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To what extent does sexual violence influence the likelihood of re-escalating lethal 
violence after a period of inactivity? Despite a substantive body of research that 
explores conflict recurrence, the literature has largely neglected the role of rebel 
group dynamics. I address this gap arguing that reports of rebel sexual violence in 
periods deemed inactive because of low numbers of casualties are associated with 
greater risks of escalating lethal violence. Specifically, building on research that 
shows an association between recruitment and rape as a socialization method during 
civil war, I argue that reports of sexual violence indicate that rebels are maintaining 
and mobilizing fighters in inactive conflict years. I systematically test this argument 
on all inactive intrastate conflict years from 1989 to 2015 using the updated Sexual 
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following inactive periods is more likely when rebels are reported to perpetrate sexual 
violence in both active and subsequent inactive periods. 
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Introduction 

In 1990, the Movement of the Democratic Forces of the Casamance (MFDC) pursued 

an armed struggle for an independent region in Senegal. At the end of May 1991, the 

group signed a ceasefire agreement, however, the peace did not last. The group was 

fraught with internal rifts and substantial parts of the MFDC renounced the 

agreement. While some laid down their arms, a faction of the MFDC called Front Sud 

resumed fighting in September 1992. The interim ‘peace’ period, May 1991 – 

September 1992, and particularly the months leading up to the escalation of violence 

were marked by widespread sexual violence by MFDC members. In its annual 

country report on human rights the US State Department noted that the MFDC 

frequently raped women in attacks on villages in the first half of 1992. Why did the 

MFDC perpetrate sexual violence in this ‘peace’ period? Is it actually a ‘peace’ period 

if a group perpetrates sexual violence? And how is the sexual violence connected to 

the return to lethal violence? The example of the MFDC raises a number of questions 

and calls for a systematic investigation of the relationship between sexual violence 

and conflict recurrence. Accordingly, this article explores the question: to what extent 

does rebel sexual violence in inactive periods influence the likelihood of lethal 

violence re-escalating?   

Re-escalation of violence following a ‘post-conflict’ period presents a 

common threat to human security, stability, and development and has generated a 

substantial body of literature. Research has focused primarily on structural factors that 

shape the likelihood of renewed conflicts such as lootable resources and good 

governance (Hegre and Nygård 2015; Rustad and Binningsbø 2012; Walter 2004; 

2015). Recent research has begun investigating the role of rebel group characteristics, 

such as the use of child soldiers and group fragmentation (Haer and Böhmelt 2016; 

Rudloff and Findley 2016). However, in comparison to the structural factors, we still 

know surprisingly little about how rebel groups’ organizational dynamics influence 

conflict recurrence. Hence this paper offers a contribution to the conflict recurrence 

literature in demonstrating that rebel sexual violence in so-called inactive conflict 

periods is associated with greater risks of re-escalating lethal violence.  

Conflict-related sexual violence is a critical issue of human security and 

related research has grown substantially in recent years. Studies have primarily 

focused on explaining causes of sexual violence during armed conflict. Some have 

started to investigate the effects of sexual violence during active conflicts (Chu and 
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Braithwaite 2018; Johansson and Hultman 2019; Hultman and Johansson 2017; 

Kreutz and Cardenas 2017; Nagel 2019; Nagel and Doctor 2020), however, we still 

know little about the effects of sexual violence after fighting seemingly stops and its 

effects on the durability of peace. Accordingly, this paper contributes to our 

understanding of sexual violence and its effects across what is commonly 

distinguished as active and inactive conflict. 

 I argue that if rebel groups are reported to commit sexual violence after the 

fighting stops, the fighting is more likely to start again. I contend there are two main 

reasons for this: First, such reports demonstrate that an identifiable group continues to 

exist and is capable of perpetrating violence at a detectable level.2 The continued 

existence of a group that was previously involved in an armed conflict with the 

government and continues to victimize its citizens alone increases the likelihood that 

the armed conflict erupts again. Second, I posit such reports indicate that groups not 

only continue to exist but likely are also mobilizing and recruiting fighters. Building 

on Dara Cohen’s research that shows an association between recruitment and rape as 

a socialization method during civil war (Cohen 2013; 2016; 2017), I contend that 

sexual violence is a sign of mobilization because recruits perpetrate sexual violence to 

build trust and social cohesion within the group. Combining these two strands, I argue 

that reports of sexual violence suggest that rebels are maintaining and mobilizing 

fighters in inactive conflict years. Therefore, I expect that rebel sexual violence 

during inactive conflict years is associated with the subsequent escalation of lethal 

violence to levels considered active conflict. 

The rest of the article proceeds as follows. First, I briefly discuss the concept 

and measurement of active and inactive conflict and review the literature on conflict 

recurrence and conflict-related sexual violence. Second, I develop my theoretical 

argument that when rebels perpetrate sexual violence it indicates continued existence 

and ongoing mobilization efforts. Third, I turn to an empirical test of my argument. 

For this I use logistic regression models to examine the escalation of violence and 

conflict recurrence in intrastate post-conflict years in 121 conflicts across 70 countries 

drawn from the 2015 version of the Uppsala/PRIO Armed Conflict Termination 

dataset (Kreutz 2010). Data on sexual violence come from an updated version of the 

	
2 This also fundamentally questions the lethality-based distinction between ‘active’ 
and ‘inactive’ conflict periods, which I address further below. 
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Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict dataset (Cohen and Nordås 2014; Nordås and 

Nagel 2018). The results indicate that the escalation of lethal violence is more likely 

when rebel groups perpetrate sexual violence in both active and inactive periods. I 

conclude by discussing the implications for policy and future research.  

 

Previous research 

Conflict recurrence 

For the purpose of the empirical analysis, in keeping with the dominant approach in 

quantitative conflict research, I adopt a narrow lethal violence-based definition of 

armed conflict that distinguishes between active and inactive (or post-conflict) years 

based on yearly levels of lethal violence between state and non-state actors (Kreutz 

2010). A conflict is deemed active when it fulfills three criteria ‘(1) a stated 

incompatibility (government and/or territory), (2) organized groups of which at least 

one is the government of a state, and (3) armed activity resulting in at least 25 deaths, 

all of which must be observed in a given calendar year’ (Kreutz 2010, 244). 

According to this definition a conflict (temporarily) ends or is considered inactive 

when lethal violence falls below the threshold of 25 battle-related deaths in a calendar 

year.  

 This definition and operationalization obviously raise both theoretical and 

practical concerns. For example, it is highly unlikely that governments or armed 

groups would consider a conflict inactive in a year because clashes “only” led to 24 

instead of 25 deaths. An exhaustive discussion about the conceptual and 

methodological aspects of measuring peace is beyond the scope of this article. 3 

However, it is important to highlight – as this article does – that a lethality-based 

distinction neglects gendered dimensions of conflict that numbers of casualties do not 

capture. It also does not capture potential shifts from state-based to communal or 

gang-related violence. War and peace do not exist as binary opposites, but as a 

continuum (Cockburn 2004; Davenport, Melander, and Regan 2019). By bringing 

conflict-related sexual violence into this discussion while also keeping with the 

dominant conventions in quantitative analyses I purposefully complicate the question 

	
3 For such a discussion see Caplan, Richard (2019) Measuring Peace. Principles, 
Practices, and Politics. Oxford: Oxford University Press and Firchow, Pamina (2018) 
Reclaiming Everyday Peace. Local Voices in Measurement and Evaluation After War. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
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of what are considered active and inactive years. To facilitate the discussion going 

forward I use the term ‘conflict recurrence’ to describe the re-escalation of lethal 

violence beyond the 25 battle-related death threshold. 

Risk factors that render countries vulnerable to armed conflict in the first 

instance are also associated with recurring conflicts because armed conflict 

exacerbates underlying economic and political problems (Fearon and Laitin 2003; 

Rustad and Binningsbø 2012; Weinstein 2007; Walter 2004; Hegre and Sambanis 

2006; Quinn, Mason, and Gurses 2007). Accordingly, the majority of the conflict 

recurrence literature focus on structural factors that shape opportunities for conflict 

such as natural resources, geography, good governance, state size and capability 

(Hegre and Nygård 2015; Mason et al. 2011; Quinn, Mason, and Gurses 2007; Rustad 

and Binningsbø 2012; Walter 2004, 2015). This state-centered focus on the flipside 

means that the literature pays little attention to the role of rebel group capabilities for 

conflict recurrence. 

Only recently has research on organizational legacies of conflict gained 

traction (Zukerman Daly 2012). Research shows that ex-combatants often maintain 

close ties to each other (Humphreys and Weinstein 2004; 2007; Nussio and 

Oppenheim 2014; Pugel 2007; Wiegink 2015). Particularly combatants who 

participated in more abusive acts accrue anti-social capital that goes hand in hand 

with greater in-group bonding and greater distrust of the state (Humphreys and 

Weinstein 2007; Nussio and Oppenheim 2014). However, these close ties and anti-

social capital do not always lead to conflict recurrence. It takes entrepreneurs and 

interlocutors who offer selective incentives and re-activate networks (Themnér 2013). 

This research shows how abusive behavior creates lasting ties and highlights the 

importance of organizational dynamics and legacies. However, so far there has not 

been a systematic cross-national analysis of the relationship between violent 

organizational legacies based on abusive behavior and conflict recurrence. I fill this 

gap, arguing that when rebel groups perpetrate sexual violence in inactive conflict 

years, it is associated with a higher likelihood of lethal violence re-escalating to levels 

of active armed conflict. This presents a valuable contribution to our understanding of 

how organizational dynamics can influence the likelihood of conflict recurrence 

(Kaplan and Nussio 2018; Nussio and Oppenheim 2014; Themnér 2013; Zukerman 

Daly 2012).  
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Conflict-related sexual violence 

Until recently, conflict-related sexual violence has been overwhelmingly treated as an 

unfortunate, but expected, if not inevitable, side effect of war – a means for victors to 

exact their revenge and dominance over others (Card 1996; Seifert 1996). Another 

common narrative is the use of sexual violence as a weapon, tool, or tactic of war 

(Crawford 2017). However, there is little evidence of commanders ordering 

combatants to rape (Cohen 2016; Wood 2018). Notable exceptions include the 

establishment of rape camps in Bosnia (Skjelsbaek 2012; Vranic 1996; Allen 1996), 

and ordered rapes in Rwanda, Sudan, and Democratic Republic of Congo (Schneider, 

Banholzer, and Albarracin 2015; Nowrojee 1996). In the overwhelming majority of 

conflicts there is very little support for the notion that rebel sexual violence during, let 

alone after armed conflict, presents a coordinated effort to fight governments by other 

means or as a terrorizing tactic.  

