et al., 2011; Smith, 1994; Rauchhaus, 2006; Smith and Stam, 2003; Gent and Shannon,
2011; Beber, 2012). Empirical findings point out that biased third parties are more
likely to intervene and use intrusive conflict management methods given the higher
utility/salience and the probability of success. However, the main limitation of the
literature in this area is the limited operationalization of bias in material terms, such
as military alliances, economic interdependency or joint democracy. We need to take
non-material sources of bias into account as well.

Cultural/Identity Ties and Biased Third Parties
Some scholars have already incorporated cultural factors into third-party conflict
management literature (Bercovitch and Elgström, 2001; Leng and Regan, 2003; Reid,
2015; Bond and Ghosn, 2015; Bakaki et al., 2016). There are three shortcomings in
these studies. First, their operationalization of cultural ties and theoretical mechanisms
are inadequate. For example, Bakaki et al. (2016) operationalize culture based on
anthropological terms such as strength of social hierarchy, uncertainty avoidance,
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masculinity versus femininity, and individualism versus collectivism. They find that
culture does not have any significant effect on mediation. Similarly, Bercovitch and
Elgström (2001) and Leng and Regan (2003) find that religious differences between
disputants decrease the likelihood of successful conflict management; whereas religious
similarity between disputants and mediators does not significantly affect the outcome
of mediation efforts. I argue that operationalization of culture should account for
all possible ties in the triadic interaction between two disputants and a potential
third party.

Bond and Ghosn (2015), for example, use a more comprehensive

operationalization of identity based on ethnicity, religion, or language. They find that
triadic cultural similarity (between two disputants and one mediator) increases the
likelihood of mediation more than simple dyadic similarity. The authors code triadic
cultural similarity as a binary variable to see whether the disputants and the mediator
share the same dominant ethnicity, religion, or language. However, a mediator can
have similarities with both disputants where the level of similarity with one side is
stronger. It creates a different type of triad in which the mediator can still be biased
towards one of the disputants. Furthermore, even when the third party has equally
strong cultural ties with both disputants, these equal ties can vary from a single type
of tie to a combination of multiple types of ties. Equally stronger similarities with
both sides should have stronger effect on conflict management. Therefore, coding
cultural/identity similarity as an ordinal variable would be more appropriate.
Second, the literature has exclusively focused on civil wars. Reid (2015) finds that
third party’s economic resources and military power increase only the likelihood of
mediation whereas its historical ties (past mediation efforts, colonial relationships)
and cultural ties (shared ethnicity or religion) with disputants increase the duration of
agreements. Although this is an important advancement in understanding the role of
non-material factors in mediation success, Reid (2015) focuses on only civil wars. We
also need to see how these identity ties affect conflict management efforts in interstate
disputes.
Last, the earlier studies have clustered around mediation strategies and overlooked
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substitutability of different conflict management methods (Bercovitch and Elgström,
2001; Leng and Regan, 2003; Reid, 2015; Bond and Ghosn, 2015; Bakaki et al., 2016).
As Melin (2011) and Favretto (2009) point out, we need to compare different conflict
management methods that can be used by third parties to understand when and why
they are preferred. For example, a third party biased toward one of the disputants
may prefer to use intrusive conflict management methods (such as economic sanctions)
to protect this disputant rather than a diplomatic method (such as mediation) which
requires all disputants’ consent (Favretto, 2009). If we use mediation as the only
dependent variable, we will overlook the other possible actions taken by biased third
parties. For example, Bond and Ghosn (2015) focus on only mediation offers and
find that biased third-parties are less likely to offer mediation compared to impartial
ones. Yet, biased third parties may use economic conflict management while they
are less likely to use diplomatic conflict management. Hence, their inference that
cultural similarity between a mediator and one of the disputants does not affect conflict
management is misleading as they do not account for substitutability of foreign policy
tools.
To address these shortcomings in the literature, I present a causal mechanism
relating transborder identity ties to management of interstate conflicts and test it with a
large-N sample in which I operationalize identity in a more comprehensive way than the
earlier studies. The main causal mechanism I propose is that the informal alignments
between transborder groups based on shared ethnicity, religion, and/or language can
affect the likelihood and type of conflict management by increasing i) public support
for conflict management, ii) salience of the conflict for the third party, iii) third party’s
resolve to end the dispute, iv) third party’s capability of extracting resources and
absorbing costs, v) third party’s credibility in the eyes of disputant state, and vi) the
probability of success. I argue that if there are strong ethnic, language, and/or religious
ties between a potential third party and one of the disputant states, this identity bias
increases the likelihood of economic conflict management. Equally strong identity ties
between the potential third party and both of the disputant states also increase the
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likelihood of conflict management in which third-parties use verbal and diplomatic
conflict management methods. Empirical findings based on a dataset covering all
militarized interstate disputes between 1946-2011 show that the strength of identity
bias increases the likelihood of economic conflict management significantly. When the
third party has equally strong identity ties with both disputants, they avoid economic
conflict management, which harms one of the disputants, and prefer diplomatic and
verbal conflict management. The main implication of these findings for the literature
is that earlier studies have overlooked the role of ethnicity, religion, and language in
third-party conflict management. Effect of identity ties on the likelihood and type of
conflict management is at least as significant as the effects of other types of bias based
on alliance, trade, regime type, colonial ties, and contiguity. In the next section, I
elaborate my causal mechanism and its theoretical implications.

