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Dangerous Neighbours, Regional Territorial Conflict
and the Democratic Peace

DOUGLAS M. GIBLER AND ALEX BRAITHWAITE*

The likelihood of conflict and the observation of joint democracy tend to cluster regionally. This
article tests the argument that these clusters can be explained by regional variations in the stability of
international borders using a new dataset of territorial dispute hot spots from 1960–1998. These hot
spots identify spatial and temporal correlations in the territorial dispute data and therefore serve as
close proxies for regional or neighbourhood instability. The addition of these hot spots also eliminates
a common form of omitted variable bias – the spatial clustering of conflict – in international conflict
models. These results confirm that joint democracy is only statistically significant as a predictor of
fatal militarized interstate disputes in more peaceful neighbourhoods once territorial hot spots are
jointly estimated. The interaction between joint democracy and regional instability confirms that the
effects of regime type on continued conflict apply mostly to dyads in peaceful regions.

There is substantial variation in the distribution of conflict across the globe through time.1

Consider, for example, the likelihood of conflict in Europe and North America versus Central
Asia or the Middle East. While many regions seem to have been pacified, the likelihood of
conflict remains high in other areas. Most dyadic studies of conflict suffer from omitted
variable bias because they do not directly model this spatial variation.2 We argue that this
bias is especially severe for democratic peace studies, due to the endogeneity between
democracy and peace. In standard studies of the influence of joint democracy on conflict
outcomes, the estimated effects are likely to be overstated because models typically pay no
regard to how peace and territorial settlements (both at home and in the near
neighbourhood) influence the prospects for democracy at home in the first place.
Territorial disputes tend to recur, and are more likely than other issues to cause regimes to

centralize, which is why unstable regions tend to be associated with border disputes and
autocratic states. Absent territorial issues, however, regimes are not prone to the centralizing
forces of external threats, and those states that are able to democratize do so. This pattern
creates a correlation between peace and democracy, both of which are symptoms of prior
territorial settlements. Although there is growing support for this argument,3 no study has
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1 Alex Braithwaite, Conflict Hot Spots: Emergence, Causes, and Consequences (Farnham: Ashgate
Press, 2010).

2 For this point, see Gary King, ‘Proper Nouns and Methodological Propriety: Pooling Dyads in
International Relations Data’, International Organization, 55 (2001), 497–507.

3 Douglas M. Gibler, The Territorial Peace: Borders, State Development, and International Conflict
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Douglas M. Gibler and Jaroslav Tir, ‘Settled Borders
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yet examined the effects of joint democracy after controlling for regional stability. If our
argument is correct, we would expect to find that the relationship between joint
democracy and peace is conditioned by the presence of regional territorial stability. That
is, dyadic democracy reduces the likelihood of conflict only if the dyadic partners reside in
peaceful neighbourhoods.
To assess this hypothesis we developed a new measure of regional stability: the

‘territorial hot spot’. First created in the conflict diffusion literature,4 the conflict hot spot
identifies regions and times during which territorial disputes have concentrated. By
identifying the precise location of these clusters, we effectively create a proxy for regions
that are territorially unstable. This proxy can also control for spatial and temporal
concentration in the conflict data, and eliminates the substantial omitted variable bias
that most conflict models produce.
We begin in the next section with a brief review of the territorial peace literature and the

research linking territorial conflict, peace and democracy in the region. We then discuss
our research design, with a particular focus on identifying territorial hot spots. Finally, we
present the results of our tests and conclude with a discussion of possible future research.

TERRITORIAL PEACE, REGIONAL CONFLICT AND REGIME TYPE

Karl Deutsch originally argued that political communities could develop in which peace
and stable relations prevailed among members.5 The key was the guarantee that no
member of the regional security community had an incentive to wage war against another
member. Political integration among member states, such as what Deutsch found
developing between North America and Western Europe at the time, was the prime
method of providing such assurances, and potentially explained the growth of both peace
and democracy in the North Atlantic community.
Kristian Gleditsch builds on this early theory of integration and argues that the

strength of regional democracy is essential for understanding variations in both conflict
and democratization at the state level.6 According to Gleditsch, the spatial and temporal
distribution of democracies around the world cannot be adequately explained by either
factors internal to the state or within the international system writ large.7 This regional
variation also reliably predicts which dyads are least likely to be involved in conflict,
suggesting a relationship between a region’s democratic integration, peace and more
democracy. Gleditsch and Michael Ward developed mechanisms to help explain regional
influences on democratization processes.8 They argue that the strength of regional

(F’note continued)

and Regime Type: Democratic Transitions as Consequences of Peaceful Territorial Transfers’, American
Journal of Political Science, 54 (2010), 951–68.

4 Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, All International Politics is Local: The Diffusion of Conflict, Integration,
and Democratization (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002); Braithwaite, Conflict Hot Spots.

5 Karl W. Deutsch, The Analysis of International Relations, 2nd ed, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice
Hall, 1979).