War causes the breakdown of social and political order, the weakening of 

social norms, and results in opportunities to loot, rape, and pillage (Goldstein 2001, 

335; Wood 2008; Meger 2016). Following internal conflict states are often limited in 

their capacity to enforce order and provide good governance (Hegre and Nygård 

2015; Walter 2015). Sexual violence in such a context, then might indicate 

governmental weakness. Or put differently, the lawless nature of war and its 

aftermath might expose some men’s latent desire to rape and enable them to pursue it, 

if there is a lack of control, accountability, and norm enforcement (Butler, Gluch, and 

Mitchell 2007).4 However, following this argument, individuals, not the group as a 

political and armed actor, commit sexual violence in inactive years for personal 

motives without any connection to the logic and dynamics of the conflict. Hence, 

according to this argument, rebel sexual violence in inactive periods should have no 

(or even a negative) effect on the likelihood of violence returning to levels of armed 

conflict.  

In contrast, recent research highlights sexual violence as a practice resulting 

from social interactions rather than individual desires or organizational policy (Wood 

2014; 2018). As a practice, sexual violence emerges out of group dynamics of 

	
4 On the other hand, when leadership exerts significant influence on its members, 
prohibits sexual violence and rigorously enforces punishment of any transgressions, it 
can effectively curtail it, such as in the case of the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka (Wood 
2009, 149). 
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combatants imitating the behavior of other group members rather than following 

individual impulses or commanders’ orders (Wood 2014; 2018). Research in 

psychology, military sociology, and history illustrates that social pressure is 

particularly strong in extreme situations such as combat, which facilitates the 

emergence of violent group practices (Brown 2000; Muñoz-Rojas and Frésard 2004; 

Wood 2009). Based on this understanding sexual violence across active and inactive 

years suggests that the group not only continues to exist, but also that it has retained 

combatants socialized in practices of sexual violence, which they continue to carry 

out making them part of the socialization process of potential new recruits. 

Groups frequently use violence to integrate new recruits, to provide structure, 

and to maintain social order within the organization (Humphreys and Weinstein 2008; 

Hoover Green 2016; 2017; 2018). Sexual violence takes on a particular role as a 

socialization method within armed organizations’ repertoire. Socializing recruits 

frequently includes rituals designed for them to prove their masculinity, to suppress 

their identity and emotions, as well as feminize ‘others’ (Goldstein 2001; Whitworth 

2004). For example, a study of the Canadian Airborne Regiment found members 

building loyalty and friendships through participating in humiliating and sexualized 

rituals (Winslow 1999). Sexual violence as a socializing method is effective and 

efficient enabling perpetrators to bond quickly. Compared to top-down socialization 

through training and indoctrination, perpetrating sexual violence requires less time 

and resources. Even single acts of sexual violence can contribute to lasting bonds 

because the perpetration as well as the boasting afterwards communicates idealized 

‘norms of masculinity, virility, brutality, and loyalty’, which facilitates bonding 

among group members (Cohen 2017, 704).5 

In this article, I focus on effects of rebel sexual violence on conflict recurrence 

despite reports of government forces committing sexual violence outnumbering 

reports of rebel sexual violence (Cohen and Nordås 2014; Nordås and Nagel 2018). 

This partly stems from government forces being more easily identifiable, but arguably 

also from the asymmetry between governments and rebels in terms of power, 

territorial control, and access to populations, which facilitates combatants’ 

	
5 Socializing through sexual violence does not preclude other forms of violence. 
Different forms of violence often occur in conjunction, however, as noted the 
gendered nature of sexual violence and its emphasis on masculinity make it 
particularly effective in forging social bonds among combatants.  
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perpetration of sexual violence (Asal and Nagel 2020). Notwithstanding this 

asymmetry, the need for combatant socialization helps explain both government and 

rebel forces committing sexual violence during wartime (Cohen 2013; 2016). In 

inactive conflict periods, governments wanting to prevent renewed conflict might 

seek to enlarge their armed forces to deter rebels. When governments rely on 

conscription, pressganging, or other forms of forced recruitment, these forces are 

more likely to perpetrate sexual violence (Cohen 2013; 2016). This could increase 

governments’ military capacity and thus reduce the risk of conflict recurrence. 

However, government forces might also engage in sexual violence as part of a 

campaign of repression (Leiby 2009), which has the potential to exacerbate 

opposition and facilitate recruitment for rebels (Mason and Krane 1989), or as in the 

case of Sri Lanka brutally suppress anti-government mobilization efforts (HRW 

2013). The potentially diverging consequences of government sexual violence clearly 

warrant detailed attention in their own right.     

 
Rebels in inactive conflict periods 

Continued existence 

When conflicts become inactive armed groups do not immediately cease to exist. 

Regardless of how a conflict becomes inactive, if it is a temporary retreat, a peace 

agreement, or even in the case of military defeat, no group simply vanishes. The 

continued existence of group structures and former fighters ensures that there is an 

organizational legacy that can facilitate the resurgence of violence (Zukerman Daly 

2012; Themnér 2012). Put differently, retaining organizational structures grants 

groups the capacity to resume fighting. This is one of the reasons negotiated 

settlements are considered less stable than military victories (Wagner 1993, 255; 

Quinn, Mason, and Gurses 2007). The same is true for conflicts that do not officially 

end in a victory or agreement, but merely fall below the threshold of 25 battle-related 

deaths  armed conflict (Kreutz 2010). Considering a conflict inactive because 

violence has fallen below the death threshold, implicitly acknowledges that all actors 

are still around (Kecskemeti 1958). 

Ex-combatants often maintain close ties with each other. Sexual violence 

plays an important role in this. Ex-combatants, who were forcibly recruited and 

perpetrated widespread sexual violence, such as fighters in the Revolutionary United 

Front (RUF) in Sierra Leone, the National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) or 



	 7 

RENAMO in Mozambique, choose not to return to their home communities because 

of real, experienced, perceived, or anticipated stigmatization and instead maintain 

close relationships with other former fighters (Humphreys and Weinstein 2004; Pugel 

2007; Wiegink 2015). Ex-fighters of these groups report close friendships and choose 

to live in close proximity with other each other and former commanders, which 

provides them with a sense of belonging, political influence, as well as physical and 

economic security (Humphreys and Weinstein 2004; Pugel 2007; Wiegink 2015). In 

line with Cohen’s argument of rape as a socialization method (2013; 2016; 2017), 

these examples illustrate the powerful bonds that perpetrators of violence, particularly 

sexual violence, share.  

 Sexual violence can also be part of non-state actors’ strategies to maintain 

members, establish, and maintain territorial control in these inactive periods. Sexual 

violence can play two important roles in this. First, some groups rely on it to coerce 

the local population into compliance. Second, some groups rely on it to reward 

fighters for their continued loyalty, for example, by arranging forced marriages to 

local women and girls. A combination of these dynamics of coercing locals and 

rewarding fighters informs al-Shabaab’s de-centralized system of forced marriages 

between group members and locals (Donnelly 2019). Enforcing control over women 

and sexual relations were also crucial parts of Daesh’s state-building and governance 

efforts (Ahram 2019). Another example, is the Lord Resistance Army that aimed to 

create a new society through forced marriages (Donnelly 2019). These examples 

illustrate how rebel groups coerce civilians and maintain members’ loyalty by 

controlling sexual and reproductive capital. Accordingly, persisting reports of sexual 

violence in inactive periods indicate that groups not only continue to exist 

maintaining loyal members through incentives such as marriage but also that they 

retain coercive power over local populations. Such reports thus also suggest that a 

government is too weak to wrest territorial control away from armed groups, which 

might encourage groups to escalate their attacks against the government again.  

 Subsiding lethal violence does not signal the end of a group. Instead it might 

indicate ongoing negotiations, a tacit agreement of non-engagement, dwindling rebel 

strength, or a strategic retreat in the face of a superior state apparatus. Importantly, 

subsiding lethal violence does not mean that the underlying incompatibility is 

resolved; it might actually be more entrenched than before. Therefore, rebels might 
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want to resume the armed conflict. Importantly, I do not claim to explain why lethal 

violence might re-escalate.  

I argue that the perpetration of sexual violence in inactive periods signals that 

an identifiable group that was previously engaged in an armed conflict with the 

government continues to exist and is willing to perpetrate violence. Sexual violence in 

the inactive conflict period then is likely a continuation of rebel groups’ wartime 

practices. In the new context of reduced battle activity, combatants seek alternative 

ways of demonstrating their idealized notions of violent masculinities and 

commanders seek to maintain their fighting force. Commanders have incentives to 

tolerate if not encourage sexual violence in inactive periods to ensure continued 

loyalty from combatants that otherwise might be frustrated or willing to abandon the 

group because they no longer benefit from other conflict-related exploits. This is 

particularly relevant if there is no peace process or an insufficient demobilization, 

disarmament, and reintegration program that results in rebels retaining both group 

structure and membership. This by itself raises the risk of an escalation of lethal 

violence as a government might violently crack down on the group.    

 

Integrating new fighters  

When conflicts become inactive, whether it is because of a defeat, temporary retreat, 

or negotiated agreements, it is usually associated with an attrition of fighters, even if 

ex-combatants maintain friendships and networks. Hence, groups that seek to resume 

fighting need to recruit and integrate new members. This presents the challenge of 

having to maintain existing members and ensuring that old and new members form 

trust and build social cohesion. Building on research that shows an association 

between recruitment and rape as a socialization method during civil war (Cohen 2013; 

2016; 2017), I use sexual violence as an indicator for rebel group mobilization in 

inactive conflict years. Specifically, I argue that lethal violence is more likely to reach 

levels of active conflict again when rebels maintain and build capabilities through 

perpetrating sexual violence in inactive conflict years. 

Rebels face obstacles recruiting and integrating new combatants in inactive 

conflict periods. Depending on its strength, organization, and resources a group might 

attract new combatants using incentives such as political influence, a community to 

belong to, physical and/or economic security and benefits, or it has to rely on coercion 

(Eck 2014; Humphreys and Weinstein 2008; Weinstein 2007; Hoover Green 2017). 
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Irrespective of how members are recruited, the influx of new fighters requires efforts 

to develop social cohesion to ensure military effectiveness. Commanders need to find 

a way to forge social ties that enable old and new members to work together 

effectively (Hoover Green 2016).  

