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Abstract 

Empirical analysis of civil wars wherein rebels receive support from 
outside states or actors confirms the expectation that such external 
support is correlated with conflicts that, on average, are longer than 
civil wars without external support. When this assistance is lost, the 
empirical results are at odds with the expectation that these wars 
should end more rapidly. Instead, wars in which there is a break in 
external support are more likely to continue into the next calendar year 
than even those wars with continued external support. This counter-
intuitive finding suggests a re-evaluation of theoretical foundations of 
external support to rebel groups. 
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1. Introduction 

Global trends in armed conflict for the latter half of the 20th century are well 

defined. The 2013 Human Security Report summarizes these as "the reversal of the 

decades-long increase in civil war numbers that followed the end of the Cold War 

(HSRP 2013, 10)." Kalyvas and Balcells (2010) describe this phenomena as a 

combination of two trends - the decrease in civil war onsets and the increase in civil 

war terminations - that together led to a steep overall decline in internal conflict 

immediately after the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991 (417). The geopolitical 

backdrop of the Cold War provided multiple pathways by which the United States and 

the Soviet Union could provide assistance to belligerents in intrastate conflicts - 

revolutionary beliefs, military doctrine, and material support (417). When the Cold 

War ended, the loss of this support had substantive consequences for states and 

opposition groups, but most of its main impact was felt by rebel groups (421). "Denied 

the external assistance that had long sustained them, many of these conflicts simply 

petered out, or were ended by negotiated settlement (HSRP 2005, 148)." 

Indeed, this is the trend that political scientists expect. Despite the confusion and 

uncertainty about the nature of conflict at the end of the Cold War, recent civil war 

research has been consistent in its estimation of the effects of external support on 

conflict. Internal conflicts are found to be exacerbated in their intensity and duration 

by direct and indirect intervention of the outside states such as the US and the USSR 

during the Cold War (Newman 2009, 265; Salehyan, Siroky and Ward 2014; Fearon 

2004; HSRP 2005). Underlying these correlations is the bargaining theory of costly war 

- espoused in a number of places but most clearly in Fearon (1995). In accord with 
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this theory, two groups will have a range of potential peaceful settlements that both 

sides prefer to the cost of going to war. While Fearon goes on to discuss various 

barriers to settlement, one could also conceive that a reduction in the cost of war 

would have the effect of reducing the range of alternatives to war, making war more 

likely. If the cost offset was sufficient, one might also imagine that war could be 

profitable and thus a rational choice. The support of third party states and other 

actors is one means of reducing the cost of war and reducing the range of acceptable 

peaceful alternatives. Civil wars in which rebels receive external support are then 

expected to be more likely to continue, and last longer, than similar wars without 

external support. 

It then follows that when support ends for an intrastate conflict fought with 

external support flowing to rebels, the accompanying distortion of the bargaining 

range should also end. When external support ends, logically the likelihood of 

continued war should also decrease. Returning again to the effect of the end of the 

Cold War, "hundreds of millions of dollars no longer flow regularly from Washington's 

and Moscow's coffers (Byman, et al. 2001, xviii)." In addition to expanding the set of 

potential peaceful settlements, this loss of material, military, financial, or safe haven 

support to rebel groups could also be assessed to degrade rebel fighting ability and 

make termination of the war through capitulation, or state military victory, more 

likely. Thus, current literature finds that external support to rebel groups is correlated 

with longer wars and the loss of this support is correlated with increased probability of 

war termination. 

Empirical analysis of civil wars since 1979, however, does not support the latter 

hypothesis. Wars in which rebels receive external support are, in general, longer in 
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duration than civil wars fought by rebels without external support. When this 

assistance is lost, those wars are more likely to continue into the next calendar year 

than even those wars with continued external support. This counter-intuitive finding 

suggests a re-evaluation of theoretical foundations of costly war and subsequently a 

re-examination of the effects of the end of the Cold War. 

In the article that follows, a theory of rebel resources is further developed. A 

dataset derived from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program external support – primary 

warring party dataset will then be used to test hypotheses derived from this theory 

focusing principally on the patterns emergent from conflicts with breaks in external 

support to rebel groups. Analysis of the results of the empirical results will then be 

explored to better understand their significance for causal mechanisms potentially at 

work in civil wars. Finally, a brief conclusion will offer potential future areas of study. 

