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External interventions are one of the most important aspects of intra-
state conflicts since a majority of them are significantly internation-
alised, especially in Africa where the interventions most often occur. 
Factors that lead to the military intervention remain, however, puz-
zling. The authors therefore apply the method of fs/QCA to under-
stand not only conditionsbehind intervention into African intrastate 
conflicts, but also to catch interactions among them. The results show 
high complexity of various possible combinations, mainly of high in-
tensity, massive social dislocation or presence of raw materials in case 
of interventions in African internal conflicts. 
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Introduction
With a growing interconnection of states not just within a shared re-
gion but globally, internal conflicts pose a considerable threat for se-
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curity of neighbouring states as well as of a whole international com-
munity. Intrastate conflicts can easily spill-over the borders, especially 
if they are connected with huge social dislocations. They could be also 
a proximate cause of massive migration to quite distant destinations, 
as the recent influx of immigrants from Syria or Afghanistan to Europe 
showed. Moreover, intrastate conflicts are usually connected with im-
mense suffering of civilians, notably women and children. Therefore, 
an effort of external actors to end or to manage the conflicts is quite 
reasonable, especially if we add a promising opportunity to increase 
their power in the region or to secure various assets through the in-
tervention. But which of all the above-mentioned reasons are crucial 
for the decision of a third party to intervene? Are there any significant 
interactions (trade-offs, synergies) among them? Those are the most 
important questions that we are going to address in this study. 

The external military interventions have naturally become a critical 
part of internal conflicts, having a  substantial (sometimes even cru-
cial) influence on the length as well as on the results of the conflicts.2 
The studies, however, focus mostly on interventions’ outcomes,3 or the 
probability of success in ending the violence,4 leaving the very import-
ant issue of conditions of the interventions rather at the edge of aca-
demic interest. Of course, there are a few considerable exceptions, but 
they usually concern the motivations or conditions per se – without 
any specific geographical regard.5 

Since it is obvious that some regions are much more affected by in-
trastate conflicts and subsequent interventions than others, it is im-
portant to find out whether the conditions under which interventions 
occur vary across the regions or not. This study aims to contribute to 
this dilemma as it focuses solely on the African continent, trying to 
compare the motivations to intervene in African conflicts with the 
generally assumed motivations derived from the previous research.6 
The limitation on Africa is mostly motivated by its higher rate of ex-
ternal interventions in comparison with other regions.7 Consequently, 
there are enough cases to investigate and possibly generalise, and at the 
same time they share (at least to some extent) common geographical, 
demographical, sociological, historical, economic, political and geo-
political conditions. Of course, there are many substantial differences 
among African states (especially between North Africa and Sub-Saha-
ran Africa) but they also have much in common – for example mem-
bership in the African Union and participation in its security efforts, or 
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common sub-regional threats such as al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
which threaten both Sub-Saharan and North African countries. Short-
ly, Rwanda is quite different from Libya but even more different from 
Colombia or Germany. 

The importance of external interventions in Africa is far from being 
a recent phenomenon as interventions have played a significant role in 
the all of ‘post-colonial’ history. In fact, they were a central instrument 
of foreign policy towards Africa both for colonial powers (France, UK, 
Belgium) and for the two new superpowers of the Cold War.8 Regarding 
recent political development (especially in the Central African Repub-
lic, the Democratic Republic of the Congo or Mali) in connection with 
the threat of terrorism and/or migration waves, there is no reason to 
consider external military interventions as bygones or unlikely events. 
Quite the contrary, external intervention will remain a very import-
ant part of international politics, particularly in Africa. Consequently, 
the causes and likelihood of external interventions in internal conflicts 
seem to be very important for understanding the dynamics of those 
conflicts as well as for predicting their courses and consequences. 

In order to uncover conditions under which external military in-
terventions occurs, our study innovatively employs the QCA method 
which has been used in just a few cases before.9 A benefit of QCA rests 
in providing a  reliable understanding to relationships among condi-
tions (independent variables). In comparison to quantitative methods 
(especially to the most used linear regression), QCA requires much 
fewer cases and stresses inter-connections among independent vari-
ables instead of an influence of a  single variable. Therefore, our ap-
proach can discover the interactions between independent variables 
that makes it different from more conventional statistical approaches.10 
We also assume that the different method could bring different results 
and/or contribute to the discussion about methodological aspects of 
interventions’ research. To sum it up, the main aim of our study is not 
to derive a new theory but to test conventional hypotheses through the 
non-mainstream method that can show us relations among variables 
from a set-theoretic perspective.

Our research question is as follows: What are the conditions of 
third-party military interventions in African internal conflicts? Our pa-
per is more focused on characteristics of the conflict and states where 
the intervention could happen.11 The time scope of the study is limit-
ed purely to the Post-Cold War era as we suppose that the Cold War 
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substantially influenced behaviour of the states. The cases in our study 
therefore come from 1989 (the year of the symbolic fall of the Berlin 
Wall) to 2015.

First, we present a theoretical discussion and a short methodolog-
ical framework which introduces QCA. Then we describe the results 
of the QCA analysis of the tested hypothesis, which we subsequently 
discuss from the theoretical standpoints and illustrate in examples of 
military interventions to Sierra Leone and Mali to draw the final con-
clusions. 

Theory review 
Before we step to theoretical approaches toward conditions of inter-
ventions, we must define the intervention itself more precisely. In-
tervention is a  longstanding and broadly used concept, its definition 
is, however, rather rigid and substantially uncontested. The reason 
may lie in interventions’ intrinsic connection with sovereignty which 
is inconceivable with an external (and unwanted) intervention on its 
territory.12 The principles of sovereignty and non-intervention are fun-
damental norms of international relations (despite different practices) 
and even though there is a debate on changing sovereignty in the con-
text of globalisation, the fundamental defining criteria of intervention 
remain nearly unchanged. 