Conditions of inactive conflict years limit armed groups in their use of 

traditional ways of building social cohesion and creating bonds among combatants 

such as boot camp drills. Group-based sexual violence during war presents a possible 

alternative to traditional ways of producing social cohesion for a group of strangers 

because it helps perpetrators form bonds of loyalty that replace fear and mistrust 

(Cohen 2013; 2016; 2017). Extending this argument to inactive conflict periods I 

posit that the underpinning mechanism of rebel sexual violence as a socialization 

method is not limited to active wartime, but also explains rebel sexual violence in 

periods after (and between) active fighting. Therefore, it serves as an indication of 

groups mobilizing fighters and building capabilities.    

To function effectively armed groups, require some level of social cohesion, 

loyalty, and trust. In light of the potential sacrifices required of combatants, they need 

to trust the fighter next to them to ‘have their back’ (Siebold 2007). Social cohesion 

helps strangers to develop bonds where they are lacking, to develop trust between 

individuals who otherwise might be hostile to each other, and to develop a sense of 

common purpose that increases loyalty to the group (Cohen 2017). Studies identify 

three primary methods of building cohesion in military units: (1) training, exercises, 

and drills, all intended to indoctrinate and imprint the importance of chain of 

command and following orders (King 2006); (2) facing and overcoming shared 

threats (Kenny 2011); and (3) rituals, including initiation rites and hazing that ‘breaks 

down the individual and replaces it with a commitment to and dependence on the 

institution of which [one is] now a part’ (Whitworth 2004, 155).  

Non-state armed groups in inactive periods, however, cannot rely on the full 

range of these traditional means of building cohesive military units. Particularly the 

first two options might not be viable for groups in inactive periods. There are three 

primary reasons for this: (1) following a defeat or the decision to reduce violence, an 

armed group most likely does not have resources to engage in time- and cost-intensive 

training exercises; (2) following a negotiated settlement, any large-scale mobilization 

by a former rebel group would arguably constitute a violation of the agreement and 

prompt a militarized response negating the group’s potential surprise advantage; and 
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(3) by definition there is little to no fighting in inactive periods, thus rebel groups 

cannot build cohesion through shared battle experiences.  

Violent sexualized rituals remain a viable option to effectively build cohesion 

for armed groups in the context of inactive years. This is also applicable to groups 

that are deemed to have high social cohesion and mobilization capabilities during 

active fighting periods. Integrating new fighters into a group – even groups with 

already established social bonds – is difficult, particularly in the context of inactive 

periods in which the new recruits cannot prove themselves in combat. It is in these 

situations that sexual violence as a practice emerging from the ranks of the 

combatants presents an avenue for new fighters to prove their loyalty, masculinity, 

virility, and brutality to fellow group members and form the bonds that older group 

members already share. Commanders need not to order or actively direct their fighters 

to do so, tolerating it without punishment can be enough to create a permissive 

environment in which sexual violence is perceive as a normal practice (Wood 2018).  

Perpetration of stigmatizing group-based violence, i.e. sexual violence, thus 

presents one method to develop trust and loyalty in armed groups that cannot rely on 

traditional means of building cohesion. “Interviews with fighters provide abundant 

detail indicating that rape fostered cohesion […] within the [RUF]” (Cohen 2016, 

122). I argue that sexual violence is particularly useful in inactive periods because the 

stigma associated with it regularly prevents both female and male survivors to come 

forward making it easier to hide from domestic and international observers than 

killings or other forms of violence. Former rebels or new recruits often lack readily 

identifiable markers such as uniforms and thus might be mistaken as criminals or 

bandits.6 

 

Gearing up for renewed conflict 

Sexual violence helps groups integrate and socialize old and new members into 

cohesive and militarily effective units. I argue that sexual violence in inactive periods 

can indicate, not just that a group continues to exist, but that it is actively recruiting, 

mobilizing, and building capabilities, which further increases the risk of conflict 
	

6 This is also an issue for data reliability in coding sexual violence by rebel group 
members in both active and inactive periods. Although reports and data on sexual 
violence exist and it is therefore detectable, reporting on this form of violence and its 
prevalence generally remains difficult and often inaccurate (on the problems and 
politics of counting sexual violence see for example, Davies and True 2017) 
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recurrence. Key here is that sexual violence does not cause the recurrence. It is an 

indicator that a rebel group is integrating and socializing new fighters, i.e. rebel 

mobilization and capabilities building, and it is this increase in rebels’ capacity that is 

associated with subsequent higher levels of lethal violence. Based on this discussion 

of the role of sexual violence in inactive conflict periods and its socialization effects, I 

derive two observable implications from the theoretical argument: (1) conflict 

recurrence is more likely when sexual violence in the inactive period is a continuation 

of rebel groups’ wartime practices; and (2) rebel sexual violence in inactive years 

increases the likelihood of conflict recurrence. The distinction is subtle but important. 

It implies that sexual violence as a socialization method in inactive conflict periods 

does not require prior perpetration of sexual violence during active years and that it 

can emerge as a practice in groups in a context where socialization through shared 

combat experience is no longer a viable option.  

I contend sexual violence indicates at a minimum the continued existence of a 

group, which increases the likelihood of lethal violence escalating. Further I argue 

that sexual violence likely indicates recruitment and mobilization efforts, particularly 

when sexual violence in the inactive conflict period is a continuation of rebel groups’ 

wartime practices because it indicates groups’ efforts of building social cohesion 

among old and new members. This in turn further increases the likelihood of conflict 

recurrence. When rebels sign a negotiated agreement to terminate an active conflict, 

but refuse to comply with disarmament provisions, they effectively retain both group 

structure and membership. If groups use the ensuing inactive period to mobilize, 

recruit, and socialize additional combatants through sexual violence, a quick return to 

levels of active conflict becomes more likely. A negotiated agreement whether it is a 

full peace agreement or ceasefire indicates a clear acknowledgement from both sides 

that hostilities are expected to cease for some time if not permanently. Observing 

rebel sexual violence in such cases supports the argument that it is part of ongoing 

socialization and the mobilization efforts.  

The example of the rebel group Forces Nouvelles (FN) in the Côte d’Ivoire 

illustrates this dynamic. After the end of hostilities in the 2000s and the signing of the 

2007 agreement, former fighters of the FN essentially established themselves as the 

de-facto authority in the western region Dix-Huit Montagnes. These fighters, who 

later fought in support of Alassane Ouattara in the 2010/11 conflict, refused to 

participate in UN DDR programs and perpetrated sexual violence throughout the 
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inactive conflict period (HRW 2010). A 2010 HRW report released just months 

before the country relapsed into active conflict detailed how attacks including group 

rape by ex-FN combatants increased substantially from 2008 onwards (HRW 2010). 

Survivors reported that armed men raped as many as 20 women in one instance, and 

one survivor of a gang rape in January 2010 described a group of ten attackers: “They 

took the women one by one [off the truck] into the bush and did what they wanted 

with them—they raped them. There were many attackers, I think about 10” (HRW 

2010, 32). Put differently, the FN was able to fight on behalf of Ouattara at the end of 

2010 and into 2011 because they had not only maintained the group throughout the 

inactive period, but also had continued to integrate and socialize new fighters through 

the perpetration of gang rapes in the buildup to the election and the ensuing conflict. 

Based on this I derive my first hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 1: The likelihood of conflict recurrence increases when rebels are reported 

to perpetrate sexual violence during active and subsequent inactive conflict periods. 

 

Conflicts frequently involve multiple non-state actors. Groups left out of peace 

agreements might decide to spoil the process (Nilsson 2008; Stedman 1997) by 

cooperating and merging with other groups to resume fighting. In this context forging 

bonds between combatants is important and sexual violence is one way to achieve it. 

A new group, however, cannot have been reported as committing sexual violence 

previously because it did not exist yet. This means reports of sexual violence in 

inactive periods by a group are not always preceded by reports of sexual violence in 

active periods by the same group.  

Examples from the conflicts in the Central African Republic illustrates this. In 

2006, after almost four years of inactivity, fighting erupted again when former 

supporters of Francois Bozize broke away from his government to form the Union of 

Democratic Forces for Unity (UFDR). In these supposedly inactive years former pro-

Bozize fighters and remnants of other insurgency groups were repeatedly reported to 

have perpetrated sexual violence. Leading up to the eruption of fighting in the fall of 

2006, the US State Department Human Rights report states that ‘kidnappings by 

unidentified armed groups increased during the year’ and that ‘unidentified armed 

groups – thought to be common criminals and remnants of insurgency groups from 

previous conflicts, including former pro-Bozize combatants from Chad – continued to 
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attack, kill, rob, beat, and rape civilians and loot and burn villages in the north’ (2007, 

2). These reports suggest that elements from different previous groups and new 

combatants, some forcibly recruited, merging to become the UFDR engaged sexual 

violence to form social bonds.  

Similar events played out when the rebel group the Convention of Patriots for 

Justice and Peace (CPJP) formed out of largely former UDFR members to continue 

fighting the government after the UFDR signed a peace agreement with the 

government. The lethal violence erupted again in 2009 after sexual violence persisted 

in the preceding inactive period between 2006 and 2009. I contend the sexual 

violence was not a tactic to spoil the peace process but part of the socialization 

processes as former UFDR members and new CPJP members build social cohesion.  

This points to a second, related dynamic: Groups might be in talks with 

governments and withdraw from processes to merge with another group wanting to 

continue fighting. In such a context without active combat, sexual violence helps old 

and new members to forge social bonds. The example of the Shan State Army – South 

(SSA-S), the armed wing of the Restoration Council of Shan State in Myanmar, 

illustrates how this can contribute to the escalation of lethal violence. The SSA-S 

conflict with the Myanmar government was deemed inactive because battle-related 

deaths fell below 25 in 2003 and 2004. Despite this apparent inactivity, the group was 

reported to have perpetrated rapes and conscripted child soldiers throughout the years 

2003 to 2005. The conflict erupted again in December 2005 after the SSA-S had 

incorporated troops from the Shan State National Army (SSNA). Once the conflict 

officially resumed there were no more clearly identified reports of sexual violence by 

SSA-S members. Put differently, in a period of combat inactivity, recruitment, and 

integration of fighters from another group, rebels perpetrated rape. These examples 

from CAR and Myanmar suggest that sexual violence might emerge specifically in 

times when combat activities have ceased but fighters still need to find a way to build 

social cohesion. Importantly, these examples also illustrate some groups cannot be 

reported as having perpetrated sexual violence in the preceding active periods because 

they did not exist yet. Although these are examples of groups merging or splintering, I 

contend that the key underlying mechanism of socialization of combatants through 

sexual violence in inactive periods also applies to other groups that acquire new 

members. Accordingly, I derive a second hypothesis: 
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Hypothesis 2: The likelihood of conflict recurrence increases when rebels are reported 

to perpetrate sexual violence in an inactive period even if they were not reported to 

have perpetrated it in the preceding active period. 