 

2. Costly War 

A bargaining model of conflict begins with the assumption that war, or violent 

conflict, is costly (Fearon 1995, Wagner 1993, Powell 1999, etc.). Both sides could 

achieve greater gains by dividing the contested spoils between them without having to 

first deduct this cost. The resulting intuition is that conflict is an inefficient or 

irrational outcome when there always exists a range of potential settlements that have 

greater utility to both players. The focus of much of the literature has been to analyze 

the barriers to efficient outcomes such as incentives to misrepresent, credible 

commitments, and indivisible goods. What has been commonly termed the “greed” 

literature approaches the puzzle presented by the bargaining model from a different 

angle - through the analysis of phenomena make conflict costly. 
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Cost is evaluated in three basic categories. The most common axis for measuring 

conflict is the immediate human toll. This is evident in database coding practices that 

conceptualize the cost of war in terms of "battle-related deaths." The most oft-used 

datasets, Uppsala Conflict Data Program Armed Conflict Dataset, the Correlates of 

War, etc., use this measure to identify and distinguish between observations of minor 

armed conflict and civil war. Although a complex and problematic measure, battle-

related deaths is one means of capturing the intensity of violence in conflict. 

Ultimately, this is one dimension of the cost of fighting for belligerents. 

Conflict also levies a demand for materiel resources. The materiel cost of conflict is 

in the logistical requirements for keeping an army, or rebel group, supplied for fighting 

and survival. This includes food, weapons, ammunition, and transportation. In 

addition, rebel groups expend resources to pay bribes to local officials, provide 

compensation to militants, and enable socio-economic programs for supporters 

(Byman, et al. 2001, 87). 

Individual and societal costs of conflict are less readily tabulated. Lost economic 

opportunity that results from forced or voluntary militancy includes schooling, lost 

wages, and displacement. Longer term costs often associated with conflict are 

increased poverty, reduced production from agricultural and industrial sources, lost 

profits from disrupted markets, and foregone public goods due to military spending 

(Wood 2000, 15).  

Potential benefits from waging war can, minimally, offset these costs. Keen (2000) 

describes several types of economic benefits that emerge within the unique dynamics 

of a conflict economy. These are fruits of pillage, protection money, monopolization of 

local trade, profit from foreign aid, land and resource claims, and exploitation of labor 
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(29-31). Weinstein (2007) similarly identifies natural resources, taxation, criminal 

activity, external patronage as means by which rebels can acquire resources necessary 

for conflict (7). These means reduce the cost incurred by the rebels in choosing to 

fight. 

Reducing the costs of war or, in the extreme, profiting from war alters the 

dynamics of bargaining over conflict. The bargaining range is reduced when costs are 

off-set. The reduced range logically reduces the likelihood of finding a peaceful 

settlement as an alternative to violent conflict, thereby increasing the likelihood of 

conflict. Within the framework of this paper, external support is one means by which 

armed conflict occurs with higher probability. Understanding internal wars is not 

possible, according to Gleditsch and Cunningham (2011), without an accompanying 

study of external support to rebel groups (710). Similarly, Fearon (2004) identifies 

externally supported civil wars as representing a distinct type of wars that last much 

Figure 1: Kaplan-Meier survivor function estimate 
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longer than other civil wars (see Figure 1). In the following section, the unique 

mechanism connecting external support to internal armed conflict is explored.  

 

 

3. Post-Cold War Decline in Conflict 

Analysis of internal armed conflict following the end of the Cold War attributes 

downward trends to the loss of external support to warring parties. Kalyvas and 

Balcells (2010) argue that the international system and third-party states exert a 

substantial influence on the dynamics of violent conflict between states and rebels 

(416). The cold war superpower contest between the US and USSR motivated 

significant levels of support to belligerents, increasing their military capacity but 

providing greater relative benefit to insurgents (415). Byman, et al. (2001) find that 

state sponsorship of insurgency during the cold war was common and the scale of 

support was staggering. “Hundreds of millions of dollars” were spent by both sides (9). 

Salehyan, Siroky and Wood (2014) find that the Cold War superpowers made funding 

“relatively easy to obtain (3).” The end of the Cold War in 1991 was accompanied by a 

precipitous drop in support for warring parties. Even with recent estimates of external 

support still flowing to two out of every three insurgencies, the shift from superpower 

support to regional states’ sponsorship in the first decade after the cold war 

dramatically lowered the overall level of funding compared to the heyday of proxy wars 

in a bipolar world system.  
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The impact of the end of the Cold War on civil wars and armed conflict is almost 

ubiquitously illustrated with a graph of on-going conflict and conflict on-sets showing 

a substantial decrease in both categories commensurate with the end of the Cold War. 