Theory
Several scholars have pointed out that shared ethnicity between a group in one country
and its kin in another country engenders a natural alliance between these groups
(Davis and Moore, 1997; Saideman, 1997, 2002, 2012; Salehyan et al., 2011). Moore
and Davis (1998) name these alliances as ethnic alliances and argue that they are
quite similar to interstate alliances in the sense that such groups typically have similar
policy preferences given their shared cultures and world views (Salehyan et al., 2011).
Moreover, the shared identity between two groups, and so the sense of “us versus them”,
leads the government of an ethnic group’s country to help its kin in another country in
case of repression or ethnic conflict. Saideman (1997, p. 728) explains this mechanism
based on a simple public opinion-foreign policy relationship: “Because constituents
care about those with whom they share ethnic ties, they prefer their state to take sides
in ethnic conflicts elsewhere, supporting the side with which they have ethnic ties.
Politicians, because they need support and fear its loss, take the preferences of their
supporters seriously and push for policies assisting the ethnic kin of their constituents.”
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I extend Saideman’s (2002) theory to explain cases other than ethnic civil conflicts and
secessionists crises. I argue that transborder identity ties should motivate states to
get involved in interstate disputes as well. If there are strong identity ties (ethnic,
language, and/or religious) between the majority group in a potential third-party
state and the majority group in one of the disputant states, both the likelihood of
conflict management in general and the likelihood of economic conflict management
in particular should increase. Equally stronger identity ties between a potential third
party and both disputants should also increase the likelihood of conflict management in
which third-parties use verbal and diplomatic conflict management methods. I suggest
two causal mechanisms, which are summarized in Table 1, to explain how transborder
alliances based on identity ties affect third-party conflict management.

Table 1: Identity Ties and Third-Party Conflict Management
Identity Tie
Stronger Identity Bias

Causal Mechanism
1. Higher public support/pressure
Higher salience
Higher resolve to end the dispute in favor of one side
Higher capability of extracting resources and absorbing costs

Likelihood of CM
+

Type of CM
Economic

+

Diplomatic and Verbal

2. Shared preferences
Higher credibility
Higher probability of success

Equally Stronger Identity Ties with Both Disputants

1. Higher public support/pressure
Higher salience
Higher resolve to end the dispute
Moderate capability of extracting resources and absorbing costs
2. Shared preferences
Lower credibility
Low probability of success

Identity Bias and Public Support/Pressure for Third-Party Conflict
Management
The primary causal mechanism is about the role of public opinion in the third-party
state. Saideman (2002) points out that transborder ethnic ties create feeling of loyalty
and political boundaries do not prevent this psychological effect. Hence, the presence
of identity ties between a third party and a disputant increases the legitimacy of
conflict management in the eyes of the public in the third party state. Citizens in
the third party country are more likely to be concerned about a conflict in which
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their kin is involved compared to other conflicts. They may even put pressure on
the government to take action to end such a conflict as they feel close to the people
in the disputant country. Governments, who want to maintain the support of the
majority group in the country, should act according to this desire of voters.

It

is a “litmus test for a politician’s sincerity on ethnic issues at home.” (Saideman,
2002, p. 23). For example, according to a survey regarding the public opinion on
Turkish foreign policy (Kadir Has University, 2016), Turkish voters consider Azerbaijan
(59.3%), the U.S. (2.6%), Saudi Arabia (2.4%), Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus
(2%), Pakistan (1%), Bosnia and Herzegovina (0.8%) and Iran (0.3%) as the closest
friends of Turkey respectively. Except the U.S., Turkey has ethnic or religious ties
with all of these countries. Similarly, the majority of respondents think that Turkey
should cooperate with Azerbaijan (48.5%), other Turkish states (such as Kazakhstan,
Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, or Uzbekistan) (16.7%) or Muslim countries (9.8%) in
international affairs. These numbers show that citizens take identity ties seriously and
want their governments to act accordingly in foreign policy. If the majority of citizens
think that their country should support one of the sides in an international conflict,
we can expect the government to be more sensitive to this conflict and its outcomes.
In fact, when Azerbaijan had a territorial dispute with Armenia in 1988. Turkey got
involved in this dispute to end the conflict in favor of Azerbaijan. Cornell (1998) states
that:
The only country that constantly expressed its support for Azerbaijan is
Turkey. In all international fora Turkey has tried to explain and promote the
Azeri view of the conflict, and has certainly been instrumental in preventing
a pro-Armenian approach from totally dominating these fora. Furthermore
Turkey and Azerbaijan jointly placed an embargo on Armenia, and Turkey
refuses to normalize its relations with Armenia as long as the latter occupies
territories in Azerbaijan.

Increased legitimacy and salience also make third party states more capable of
extracting resources for conflict management and encourage more resolve to end the
conflict. Public support in Greece (biased towards Greek-Cypriot) and in Turkey
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(biased towards Turkish-Cypriot) for the management of recurrent disputes in Cyprus
are higher than public support in Britain or the U.S. for their attempts to resolve
this dispute. In Turkey, almost 60% of citizens still think that Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus is an indispensable country in Turkish foreign policy (Kadir Has
University, 2016). Given this high level of public support (even public pressure at
some points), Turkey and Greece have always been more eager to resolve the dispute
in favor of the disputants with which they have identity ties. Therefore, I expect
identity ties to increase public support/pressure for governments to take action and
manage disputes. This public support should increase a third party’s resolve to manage
the conflict, extract more resources, and absorb higher levels of costs associated with
conflict management.
It should be noted this causal mechanism relies on the role of public opinion in
foreign policy decisions of government. Yet, the direction of the relationship between
public opinion and foreign policy can be two-way. Either public support might drive
government to take action to protect external kin or the government might use public’s
sympathy for the external kin to justify conflict management attempts driven by
their ambitious foreign policy goals. As Saideman (2002) points out, it is hard to
distinguish whether it is a top-down or bottom-up mechanism in practice. For example,
politicians can anticipate that potential public support for conflict management and act
proactively. In such a case, we can observe a conflict management attempt supported
by majority of public but cannot clearly tell whether the public or political elite is
the driving force. In either case, identity ties increase public support for conflict
management and so government’s resolve and capacity to manage the conflict. Even
though this particular public opinion-foreign policy relationship should be analyzed in
future research, it does not undermine the validity of the theoretical inferences here.