A pioneering definition was written up by James Rosenau who per-
ceives intervention as ‘convention-breaking’ and ‘authority orient-
ed’.13 Rosenau describes ‘the behavior of one international actor toward 
 another as interventionary whenever the form of the behavior constitutes 
a sharp break with then-existing forms and whenever it is directed at chang-
ing or preserving the structure of political authority in the target society’.14 
Rosenau’s definition was criticised for several aspects – for example, 
Richard Little drew attention to Rosenau’s  neglect of intervenors’ 
motivations as well as excluding foreign aid as a common instrument 
of foreign policy.15 Another criticism targeted the absence of any un-
derpinning of his research in empirical evidence which consequently 
limited his statements to a  pure theoretical position.16 Nevertheless, 
Rosenau’s emphasis of a third party’s impact on conflict and power in 
other states remains at the centre of our common understanding of 
interventions. 

Most of authors have been using the narrow ‘military definition’ – 
they perceive intervention as an occurrence of regular soldiers or mili-
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tary actions of one state in another state’s conflict.17 However, recently 
there have been several attempts to use a different theoretical perspec-
tive and consequently also a new operational definition. For example, 
to add economic aspects of interventions18 or, as Martha Finnemore19 
did, to use a constructivist approach when she stressed the acknowl-
edgement and self-identification of an intervenor. Patrick Mello re-
lates military intervention to a concept of ʻmilitary participationʼ (i.e. 
military engagement within a ʻmultilateral military operationʼ).20 Just 
a few authors are trying to empirically investigate other (non-military) 
forms of intervention.21 Last but not least, there is a tradition of hu-
manitarian military intervention scholarship that introduces differ-
ent definitions and different understanding of the conditions causing 
them.22

Although the non-military forms of intervention represent an inter-
esting field of further research, we have decided to focus solely on the 
military forms as defined by UCDP/PRIO. Therefore, we understand 
the intervention in military, state-centric terms, where the intervenor 
represents astate that actively participates in conflict and side with 
one primary actor of the conflict with its military units.23 This defini-
tion is easily distinguishable in comparison with other, not so flagrant 
methods of external support or influence.24 Moreover, we assume that 
conditions for the military forms may substantially differ vis-à-vis to 
the non-military forms, their differentiation is therefore necessary. Fi-
nally, as it is clear from the definition, we understand interventions 
in state-centric way without the focus on international organisations. 
Whereas there is a mainstream consensus on military character of in-
terventions, the debate about the conditions of interventions is less 
consistent as we are going to show in the rest of the theoretical part.

During the Cold War, reasons for interventions were understood in 
a  logic of superpowers’ competition and proxy wars as (for example) 
Herbert Tillema’s study showed. 25 The importance of the Cold War was 
also stressed in Patrick M. Regan’s influential study of unilateral mil-
itary and economic interventions, according to which interventions 
were more likely (1) during the Cold War; (2) with a lower intensity of 
the conflict; and (3) with large social dislocations and humanitarian 
issues.26 The Cold War and proxy-war politics was a thoroughly scru-
tinised and highlighted factor but how then to explain the reasons for 
interventions after the Cold War? There are lots of different answers – 
for example, David Carment and Patrick James27 and later Carment, 
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James and Zeynep Taydas28 investigated the role of domestic politics 
and the internationalisation of ethnic conflicts. Jacob Kathman29 fo-
cused on potential war contagion and regional motivation as reasons 
for intervention. Mi Yung Yoon30 examined, quite uncommonly, in-
terventions of African states into African conflicts. She tested several 
variables (geographic proximity, economic motives, ethnic affinity or 
security concerns, or the presence of an internal conflict in potentially 
intervening countries) and found that the most important factors con-
sisted of economic motives and geographic proximity. Her findings are 
therefore in sharp contrast with those of Regan.31 The inconsistency, 
however, could be a result of the geographical focus of her research on 
African states’ interventions. 

Although the abovementioned authors concentrated on various 
supposed causes of interventions, they resigned to pay attention to 
possible interactions and interrelations among the independent vari-
ables. Therefore, we will firstly draw our hypotheses following the pre-
vious findings of the mentioned authors, and then we will focus on the 
variables’ interactions. 

Hypotheses 
The first hypothesis is based on Regan’s geographic proximity thesis 
which he operationalised through a  number of neighbouring coun-
tries.32 However, we consider the geographic proximity and the num-
ber of neighbouring countries as two different factors which may, but 
also may not, overlap. From the reasons stated below, we consider the 
number of neighbouring countries as more coherent with the theoret-
ical assumptions and therefore we won’t confuse it with the geograph-
ic proximity. Firstly, according to Regan’s hypothesis, intervention by 
neighbouring states should be of greater value.33 Similarly, Yoon (as she 
analysed interventions of African states in Africa) stressed the stronger 
interaction of states with their neighbours.34 Secondly, states are also 
believed to be more prone to intervene in the internal conflicts within 
neighbouring countries because of the possibility of war contagion, as 
Regan35 or Kathman36 argued. This could be true especially in the case of 
Africa (or more generally in the ‘Global South’) where states are main-
ly oriented towards their closest neighbourhood in seeking for their 
own as well as for the regional security policy,37 whereas ‘First World’ 
countries could take a  safe neighbourhood for granted. Mohammed 
Ayoob38 argues that this is a consequence of the ‘weak state-structure’ 
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in the ‘Global South’ that leads to spill-over effects from internal con-
flicts into the nearby region. In dealing with proximity there could also 
be an important distinction between the conditions important for Af-
rican states and their non-African counterparts, especially European 
states. Unfortunately, the selected method does not allow us to catch 
this difference because the variables must be coded both for inter-
ventions and for non-interventions, and for the latter, the ‘African vs. 
non-African intervenor’ variable would be pointless. Nevertheless, we 
will at least partially focus on this issue within the two short case stud-
ies of the UK’s intervention in Sierra Leone and France’s intervention 
in Mali at the end of the discussion part. 

The first hypothesis thus states that: (H1) Increasing the number of 
neighbouring states with a conflict-ridden country increases willingness to 
intervene. 