Figure 2 is drawn from the Human Security Report Project 2013 study of trends in 

conflict and violence. From this perspective, the trends in civil war and armed conflict 

are, in hindsight, obvious and expected. These patterns appear to support the 

underlying theory that positively correlates external support to likelihood of conflict 

and duration of conflict. Equally important, the removal of external support is linked 

to a loss of capacity to wage war and hence is positively correlated with conflict 

termination. Although state sponsorship is not sole variable with explanatory power, 

nearly every study of this trend attributes a substantial role to the ending of support 

from Washington, DC and Moscow. Likely the most conservative estimate is that of the 

Human Security Report Project that suggests 20% of variation in conflict is 

Figure 2: On-going Armed Conflicts 1946-2009 (HSRP 2013) 
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attributable to the loss of resources (HSRP 2005, 153). Linking the loss of resources to 

hastening the end of war is intuitive and appealing. The logic has remained prevalent 

and largely unchallenged in the civil wars literature. The theory and analysis in the 

following sections challenge this explanation for the decline in civil wars by showing 

that conflicts in which a break in external support occurs are less likely to end than 

other conflicts, and also are less likely to end then wars with continued external 

support. 

 

4. External Support and Start-up Costs 

Because of these theoretical, and practical, connections between civil war and 

economic incentives, some researchers have made comparisons of rebel groups to 

criminal enterprises. Collier (2000) opined that rebellion was a form of criminal 

activity, similar in most regards but less common because of the greater risks involved 

and the start-up costs (Collier cited in Williams 2011). Keen (2000) provides the means 

of differentiating rebellion from crime in his conception of the purposes of violence. 

Violence enables individuals and groups to maintain or change current law, or 

violence can be used to circumvent the law. Rebel groups, in directing violence against 

the state, are attempting to change the law. This places rebel groups in a unique space 

- violently agitating for political change - that further distinguishes them from criminal 

enterprise. 

As a political group, however, rebels are faced with similar basic requirements of 

other social movements. Social movements have three fundamental needs - people, 

equipment, and organization. Of these three, requirements for weapons, ammunition, 
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and supplies are easily understood. The need for people and organization warrants 

further attention. The people problem is the opportunity cost of joining a rebellion and 

the risk of participation. While opportunity costs were discussed previously, the risk of 

rebellion is intertwined with the rebel group’s ability to develop an organization to 

effectively wage war against the state.  

Insurgents are confronted by a state-backed military that is likely better equipped 

and better organized for war (Wagner 1993, 254). Organized and violent conflict is 

qualitatively and quantitatively a different endeavor than other forms of political 

protest. As such, Collier’s comment regarding start-up costs is particularly relevant. 

The risks to armed rebellion are significant. Only 12% of civil wars fought since the 

end of World War II have ended in a victory for the rebels – a rate only slightly higher 

than the percentage of civil wars whose outcome is categorized as unknown 

(McCormick, Horton and Harrison 2007, 324). Thus, the start-up costs of rebellion are 

high and the methods to overcome these odds are germane to the present discussion.  

Resource based social movement theory recognizes that social movements face 

a collective action problem that is not overcome by the grievance or deprivation of its 

members (McCarthy and Zald 1977, 1214). Organization and resources are necessary 

to mobilize on the basis of discontent. The calculus for this development is made more 

complex by the threat to group survival posed by the state and, potentially, other 

groups. I propose a variation of social movement theory in which external support 

provides for organizational development and survival of the rebel group. Resources are 

required to compensate the leadership cadre sufficiently that they can engage in 

recruitment efforts to establish the base of support, identify and equip a militants, and 

develop plans both political and military for action against the state. All of these 
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organizational activities must be completed in parallel to efforts to insure the survival 

of the group.  Subsequently, additional resources are required to move the group from 

mobilization to violent action.  

External support assists in organizational growth in two ways. First, this can come 

from shared expertise or training of rebel leaders and fighters. Militants require 

expertise in small-unit tactics, tradecraft, and use of advanced weapons (Byman, et al. 