Identity Bias, Shared Preferences, and Third-Party Conflict Management
The second causal mechanism is about the shared preferences arising from identity ties.
Given their similar cultures and world views, groups those share the same ethnicity,

11

religion, and/or language are expected to have parallel policy preferences (Salehyan
et al., 2011). The shared political preferences increase legitimacy of the third party
in the eyes of the disputant state. As Kydd (2003) and Savun (2008) argue, biased
mediators are more credible in the eyes of the disputant they are favoring because they
have some parallel interests related to the outcome of conflict or negotiations. When
they ask this disputant to make a concession to reach a settlement, the disputant is
more likely to trust this type of mediators because they do not have any incentive
to lie. Kydd (2003, p. 597) uses two examples to illustrate this mechanism. In the
first example, after the invasion of Falkland Island by Argentina in 1982, the United
States failed to convince Argentine officials that if they do not reach a settlement,
Britain would use force and the United States would support Britain. But, Argentine
officials did not trust the Americans and the mediation attempt failed. In the second
example, in the Kosovo War of 1999, Russia successfully convinced Serbia that NATO
was getting ready for a ground attack in addition to bombing campaign. Serbian
leader Milosevic trusted in the warnings of Russian officials and accepted the NATO
proposal. What made the Russian attempt successful was the lack of any incentive on
the part of Russia to lie to Serbia as Russia was biased towards Serbia. Kydd (2003)
and Savun (2008) explain this bias in material terms such as military alliance or trade
relationship between Russian and Serbia. In addition to these earlier studies which have
operationalized bias in material terms, I argue that third parties might favor disputants
because of identity ties as well. By following the same logic presented by Kydd (2003),
I argue that if a third party and a disputant share the same ethnicity, language, and/or
religion (as Russian and Serbia did in the Kosovo War), the third party becomes more
biased towards this disputant. Shared commonalities and political preferences increase
credibility of the third party and the probability of successful conflict management.
Given its greater ability to influence the outcome of the dispute, a biased third party
should be more willing to manage the dispute with intrusive conflict management
methods.
My theory, therefore, incorporates the role of identity into the expected utility
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equation of third-parties by pointing out how identity ties affect costs and benefits
for decision-makers. The magnitude of this impact depends upon the strength of the
identity ties. A third party and a disputant state sharing the same ethnicity, language,
and religion at the same time will have the strongest identity ties. Such a strong
bias should have a bigger effect on a third party’s decision to intervene in a conflict
compared to weaker identity ties based on only ethnicity, religion, or language.
Hypotheses 1a: The stronger the identity ties between a third party and one of the
disputant states, the higher the overall likelihood of conflict management.

When identity ties are stronger, third party uses more effective conflict management
methods (namely economic conflict sanctions or inducements) given the higher salience
of the conflict, higher resolve, and higher capability of extracting resources and
absorbing costs. Economic conflict management allows biased third party to protect
one of the disputants and end the dispute in favor of one side.
Hypotheses 1b: The stronger the identity ties between a third party and one of the
disputant states, the higher the likelihood of economic conflict management.

Equally Stronger Identity Ties with Both Disputants and Third-Party
Conflict Management
Another possible scenario is the presence of equally strong (or weak) identity ties
between a third party and both disputants. In this case, the public should still support
conflict management to end the dispute between their distant relatives. However, in
contrast to my argument about identity bias, the public is less likely to support intrusive
conflict management methods (such as economic sanctions) which are designed to
impose costs on the other disputant. They will be in favor of less intrusive methods
(such as diplomatic and verbal acts) because they will not want either side to suffer
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negative consequences of intervention. In addition, when the third party has identity
ties with both disputants, its primary goal becomes ending the conflict as soon as
possible. Credibility of such a third party decreases since it has incentive to lie to
make disputants concede and end the dispute. Such impartial third parties have lower
probability of success, which should lead them to use less intrusive conflict management
methods. Therefore, a third party with equally strong identity ties with both disputants
should be more likely to intervene in the dispute ceteris paribus. However, because of
lower resolve to end the dispute in favor of one side and lower ability to absorb the
costs associated with intrusive conflict management methods, unbiased third parties
should use less intrusive conflict management methods.
The magnitude of the impact of equal ties with both disputants also depends on
the strength of the identity ties. A third party and two disputant states sharing the
same ethnicity, language, and religion at the same time will have the strongest identity
ties. Such equally strong identity ties with both sides should have a bigger effect on
a third party’s decision to intervene in a conflict in comparison with equally weaker
identity ties based on only ethnicity, religion, or language.
Hypotheses 2a: The stronger the identity ties between a third party and both of the
disputant states, the higher the overall likelihood of conflict management.
Hypotheses 2b: The stronger the identity ties between a third party and both of the
disputant states, the higher the likelihood of diplomatic and verbal conflict management.

To conclude, I focus on the role of the relationship between potential third parties
and disputant states to explain the likelihood and the type of conflict management.
I argue that identity ties between a third party and a disputant state should be
considered as a non-material component of bias. Identity bias should increase the
likelihood of economic conflict management. If the third party has equally strong
identity ties with both disputant states, the likelihood of verbal and diplomatic conflict
management, instead of economic conflict management, should increase. In the next
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section, I present my data sources, sample, and operationalization of the variables for
the empirical test of this theory.