 

 

 

Methodology 

Data and analysis 

I use the UCDP Conflict Termination dataset (Kreutz 2010) and an updated version of 

the Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict (SVAC) dataset (Cohen and Nordås 2014; 

Nordås and Nagel 2018). The Conflict Termination dataset includes the start and end 

dates as well as means of termination of armed conflicts. Based on these dates the 

dataset offers multiple conflict episodes for a conflict fought over the same 

incompatibility. An episode starts when a dispute fulfills the UCDP criteria for armed 

conflict: ‘(1) a stated incompatibility, (2) organized groups of which at least one is the 

government of a state, and (3) armed activity resulting in at least 25 deaths, all of 

which must be observed in a given calendar year’ (Kreutz 2010, 244). An episode 

ends when an active conflict year is followed by an inactive year. Based on this I 

create a dataset that includes all inactive years following an active conflict year 

between 1989 and 2015. Accordingly, the unit of analysis is inactive conflict year. 

Recurrence, the dependent variable, is coded as 1 if violence over the same 

incompatibility (i.e. the same UCDP conflict ID) passes the 25-battle death threshold 

again after one or multiple inactive years and 0 otherwise. Consecutive years of 

ongoing conflict are dropped from the analysis. Because of the dichotomous nature of 

the dependent variable I use logistic regression models to estimate the likelihood of a 

conflict resuming in a given inactive conflict year. 

After taking missing values for sexual violence in inactive years into account 

the sample includes 2,048 inactive conflict years and 144 conflict recurrences (in 207 

inactive periods) in 121 conflicts across 70 countries.7 To control for the effects of 

time since the last active conflict year I include cubic polynomials (Carter and 

	
7 This does not account for missing values of control variables. 
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Signorino 2010).8 To account for a potential lack of independence of observations 

from the same country, I cluster the standard errors by country.  

 

Independent variable 

To analyze the influence of rebel sexual violence on the likelihood of conflict 

recurrence I use the SVAC dataset (Cohen and Nordås 2014), which includes data on 

all active conflict years from 1989 to 2015 and the first five inactive years following 

an active year. In the SVAC dataset sexual violence encompasses seven distinct 

forms: rape, sexual slavery, forced prostitution, forced pregnancy, forced 

sterilization/abortion, sexual mutilation, and sexual torture.  

The SVAC dataset presents prevalence scores (0 = no sexual violence 

reported, 1 = isolated sexual violence, 2 = widespread sexual violence, 3 = massive 

sexual violence) for three sources: State Department reports (SD), Amnesty 

International reports (AI), and Human Rights Watch reports (HRW). I combine the 

three scores to create a dummy variable that takes the value of 1 if a rebel side was 

reported to have perpetrated sexual violence for any of the three sources (prevalence 

scores 1, 2, and 3) in a given year. As the example in the Central African Republic 

illustrates, reliably identifying perpetrators and prevalence of sexual violence in 

conflict settings is difficult. Additionally, stigmatization of survivors, politics, and 

competing incentives for reporting make it very difficult to accurately assess the 

prevalence of sexual violence (Cohen and Hoover Green 2012; Davies and True 

2017). To avoid these potential problems and uncertainties regarding the scale of 

sexual violence I use a binary variable to indicate to capture that there were confirmed 

reports of sexual violence at any level.9 

I first create a dummy variable to indicate if a rebel group perpetrated sexual 

violence during the active period of the conflict. Then using the SVAC data of the 

first five inactive years following active conflict I create a dummy variable to indicate 

if the rebel side perpetrated sexual violence during any of the inactive years between 

	
8 Cubic polynomials accommodate nonproportional hazards and outperform 
traditional methods of accounting for temporal dependence such as time dummies 
while performing as well as splines or autosmoothing procedures (Carter and 
Signorino 2010). Other studies employ similar approaches, e.g. Haer and Böhmelt 
(2016) and Kreutz (2010). Please see robustness checks for Cox Hazard models. 
9 See appendix for a more detailed discussion of identifying perpetrators and 
prevalence of sexual violence 
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active conflict years. Combining the information on both active and inactive period I 

create a four-category nominal variable. The reference category (0) is when a side 

perpetrates sexual violence during the conflict period but not in the following inactive 

years; the two categories of interest are: (1) when rebels are reported to perpetrate 

sexual violence during both active and subsequent inactive years and (2) no sexual 

violence reported during active, but in subsequent inactive years. The last category is 

(3) no sexual violence reported during active or during subsequent inactive years.  

This data structure reflects the fact that sexual violence has lasting effects and 

that rebel groups do not need to perpetrate sexual violence repeatedly over multiple 

years to reap its socialization effects. Acts of sexual violence, even if confined to a 

limited time period, enable perpetrators to build lasting bonds. In boasting about their 

violent act perpetrators frequently re-tell and relive it, which facilitates maintaining 

bonds among group members even long after the act (Cohen 2017, 704). Additionally, 

by having committed these acts, perpetrators accrue anti-social capital and sever their 

ties to society making re-integration more difficult and less likely (Nussio and 

Oppenheim 2014). The examples of communities of ex-fighters living together in 

Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Mozambique demonstrate how strong these bonds can be.   

Table I illustrates this data structure using the example of the MPA/Republic 

of Anjouan in Comoros. In the conflict between the Government of Comoros and the 

MPA/Republic of Anjouan, fighters belonging to the latter reportedly did not 

perpetrate sexual violence during active hostilities and for the first two years of 

inactivity.  In the third year after hostilities had officially ended (2000) there were 

reports of sexual violence. This means the explanatory variable is coded 3 for the first 

two years of inactivity and 2 for all inactive years starting in 2000.10 The descriptive 

statistics (see Figure 1) show that overall rebel groups are reported to perpetrate 

sexual violence in 31 inactive conflict periods in 19 countries and 20 different 

conflicts.11 

	
10 See appendix for robustness checks in which I instead code inactive periods on the 
last available year of the SVAC dataset as well as a discussion of inactive periods in 
which there are reports of SV in multiple years. Results are robust to modifications.  
11  The low number of instances of rebel sexual violence is most likely an 
underestimation. This is a result of the combination of the conservative coding rules 
of the SVAC dataset, which requires the clear identification of three components 
(conflict, actor, and year), and the context of inactive conflicts in which the 
identification of (former) combatants is often difficult because they might be 
perceived as ‘mere criminals and bandits’.  
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Table I. Data structure (example of MPA/Republic of Anjouan) 

Year SV in preceding 
active period 

SV in inactive 
period 

Independent 
Variable coding 

1998 0 0 3 

1999 0 0 3 
2000 0 1 2 

2001 0 1 2 
2002 0 1 2 

2003 0 1 2 
2004 0 1 2 

2005 0 1 2 
… 0 1 2 

2015 0 1 2 
 

 
Figure 1. Percentage of inactive periods with reported rebel sexual violence 
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Controls 

Inactive years, particularly if there was no official termination of the conflict via 

military victory or negotiated agreement, might see continued violence below the 25 

battle-related death threshold, which might quickly escalate to levels of armed 

conflict again. Accordingly, I include the yearly lagged natural log of the best 

estimate of deaths based on the UCDP GED dataset (Sundberg and Melander 2013).  

The outcome of a conflict is influential for the likelihood of conflict 

recurrence (Mason et al. 2011; Quinn, Mason, and Gurses 2007). For rebel sexual 

violence to occur in inactive years, an identifiable group has to exist. This implies that 

military victories that effectively destroy insurgencies are much less likely to see 

rebel sexual violence after the cessation of lethal violence. Different conflict 

outcomes present different socio-political contexts as well as different structural 

restraints and opportunities. Hence I include a nominal variable indicating how the 

previous active conflict period ended to control for its effects when examining the 

relationship between rebel-led sexual violence and recurrence: (0) Military victory is 

the reference category; (1) peace agreement; (2) ceasefire agreement; and (3) the 

battle-related deaths fell below the threshold of 25.  

 Previous studies have also identified conflict issues such as ethnic 

mobilization and underlying incompatibility as important factors in the onset, 

duration, and termination of conflicts (Toft 2003; 2010). Thus I include 

incompatibility to control for the possibility that underlying conflict goals affect the 

likelihood of recurrence (Quinn, Mason, and Gurses 2007). Ethnic conflicts are 

believed to be particular brutal, hard to resolve, and long-lasting (Kaufmann 1996). 

To control for the possibility that ethnicity is a factor influencing both sexual violence 

and renewed conflict I include a dummy variable that takes on the value of 1 if the 

conflict was considered an ethnic conflict (Kreutz 2010).   

Conflict characteristics shown to influence the likelihood of conflict 

recurrence include duration and prior fatalities (Walter 2004). Research also shows 

that the post-conflict environment affects the likelihood of conflict recurrence. Studies 

show that peacekeeping operations are effective in prolonging post-conflict peace and 

reducing one-sided violence (Fortna 2003a; 2003b; 2004; Hultman, Kathman, and 

Shannon 2013). Recent research also shows that UN peacekeeping operations (UN 



	 19 

PKO) under certain circumstances can also reduce sexual violence (Kirschner and 

Miller 2019; Johansson and Hultman 2019). Thus, I include a dummy variable to 

control for the potential effects of a UN PKO with a robust mandate. Similar to the 

coding of the independent variable I continue to code the variable as ‘1’ after the UN 

PKO has officially left to account for its potential positive legacy.  

Good governance and government capacity are influential for conflict 

recurrence (Hegre and Nygård 2015; Walter 2015). Hence I include the V-Dem 

polyarchy measure of democracy (Coppedge et al. 2017), economic performance 

(natural log of GDP per capita), and large populations (natural of log population size). 

To control for the possibility that both sexual violence and conflict recurrence are 

associated with natural resource conflicts or lootable resources (Whitaker, Walsh, and 

Conrad 2019), I include a binary variable based on Siri Rustad and Helga 

Binningsbø’s work (2012). 