2001, 92). This could be accomplished by military trainers operating in-country, or via 

the provision of safe haven to train in a neighboring country. Organizational growth 

can also be facilitated by the provision of direct financial aid, supplies, and material. 

With these needs addressed, rebel leadership can shift their attention to organizational 

matters that, as discussed previously, are essential to a startup social movement. 

The preferred method of resource mobilization is through sources external to the 

group. Indeed, the involvement of organizations outside the group in aggregation of 

resources is of "crucial importance" in the success or failure of the group (1216). The 

effort that can be directed toward achieving group goals, necessary early victories to 

secure additional funding and draw in additional supporters, is a function of 

resources (1221). Dependency on group members to provide these resources will 

severely restrict the resources available to the movement. In economic terms, if 

members’ available time is spent in support of the rebel group, then they have less 

time to devote to production necessary for providing further resources to the group. 

This is further exacerbated by the fact that civil wars are fought in countries plagued 

by low per capita income and low economic growth. Logically, the aggrieved population 

in an underdeveloped state is a poor choice for the resource base of a successful rebel 

group.  
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The group is hence dependent on a cost-reducing mechanism - namely the flow of 

resources from an outside supporter. This source of resources overcomes the barrier 

to organizational growth presented by reliance on aggregating resources from within 

the group. External support can be conceptualized as the seed money for a rebellion 

startup. I argue that the primary function of resources acquired through external 

support is to enable rebel group survival by facilitating the group’s organizational 

development. As such, the effects of external support are not necessarily negated when 

external support ends. The effects of the removal of support are dampened by the 

infrastructure in place and the momentum of the rebellion now underway. 

The survival dynamic is also important to consider as it presents another 

relevant facet of the critical role of external support to the development and 

maturation of rebel group capacity to wage conflict. The survival of rebellions depends 

on the ability of rebel groups to navigate early existential challenges. Thus their initial 

resource endowment and their early access to forms of military support, materiel, and 

funding is critical (Salehyan, Siroky and Wood, 4). The onset of conflict has more often 

than not been the focus of studies such as Newman (2009) who argues that external 

support transformed potential conflicts into actual conflicts by substantially 

increasing rebel military capacity (215). External support empowers groups to violently 

oppose the government (Salehyan, Gleditsch and Cunningham, 710) and enables 

rebels “to mount an effective military challenge (Kalyvas and Balcells, 421).”  



Testerman “Removing the Crutch” 
 

13 
 

Another way to visualize this conception of rebel funding is found in Figure 3: 

Rebel Resource Curves. Along the y-axis is a level of funding. These are resources that 

rebels are able to attain in some given period of time, t, represented on the x-axis. For 

a group to engage in armed conflict, there exists some minimum level of resources, 

represented as . The time required for the group to attain this level of resources 

varies depending on the method of acquiring resources. Rebels that are dependent on 

local support, grossly termed taxation and illustrated by the dotted line, will steadily 

increase their revenue generation. This correlates to the longer time horizon theorized 

by Mancur Olson as emblematic of a stationary bandit in which the warlord provides 

some public good in exchange for the regular theft of property from people who also 

personally benefit from the arrangement. Potentially more quickly lucrative would be 

Figure 3: Rebel Resource Curves 
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the exploitation of local resource endowments as depicted by the dashed curve. Often 

this is through trade of illicit drugs or black market goods, but, as in the case of 

Charles Taylor in Liberia, rebels can also profit from trade of legal resources such as 

rubber and iron ore through recognized corporations. While lucrative, the exploitation 

of natural resources (illicit and otherwise) requires a priori control of the area of 

production and control is dependent on the rebel group having some capacity to 

displace the state. External support represents the most lucrative and most rapidly 

accumulating source of funding. External support is a direct injection of resources at 

minimal costs to the group. While all resource pathways might ultimately lead, long 

term, to make available similar levels of resources, there are significant ‘early mover’ 

advantages to external support. The principal advantage is in preventing rebel groups 

falling to quick government victory – “they need to mobilize a significant capacity and 

quickly since such groups are often quite vulnerable at initial stages (Salehyan, 

Gleditsch and Cunningham, 716).” 