Research Design
Data and Sample
I use the dataset compiled by Melin (2011) based on the Third Party Intervention
Data (Frazier and Dixon, 2006) and the International Conflict Management Data
(Bercovitch, 1999).

This dataset includes all militarized interstate disputes from

1946 to 2001 from Dyadic Militarized Interstate Disputes Dataset (Maoz, 2005).
To overcome the problem of selecting on the dependent variable, I have included
observations for non-occurrence of dependent variable as well.

1

Melin (2011)

identifies the population of potential third parties for each dispute based on the
three criteria of politically relevant dyads (Maoz, 1996). If a third party state is a
major or regional power, contiguous to disputant states, or has a reputation as a
successful conflict manager, it is more likely to attempt to get involved in the conflict
management process compared to other states. The unit of analysis is triad-year
(Potential Third Party-Disputant A-Disputant B-Year ). I have 72,825 observations
for 1951 dispute-year.
There are 2375 conflict management attempts in the dataset. 1974 of them are
economic, 239 of them are diplomatic, and 162 of them are verbal conflict management
attempts. Hence, economic sanctions are much more popular compared to others.
In 33283 of observations, the potential third party has at least one type of identity
bias (ethnic, religious, or language) towards one of the disputants. These biased third
parties are associated with 1267 conflict management attempts. In 7885 observations,
the potential third-party has equally strong identity ties with both disputants. 389 of
1

Non-occurrence of dependent variable refers to the cases in which the potential third party did not
attempt to manage the conflict. Inclusion of these observations allows me to avoid a potential bias of
focusing only on the already involved third parties.
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these are associated with conflict management attempts.2

Dependent Variables and Model Specification
A third party can intervene in an interstate conflict in several ways. As Melin (2011)
argues, we need a holistic approach in which we can include diplomatic tools (such
as mediation), economic tools (such as sanctions), or verbal acts (such as call for
resolution) to account for substitutability of different conflict management methods.
In line with Melin (2011), I exclude military interventions and use only peaceful
conflict management methods: economic intervention, diplomatic approaches, and
verbal expressions.

3

Verbal act is relatively less costly and includes ceasefire appeal or

demand, negotiation appeal or demand, troop withdrawal appeal or demand, offer to
facilitate negotiations, and offer to mediate negotiations. Diplomatic approaches are
more costly for the third party compared to verbal acts and they include inquiry/fact
finding, good offices, mediation, and conciliation (Frazier and Dixon, 2006). Economic
efforts are basically economic sanctions which aim to persuade the disputant(s) to
stop fighting by imposing economic/financial costs. They are the most costly conflict
management methods. Also, it should be noted that economic and verbal acts are
unilateral in the sense that they do not require the consent of both disputants; whereas
diplomatic acts are multilateral as they require the consent of all disputants (Melin,
2011). Hence, I operationalize conflict management as economic, diplomatic, and
verbal acts by a third party to stop conflict.
My first dependent variable is Conflict Management. It is coded as “1” if a third
party used at least one of the conflict management methods in an interstate dispute and
“0” otherwise. I estimate a logit model to test the effect of my independent variables
on this binary dependent variable.
My second dependent variable is Type of Conflict Management. The values it
2

See the summary statistics table in the supplemental materials for the mean, standard deviation,
minimum, and maximum values of all of the variables including the control variables.
3
Military intervention in an interstate dispute can be considered as another militarized interstate dispute
rather than conflict management.
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takes range from 0 to 3. It is coded as “3” if the third party used economic tools for
conflict management, “2” if the third party employed diplomatic tools, “1” if the third
party only expressed its discontent verbally, and “0” if there is no conflict management
attempt. I estimate an multinomial logit model to see whether identity ties affect
the type of conflict management. The base category is “no conflict management”.
Thus, results show the likelihood of using economic, diplomatic, or verbal conflict
management methods compared to no conflict management.

Independent Variables
Individuals or groups can identify with several attributes such as gender, socio-economic
class, race, ethnicity, nation, or religion. These attributes may become more or less
important for individuals in different contexts. In international and transnational
politics, primordial aspects of identity (e.g. ethnicity. language, and religion) constitute
special ties between groups in different countries.4 Ethnic identities, in this sense,
are particularly important as they establish natural alliances between kin groups.
However, operationalization of ethnicity is a complicated task because it can be based
on a simple historical kinship as well as other aspects of identity such as language
and religion. As Safran (2008, p. 178) states, ”religion and language are still the
two most important building blocks of ethnonational identity. Their primacy has
varied, and the relationship between the two has been uneven and often convoluted.”
Thus, the boundaries of an ethnicity, language, and religion may be congruent or
divergent. Focusing only one of them would be an incomplete operationalization of
transborder identity ties in a large-N sample because we cannot be sure which aspect
is more prominent in which case. Therefore, I define identity ties based on these
three terms rather than choosing one of them. If two groups of people share the same
ethnicity, language, and/or religion, I consider this relationship as an identity tie. I
operationalize identity ties variables as ordinal variables because two groups sharing
4
By Primordial, I refer to certain types of identities that individuals are born into rather than the identities
they choose later.
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the same ethnicity, religion, and language at the same time should have stronger ties
in comparison with two groups sharing only the same language or religion.
Based on the dataset created by Ellingsen (2000) and Gartzke and Gleditsch (2006),
I use the majority groups in countries to code Strength of Identity Bias and Strength
of Identity Ties with Both Sides variables. If the majority group in the third party
state has ethnic, language, or religious ties with the majority group in a disputant
state, then I consider it as an identity bias. In line with Savun (2008), I operationalize
Strength of Identity Bias as relative bias since the third party can have identity ties
with both disputants5 .
Relative bias ranges from 0 to 3. If the absolute bias towards one of the disputants
is equal to absolute bias towards the other disputant, then relative bias score becomes
“0”. If the third party has more identity ties with one of the sides, then the relative
bias score is equal to the difference between absolute biases towards side A and side B.
For example, if the third-party shares the same ethnicity, religion, and language with
side A, and shares only the same religion with side B, the relative bias score is equal
to “2”.
I generated a second independent variable called Strength of Identity Ties with
Both Sides. The values it takes range from “0” to “3”. It is coded as “0” if there is
no identity tie with either side, “1” if the third-party has one type of identity tie with
both sides, “2” if the third-party has two types of identity ties with both sides, and
“3” if the third-party has all kinds of identity ties with both sides.
Table 2 summarizes the operationalization of the dependent and independent
variables.