The second hypothesis is based on economic interests, especially on 
the attraction of raw materials and other gains that could be obtained 
from ‘successful’ (for the intervenor) intervention.39 According to Yoon, 
the pursuit of gains substantially influences the foreign policy of states. 
In Africa, the gain is mainly a  possibility of looting raw materials.40 
Other authors point out that intervention is the result of a decision to 
protect economic position, trade and interests in the country.41 How-
ever, with regard to the usually negligible rate of cross border or cross 
regional trade, we have decided to stress the first argument. 

The second hypothesis therefore supposes that: (H2) Increasing the 
presence of raw materials in a conflict-ridden state increases willingness to 
intervene. 

Another possible and very interesting condition is the intensity of 
conflict, supposing that higher intensity brings higher costs of inter-
vention, moreover with uncertain outcomes. The costs of an uncer-
tain adventure in the case of intervention in an intense conflict could 
simply be too high in comparison to possible gains.42 On the other 
hand, from the point of view of humanitarian military intervention 
one could argue by ‘just cause’ for intervention to stop human suffer-
ing.43 However, we stick to utility and costs-benefits rationale behind 
the intervenor view of intense conflicts.

Thus, the third hypothesis therefore supposes that: (H3) Increasing 
the intensity of a conflict decreases willingness to intervene.

Our fourth hypothesis is partly connected with the problem of hu-
man suffering (humanitarian aspect) but also with the regional conta-
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gion (security aspect). Refugee flows from a warring neighbour state 
can destabilise domestic policy and thus cause instability.44 However, 
such massive social dislocation can also cause humanitarian concerns. 
Although there is a  conventional link between a  conflict’s  intensity 
and social dislocations, it is important to stress here, as Regan45 shows, 
that the intensity of conflict itself might not be only or an automatic 
source of large social dislocations.46 That’s why we have decided not to 
perceive dislocation just as the consequence of the conflict intensity 
but to focus on conflict-driven social dislocations per se as a possible 
determinant of interventions. As we are using qualitative comparative 
analyses, which allow us to catch interconnections and interactions 
among conditions, the whole issue of a  link among intensity, social 
dislocation and number of neighbouring countries seems very inter-
esting to understand. 

The fourth hypothesis supposes that: (H4) Great social dislocations 
during the conflict increases willingness to intervene. 

The fifth hypothesis is based on the notion of ethnicity. States in 
Africa are generally very ethnically heterogeneous. Furthermore, eth-
nic groups often find themselves in several different states. Therefore, 
killing members of an ethnic group in a conflict-ridden state can easily 
affect a relative group in a neighbouring state which can consequently 
result in killing relatives (real or alleged) of the perpetrators for revenge. 
It is not easy to sit on the fence when your kin are being slaughtered 
in a neighbouring country. That’s why intrastate conflict has substan-
tial potential to bring ethnicity to the daylight of the political agenda 
and over-border ethnic links could be a condition that changes foreign 
policy agenda and create another rationale for intervention.47 Ethnic 
affinity (especially in connection with the imperative of stopping the 
suffering of relatives) thus could be the reason for intervention by vir-
tue of the demands of an intervenor’s population. On the other hand, 
it could also serve as a governmental rationalisation of a performed in-
tervention without preceding popular demand and/or with other, and 
far less humanitarian, intentions. 

Either way, we suppose that: (H5) The great number of ethnic-relative 
states of a conflict-ridden country increases the probability of their inter-
vention.

The last hypothesis focuses on the history of the state where the 
conflict is taking place. As a former colonial power, France has an ex-
ceptional relationship with its former colonies. Military and economic 
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cooperation with several countries led to many French interventions. 
The close ties between France and African states were so significant 
that some authors use it as an important variable for conflict occur-
rence in Africa.48 The interventions were an important part of French 
foreign policy in Africa49 and they still are, though now partly con-
cealed with the EU Common Security and Defence Policy. We assume 
then that in former French colonies interventions occur more often 
as France still significantly shows its presence in African internal con-
flicts. 

Thus, the last hypothesis presumes that: (H6) Being a former French 
colony increases the willingness of France (or its allies) to intervene.50 

Methodology – Qualitative Comparative Analyses (QCA) and 
operational criteria 
The QCA, first presented in 1987 by Charles Ragin,51 has brought new 
insights into the social inquiry which are broadly discussed to this 
day.52 The QCA should be able to fill the gap between qualitative and 
quantitative methods in moderate-sized N research.53 It combines the 
simple generalisation of quantitative methods as well as the com-
plexity of qualitative methods.54 The results of QCA are presented as 
‘conjunctions of conditions’, thus, the method presents a  configura-
tion of mutually connected conditions.55 Thereby conditions cannot 
be understood as self-contained statements that are separated from 
each other, quite the contrary – as complex ties among conditions, no 
matter the sole impact of a particular condition. Thus, on one hand, 
the results of QCA offer unexceptionable insight into great complexity 
imbued with many interesting interactions among independent vari-
ables which the conventional statistical methods are unable to deliver. 
On the other hand, as well as all other methods, even QCA has been 
subjected to a lot of criticism, especially for its supposed limited usage 
in the social sciences.56 For example, Simon Hug57 mentions that QCA 
can suffer from measurement errors which cannot be overcome en-
tirely even by involvement of case studies. Such criticism is very useful 
to realise the limits and pitfalls of the QCA, we consider its benefits for 
a complex view of surveyed phenomenon to be prevailing, 58 especially 
dealing with issues of security.59 Besides, a similar criticism could also 
be targeted on the conventional statistical methods anticipating cer-
tain quality and quantity of data which is hardly reachable within the 
realm of social science. 
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The results in QCA take the form of combinations of conditions 
that lead to the outcome. This means that we must perceive causality 
as an interplay between conditions instead of viewing them in a vacu-
um.60 In this study we are using fuzzy-set QCA that is based on scaling 
membership in sets, i.e. we calibrate degree of a condition’s presence 
in a given set.61 

This allows us to understand the continual character of conditions 
by addressing a membership score between 0 and 1, where 1 means full 
membership in the set, whereas 0 means that the condition is fully 
out of the set. 62 A score of 0.5 refers to a point of ‘maximum fuzziness’ 
(point of indifference) that means that it is neither in nor out. Points 
in-between a score of 1-0.5 and 0.5-0 means that it is ̒ more in than outʼ 
and ̒ more out than inʼ, respectively.63 Thus, one of the most important 
steps in analyses is the calibration of set membership.64, 65

Our first hypothesis is based on the number of neighbouring coun-
tries (NNC) which we operationalise through the number of states 
neighbouring with the state where the conflict occurs. In doing so, 
we suppose (similarly to Regan66) that it threatens the stability of the 
neighbouring countries which consequently tend to stop the conflict 
to prevent its contagion. The calibration of this condition is then based 
on mathematical procedure when we operate with the z-score of all 
cases.67 Points of 0.95 (full membership) and 0.05 (full non-member-
ship) match with deviation 1.645 and -1.645 and the point of maximum 
fuzziness is deviation 0.