I also control for group characteristics that might relate to their organizational 

legacy and capability to resume fighting. Conflicts involving weak groups are more 

likely to drop below the threshold of 25 battle-related deaths, which also makes them 

more likely to recur because weak groups are incapable of forcing a decisive conflict 

outcome. Hence I include a binary strength measure adopting the value of 1 if the 

group was deemed weaker or much weaker than the government in the preceding 

active conflict episode (Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2013). Having a 

recognized non-armed, political wing might indicate strong organizational networks 

that could facility mobilization for resumed fighting. Similarly, prior mobilization 

capability might indicate strong networks on which groups could draw in inactive 

conflict periods. Thus I include a binary measure each for the existence of a legal 

political wing and high mobilization capacity during the last active conflict period 

(Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2013). Lastly, I also include a measure for the 

strength of command control based on the NSA data (Cunningham, Gleditsch, and 

Salehyan 2013).12 

 

Results 

Table II shows the logistic regression model results (parameters shown are logistic 

regression coefficients). I present three models – all include cubic polynomials to 
	

12 If there are multiple groups active in the preceding conflict episode I adopt the 
highest measure for a group in the conflict.  
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account for the effects of time. Additionally, Model 1 includes controls related to the 

conflict (fatalities, duration, ethnic, incompatibility, resources, and how the conflict 

became inactive); Model 2 accounts for the context of the inactive period through 

variables related to country and the group; Model 3 presents the complete model.  

Model 1 supports both H1 – that conflict recurrence is more likely when rebels 

are reported to commit sexual violence in both active and inactive periods – and H2 – 

that conflict recurrence is more likely when rebels commit sexual violence in the 

inactive period after reportedly not having perpetrated it in the preceding active 

period. The only other statistically significant variable is mode of conflict termination. 

In line with expectations conflict termination by low levels of activity is positively 

associated with conflict recurrence, i.e. compared to military victories, conflict 

terminations by low levels of activity are positively associated with conflict 

recurrence; neither peace nor ceasefire agreements reach conventional thresholds of 

statistical significance. This means that the durability of peace following agreements 

(full peace or ceasefire agreement) is not significantly different from that of military 

victories and only conflict episodes deemed ‘inactive’ when casualties drop below the 

25 battle-death threshold are at greater risk of recurrence. None of the other conflict 

characteristics including the duration of the previous conflict episodes and number of 

fatalities in the preceding year show significant associations with conflict recurrence. 

Model 2 offers further support for H1. When controlling for country and group 

characteristics, continued sexual violence is linked to the re-escalation of sexual 

violence. Model 2 does not support the notion that conflicts are more likely to recur if 

groups start committing sexual violence in inactive periods after not having done so in 

the preceding active period. A robust UN PKO is associated with a decrease in the 

likelihood of conflict recurrence. Similarly, higher levels of democracy show an 

association with a decrease in likelihood of conflict recurrence (even though it falls 

outside of traditional thresholds of statistical significance (p = 0.051)). Model 2 

suggests that countries with large populations are at a greater risk of conflict 

recurrence – supporting the notion that state capacity and good governance are 

important factors. 

In terms of group characteristics, the model shows that weak groups are linked 

to a greater likelihood of conflict recurrence. This could be a result of groups using 

terrorist tactics after a period of inactivity in line with the logic of terrorism as the 

weapon of the weak (Hendrix and Young 2014). A political wing that suggests a rebel 



	 21 

group has an organizational legacy and remobilization power shows the anticipated 

direction but falls short of statistical significance (p = 0.075). Other group factors 

such as mobilization capacity during the active period and strong leadership control 

do not show a meaningful relationship with conflict recurrence.  

The complete model, Model 3, offers further support for H1. Put differently, 

when rebel sexual violence is a practice that groups carry over from active into 

inactive periods we are more likely to see a re-escalation of lethal violence. However, 

when rebels start to perpetrate sexual violence in inactive periods after reportedly not 

having perpetrated it in preceding active periods, the association with conflict 

recurrence is just above the 0.1 threshold (p = 0.12) for statistical significance. 

Combined these models offer strong support for H1 and partial support for H2. I 

further probe this in the robustness checks below. 

The full model, similar to Model 1, shows that durability of peace following 

agreements is not significantly different from that of military victories; only conflicts 

deemed ‘inactive’ because casualties dropped below the 25 battle-death threshold are 

at greater risk of recurrence. As expected, and shown in Model 2, UN PKOs with 

robust mandates show a negative relationship with escalation of violence. Although 

some of the controls showed the expected relationship in Model 1 and Model 2, when 

combined in Model 3 none of the other control variables (duration, fatalities, ethnic 

conflict, incompatibility, resource conflict, population size, GDP per capita, 

democracy, mobilization capacity, rebel strength, strong control, political wing) reach 

conventional thresholds of statistical significance.   

 
 
Table II. Logistic regression models 1-3 (DV = recurrence) 
 

 (1) (2) (3) 
Continued SV 0.974* 1.274** 1.080* 
 (0.398) (0.390) (0.427) 
SV only in inactive period 1.236* 0.823 1.082 
 (0.611) (0.616) (0.697) 
No SV 0.243 -0.177 0.0594 
 (0.395) (0.351) (0.403) 
Peace agreement -0.0185  0.233 
 (0.636)  (0.700) 
Ceasefire 0.624  0.802 
 (0.468)  (0.533) 
Low activity 1.256**  1.123* 
 (0.452)  (0.478) 
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Best estimate fatalities (lag ln) -0.0151  -0.0115 
 (0.0905)  (0.0896) 
Duration (ln) 0.130  0.106 
 (0.100)  (0.125) 
Ethnic 0.244  0.0800 
 (0.266)  (0.251) 
Incompatibility -0.0173  -0.0498 
 (0.231)  (0.280) 
Resource conflict 0.170  0.109 
 (0.230)  (0.229) 
Robust PKO  -0.812* -0.699* 
  (0.349) (0.351) 
Population (ln)  0.123* 0.0710 
  (0.0528) (0.0829) 
GDP per capita (ln)  -0.0737 -0.142 
  (0.143) (0.124) 
Democracy  -0.874 -0.691 
  (0.447) (0.501) 
Weak rebels  0.577* 0.323 
  (0.275) (0.302) 
Political wing  0.324 0.394 
  (0.182) (0.272) 
Mobilization capacity  -0.0298 -0.00450 
  (0.179) (0.180) 
Strong control  -0.264 -0.0147 
  (0.407) (0.422) 
Peace duration in yrs 0.338 0.349** 0.377 
 (0.203) (0.118) (0.206) 
Peace duration in yrs (squared) -0.0597** -0.0613*** -0.0624** 
 (0.0220) (0.0157) (0.0225) 
Peace duration in yrs (cubic) 0.00186** 0.00189*** 0.00193** 
 (0.000625) (0.000472) (0.000636) 
Constant -4.042*** -3.378** -3.453* 
 (0.941) (1.158) (1.554) 
N 1,760 1,917 1,728 
AIC 732.340 812.205 737.117 
Area under ROC 0.782 0.779 0.790 

Wald-chi2 96.28(14) 90.45(14) 123.81(22) 
Prob > chi2 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Log likelihood -351.170 -391.102 -345.558 

Standard errors clustered on country in parentheses  

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 
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To better understand the substantive effects of rebel sexual violence on the 

likelihood of conflict recurrence I present a first difference plot for changes in 

probability for conflict recurrence based on Model 3 (Figure 2). When a group is 

reported to perpetrate sexual violence in both an active and the following inactive 

period the discrete change in the probability of an escalation of violence is 0.06. This 

presents a 100% increase in the probability of recurrence compared to the average 

probability of 0.03 when all variables are held at their mean. This suggests that 

reports of sexual violence after lethal violence subsides are an important indicator that 

a conflict is not in fact over, that groups continue to exist, and that lethal violence 

could re-escalate.  

 

 

Figure 2 - First difference plot (95% confidence interval) 

 
 

 To better illustrate how the likelihood of conflict recurrence changes over time I 

include Figure 3. This indicates that the risk of conflict recurrence is non-linear, it 

increases over the first years peaking in year three before decreasing over the next 17 

years. After two decades of inactivity, the chances of renewed conflict begin to 

increase again. However, given that the sample is limited to a 25 year period and there 
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are only few cases in which we observe an escalation of lethal violence after such a 

time – Mozambique in 2013 after two decades of relative calm being example of this 

that is also captured in the sample – this should be interpreted cautiously.13 This is 

further supported by the widening confidence intervals indicating an increase in 

uncertainty.  

 

Figure 3. Probability of conflict recurrence over time (95% confidence interval) 

 

 
 

Robustness checks 

Control variables can bias estimates (Clarke 2005). Accordingly, the first robustness 

test is to examine the relationship between independent and dependent variable 

without the inclusion of control variables. The results show the expected positive 

relationship between rebel sexual violence as continuing practice and conflict 

recurrence. This relationship also holds when accounting for time since last active 

conflict without introducing further control variables.   

	
13 See appendix & Pearce (2020) for details on Mozambique 
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Increasing women’s political representation prolongs the peace after 

negotiated agreements (Shair-Rosenfield and Wood 2017). Thus, I run a robustness 

check that includes variables controlling for women’s security as well as societal and 

political empowerment and participation. The inclusion of these controls has no 

significant influence on conflict recurrence. The effect of the main explanatory 

variable remains unchanged: when rebels are reported to continue to perpetrate sexual 

violence in inactive periods lethal violence is more likely to escalate again.  

To further dig into the temporal aspect and ensure that the results are not 

driven by cases in which the inactive period is long and conflict recurrence is 

unlikely, I run Model 3 limiting my sample to cases with an inactive period of no 

longer than 15 years. Continued rebel sexual violence remains statistically significant 

for conflict recurrence. To control for the alternative that the results are driven by 

quickly recurring conflicts, I exclude conflicts with inactive periods shorter than five 

years. Rebel sexual violence retains statistical significance, but preceding conflict 

termination because of low number of casualties does not. Put differently, when 

violence subsides below the 25 battle-related deaths for five consecutive years, the 

likelihood of conflict recurrence is statistically no different from military victories, 

which are deemed the most stable outcomes.  

I further test the robustness of my results limiting my sample to the first five 

years of inactivity. This enables me to use the original yearly coding of the SVAC 

dataset for my independent variable. Using this yearly measure, rather than the 

inactive period-based approach, results show a strong, statistically significant 

relationship between reports of rebels perpetrating sexual violence and escalation of 

lethal violence.  