Table 2: Operationalization of Key Variables
Strength of Identity Bias
Strength of Identity Ties with Both Sides
0: Unbiased(Equally Strong Ties or No Tie) 0: No Tie
1: Weak Bias
1: Equally Weak Ties
2: Moderate Bias
2: Equally Moderate Ties
3: Strong Bias
3: Equally Strong Ties

5

Conflict Management
Type of CM
0: No conflict management 0: No CM
1: At least one type of CM 1: Verbal CM
2: Diplomatic
3: Economic CM

The way I calculate the relative identity bias can be seen in the supplemental materials.
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Control Variables
First, I control for the effects of other bias types. I expect third-party bias based on
alliance ties, trade interdependency, contiguity, colonial ties, and joint democracy to
positively affect the likelihood and the type of conflict management. Alliance ties,
trade relationship, contiguity, colonial ties, and shared regime type with both sides
should also increase the likelihood of conflict management, whereas they should lead
the third party to use diplomatic and verbal conflict management more than economic
management. I again use the dataset compiled by Melin (2011) for these variables. I
also control for the variables affecting the probability of success of conflict management
attempt and its cost for the third party 6 .

Results
I argue that identity bias increases the likelihood of conflict management in general
and the likelihood of economic conflict management in particular. Thus, in Table 3, I
expect the Strength of Identity Bias variable to be statistically significant and positive
in the first column (Conflict Management) and in the fourth column (Economic CM ).
If a third party has equally strong identity ties with both disputants, the likelihood
of conflict management should increase too. However, such third parties should prefer
verbal and diplomatic conflict management instead of economic conflict management.
Thus, in Table 4, I expect Strength of Identity Ties with Both Sides to be statistically
significant and positive in the first (Conflict Management), second (Verbal CM ), and
third columns (Diplomatic CM ).
In line with my expectation, Table 3 shows that Strength of Identity Bias has a
statistically significant effect (at 99 percent confidence level) in the expected direction
on the likelihood of Conflict Management. This finding provides strong support for
Hypothesis 1a and indicates that when the identity bias towards one of the disputants
increases, the likelihood of conflict management increases as well. Table 3 also shows
6

See the supplemental materials for the detailed operationalization of all control variables
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that Strength of Identity Bias has a statistically significant and positive effect on the
likelihood of Economic CM at 99 percent confidence level and on the likelihood of
Verbal CM at 95 percent confidence level. This finding supports Hypothesis 1b. Third
parties with stronger identity bias are more likely to use economic conflict management
than diplomatic conflict management. Although my theory did not predict a significant
increase in the likelihood of verbal conflict management, it is not surprising that both
biased and unbiased third parties use verbal conflict management tools more than
diplomatic conflict management because verbal expressions are less costly and risky
than diplomatic initiatives. The prominent real world examples demonstrating role of
identity bias from the sample are i) the U.S.’s economic interventions in favor of Great
Britain whenever Great Britain is involved in a dispute (and vice versa), ii) Greece’s
economic intervention in favor of Cyprus (Southern Cyprus) against Turkey 7 , and
iii) Arab states’ (Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Syria) economic interventions in favor of each
other against Israel.
Besides identity bias, Alliance with One Side, Joint Democracy with One Side,
Shared Border with One Side, and Colonial Ties have positive and statistically
significant effects on the likelihood of conflict management and the likelihood of
economic conflict management.

Trade Ties with One Side has a negative and

statistically significant effect on the likelihood of conflict management and the
likelihood of economic conflict management. These results show that all types of bias,
except economic bias, significantly increase the likelihood of conflict management.
Other variables that significantly increase the likelihood of conflict management
are contiguity between disputant states, number of previous management attempts,
management attempt in the previous year, successful management before, and third
party’s CINC score. Previous militarized interstate dispute between the third party
and disputants has a negative effect which is statistically insignificant at 90 percent
confidence level. These findings indicate that a third party is more likely to intervene
7

Since Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus is not recognized as an independent state by the international
community, it is not covered in the dataset. However, Turkey has been using economic sanctions and embargo
in favor of Northern Republic of Turkey as my theory predicts.
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Table 3: Identity Bias and Conflict Management
Conflict Management
(1)
0.348∗∗∗
(5.14)

Type of Conflict Management
Verbal Diplomatic Economic
(2)
(3)
(4)
0.343∗∗
0.111
0.366∗∗∗
(2.19)
(0.86)
(4.96)

Alliance with One Side

1.126∗∗∗
(5.99)

-0.267
(-1.30)

0.0792
(0.32)

1.328∗∗∗
(6.73)

Alliance with Both Sides

-0.770∗∗
(-2.79)