For the second hypothesis, we use the presence of raw materials 
(MAT) in the country, supposing that the more lootable resources 
a conflict-ridden state has, the more attractive it is for possible inter-
venors. As an indicator for this condition, we use data from the World 
Bank Databank called total natural resources rents as a percentage of 
GDP.68 To be sure that our indicator is representative and not influ-
enced by conflict we use resources rents of a state one year before the 
conflict started. The calibration is based on the World Bank publica-
tion The Changing Wealth of Nations.69 A resource-rich country is un-
derstood to be a country with resource rents of at least 5 percent of 
GDP according to the World Bank.70 Therefore, we use a dichotomous 
variable where less than 5 percent of GDP is coded as 0, and at least 
5 percent of GDP is coded as 1. 

The third hypothesis focuses on the conflict’s intensity (COINT). An 
intervention in intense conflicts could pose very high risks and costs. 
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The calibration is centred around the traditional understanding of 
conflict intensity and divide the conflicts on wars (1) and minor con-
flicts (0). Thus, in case the conflict reached the level of war according 
to UCDP/PRIO71 we code it as 1, in another case as 0. 

The fourth hypothesis relates to the humanitarian issues and also 
the possibility of a domestic instability caused by large social disloca-
tions (REF). As an indicator, we use the number of refugees of the state 
in conflict. As a ‘large social dislocation’, we understand the difference 
of refugees’ population before a conflict and the highest number of ref-
ugees during the conflict episodes72 having the threshold set on 50,000 
refugees.73 Thus the difference of at least 50,000 refugees we code as 1, 
in other cases we coded 0. We use data from World Bank74 data that are 
based on the UNHCR data on refugees.75

The fifth hypothesis assumes that a  state is more likely to inter-
vene in a conflict-ridden state if both are inhabited (at least partially) 
by the same ethnic group. It partly addresses the issue of an interve-
nor’s  proximity but not absolutely because some ethnic groups are 
very dispersed (for example Hausa-Fulani in West Africa). Ethnic affin-
ity (ETH) is based on the dataset of James D. Fearon.76 To be specific, 
we count states where an ethnic group endangered by a conflict is the 
largest or the second-largest ethnic group. Calibration is again based 
on z-score, as mentioned above.

The last condition that operates with the French condition (FRC) is 
coded in a dichotomous fashion as 1 is for former French colonies and 
0 for the other.77 

As a case, we use internal conflict based on the UCDP/PRIO data 
set.78 We do not focus on conflict year or event but on conflict as 
a whole. To be relevant for our study the start date must be after 1 Jan-
uary 1989. We consider this date as the mark of transition between the 
Cold War and the post-Cold War period as it is a transitional year when 
we can trace a  growing convergence between Russia and the USA.79 
The dataset consequently comprises 33 conflicts of which 13 were in-
tervened by one or more states. 

Results
First of all, in fuzzy-set QCA we have to make a test for the necessity 
both for presence and absence of the outcome. Analyses of necessi-
ty must be made in a separate way (see Appendix 1). The necessity 
test of outcome presence shows no single condition with a consis-



35

Conditions  
of Interventions  
in African  
Conflicts

tency level of at least 0.9.80 On the other hand, the results indicate 
that (at the consistency level of 0.95 and coverage level of 0.73) the 
absence of high intensity (~COINT)81 is the necessary condition for 
the absence of intervention. Also, consistency level of social dislo-
cation’s  absence (0.85) seems interesting but it has not passed the 
threshold of 0.9. 

As the next step, we construct the ‘truth table’ for the positive 
and negative outcome. The program fs/qca generates three possible 
solutions: complex, parsimonious and intermediate solutions. As the 
names tell us, the complex solution is based just on empirical cases and 
is the most intricate. The parsimonious uses logical reminders to re-
duce the solution. Finally, the intermediate solution lies in between as 
it represents a reduced solution based on previous theoretical knowl-
edge.82 This combination makes it the generally preferred solution for 
analyses including this one. 

Appendix 4 displays solutions and all the conjunctions that lead 
to the positive outcome – presence of the intervention.83 As we men-
tioned above, we will mainly focus on the intermediate solution. 

The intermediate solution for positive (presence) outcome contains 
four paths: 

1. Low number of neighbouring countries * Great social dislocation
2. High intensity * Great social dislocation
3. Presence of raw materials * Great Social dislocation * Former 

French colony
4. High intensity * Presence of raw materials * Great number of 

neighbouring countries * Absence of ethnic affinity * Former 
French colony

Thus, we can find four possible ways to the intervention. The cov-
erage and consistency of the solutions is promising. The intermediate 
solutions as the main explanation to discuss reaches coverage level 
of 0.51 and consistency level of 0.91. The parsimonious solution also 
shows relatively high consistency and coverage even if the coverage of 
a complex solution drops a little bit.