Thus external support plays an important role in developing and ensuring the 

survival of rebel groups. I argue that these effects of external support to rebel groups 

are not wholly lost when external support ends. That is, the end of conflict does not 

necessarily accompany the end of external support. Furthermore, the means by which 

rebellion is financed have additional consequences. As articulated by Charles Tilly 

(1985) and Mancur Olson (1993), the evolution of regimes is linked to the 

interdependency of rulers and the ruled. A rebel group develops attributes of a 

Weberian political body through repeated interactions with its members. When leaders 

have access to revenue streams that are not dependent on the productive activity of 

the members, as is the case with external support, then the group can potentially 
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stagnate politically. Olson refers to the preferred outcome as the stationary bandit – a 

condition in which a warlord provides limited public goods in exchange for a more 

permanent means of gathering resources such as taxation. 

The importance of this theoretical extension is that while external support 

provides needed initial advantages to rebels in terms of organization and survival, in 

the long run external support can prove detrimental. Salehyan, Siroky and Wood 

(2014), Weinstein (2007), and Kalyvas (1999) all discuss the negative consequences of 

this disconnect between rebel leaders and the people. The loss of external support 

thus potentially provides a forcing function by which rebel groups must turn to their 

members to develop a revenue stream to sustain the movement. This next level of 

political and organizational development provides the opportunity for further increases 

in capacity and resilience that may prolong conflict.  

 

5. The Data 

The data used in this analysis is based on standard Uppsala Conflict Data 

Program definitions of internal armed conflict between non-state actors and the state. 

In particular, I make extensive use of the 2011 UCDP External Support – Primary 

Warring Party Dataset. For each conflict year, the dataset includes observations of 

support provided to dyads of warring parties. As this study is primarily concerned with 

the interaction of external support and insurgent group dynamics, the dataset was 

constrained to non-state actors and the analysis does not examine external support to 

the state. The conflict dyads for 1975-2009, the timeframe of the external support 

data, were then placed within the UCDP Dyadic Dataset v.1-2010 to calculate 

additional variables for conflict start and end dates. The dyadic perspective allows 
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each rebel group to be considered individually as opposed to observations that 

homogenize multiple rebel groups in conflict with the state in a particular calendar 

year. 

Högbladh, et al. (2011) identify ten types of support provided by states to rebel 

groups. These are access to territory, funding and economic support, materiel-

logistical support, troops, training and expertise, weapons, access to intelligence, 

materiel intelligence support, other support, and unknown. This approach is similar to 

that of  the 2001 Rand study by Byman, et al., that similarly identified ten types of 

external support broadly grouped into human support and materiel support. Human 

support includes mobilizing local and international support, assisting with command 

and control for rebel operations, providing training, giving rebels access to intelligence 

of adversary movements, providing inspiration, and assisting with organizational aid. 

Material support includes providing safe have and allowing for safe transit, providing 

financial resources, giving direct military support, and supplying arms and materiel 

(Byman, 84). Of these ten types of support, the Rand study identifies four critical 

forms of support: safe haven and transit, mobilizing political support, financial 

resources, and direct military support. Two additional forms of support are considered 

valuable: training and weapons/materiel support (Byman, 83-92). 

Saleyhan, Gleditsch and Cunningham (2011) identify military and troop 

support only. They explore the relationship between this type of support and factors 

that influence the supporting state’s rationale for directly assisting rebels. Saleyhan, 

Siroky, and Wood (2014) use a binary measure of external support to indicate military, 

economic, or other materiel support to rebels. This study ties presence of external 

support to civilian abuses akin to Weinstein (2007) and others. Kalyvas and Balcells 
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(2010) argue that materiel support, revolutionary beliefs, and military doctrines are 

the linkages between rebel groups and state sponsors (420).  

Based on these works, the ten UCDP categories of external support variables are 

transformed into four aggregated categories. These are military support that includes 

direct intervention and intelligence sharing; safe haven to include providing areas for 

recuperation and resupply, training camps, and safe transit; materiel support for 

weapons, ammunition, and other supplies; and financial resources. Thus for each 

dyad-year observation, rebels are identified as having received one or more of these 

types of support from a state external to the conflict. In this way, if external support 

exists in one year and subsequently is not observed, then a break in external support 

is recorded for that particular conflict dyad.  This allows for comparison with conflicts 

in which external support is introduced and not lost for the duration of the conflict, 

and with conflicts that did not receive external support. 