0.509
(0.79)

-0.407
(-0.68)

-0.869∗∗
(-2.83)

Trade Ties with One Side

-0.278∗
(-1.67)

0.281
(0.59)

0.163
(0.53)

-0.420∗∗
(-2.21)

Trade Ties with Both Sides

-0.167
(-0.75)

-0.0216
(-0.03)

-0.984
(-1.36)

-0.122
(-0.50)

Joint Democracy with One Side

0.682∗∗∗
(4.17)

1.014∗∗∗
(3.78)

1.395∗∗∗
(5.58)

0.568∗∗
(2.93)

Joint Democracy with Both Sides

-0.197
(-1.03)

-0.130
(-0.38)

-0.764∗∗
(-2.20)

-0.170
(-0.79)

Shared Border with One Side

1.098∗∗∗
(8.45)

0.669∗∗
(2.89)

1.026∗∗∗
(5.28)

1.163∗∗∗
(7.61)

Shared Border with Both Sides

1.888∗∗∗
(14.68)

0.580∗
(1.65)

1.056∗∗∗
(4.20)

2.102∗∗∗
(14.17)

Colonial Tie

1.015∗∗∗
(4.63)

1.109∗
(1.93)

1.693∗∗∗
(4.86)

0.779∗∗
(2.70)

Previous MID between Third Party and Disputants

2.120∗∗∗
(19.61)

0.258
(0.53)

0.638∗
(1.77)

2.258∗∗∗
(20.80)

# of Previous Management Attempts

0.061∗∗
(3.05)

0.063∗∗∗
(14.18)

0.045∗∗∗
(3.50)

0.0614∗∗
(2.73)

Management in Previous Year

1.138∗∗
(3.26)

1.468
(1.48)

-12.27∗∗∗
(-53.33)

1.253∗∗∗
(3.55)

Successful Management Before

3.478∗∗∗
(10.05)

4.648∗∗∗
(9.93)

5.066∗∗∗
(13.75)

-42.06∗∗∗
(-135.03)

Previous Conflict with Same Disputants

-0.116
(-0.65)

0.105
(0.29)

-0.122
(-0.42)

-0.127
(-0.64)

Contiguous Disputants

0.842∗∗∗
(6.57)

0.702∗∗
(2.48)

1.429∗∗∗
(5.50)

0.758∗∗∗
(5.08)

Third Party’s CINC Score

11.63∗∗∗
(15.83)

11.32∗∗∗
(8.23)

11.05∗∗∗
(9.26)

11.77∗∗∗
(13.56)

Constant

-5.322∗∗∗
(-21.91)
81137

-7.630∗∗∗
(-19.36)
81137

-7.349∗∗∗
(-20.96)
81137

-5.598∗∗∗
(-19.83)
81137

Strength of Identity Bias

Observations
t statistics in parentheses
∗
p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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in an interstate dispute when the probability of success is high, cost is low, and it is
geographically close to the disputant states.
To have a better understanding of the substantive effect of identity bias on the
likelihood and the type of conflict management, I estimate the change in the predicted
probability of conflict management by using the clarify package (Tomz et al., 2003).
This program draws multiple simulations of the parameters and calculates quantity of
interests such as changes in the predicted values of dependent variable. Furthermore, in
logistic regression models, the relationship between variables is not linear. To account
for this non-linearity, I created three hypothetical scenarios in which the probability of
conflict management varies. In the Worst Case Scenario, CINC score of the third party
and number of earlier conflict management attempts are low, and there is either no
conflict management in the previous year or none of the conflict management attempts
were successful. In other words, probability of success is low and the cost of conflict
management is high. In the Average Case Scenario, all of the aforementioned variables
are held at their mean/median values which means that the probability of success and
cost of conflict management are in average. In the Best Case Scenario, the third party
has a higher CINC score and the number of earlier conflict management attempts are
high. Also, there was at least one successful conflict management attempt before and
a conflict management attempt in the previous year. So, the probability of success is
high, whereas the cost of conflict management is low.
The results show that identity bias is less effective in the Best Case Scenario. The
reason is that when the probability of success is high and the cost is low, all of the
potential third parties are likely to intervene in the dispute. So, the bias does not
substantively increase (or decrease) the motivation of third parties. When Strength
of Identity Bias goes from 0 to 3 (from no bias to strong bias), the likelihood of
Conflict Management increases by 187% in the Worst Case Scenario and by 181 %
in the Average Case Scenario. These effects are also statistically significant as the
confidence intervals do not overlap with each other. Hence, substantive effects also
provide empirical support for Hypothesis 1a. Figure 1 visualizes this substantive effect
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of Strength of Identity Bias on the likelihood of conflict management in the average
case scenario.

8

Figure 1: Strength of Identity Bias and the Likelihood of CM In the Average Case Scenario
Figure 2, 3 and 4 show the substantive effects of Strength of Identity Bias on the
likelihood of different types of conflict management in the average case scenario. When
Strength of Identity Bias goes from 0 to 3 (from no bias to strong bias), the likelihood of
Economic CM increases by 201%; whereas it does not have any statistically significant
effect on the likelihood of verbal or diplomatic conflict management. It means that the
statistically significant effect of identity bias on verbal conflict management in Table 3
is not robust. The effect is neither statistically nor substantively significant according
to Figure 2. In overall, these substantive effects are consistent with Hypothesis 1b.
Third parties with strong identity ties with one of the disputants are more likely to use
economic conflict management compared to other types of conflict management.
In line with my expectation, Table 4 shows that Strength of Identity Ties with Both
Sides has a positive and statistically significant effect (at 90 percent confidence level)
on the overall likelihood of Conflict Management. This finding supports Hypothesis 2a.
When a potential third party has equally stronger ties with both sides, it is more likely
to attempt to manage the conflict. Column 2-4 in Table 4 also show that Strength
of Identity Ties with Both Sides has a statistically significant and positive effects on
8