Next, I examine the relationship of reported rebel sexual violence and 

subsequent escalation of lethal violence when only looking at conflicts that had a 

defined termination, i.e. victory by either part or a signed ceasefire or peace 

agreement. When excluding the cases deemed inactive because of low levels of lethal 

violence, I find that the escalation of lethal violence is associated with  rebel groups 

reported to commit sexual violence in active periods and groups reported to commit 

sexual violence in both active and inactive period, but not with groups reported to 

only perpetrate sexual violence in the inactive period. Combined with the results from 

the primary models this suggests that the increased risk of escalating violence stems 

from groups that continue to exist and practice sexual violence.  
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I also run a robustness check to examine under which conditions groups 

continue to be reported as perpetrating sexual violence in inactive periods. To control 

for the effects of forced recruitment (Cohen 2013; 2016), I rely on data from Haer, 

Faulkner and Whitaker (2020) to include a binary variable that takes on the value of 1 

if a group was reported to have forcibly recruited combatants in the previous conflict 

episode. The relationship of forced recruitment in the previous conflict episode with 

sexual violence in subsequent inactive years is insignificant. The lack of data on 

forced recruitment in inactive years unfortunately prevents a more nuanced analysis. 

Instead the results show that the strongest indicator for reports of sexual violence is 

reports of sexual violence in the previous year. While it does not clarify if the sexual 

violence results from recruitment or not, it does support the argument that reports of 

sexual violence in inactive periods are an indicator for groups continuing sexual 

violence as an already established practice. 

I further test a model excluding the five conflicts with the most inactive years 

featuring rebel sexual violence. 14  Rebel sexual violence continues to show the 

statistically significant association with escalating lethal violence. Similarly, I run a 

robustness check excluding conflicts with more than four recurrences.15 In this model, 

continued rebel sexual violence retains the statistically significant association with the 

escalation of lethal violence. Both low levels of fatalities as a mode of conflict 

termination (p = 0.063) and robust UN PKO missions (p = 0.062) have a statistically 

significant relationship at the 0.1-level in the expected direction. 

Lastly, I run robustness checks using a Cox proportional hazard model. These 

analyses show that conflict recurrence is more likely when rebels are reported to 

perpetrate some sexual violence in both active and inactive periods but not when there 

are reports of widespread sexual violence.16 The statistical insignificance of reports of 

widespread sexual violence supports the notion that groups who commit sexual 

violence in such an extensive manner might suffer from a lack of leadership and 

control that undermines their organizational integrity and ability to mount a renewed 

challenge to the government (Butler, Gluch, and Mitchell 2007; Nagel and Doctor 

2020).  

	
14  These conflicts are in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Liberia, Georgia, 
Republic of Congo, Central African Republic, and Côte d’Ivoire 
15 These conflicts are in Iran, Senegal, Angola, and India.  
16 Please see the appendix for the models and the corresponding graphs. 
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Discussion 

This study contributes to both the burgeoning body of literature on conflict-related 

sexual violence and conflict recurrence. It shifts the focus from states to rebels, 

demonstrating how reports of sexual violence might indicate patterns of mobilization 

and recruitment, which can signal a re-escalation of lethal violence. This presents an 

important contribution to our understanding of rebel group dynamics in inactive 

periods.  

The paper also addresses an important gap in our understanding of how sexual 

violence affects conflict dynamics. Theoretically the paper builds on firmly 

established research of how sexual violence functions as a socialization tool when 

dealing with an influx of new fighters (Cohen 2013; 2016; 2017). The findings 

suggest that rebel groups that mobilize fighters and build social cohesion among new 

recruits through the perpetration of sexual violence in inactive years are more likely to 

resume fighting. I show that sexual violence increases the likelihood of an escalation 

of lethal violence beyond the 25 battle-related death threshold by 100%. It also 

contributes to the literature on the effects of sexual violence on conflict dynamics 

more broadly (Chu and Braithwaite 2018; Nagel 2019; Nagel and Doctor 2020) and 

highlights the importance of remaining vigilant in inactive conflict periods to prevent 

belligerents’ human rights abuses, particularly sexual violence, that might lead to 

greater violence. 

 One avenue for future research is the role of sexual violence and 

fragmentation for conflict recurrence. Recent research, suggests that sexual violence 

increases the likelihood that rebel groups fragment because lieutenants who are 

confident in the cohesion of their subordinates are more likely to risk splitting from 

the overall organization (Nagel and Doctor 2020). The splintering of a group usually 

means that the hardliner faction requires new fighters to compensate losing 

‘moderates’. Sexual violence could help groups forge units cohesive enough to be 

militarily effective out of old and new members, which applies to both groups that 

rely on volunteers and groups that rely on forced recruitment. This suggests that there 

might be pathway effects of factions that perpetrated sexual violence and then split 

from the overall organization also being more likely to perpetrate sexual violence 

when recruiting new members. Such splinter groups can become spoilers, present 
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threats to sustaining peace, and make conflict recurrence more likely (Rudloff and 

Findley 2016). Especially spoilers that seek total power and the violent transformation 

of society present a particular threat to post-conflict stability (Stedman 1997). An 

extensive examination of this argument is beyond the scope of this article but 

provides a promising avenue for future research.  

More generally, this article challenges the notion of the ‘post-conflict’ period. 

Explicitly, the findings pose larger theoretical questions: should we consider conflicts 

as ‘terminated’, when one or both sides continue to mobilize and perpetrate sexual 

violence, or human rights abuses more generally, after the fighting stops? Can we 

consider a country at peace, if armed actors continue to victimize civilians? Is the 

absence of lethal violence enough to constitute a negative peace? How would our 

approaches to conflict resolution and prevention differ, if our understanding of what 

constitutes ‘post-conflict’ changed? These questions provide potential avenues for 

future research regarding how we can build lasting peace.  

This connects to the policy relevance of this article. Besides the profound 

normative argument to prevent sexual violence during and after conflict, this article 

shows that both states and the international community have strong security-based 

incentives to prevent conflict-related sexual violence. In linking previously separately 

considered problems of conflict recurrence and sexual violence, this article further 

challenges the predominant narrative of sexual violence as a weapon of war and calls 

for changes and improvements to national and international prevention efforts. In line 

with this, the findings call for more attention to gendered organizational dimensions 

of violence and conflict. Concrete steps to improve prevention of both sexual violence 

and subsequently conflict recurrence include greater use of gender advisors in peace 

processes, greater inclusion of civil society and women’s organizations, inclusion and 

implementation of gender provisions in peace agreements, as well as early warning 

systems that monitor sexual violence in inactive conflict periods. In light of the 

enormous humanitarian and socio-economic consequences of both sexual violence 

and recurring conflicts, strengthening local and global observers to improve 

prevention and mitigation efforts becomes crucial. 
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Appendix A 
 
On the reliability of reports of sexual violence 
 
For a conflict actor to be coded as perpetrating sexual violence in the SVAC dataset three 
main criteria have to be fulfilled: 1) the actor has to be identified as a conflict actor in the 
UCDP dyadic conflict data, i.e. a non-specific description such as ‘armed group’, ‘rebels’, or 
‘militia’ are not enough; 2) the year has to be identified, sweeping statements alleging sexual 
violence by a group over the duration of a conflict are not specific enough; 3) the form of 
sexual violence has to be identified in the report as one of the seven forms eligible for coding 
(rape, sexual slavery, forced prostitution, forced pregnancy, forced sterilization/abortion, 
sexual mutilation, and sexual torture), simple references or allegations of sexual violence 
without further detail are not enough. Given the likely underreporting of sexual violence 
because of stigmatization, this conservative coding approach strengthens my confidence that 
the SVAC correctly identifies groups perpetrating sexual violence.  
 
Using the UCDP dyadic conflict dataset, the SVAC data set is coded on a conflict-year-actor 
basis. This means if there is a conflict with multiple dyads, i.e. the government facing two or 
more rebel groups over the same incompatibility, there is a single observation for each rebel 
group per year. For example, in Colombia FARC and ELN are part of the same conflict but 
individual dyads. In the SVAC data this looks like this: 
 

year conflictid actor state_prev ai_prev hrw_prev 
2011 289 Colombia 0 0 0 
2012 289 Colombia 0 1 0 
2013 289 Colombia 0 0 0 
2014 289 Colombia 0 0 0 
2015 289 Colombia 0 0 0 
2011 289 ELN 3 0 0 
2012 289 ELN 3 1 0 
2013 289 ELN 3 0 0 
2014 289 ELN 1 1 0 
2015 289 ELN 1 0 0 
2011 289 FARC 3 0 0 
2012 289 FARC 3 0 0 
2013 289 FARC 3 0 0 
2014 289 FARC 2 0 0 
2015 289 FARC 2 0 0 

 
 
 
 
 
For this article, I collapse rebel groups on the conflict level because recurrence is measured at 
the conflict, not the dyad level. This means in the example of Colombia, the six prevalence 
scores for ELN and FARC would all combine to a single binary score per year. In conflicts 
with multiple rebel groups or in conflicts where a splinter group is involved in the re-
escalation of the lethal violence, it is therefore not possible to distinguish between groups. For 
splinter groups that originate from groups that were reported as perpetrating sexual violence 
in the active period, the conflict-level aggregation doesn’t present a problem because I 
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account for the continuation of the practice on the conflict, not the group level. Hypothesis 2 
(imperfectly) addresses the alternative that a splinter group emerging from a non-perpetrating 
parent organization is the first to perpetrate sexual violence. Future research building on this 
research and Nagel and Doctor’s work on sexual violence and group fragmentation (2020) 
will be critical to examine the exact role of sexual violence and splinter groups in conflict 
recurrence.  
 