The dataset identifies 260 armed conflict calendar year dyads from 1975-2009. Of 

these, 166 dyads include rebel groups that receive external support in at least one 

category. 55 conflict dyads indicate a break, or discontinuity, in external support to 

rebel groups. A break was coded as a conflict dyad calendar year without any type of 

external support immediately following a year with external support. Conflict dyads 

with breaks in external support are listed in Table 1. 
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Conflict 
ID 

Dyad 
ID Location SideA SideB 

Start 
Year 

End 
Year 

6 260 Iran Iran KDPI 1979 1988 

10 217 Philippines Philippines CPP 1969 1995 

10 217 Philippines Philippines CPP 1997 1997 

10 217 Philippines Philippines CPP 1999 2009 

23 306 Myanmar Myanmar KNU 1966 1992 

24 305 Myanmar Myanmar CPB 1948 1988 

34 304 Myanmar Myanmar KIO 1961 1992 

43 599 Thailand Thailand CPT 1974 1982 

54 286 India India NSCN - IM 1992 1997 

63 376 Lebanon Lebanon Lebanese Army (Aoun)  1989 1990 

63 722 Lebanon Lebanon LNM 1982 1984 

67 307 Myanmar Myanmar SSA-S 1996 2002 

70 46 Ethiopia Ethiopia TPLF 1978 1988 

70 47 Ethiopia Ethiopia EPDM 1983 1985 

74 279 Iraq Iraq KDP 1986 1991 

74 285 Iraq Iraq PUK 1985 1992 

90 11 Burundi Burundi Palipehutu 1991 1992 

90 14 Burundi Burundi CNDD-FDD 1998 2003 

90 15 Burundi Burundi Palipehutu - FNL 1997 2006 

91 661 Chad Chad FAP 1977 1979 

92 237 Colombia Colombia FARC 1974 2009 

92 342 Colombia Colombia ELN 1984 2006 

103 364 Cambodia Cambodia Khmer Rouge 1979 1998 

112 242 Philippines Philippines MILF 1996 2005 

112 242 Philippines Philippines MILF 2007 2009 

112 247 Philippines Philippines MNLF 1972 1990 

113 433 Sudan Sudan SLM/A 2008 2009 

113 641 Sudan Sudan SPLM/A 1983 2004 

113 645 Sudan Sudan NDA 1996 2001 

118 151 Uganda Uganda LRA 2000 2006 

118 153 Uganda Uganda ADF 1996 2002 

118 574 Uganda Uganda NRA 1981 1986 

118 703 Uganda Uganda FUNA 1980 1981 

118 706 Uganda Uganda UPDA 1986 1987 

126 223 Bangladesh Bangladesh JSS/SB 1975 1992 

131 7 Angola Angola UNITA 1998 2002 

133 54 Ethiopia Ethiopia ONLF 2004 2009 

137 327 Afghanistan Afghanistan Taleban 2003 2009 
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Table 1: Conflict Dyads with breaks in external support 

 

6. Tests, Results and Analysis 

The primary means of identifying differences in conflict dyad durations is to 

visually examine Kaplan-Meier plots of survivor functions. Kaplan-Meier estimates of 

the survivor functions for conflict dyads with continuous external support to rebels 

and for conflict dyads with breaks in external support to rebels are provided in Figure 

4. The dashed line represents the survivor function for conflict dyads with breaks in 

137 412 Afghanistan Afghanistan 

Hizb-i Islami-yi 
Afghanistan - Hekmatyar 
faction 1980 1995 

137 413 Afghanistan Afghanistan Hizb-i Wahdat 1989 1995 

139 269 India India NLFT 1997 2004 

141 207 Somalia Somalia SNM 1986 1991 

144 546 Iran Iran APCO 1979 1980 

147 366 Spain Spain ETA 1978 1982 

170 296 India India ULFA 1990 1991 

170 296 India India ULFA 1994 2009 

188 330 Turkey Turkey Devrimci Sol 1991 1992 

191 1 Algeria Algeria MIA/FIS/AIS 1992 1997 

191 3 Algeria Algeria GIA 1993 2003 

192 190 Angola Angola FLEC-FAC 1996 1998 

202 294 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

Autonomous Province of 
Western Bosnia 1993 1995 

203 301 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina Croatian irregulars 1993 1994 

219 55 Ethiopia Ethiopia OLF 1987 1992 

219 55 Ethiopia Ethiopia OLF 1998 2009 

224 360 

United 
States of 
America 

United 
States of 
America al-Qaida (The Base) 2004 2009 

227 313 India India NDFB 1993 2004 
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external support while the solid line represents the survivor function for conflict dyads 

without breaks. The plot tentatively confirms the theoretical expectation of a positive 

correlation between breaks in external support and longer duration wars. The plot 

presents a separation between the survivor functions. 