See appendix for the figures showing the substantive effects in the worst and best case scenarios
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Figure 2: Strength of Identity Bias and the Likelihood of Verbal CM In Average Scenario

Figure 3: Strength of Identity Bias and the Likelihood of Diplomatic CM In Average Scenario

Figure 4: Strength of Identity Bias and the Likelihood of Economic CM In Average Scenario
24

the likelihood of Verbal CM (at 95 percent confidence level) and Diplomatic CM (at
99 percent confidence level); whereas its effect on the likelihood of Economic CM
is statistically insignificant effect at 90 percent confidence level. It means that third
parties are more likely to use verbal and diplomatic conflict management methods than
economic conflict management when they have equally stronger identity ties with both
sides. Some of the real world examples from the sample showing the role of equally
strong identity ties with both disputants are: i) Morrocco’s diplomatic attempts to
manage the dispute between Tunisia and Libya in 1985, ii) Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic
efforts to manage the dispute between Syria and Jordan in 1980, iii) Peru’s mediation
efforts to end the dispute between Honduras and El-Salvador in 1978, and iv) Burkina
Faso’s diplomatic attempts to manage the dispute between Liberia and Sierra Lione in
1999.
As I did for the first two models, I estimate the change in the predicted probability
of Conflict Management across the values of Strength of Identity Ties with Both Sides.
When Strength of Identity Ties with Both Sides goes from 0 to 3 (from no ties to
strong ties), the likelihood of Conflict Management increases by 68% in the average
case scenario. However, in contrast to Table 4, Strength of Identity Ties with Both
Sides does not have a statistically significant effect as the confidence intervals overlap
across its values. I conclude that the effect of Strength of Identity Ties with Both Sides
on the overall likelihood of Conflict Management is not robust. Figure 5 visualizes
how much the probability of conflict management changes when the third party has
equally strong ties with both disputants in the average case scenario.

9

Figure 6, 7, and 8 show the change in the probabilities of different types of conflict
management when the third party has equally strong identity ties with both disputants.
In line with my expectations, when Strength of Identity Ties with Both Sides goes
from 0 to 3 (from no ties to strong ties), the likelihood of verbal conflict management
increases by 608% and the likelihood of diplomatic conflict management increases by
557%. The likelihood of economic conflict management increases by only 20% and
9

See appendix for the figures showing the substantive effects in the worst and best case scenarios
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Table 4: Equal Identity Ties and Conflict Management
Conflict Management
(1)
0.164∗
(1.75)

Strength of Identity Ties with Both Sides

Type of Conflict Management
Verbal Diplomatic Economic
(2)
(3)
(4)
0.574∗∗
0.602∗∗∗
0.0474
(2.44)
(3.97)
(0.43)

Alliance with One Side

1.246∗∗∗
(6.91)

-0.184
(-0.75)

0.0582
(0.22)

1.464∗∗∗
(7.65)

Alliance with Both Sides

-0.896∗∗
(-3.23)

0.243
(0.37)

-0.658
(-1.07)

-0.955∗∗
(-3.11)

Trade Ties with One Side

-0.305∗
(-1.84)

0.287
(0.60)

0.189
(0.62)

-0.456∗∗
(-2.41)

Trade Ties with Both Sides

-0.230
(-1.08)

-0.00322
(-0.00)

-0.906
(-1.25)

-0.198
(-0.85)

Joint Democracy with One Side

0.803∗∗∗
(5.03)

1.103∗∗∗
(3.83)

1.408∗∗∗
(5.48)

0.705∗∗∗
(3.81)

Joint Democracy with Both Sides

-0.236
(-1.31)

-0.157
(-0.46)

-0.773∗∗
(-2.26)

-0.205
(-1.01)

Shared Border with One Side

1.167∗∗∗
(9.08)

0.704∗∗
(3.01)

0.964∗∗∗
(4.69)

1.242∗∗∗
(8.19)

Shared Border with Both Sides

2.082∗∗∗
(15.49)

0.593
(1.63)

0.900∗∗∗
(3.55)

2.336∗∗∗
(14.97)

Colonial Tie

0.982∗∗∗
(4.42)

1.107∗
(1.93)

1.709∗∗∗
(4.93)

0.735∗∗
(2.51)

Previous MID between Third Party and Disputants

2.252∗∗∗
(22.31)

0.377
(0.78)

0.724∗∗
(2.00)

2.387∗∗∗
(23.59)

# of Previous Management Attempts

0.062∗∗
(3.12)

0.065∗∗∗
(14.57)

0.048∗∗∗
(3.65)

0.0624∗∗
(2.79)

Management in Previous Year

1.206∗∗∗
(3.53)

1.523
(1.50)

-12.25∗∗∗
(-51.33)

1.323∗∗∗
(3.86)

Successful Management Before

3.416∗∗∗
(10.14)

4.521∗∗∗
(9.55)

4.929∗∗∗
(13.42)

-41.21∗∗∗
(-132.70)

Previous Conflict with Same Disputants

-0.0853
(-0.49)

0.148
(0.41)

-0.0631
(-0.22)

-0.102
(-0.52)

Contiguous Disputants

0.731∗∗∗
(6.13)

0.527∗
(1.83)

1.321∗∗∗
(5.17)

0.654∗∗∗
(4.69)

Third Party’s CINC Score

11.31∗∗∗
(15.57)

11.34∗∗∗
(8.22)

11.34∗∗∗
(9.36)

11.37∗∗∗
(13.42)

Constant

-5.181∗∗∗
(-22.88)
81137

-7.531∗∗∗
(-19.86)
81137

-7.392∗∗∗
(-23.63)
81137

-5.436∗∗∗
(-20.61)
81137

Observations
t statistics in parentheses
∗
p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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Figure 5: Strength of Identity Ties with Both Sides and the Likelihood of CM In Average
Case Scenario
this effect is statistically insignificant as the confidence intervals overlap in Figure
8. These findings provide further empirical support for Hypothesis 2b. Third parties
with equally stronger ties with both disputants are more likely to prefer verbal and
diplomatic conflict management whereas they avoid economic conflict management
which will impose cost on one of the disputants.