 
Model 4a – No controls 
Model 4b – IV + time since last ‘active’ period 
Model 5 – Women’s rights, security, inclusion 
Model 6 – Duration of inactive period limited to 15 years 
Model 7 – Duration of inactive period at least 5 years 
 
Table I: Logistic regression models 4-7 (DV – recurrence) 
 
 (4a) (4b) (5) (6) (7) 
Continued SV 1.557*** 1.146*** 1.224** 1.146* 2.311* 
 (0.386) (0.343) (0.455) (0.494) (0.968) 
SV only in 
inactive period 0.806 0.852 1.145 1.140 1.593 
 (0.624) (0.560) (0.745) (0.739) (1.569) 
No SV 0.218 0.231 0.142 0.161 -0.0765 
 (0.379) (0.329) (0.429) (0.438) (0.694) 
Peace 
agreement 

  0.391 0.166 0.623 
   (0.733) (0.717) (1.001) 
Ceasefire   1.012 0.654 -0.276 
   (0.575) (0.557) (1.039) 
Low activity   1.258* 1.109* 1.161 
   (0.500) (0.478) (0.773) 
Best estimate 
fatalities (lag 
ln) 

  0.0194 0.0987 1.745*** 

   (0.0949) (0.0913) (0.406) 
Duration (ln)   0.115 0.0901 0.480 
   (0.120) (0.118) (0.273) 
Ethnic   0.0801 0.178 0.0373 
   (0.260) (0.247) (0.727) 
Incompatibility   -0.0997 -0.0679 1.590* 
   (0.287) (0.263) (0.779) 
Resource 
conflict 

  0.106 0.109 0.206 
   (0.249) (0.248) (0.795) 
Robust PKO   -0.770 -0.616 1.085 
   (0.401) (0.355) (0.961) 
Population (ln)   0.0661 0.00724 0.114 
   (0.0964) (0.0736) (0.185) 
GDP per capita 
(ln) 

  0.0369 -0.153 0.236 
   (0.167) (0.135) (0.309) 
Democracy   -0.387 -0.570 -1.487 
   (0.753) (0.501) (1.238) 
Weak rebels   0.278 0.560 -0.462 
   (0.336) (0.356) (0.518) 
Political wing   0.350 0.483 -0.937 
   (0.323) (0.256) (0.715) 
Mobilization 
capacity 

  0.0251 0.0627 0.597 
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   (0.197) (0.185) (0.384) 
Strong control   0.0803 -0.0262 0.428 
   (0.462) (0.401) (0.736) 
Women’s 
rights 

  -0.194   

   (0.239)   
Women's 
security 

  -0.101   

   (0.196)   
Women's 
inclusion 

  -0.228   

   (0.229)   
Peace duration 
in yrs 

 0.332** 0.511* 1.518*** 0.309 
  (0.112) (0.215) (0.394) (0.893) 
Peace duration 
in yrs 
(squared) 

 -0.0621*** -0.0777** -0.258*** -0.0170 

  (0.0153) (0.0236) (0.0620) (0.0626) 
Peace duration 
in yrs (cubic) 

 0.00193*** 0.00241*** 0.0108*** 0.000318 
  (0.000464) (0.000670) (0.00261) (0.00132) 
Constant -3.019*** -2.848*** -5.448** -4.841** -12.40* 
 (0.322) (0.336) (1.876) (1.679) (5.369) 
N 1997 1997 1613 1439 986 
Standard errors in parentheses    

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001     

 
Model 8 – Dropping five cases with most inactive years that have featured sexual violence 
Model 9 – Dropping conflicts with more than four conflict recurrences 
 
Table II: Logistic regression models 8 & 9 (DV - recurrence)  

 (8) (9) 
Continued SV 0.824† 1.051* 
 (0.469) (0.456) 
SV only in inactive 
period 2.987*** 0.811 
 (0.824) (0.756) 
No SV 0.115 0.111 
 (0.413) (0.384) 
Peace agreement 0.445† 0.291 
 (0.741) (0.758) 
Ceasefire 1.128 0.664 
 (0.577) (0.596) 
Low activity 1.267* 0.963† 
 (0.524) (0.517) 
Best estimate 
fatalities (lag ln) -0.00943 0.0144 
 (0.0953) (0.0985) 
Duration (ln) 0.0967 0.165 
 (0.138) (0.126) 
Ethnic 0.188 0.465 
 (0.264) (0.299) 
Incompatibility 0.114 0.215 
 (0.300) (0.309) 
Resource conflict 0.199 -0.0651 
 (0.269) (0.246) 
Robust PKO -0.712 -0.657† 
 (0.490) (0.353) 
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Population (ln) 0.0705 0.109 
 (0.0953) (0.102) 
GDP per capita (ln) -0.119 -0.105 
 (0.133) (0.135) 
Democracy -0.882† -0.894 
 (0.479) (0.613) 
Weak rebels 0.518 0.144 
 (0.393) (0.308) 
Political wing 0.468 -0.0329 
 (0.298) (0.367) 
Mobilization capacity 0.00469 -0.140 
 (0.184) (0.191) 
Strong control 0.128 0.176 
 (0.465) (0.455) 
Peace duration in yrs 0.321 0.352 
 (0.210) (0.219) 
Peace duration in yrs 
(squared) -0.0564* -0.0565* 
 (0.0230) (0.0227) 
Peace duration in yrs 
(cubic) 0.00177** 0.00173** 
 (0.000654) (0.000625) 
Constant -4.242** -4.456** 
 (1.497) (1.629) 
N 1635 1654 
Standard errors in parentheses  

†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001  
 
To examine under which conditions groups continue to be reported as perpetrating sexual 
violence in inactive periods I run a logistic regression model with a binary variable of 
reported rebel sexual violence based on the SVAC data. For this I use the original SVAC 
coding of interim years and the first five inactive years. To control for the effects of forced 
recruitment (Cohen 2013; 2016), I rely on data from Haer, Faulkner and Whitaker (2020) to 
include a binary variable that takes on the value of 1 if a group was reported to have forcibly 
recruited combatants in the previous conflict episode. When looking at forced recruitment and 
sexual violence (not presented in table) we find the expected statistically significant 
association during conflict, however, when examining at the effects of forced recruitment in 
the previous conflict episode on sexual violence in inactive years the relationship is 
insignificant. The lack of data on forced recruitment in inactive years unfortunately prevents a 
more nuanced analysis. Instead the results show that the strongest indicator for reports of 
sexual violence is reports of sexual violence in the previous year. While it does not clarify if 
the sexual violence results from recruitment or not, it does support the argument that reports 
of sexual violence in inactive periods are an indicator for groups continuing sexual violence 
as an already established practice.  
 
Table III: Logistic regression model 10 (DV – rebel sexual violence in inactive year) 
 

 (10) 
Government SV 1.469* 
 (0.600) 
Rebel SV previous year 3.540*** 
 (0.756) 
Government SV previous year -0.651 
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 (0.752) 
Forced recruitment previous 
episode -0.131 

 (0.516) 
Peace agreement 2.020 
 (1.404) 
Ceasefire agreement 1.394 
 (1.130) 
Low activity 2.469 
 (1.318) 
Best estimate fatalities (lag ln) -0.170 
 (0.219) 
Duration (ln) 0.238 
 (0.253) 
Ethnic 1.422* 
 (0.564) 
Incompatibility -0.0138 
 (0.865) 
Resource conflict 1.527** 
 (0.547) 
Robust PKO 0.108 
 (0.597) 
Population (ln) -1.171*** 
 (0.267) 
GDP per capita (ln) -1.059*** 
 (0.311) 
Democracy -0.387 
 (1.203) 
Weak rebels 0.308 
 (0.690) 
Political wing 2.056*** 
 (0.522) 
Mobilization capacity 0.310 
 (0.412) 
Strong control 1.236 
 (0.638) 
Peace duration in yrs -2.034 
 (1.695) 
Peace duration in yrs (squared) 0.277 
 (0.401) 
Peace duration in yrs (cubic) -0.00238 
 (0.0275) 
Constant 12.34* 
 (5.023) 
N 657 
Standard errors in parentheses 
†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 
 

 
Next I re-run the complete primary model with an alternative coding of my independent 
variable. Instead of coding the variable on the basis of sexual violence in any of the five 
inactive years, I adopt the coding of the last available year as the coding for all inactive years. 
This makes use of the most recent data on potential recruitment/mobilization for each 



	 39 

conflict. The results below show that the positive association between reports of sexual 
violence and re-escalation of lethal violence persists further supporting the main findings.  
 
Table 4: Logistic regression model 11 – alternative coding for IV (DV – recurrence) 
 

 (11) 
Rebel SV in last year of 
inactivity 1.355** 
 (0.452) 
Rebel SV in preceding active 
conflict period -0.00931 

 (0.313) 
Peace agreement 0.161 
 (0.630) 
Ceasefire agreement 0.845 
 (0.494) 
Low activity 1.099* 
 (0.456) 
Best estimate fatalities (lag ln) -0.0148 
 (0.0895) 
Duration (ln) 0.0847 
 (0.127) 
Ethnic 0.0693 
 (0.242) 
Incompatibility -0.0548 
 (0.267) 
Resource conflict 0.117 
 (0.225) 
Robust PKO -0.664† 
 (0.350) 
Population (ln) 0.0669 
 (0.0844) 
GDP per capita (ln) -0.139 
 (0.126) 
Democracy -0.676 
 (0.483) 
Weak rebels 0.380 
 (0.314) 
Political wing 0.338 
 (0.276) 
Mobilization capacity -0.0144 
 (0.178) 
Strong control -0.0612 
 (0.440) 
Peace duration in yrs 0.414* 
 (0.201) 
Peace duration in yrs 
(squared) -0.0668** 
 (0.0223) 
Peace duration in yrs (cubic) 0.00205** 
 (0.000631) 
Constant -3.423* 
 (1.383) 
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N 1730 
Standard errors in parentheses  
†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 
 

 
 
In Model 12, I look at the relationship of reported sexual violence and escalation of lethal 
violence in the first five inactive years. This means I reduce the sample to the inactive years 
for which we have yearly data on reported sexual violence by rebel groups. The association 
remains statistically significant. Further supporting the argument that reports of sexual 
violence are a meaningful indicator of future escalation of lethal violence. 
 
In Model 13, I examine the relationship of reported rebel sexual violence and subsequent 
escalation of lethal violence when only looking at conflicts that had a defined termination, i.e. 
victory by either part or a signed ceasefire or peace agreement. To facilitate the interpretation 
of this model, I modify my independent variable so that the base category (0) is no reports of 
sexual violence in both active and inactive period, (1) reported sexual violence in both active 
and inactive period, (2) reported sexual violence only in inactive period, and (3) reported 
sexual violence only in active period. When excluding the cases deemed inactive because of 
low levels of lethal violence, I find that the escalation of lethal violence is associated with  
rebel groups reported to commit sexual violence in active periods and groups reported to 
commit sexual violence in both active and inactive period, but not with groups reported to 
only perpetrate sexual violence in the inactive period. Combined with the results from the 
primary models this suggests that the increased risk of escalating violence stems from groups 
that continue to exist and practice sexual violence. 
 
I speculate that there are two primary potential explanations for the lack of a statistically 
significant association between lethal violence escalating and reports of sexual violence 
limited to the inactive period: 1) It suggests that group leadership lacks control over the group 
(Butler, Gluch, and Mitchell 2007) and that these are reports of individual perpetrators 
making the sexual violence more of a criminal than an explicitly political act related to the 
conflict. 2) If it is the group rather than individuals and the sexual violence is part of a 
recruitment strategy, it suggests that the group lacks the necessary personnel foundation of 
veteran combatants to be viable.  
 