Appendix 5 displays solutions and all the conjunctions that lead 
to the negative (absence) outcome, thus for the absence of the inter-
vention. Overall, the consistency for the intermediate solution again 
shows sufficient levels with consistency at 0.94 and coverage slightly 
above 0.41. The paths for negative outcome to discuss are: 
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1. Low intensity * Great number of neighbouring countries * Not 
a French colony 

2. Absence of raw materials * Absence of ethnic affinity * Former 
French colony

3. Absence of raw materials * Low number of neighbouring coun-
tries * Low social dislocation * Former French colony

4. Low intensity * Presence of raw materials * No ethnic affinity * 
Low social dislocation * Not a French colony

Discussion – Back to the theory
In the following section, we will go through every condition and how 
they work in different combinations to contrast our results with the 
previous research. We will discuss just the intermediate solutions that 
are of the best analytical use. We find the results important in two 
regards – we have re-examined influential theoretical presumptions 
with the use of this unusual method and show that some of them do 
not match. Secondly, the results indicate that the QCA method can 
reflect interventions as more interconnected and complex phenomena 
than a purely quantitative approach of our predecessors. 

Let’s take a closer look at every condition in our study while also dis-
cussing the path they are part of. The number of neighbouring coun-
tries seems not to unequivocally support previous theoretical assump-
tions. If we focus on its interplay with other conditions, we can find it 
in two positive (i.e. the presence of intervention) and in two negative 
paths (i.e. the absence of intervention). Within the former, it appears 
in the solution with great social dislocation. A  possible explanation 
could rest in the assumption that the lower number of neighbouring 
states, the larger share of refugees falls on every single state. There-
fore, they are motivated to intervene in order to prevent the contagion 
(e.g. Guinea as the only relatively stable neighbour of conflict-ridden 
Sierra Leone). The second path, however, presumes the opposite effect 
of this variable – interventions are caused in situation of a great num-
ber of neighbouring countries, high intensity and abundant raw ma-
terials in a former French colony with low ethnic affinity. Even if this 
solution is too complex to call, we will discuss it below. The number 
of neighbouring countries is ambivalent even for a negative outcome. 
 However, this is one of the main signs of QCA that in different com-
binations the same condition can lead to a different outcome. A great 
number of neighbouring countries don’t lead to intervention if it is 



37

Martin Schmiedl

Jan Prouza

accompanied by low intensity in a non-French former colony. But we 
can see the same outcome if the number of neighbouring countries is 
low, accompanied by no refugees, no raw materials and being a former 
French colony. It could mean that these states are on the very edge of 
interest, for both France and states in the region due to other condi-
tions like absence of raw materials or low intensity. 

Our analysis shows that the number of states per se could be an im-
portant factor, but its rationalisation differs from the geographic prox-
imity as is commonly understood in theory. Although we suppose that 
the number of neighbours is a relevant factor (especially in combina-
tion with refugees as shown above and in the subsequent case of Sier-
ra Leone), we suggest that the operationalisation of proximity should 
be addressed more profoundly in future research, especially in order 
to cover a distance from an intervenor to the intervened conflict, and 
an importance of the region for overseas actors (given by for example 
proximity to an important sea route, geo-strategic position and so on). 

To the second variable, the economic interests and raw materials 
proves to be of high importance. Therefore, Yoon’s84 finding that raw 
materials are important for African states’ willingness to intervene 
is plausible. However, it is not a solely sufficient condition for inter-
vention. The variable is present in two out of four positive outcomes’ 
paths and in three out of four negative outcomes’ paths. For the pos-
itive outcome, the raw materials are important in combination with 
the refugee’s flux and French colonial history that is consistent with 
theoretical (and empirical) expectations (e.g. French intervention in 
Mali – see below). The second path combines raw materials with high 
intensity, a great number of neighbouring countries, absence of ethnic 
affinity and being a former French colony. The combination could be 
interpreted from a costs and profits perspective: the great costs of mil-
itary intervention in a highly intensive conflict are compensated with 
possible economic gains, and also by a threat of destabilisation of the 
whole region resulting from hesitation. The possibility of French in-
tervention just increases the probable success of the intervention and 
thus also its utility. 

For the negative outcomes, the absence of raw materials appears in 
combination with the absence of ethnic affinity and French colonial 
history. French colonial history is present also in the second solution, 
together with a  low level of social dislocation, and a  low number of 
neighbouring states. The last solution describes the situation when 
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even a high amount of raw materials is not perceived as a  sufficient 
reward to balance missing security variables (high intensity, social dis-
location) or ethnic affinity.

The frequent combination of raw materials and French colonial his-
tory could indicate a  possible relation between these variables, both 
within positive (two of four) and negative (three of four) outcomes. It 
seems that raw materials (and connected economic interests) could be 
an important factor not only for African states (as Yoon suggested85) 
but also for France as we could see for example in Mali, Niger, the Cen-
tral African Republic and so on. 

The intensity of conflict seems to be of high importance, mainly 
because it contests the results of Regan’s  study.86 Namely, we found 
that high intensity does not bring any exorbitantly high cost for a po-
tential intervenor; quite the contrary, intense conflicts are more like-
ly to be intervened. Moreover, the first combination – high intensity 
and large social dislocation – could indicate that a potential intervenor 
pays more attention to the humanitarian and security concerns than 
to the costs. This issue is obviously complicated to understand, and 
it is hard to distinguish humanitarianism from political and security 
goals where humanitarian arguments are only a ‘veil’ of justification. 
Obviously, humanitarian military intervention presents a specific kind 
of military intervention where other conditions, like just cause, inten-
tion, etc., are also questioned.87

The conflict intensity seems at least equally interesting for negative 
outcomes, mainly because the low intensity is the (only one) necessary 
condition for absence of intervention. The results of the conflict in-
tensity, both the positive and negative outcomes, mostly contest the 
previous research and show that the security concerns or even hu-
manitarian issues (together with the issue of social dislocations) are 
important. We have already mentioned the issue of social dislocations 
several times. Most of our results show that social dislocations relate 
to humanitarian concerns of intervening states.