 

Figure 4: Kaplan-Meier estimate of survivor functions 

 

A calculation of median conflict duration provides additional evidence to support 

this initial assessment. The 95% confidence interval for the average duration of 

conflict dyads is 2-4 years. Conflict dyads with external support to rebel groups have a 

statistically significant difference in duration from conflicts without external support. 

On average, conflict dyads with external support endure 3-5 years whereas all other 

conflicts persist for 2-3 years. When the observations are reduced to just the conflict 
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dyads with external support and parsed according to observed breaks in support, the 

separation between groups is even greater. Conflict dyads with breaks in external 

support continue, on average, for 5-9 years compared with a 2-4 year 95% confidence 

interval for conflict dyads without a break in external support to rebels (see Table 2). 

 

 
 Conflicts 

Median 
Duration  Std. Err.  

95% Conf. 
Interval 

Conflicts without break 111  3 yrs  0.358186  2       4 
Conflicts with break 55  6 yrs  1.116089  5       9 

Total 166  4 yrs  0.509237  3       5 

Table 2: Conflict duration of externally supported armed conflict 

 

To further evaluate these findings, I employed a non-parametric log rank test of 

the equality of survivor functions. Observed failure times for conflict dyads in the 

specified group were compared against an estimate of expected failure times as if the 

group shared the same survivor function as the rest of the observations. Each of the 

above distinctions is statistically significant and rejects the null hypothesis that the 

survivor functions are the same. 

These tests provide evidence to support theoretical expectations that ending 

external support is not a harbinger of an impending end to the conflict. To the 

contrary, this limited data exploration suggests that other mechanisms are at work in 

the dynamics of internal armed conflict.  
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7. Implications and Future Work 

This initial theoretical exposition and data analysis has important implications 

for future research of internal conflict as well as substantive impact on policy 

alternatives. In general, this analysis shifts focus on the effect of external support from 

simply enabling conflict to creating durable conditions for conflict. It moves the 

discussion away from the simple argument that capacity and the means to employ 

force drives conflict. Instead, attention should be re-directed to the dynamics of group 

development in areas of organization and capacity to engage in multiple activities, one 

of which is waging war. 
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Figure 5: Kaplan-Meier estimates based on type of external support 
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Two initial additional research vectors are to develop a more robust model of 

conflict duration, and to explore the influence of different types of external support. 

The univariate tests employed here are appropriate to the scope of this paper, but fail 

to address a myriad of substantive and statistical concerns regarding the influence of 

factors such as region, country, outliers, and the “correlates of civil war” that are 

common in the literature (population, per capita gdp, economic growth, etc.).  

The different types of external support are of interest as they represent 

potentially distinct causal mechanisms to further develop this theory. The four-fold 

categorization of external support aligns with existing literature. The Kaplan-Meier 

survivor functions for each are provided (Figure 5: Kaplan-Meier estimates based on 

type of external support and suggest initial traction in pursuing this research path. In 

particular the negative effect of military assistance is of interest as is the potential 

powerful positive effect of financial aid. 

Another area for future study is whether this loss of funding also forces rebels 

to develop alternative means of support. Intuitively it does force rebels to attempt to 

replace lost resources with taxes, looting, or natural resources. If so, then it bears 

consideration as to whether or not rebel groups actually do make this transition and if 

this organizational shift is accompanied by a ‘knuckle’ in the development curve of 

group capacity that could further prolong conflict.  

This paper also has substantive potential policy implications. The theory and 

analysis develop an argument regarding the impact of external support to rebel 

groups. By challenging interpretations of conflict trends at the end of the Cold War, it 

adds to discussions regarding the long-term implications of providing assistance to 

rebel groups. Aid to rebels is not simply an on-off switch that gives states a tool to 
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enable and terminate conflict. External support has longer term consequences that are 

likely to persist beyond the decisions to end aid to rebel groups. Conversely, this same 

finding could be beneficial to decision-makers with shorter terms in office who are 

looking to put in place programs that will continue to bear ‘fruit’ even after their term 

in office ends.  
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