Table 5: Logistic regression models 12 & 13 (DV – recurrence)  
 

 (12) (13) 
Rebel SV in inactive period 
(yearly coding) 1.387**  

 (0.518)  
Rebel SV in preceding active 
conflict period -0.323  

 (0.372)  
Rebel SV in both active and 
inactive period 

 1.663* 
  (0.705) 
Rebel SV only in inactive 
period 

 1.221 
  (0.937) 
Rebel SV in active period  1.075* 
  (0.518) 
Peace agreement 0.186 0.0988 
 (0.702) (0.691) 
Ceasefire agreement 0.941† 0.291 
 (0.551) (0.620) 
Low activity 1.129*  
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 (0.470)  
Best estimate fatalities (lag 
ln) 0.209* -0.0510 
 (0.0874) (0.142) 
Duration (ln) 0.185 -0.0440 
 (0.118) (0.214) 
Ethnic 0.0834 0.846 
 (0.269) (0.519) 
Incompatibility -0.405 0.372 
 (0.276) (0.545) 
Resource conflict 0.0280 0.191 
 (0.320) (0.496) 
Robust PKO -0.380 -0.754 
 (0.383) (0.485) 
Population (ln) -0.0442 0.241* 
 (0.0834) (0.102) 
GDP per capita (ln) -0.200 -0.0954 
 (0.152) (0.208) 
Democracy -0.835 0.176 
 (0.591) (0.837) 
Weak rebels 0.605 0.335 
 (0.511) (0.294) 
Political wing 0.314 0.682 
 (0.310) (0.543) 
Mobilization capacity -0.210 -0.196 
 (0.234) (0.352) 
Strong control 0.0660 -0.238 
 (0.413) (0.447) 
Peace duration in yrs 4.421* -0.0939 
 (1.969) (0.358) 
Peace duration in yrs 
(squared) -0.991† -0.00667 
 (0.587) (0.0336) 

Peace duration in yrs (cubic) 0.0683 0.000383 
 (0.0513) (0.000895) 
Constant -6.500** -5.953* 
 (2.513) (2.815) 
N 769 1207 
Standard errors in 
parentheses 

  

†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001  
 
 
Variation in the use of sexual violence and particularly repeated use of sexual violence in 
multiple ‘inactive’ years should have a different effect on conflict recurrence. Specifically, I’d 
expect it to increase the likelihood of escalating lethal violence because reports of sexual 
violence across multiple years because these reports establish the continued existence of the 
group and are likely connected to the socialization of new recruits. The inactive period in the 
2000s in the Côte d’Ivoire conflict is an example for this. To test this, I created a binary 
variable that takes on the value of 1 if a group is reported to have committed sexual violence 
in multiple years in one inactive period. So for example when a group commits SV in the first 
year of inactivity and in the third year, the variable for repeated sexual violence is coded as 0 
for the first and second inactive year, but is coded as 1 starting in the third year and all 
subsequent years until either recurrence or end of the time period in the sample.  
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A cross-tab analysis shows that there is no variation in terms of conflict recurrence when 
there aren’t multiple years of reported SV in an inactive period. Meaning, there are no cases 
in which there is no repeated SV and the conflict erupts again. Consequently, a logistic 
regression analysis is impossible because the coding of 0 perfectly predicts non-recurrence or 
continued inactivity, which leads to 1,599 observations being dropped from the analysis. 
Notwithstanding that it is impossible to prove a negative, i.e. that the absence of repeated SV 
leads to the absence of lethal violence, this presents a powerful counterfactual and the pattern 
provides another piece of evidence strongly suggesting that sexual violence, particularly if 
perpetrated in multiple years of an inactive period, is linked to re-escalating violence.  
 
Table 6. Cross-tab  
   

   Conflict recurrence 
 

Reports of sexual 
violence in multiple 
inactive years 

 
0 1 Total 

0 1,861 0 1,861 

1 55 11 66 
 

     Total  1,916 11 1,927 
 
 
To control for the possibility that the model choice influences the results, I test the 
relationship using Cox Proportional Hazard Models. Considering the main models did not 
find a statistically significant relationship for most control variables I limit this robustness 
check to a set of core variables, namely mode of “conflict termination”, PKO, natural 
logarithm of battle-related deaths of preceding active period, natural logarithms of GDP per 
capita and population size. Model 11 uses a binary variable for sexual violence in the inactive 
period without accounting for what transpired in the preceding active period. This does not 
reach conventional thresholds for statistical significance (p = 0.171). However, when 
differentiating between levels of reported sexual violence Model 12 and Model 13 find that 
some sexual violence is positively associated with conflict recurrence. Similar to Model 11, 
Model 12 does not account for whether a rebel group perpetrated sexual violence or not. 
Model 13 on the other hand does. In this case the independent variable reflects a continuation 
of sexual violence from active to inactive period. Figures 4 and 5 illustrate a similar temporal 
pattern of the risk of conflict recurrence to the main model with a gradual decline over time 
and a slight increase after roughly 20 years of inactivity. One difference is when the risk of 
conflict recurrence is greatest.  
 
Assuming the coding difference between “some” and “widespread” sexual violence 
accurately reflects a real-world difference in levels of sexual violence, the lack of a 
statistically significant association between widespread SV and conflict recurrence suggests 
that groups that commit widespread SV face organizational challenges. Put differently, higher 
levels of SV might be a result of forced recruitment on a massive scale suggesting an 
overwhelming lack of personnel that impedes efforts to re-start fighting. Alternatively, 
widespread sexual violence might suggest a lack of leadership and control that undermines 
organizational integrity as suggested by Nagel & Doctor (2020). In both cases widespread 
sexual violence suggests underlying organizational challenges that impede groups’ long-term 
viability and capacity to mount a challenge to the government after some time of inactivity. 
More qualitative research into individual cases is needed to identify the exact causal 
mechanism. 
 
Table 7: Model 14-16 (Cox Proportional Hazards Models – DV conflict recurrence/peace 
failure)  
 

 14 15 16 
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SV in inactive period 0.365   
 (0.267)   
Some SV in inactive period  0.511*  
  (0.245)  
Widespread SV in inactive period  0.131  
  (0.420)  
Some SV in active and inactive period   0.548** 
   (0.195) 
Widespread SV in active and inactive period   -0.120 
   (0.486) 
Agreement 0.742† 0.749† 0.77† 
 (0.402) (0.411) (0.410) 
Low activity 1.014** 1.017** 1.037** 
 (0.379) (0.386) (0.381) 
PKO -0.419 -0.376 -0.260 
 (0.279) (0.285) (0.262) 
Incompatibility -0.197 -0.178 -0.223 
 (0.212) (0.211) (0.215) 
Ethnic -0.0580 -0.0572 -0.0322 
 (0.221) (0.225) (0.220) 
Battle-related deaths (ln) 0.0209 0.0236 0.0282 
 (0.0538) (0.0531) (0.0541) 
GDP per capita (ln) -0.482*** -0.482*** -0.460*** 
 (0.112) (0.113) (0.113) 
Population (ln) -0.00616 -0.00143 -0.0198 
 (0.0550) (0.0562) (0.0565) 
N 194 194 190 

Wald-chi2 63.99(1) 79.06(10) 103.09(10) 
Prob > chi2 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Log likelihood -501.43908 -501.14692 -494.39487 
Standard errors in parentheses    

t p < 0.1,*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001    

 
Figure 4 – Hazard function based on Model 15 

 
 
Figure 5 – Hazard function based on Model 16 
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Both the primary models and the Cox hazard models show an uptick in the chances of conflict 
recurrence after approximately two decades. An example of this phenomenon is the case of 
Renamo taking up arms again in Mozambique in 2013. The case also presents an important 
counterfactual. 

Following the 1992 General Peace Accord, Renamo continued to exist as a political 
party and in 2013 its leader Afonso Dhlakama was able to re-activate the old networks over 
unresolved political and constitutional problems. Renamo was reported to have perpetrated 
sexual violence during the conflict in 1989 and 1990, however, there were no reports of 
sexual violence after the conflict ended in 1992. Meaning, according to my argument the 
likelihood of conflict recurrence should be low, yet conflict escalated again after more than 
two decades of Renamo engaging in electoral politics. At first glance this seems to undermine 
my argument, however, a closer look at who the fighters in 2013 were actually offers further 
support to my theory of recruitment and socialization.  

Justin Pearce’s research shows that the 2013 violence was instigated and perpetrated 
by Renamo’s old guard loyal to Dhlakama, veterans of the war that ended in the early 1990s. 
He writes “Muxúnguè comprises a linear arrangement of small stores and markets along the 
road, with a hospital, the administrative post and the police station to the south. On the 
southern edge of town is the local Renamo headquarters: a few small adobe buildings next to 
the road. During March 2013, according to residents’ accounts, several hundred former 
Renamo combatants gathered there. The men ranged in age from their late thirties to over 
seventy, all old enough to have been soldiers before 1992.” (2020: 4). Renamo had largely 
failed to recruit new volunteers and there were no reports of forced recruitment, reducing the 
likelihood of sexual violence. 

The case of Renamo highlights and contrasts the two dynamics of maintaining old 
fighters and integrating new ones in my argument. It underscores recruitment as an important 
factor for sustaining the re-escalation of lethal violence. Rather than relying on sexual 
violence to maintain its members and serving as an indicator of continued existence, 
Renamo’s transformation into a political party enabled the group to maintain contacts and 
networks (and negated the need for sexual violence both for the group and as an indicator). 
This aligns with my argument that the continued existence of a group increases the likelihood 
of conflict. Renamo’s status as a political party also helps explain the absence of sexual 
violence by Renamo members in the inactive period. The limited number of new supporters 
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in the post-1992 period joined the political party, not the armed group, primarily because of 
frustration with Frelimo (Vines 2013: 382). Becoming part of the multiparty democractic 
process restrained, disincentivized, and impeded any inclinations Renamo leadership might 
have had regarding forced recruitment and tolerating members committing sexual violence. 
This presented an important and substantial change from Renamo’s reliance on forced 
recruitment during the conflict (Manning, 1998).  While it is impossible to prove a negative, 
in this case causally linking the absence of new recruits to the absence of sexual violence, the 
case of Renamo does offer the counterfactual example we would expect, meaning no 
evidence of forced recruitment or sexual violence in the inactive period and no new recruits.  
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