The issue of ethnicity seems to be much more complicated and 
confusing for intervenors’ motivations. Even though ethnic affinity is 
included in some solutions, it seems not so strong in the explanatory 
ways. It is important to stress here that ethnicity in Africa is a very hard 
issue to study and especially hard to collect relevant data about. In gen-
eral, data about ethnicity are far from being rigorous and up-to-date, 
which could also have affected our inconclusive findings. 
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Last but not least, French colonial history seems to be important. 
In two paths of positive solutions being a former French colony was 
relevant to the presence of intervention. In this case, it was accom-
panied by great social dislocation and (in both cases) raw materials. 
This means that French military relations to former African colonies 
remained and it is enhanced with an economic significance for France, 
or great social dislocation may serve as justification for the interven-
tion.88 However, French colonial history is neither a solely necessary 
condition nor a solely sufficient condition.

French colonial history is important also for understanding the ab-
sence of intervention since it is present (always with absence of raw 
materials) in two out of four negative paths. A  possible explanation 
could rest in a  reluctance of prospective intervenors to interfere in 
matters of France’s  ‘clients’, expecting France to intervene instead. 
In combination with a  low level of raw materials and social disloca-
tion, an intervention is not worthy, not even for France. In former 
non-French colonies, intervention does not occur even if abundant 
 material resources are present together with low conflict intensity, low 
social dislocation and no ethnic affinity.89 

To sum up, our results show great complexity of the decision to 
intervene or not. States must consider costs and benefits whereas 
every single factor added could substantially change the equation 
through various interconnections with the others. That’s why the 
conditions must be seen in the mutual interactions and not sepa-
rately. However, resulting equations may then appeal rather theo-
retically and even artificially. That’s why we are going to show their 
logic in two brief examples of military intervention ‒ Sierra Leone 
and Mali. 

In the case of Sierra Leone, there were three intervening states ‒
Guinea, Nigeria and later also the UK. There are two possible expla-
nations for the intervention – interplay of (1) a low number of neigh-
bouring countries and great social dislocation, or (2) great intensity 
and great social dislocation.

For Guinea - as for one of the two neighbouring countries ‒ the fear 
of great social dislocation and possible contagion of the very intensive 
conflict played a  significant role for the decision to intervene, as for 
example David Keen proves.90 Moreover, Sierra Leone’s second neigh-
bour, Liberia, was far from being a safe haven for immigrants since the 
whole country had been inflicted with civil war. Guinea, as the only 
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one relatively safe neighbouring country, was therefore legitimately 
afraid of contagion and a  great refugee influx, especially when over 
 140,000 refugees from Sierra Leone came in just the first year of the 
more than decade-long civil war (1991–2002).91 Both explanations are 
therefore plausible.

The second intervenor, Nigeria, is not a  neighbouring country to 
Sierra Leone, but it does not necessarily mean that the low number of 
neighbours in combination with social dislocations were not relevant 
factors. Nigeria could be concerned with a  possible influx of immi-
grants from Sierra Leone (and Liberia) especially with regard to bitter 
experiences from clashes between Nigerians and immigrants (for ex-
ample with Liberians in Oro). It is important to stress, however, that 
the number of Sierra Leonean refugees in Nigeria was negligible in 
comparison to Guinea. The threat of social dislocation in combination 
with a high intensity of conflict and/or with a low number of neigh-
bouring states should be rather perceived in a context of the Nigerian 
hegemonic position in West Africa. Nigeria has often portrayed itself 
as a regional peace-keeper and as a champion of the English-speaking 
countries of West Africa against the threat of French interventional 
politics. A  conflict of high intensity in an English-speaking country 
would notably constest Nigeria’s reputation. 

Since the decision to intervene is quite multi-causal, there were 
many reasons beyond our analysis – especially the role of personal re-
lationships and animosities among West African presidents.92 Their 
real impact on the decision, however, could be hardly measured and 
incorporated into the model. 

Intervention by the UK cannot be explained by the first solution, 
as it was clearly not threatened by refugee flows or conflict contagion, 
but the second solution seems plausible. The incentives for interven-
tions might therefore lie in an instability that threatened the UK’s in-
vestments in Sierra Leone and the broader region all together with an 
imperilment of the UK citizens in Sierra Leone which helped with the 
justification of intervention.93 Great social dislocations played a crucial 
role by spilling the conflict over the borders and having a substantially 
affected majority of countries within the region, including Ghana ‒ an 
important partner of the UK. The UK’s intervention could be therefore 
explained as a reaction to great instability (caused by the high intensity 
of the conflict and great social dislocations) that jeopardised its inter-
ests in the region. 
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The combination of high intensity and great social dislocations was 
also important in the case of the military intervention to Mali in 2013 
that followed the civil war which started in 2009.94 Mali has kept quite 
close trade and political ties to France, thus representing a typical ex-
ample of the former French colony condition. France has traditionally 
been one of the biggest importers to Mali, although the export to Mali 
in 2012 represented just 0.079% of total French export and Malian ex-
port to France was negligible.95 However, Mali’s importance for France 
is not been derived from total capacity of trade, but rather from its 
composition because Mali (together with Niger) are important sources 
of raw materials, especially uranium. Moreover, stability in the area 
of Malian and Nigerien Sahel is crucial for the stability of Algeria, 
which is an important source of crude oil and petroleum gas.96 Also 
as Douglas Yates aptly writes: ‘the economic importance of Africa to 
France’s African policy must be understood as less about its macroeco-
nomic importance to France as a whole than about its importance to 
a  small predatory lobby of influential French profiteers’.97 Therefore, 
the reasons why France so swiftly intervened, besides the Malian gov-
ernment’s  request for the intervention in January 2013,98 rested pri-
marily in the quest for stability in the Sahelian part of Mali, Niger and 
Algeria. Although uranium (or raw materials in general) in Mali itself 
could contribute to the decision, it didn’t play a crucial role vis-à-vis 
the risk of contagion and spreading the conflict into the whole region. 
The Malian case could be therefore explained both by the combination 
of high intensity and great social dislocation, destabilising the region 
of France’s  interest, and by the combination of raw materials, great 
social dislocation and a former French colony (the request of Malian 
government). In the case of Mali, the two combinations are very close 
to each other. 