Figure 6: Strength of Identity Ties with Both Sides and the Likelihood of Verbal CM In
Average Scenario
In sum, strength of identity bias increases the likelihood of conflict management
in general and economic conflict management in particular. I argue that the reason is
high salience of the conflict, high resolve to end the conflict in favor of one side, high
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Figure 7: Strength of Identity Ties with Both Sides and the Likelihood of Diplomatic CM
In Average Scenario

Figure 8: Strength of Identity Ties with Both Sides and the Likelihood of Economic CM In
Average Scenario
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public support which increases capability of extracting resources and absorbing costs,
and higher probability of success. When the third party has equally strong identity
ties with both sides, the conflict still has high salience and the public supports conflict
management. However, such third-parties avoid economic conflict management, which
harms one of the disputants, and prefer verbal and diplomatic conflict management.
These findings do not necessarily contradict with the earlier findings in the literature
regarding the material relationship between third parties and disputants. I come
to conclusion that earlier studies have overlooked the role of ethnicity, religion, and
language in third-party conflict management. Identity ties between third parties and
disputants are as important as other types of ties based on alliance, trade, regime type,
colonial ties, and contiguity. Also, it should be noted that these empirical findings do
not clarify whether transborder identities influence third-party conflict management
process through top-down or bottom-up mechanisms.

In a top-down mechanism,

governments may use transborder identity ties to legitimize their ambitious foreign
policy goals, to extract more resources, and to absorb higher costs by relying on public
sympathy for their external kin. In a bottom-up mechanism, citizens may put pressure
on their governments to take action to protect their external kin in other countries.
In either way, however, these findings show a clear pattern between identity ties and
conflict management decisions of potential third parties.

Robustness Test
I operationalize identity bias based on ethnic, religious, and language ties. One concern
regarding these results can be that they might be driven by one of these specific type
of identity ties. To account for this possibility, I estimated models with disaggregated
identity tie variables (see the additional tables in the appendix). Consistent with the
previous models, all types of identity bias increase the likelihood of economic and
verbal conflict management; whereas they do not significantly affect the likelihood
of diplomatic conflict management (except religious bias which is significant at 90
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percent confidence level). All types of equal identity ties with both sides decrease the
likelihood of economic conflict management. Language and religious ties with both
sides significantly increase the likelihood of diplomatic conflict management and ethnic
and language ties with both sides increase the likelihood of verbal conflict management.
In sum, the models with disaggregated identity variables are consistent with aggregated
identity variables.

Conclusion
I argue that third parties are more likely to manage interstate disputes if they have
identity ties with one of the disputants given the shared preferences with this disputant
and the higher public support for conflict management. The empirical findings support
this argument. Stronger identity bias increases the likelihood of economic conflict
management as the biased third party will aim to end the dispute in the favor of one
side. Equally stronger identity ties with both disputants increase the likelihood of
verbal and diplomatic conflict management because the public support for economic
conflict management decreases given the reluctance to take a side between two kins.
These findings contribute to the literature by underlying the effect of transborder
identity ties on the likelihood and the type of third party conflict management.
Although other types of bias (e.g. alliance, colonial ties, shared border, and joint
democracy) still matter, my findings demonstrate that identity bias is as important as
them. Unbiased third parties are likely to manage interstate conflicts too but with less
intrusive conflict management methods.
Another theoretical implication is related to the holistic approach. In line with
Melin (2011) and Regan and Stam (2000), the results here show that including different
conflict management methods into our analysis allows us to reach more accurate
conclusions. For example, identity bias increases the likelihood of economic conflict
management; whereas it does not significantly affect the likelihood of diplomatic
conflict management. If my dependent variable was only third-party mediation, it
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would mislead us to conclude that identity bias does not matter. However, including
economic conflict management within a holistic approach allowed me to observe the
strong effect of identity bias on third-party conflict management.
These findings also speak to a broader debate in international relations literature
between material factors (such as military alliances or trade) and non-material
factors (such as identity or ideology). I demonstrate that governments take identity
issues seriously and act accordingly in their international affairs. Particularly, when
governments make decisions about conflict management, identity ties matter in
addition to material factors like military alliances and regime types.
I should also note some of the limitations of this research. First, the level of
analysis here is limited to states because of my theory.

I exclude regional and

international organizations as potential third parties since these organizations do not
have ethnic, religious, or language identities. Second, I focus on the management of
interstate conflicts and exclude civil war cases. I leave the role of identity ties in
management of civil wars as a direction for future research. Thirdly, this research
does not assess the effectiveness/success of conflict management attempts by third
parties with identity ties. Finally, future research should explore the direction of
the relationship between public opinion and foreign policy behaviors regarding the
transborder identities. In-depth case studies can explain whether governments use
transborder identities to justify their ambitious foreign policies or voters put pressure on
governments to manage interstate conflicts when they have identity ties with disputant
states.
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