For the minor intervening states (mostly states of West Africa), the 
reasons rested mostly in the imminent threat of contagion of a high in-
tensity conflict with great social dislocation, especially after the bitter 
experience from the civil wars of the 1990s that had spread so quickly 
over the region. The possible contagion through the Sahelian and Sa-
haran area was so dangerous as the area is very hard to control. 99 

In the beginning, we argued that intensity is more likely seen as 
an obstacle to intervention. In the end situation seems to be differ-
ent. Great intensity of conflict together with great social dislocation 
seems to be important from regional stability point of view. It is not 
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the bloody conflict alone. Conflict needs other reasons to pull the at-
tention of the states. An interesting fact is that great intensity does not 
show together with great social dislocation every time in the solutions 
and the interplay between these two variables should be investigated. 
The number of neighbours or as some use it as a proxy for geographic 
proximity still seems to be confusing. Also, it is important to mention 
that the reasons for intervention probably differs for African and ex-
tra-African countries as was the French and the UK case in Mali or 
Sierra Leone. As we have already mentioned, ʻFrench colonial histo-
ryʼ condition is not solely a necessary nor sufficient for intervention 
therefore France still needs other pull factors to participate in conflict.

To sum up, our results show great complexity as the decision to in-
tervene or not. States must consider costs and benefits whereas every 
single factor added could substantially change the equation through 
various interconnection with the others. That’s why the factors (con-
ditions) must be seen in the mutual interactions and not separately. 

Conclusion
The reasons for interventions into African internal conflicts need to be 
perceived as a complex and interconnected phenomenon. We pointed 
out this complexity using the QCA method which revealed some in-
teresting results. Firstly, in sharp contrast to previous assumptions, we 
showed that the high intensity of conflict and large social dislocations 
led to external intervention. On the other hand, intervention was gen-
erally unlikely in the conflicts of low intensity. Secondly, occurrence 
of raw materials (and economic interests of the intervening states in 
general) played a very important role for the decision to intervene not 
just in the case of African states (as for example Yoon100 presumed) but 
also in the case of France.

To assign appropriate motives to these factors is very complicated 
and not the goal of the article. Rather, we have focused on conditions 
under which interventions occur. Nevertheless, we could conclude 
that balancing possible costs and benefits is important for intervenors 
even though the complexity of the solutions is high. 

Despite many limitations (especially representativeness of data or 
static character of QCA101), the results and the research design bring 
a specific understanding of the issue of military interventions in Af-
rica after the Cold War. With this article we contribute to the grow-
ing number of research based on a configurational approach. QCA as 
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a method offers an important insight into the study of security in Afri-
ca as it is highly complex. Military interventions are not easily grasped 
by one factor. Rather we have to understand the tangled net of rela-
tions between several conditions as in our example where a  mutual 
influence of high intensity, great social dislocation or raw materials 
contributed to presence of interventions.
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Appendix 1. Necessary conditions

Presence of 

outcome
Consistency Coverage

Absence of 

outcome
Consistency Coverage

COINT 0.461538 0.857143 COINT 0.050000 0.142857

~COINT 0.538462 0.269231 ~COINT 0.950000 0.730769

MAT 0.769231 0.416667 MAT 0.700000 0.583333

~MAT 0.230769 0.333333 ~MAT 0.300000 0.666667

NNC 0.483846 0.368915 NNC 0.538000 0.631085

~NNC 0.516154 0.420690 ~NNC 0.462000 0.579310

ETH 0.446154 0.366856 ETH 0.500500 0.633143

~ETH 0.553846 0.418848 ~ETH 0.499500 0.581152

REF 0.538462 0.700000 REF 0.150000 0.300000

~REF 0.461538 0.260870 ~REF 0.850000 0.739130

FRC 0.538462 0.368421 FRC 0.600000 0.631579

~FRC 0.461538 0.428571 ~FRC 0.400000 0.571429

Source: Made by authors in program fs/qca Ragin, Davey 2016
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C
O

IN
T

M
AT

N
N

C

ET
H

R
EF

FR
C

num
ber

IN
T

cases
1

raw
 consist.

PR
I consist.

SYM
 consist

1 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 1-179 1 1 1

1 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 1-187 1 1 1

1 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 1-270 1 1 1

1 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 1-292 1 1 1

0 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1-222 1 1 1

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1-274 1 1 1

1 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1-214 0.910714 0.910714 0.910714

0 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 1-177 0.694215 0.694215 0.694215

0 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 1-267 0.425373 0.425373 0.425373

0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0
1-130;1-

217
0.360976 0.360976 0.360976

0 1 1 0 0 1 4 0

1-178; 
1-212; 
1-255; 
1-290

0.330189 0.330189 0.330189

0 1 1 1 0 1 5 0

1-289; 
1-291; 
1-111; 
1-298; 
1-287

0.25641 0.25641 0.25641

0 1 0 1 0 0 3 0
1-216; 
1-249; 
1-250

0.253112 0.253112 0.253112

1 1 1 1 0 1 1 0 1-271 0.204545 0.204545 0.204545

0 1 0 0 0 0 2 0
1-192; 
1-268

0.167382 0.167382 0.167382

0 0 1 0 1 1 1 0 1-225 0.135593 0.135593 0.135593

0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 1-294 0.0555556 0.0555556 0.0555556

0 0 0 0 0 1 2 0
1-167; 
1-213

0 0 0

0 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 1-254 0 0 0

0 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 1-269 0 0 0

0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 1-184 0 0 0

1 Cases are under the ID code of UCDP database

Appendix 2. Truth table for positive outcome
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C
O

IN
T

M
AT

N
N

C

ET
H

R
EF

FR
C

num
ber

~IN
T

cases

raw
 consist.

PR
I consist.

SYM
 consist

0 0 0 0 0 1 2 1
1-167; 
1-213

1 1 1

0 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 1-254 1 1 1

0 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1-269 1 1 1

0 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 1-184 1 1 1

0 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 1-294 0.944444 0.944444 0.944444

0 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 1-225 0.864407 0.864407 0.864407

0 1 0 0 0 0 2 1
1-192; 
1-268

0.832618 0.832618 0.832618

1 1 1 1 0 1 1 0 1-271 0.795455 0.795455 0.795455

0 1 0 1 0 0 3 0
1-216; 
1-249; 
1-250

0.746888 0.746888 0.746888

0 1 1 1 0 1 5 0

1-289; 
1-291; 
1-111; 
1-298; 
1-287

0.74359 0.74359 0.74359

0 1 1 0 0 1 4 0

1-178; 
1-212; 
1-255; 
1-290

0.669811 0.669811 0.669811

0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0
1-130; 
1-217

0.639024 0.639024 0.639024

0 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 1-267 0.574627 0.574627 0.574627

0 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 1-177 0.305785 0.305785 0.305785

1 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 1-214 0.0892857 0.0892857 0.0892857

1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1-179 0 0 0

1 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1-187 0 0 0

1 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 1-270 0 0 0

1 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 1-292 0 0 0

0 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 1-222 0 0 0

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1-274 0 0 0

Appendix 3. Truth table for negative outcome

Source: Made by authors in program fs/qca Ragin, Davey 2016
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Source: Made by authors in program fs/qca Ragin, Davey 2016

Conjunction Consis-
tency

Raw  
Coverage 
Coverage 
for solution) 

Unique  
Coverage

Cases in solution

Intermediate  
solution

0.914952 0.513077 -

~NNC*REF 0.848806 0.246154 0.0123076 Sierra Leone (1991-2001)
Nigeria (2015), 
Rwanda (1990-2012)

COINT*REF 1 0.384615 0.109231 Mali (2009-), 
Nigeria (2015), Rwanda 
(1990-2012), Sierra Le-
one (1991-2001),
South Sudan (2011-)

MAT*REF*FRC 1 0.153846 0.0538461 Central African Republic 
( 2001- 2013), 
Mali (2009-)

COINT*MAT*NNC*~ 
ETH*FRC

0.921875 0.0453846 0.0392308 Congo (1993-2002)

Parsimonious solution 0.918421 0.536923
COINT*~ETH 0.986911 0.29 0.0630769 Sierra Leone (1991-2001), 

South Sudan (2011-), 
Congo (1993-2002), 
Rwanda (1990-2012)

MAT*REF*FRC 1 0.153846 0.0538462 Central African Repub-
lic ( 2001- 2013), Mali 
(2009-)

~NNC*REF 0.848806 0.246154 0.0123077 Sierra Leone (1991-2001), 
Nigeria (2015), Rwanda 
(1990-2012)

COINT*REF 1 0.384615 0.0538461 Mali (2009-), 
Nigeria (2015), Rwanda 
(1990-2012), Sierra Le-
one (1991-2001), South 
Sudan (2011-)

Complex solution 0.990494 0.400769 -
COINT*~NNC*~ 
ETH*REF*~FRC

1 0.165385 0.0523077 Sierra Leone (1991-2001), 
Rwanda (1990-2012)

COINT*MAT*~ 
ETH*REF*~FRC

1 0.157692 0.0446154 Sierra Leone (1991-2001), 
South Sudan (2011-)

COINT*MAT*~ 
NNC*REF*~FRC

1 0.146154 0.0330769 Sierra Leone (1991-2001), 
Nigeria (2015)

COINT*MAT*NNC*~ 
ETH*~REF*FRC

0.910714 0.0392308 0.0392308 Congo (1993-2002)

~COINT*MAT*N-
NC*~ 
ETH*REF*FRC

1 0.0538462 0.0538462 Central African Republic 
(2001- 2013)

COINT*MAT*NNC* 
ETH*REF*FRC

1 0.0646154 0.0646154 Mali (2009-)

Appendix 4. Solutions for positive outcome
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Conjunction Consis-
tency

Raw  
Coverage
Coverage 
for solution) 

Unique  
Coverage

Cases for solutions

Intermediate solution 0.941581 0.411
~COINT*NNC*~FRC 0.97 0.194 0.133 DRC (1998-2008), 

Sudan (2011), Kenya 
(2015)

~MAT*~ETH*FRC 0.968254 0.122 0.0315 Comoros (1989),
Comoros (1997), 
Ivory Coast (2002-
2011)

~MAT*~NNC*~REF*-
FRC

1 0.1395 0.049 Comoros (1989), 
 Comoros (1997), 
Djibouti (1991-1999)

~COINT*MAT*~ 
ETH*~REF*~FRC

0.84585 0.107 0.046 Ethiopia (1991), 
Angola (1991-2009)

Parsimonious solution 0.942953 0.4215

~COINT*NNC*~FRC 0.97 0.194 0.092 DRC (1998-2008), 
Sudan (2011), Kenya 
(2015)

~MAT*~ETH*FRC 0.968254 0.122 0.0315 Comoros (1989), 
Comoros (1997), Ivo-
ry Coast (2002-2011)

~COINT*MAT*~ 
ETH*~FRC

0.883582 0.148 0.046 Ethiopia (1991), 
Angola (1991-2009), 
DRC (1998-2008)

~MAT*~REF*FRC 1 0.15 0.0595 Comoros (1989), 

Comoros (1997), Dji-
bouti (1991-1999)

Complex solution 0.938922 0.392
~COINT*~MAT*~NN-
C*~REF*FRC

1 0.1395 0.1395 Comoros (1989), 

Comoros (1997), Dji-
bouti (1991-1999)

~COINT*MAT*NN-
C*REF*~FRC

1 0.096 0.096 DRC (1998-2008), 

Sudan (2011)
~COINT*MAT*~NN-
C*~ETH*~REF*~FRC

0.832618 0.097 0.097 Angola (1991-2009), 

Ethiopia (1991)
~COINT*~MAT*NN-
C*~ETH*~REF*~FRC

0.944444 0.034 0.034 Kenya (2015)

~COINT*~MAT*NN-
C*~ETH*REF*FRC

0.864407 0.0255 0.0255 Ivory Coast (2002-
2011)

Appendix 5. Solutions for negative outcome

Source: Made by authors in program fs/qca Ragin, Davey 2016
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