6 Gleditsch, All International Politics is Local.
7 But see also Kelly M. Kadera, Mark J. Crescenzi and Megan L. Shannon, ‘Democratic Survival, Peace,

and War in the International System’, American Journal of Political Science, 47 (2003): 234–47, which argues
that the systemic level of democracy provides support for nascent democracies and democratizing states.

8 Kristian Skrede Gleditsch and Michael D. Ward, ‘Diffusion and the International Context of
Democratization’, International Organization, 60 (2006), 911–33.
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democracy can alter the evaluations of domestic institutions made by competing elites
within the state. The demonstration effect of strong democracies nearby also makes
authoritarian institutions harder to protect. Similarly, aid provided by democracies – and
the slow integration of democracies with non-democratic neighbours – can alter the
balance of power among elites in favour of parties that are trying to democratize the state.
Though not originally intended as a theory with expectations for regional effects, the

transition of the democratic peace research program to a Kantian peace perspective has
changed that significantly.9 Within the Kantian tripod, recursive effects are expected
among democracy, peace, trade, and inter-governmental (IGO) membership, and the
integration of states (through both trade and IGO membership) most often occurs at
the regional level.10 Recasting the original democratic peace arguments in this way helps
explain the regional clustering of democracies; an added theoretical advantage is the new
focus on the reciprocal relationship between international cooperation and domestic
democracy.
Of course, there are some criticisms of the argument that the strength of regional

democracy adequately explains peaceful regions. Arie Kacowicz argues that Latin
America since the 1880s, and Western Africa more recently, have developed ‘zones of
peace’ that cannot adequately be explained solely by the presence of democracy.11 The
problem with this critique, however, is that it ignores some rather bloody international
conflicts in South America as well as multiple state failures and civil conflicts in Western
Africa.12 Errol Henderson contends that the presence of joint democracy in regions such
as sub-Saharan Africa forces an inversion of politics in which regimes that have full control of
their state – including many democratic states – are better able to send their troops abroad
and go to war.13 This finding may be one reason why Benjamin Goldsmith finds that the
democratic peace is not a consistent predictor of peace/conflict across regions.14

William Thompson provides one of the strongest arguments that regional conflict
predicts regime type, rather than the more commonly argued democracy-to-peace
hypothesis.15 For Thompson, states are more likely to liberalize their state and,
ultimately, their governing regimes when the foreign policies of the leadership no longer
reflect attempts to dominate the region. The quest for regional primacy leads states to
centralize in order to prosecute their wars, and authoritarian governments are better
suited to take advantage of these resources. Hence conflict drives regime type. As Thompson’s
case studies demonstrate, democratization prospered in regions where the pursuit of primacy
was settled or constrained – North America and Scandinavia – but lagged in regions where
primacy remained contested – France and Taisho Japan.

9 Bruce M. Russett and John R. Oneal, Triangulating Peace: Democracy, Interdependence, and
International Organizations (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2001).

10 Jon C. Pevehouse, ‘With a Little Help from My Friends? Regional Organizations and the
Consolidation of Democracy’, American Journal of Political Science, 46 (2002), 611–26.

11 Arie M. Kacowicz, Zones of Peace in the Third World: South America and West Africa in
Comparative Perspective (Buffalo: State University of New York Press, 1998).

12 See Gleditsch, All International Politics is Local, pp. 140–2.
13 Errol A. Henderson, Democracy and War: the End of an Illusion? (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner,

2002).
14 Benjamin E. Goldsmith, ‘A Universal Proposition? Region, Conflict, War and the Robustness of the

Kantian Peace’, European Journal of International Relations, 12 (2006), p. 533.
15 William Thompson, ‘Democracy and Peace: Putting the Cart before the Horse?’, International

Organization, 50 (1996), 141–74.
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Thompson’s argument that peace is derived from repudiating attempts to dominate
the region can also be restated as recognizing a region’s territorial status quo, which
is consistent with recent work by Gibler that connects border legitimacy with
decentralization, democracy and peace.16 Gibler argues that territorial threats to the
state are unlike other types of threats because of the high salience of the issue domestically
and the types of preparedness needed to conquer and hold land. Threats to territory
create a domestic political environment that favours the leader, both among the public
and within intra-institutional bargaining.17 Leaders may take advantage of this political
environment to remove domestic checks to their power and strengthen the army to
occupy and hold the contested lands. Together, the favourable political climate,
reinforced by a strong standing army, makes authoritarian turns and repression more
likely, which is why recurrent, territorial conflicts become associated with centralized,
authoritarian governments.18

The settlement of territorial issues also has implications for regime types. Territorial
settlement implies an absence of external forces affecting the centralization of the state,
and, when combined with the proper precursors of democracy (wealth, a middle class,
etc.), should encourage democratization.19 Absent the dangerous issue of territorial
conflict in the dyad, peace should also be more likely. Together, this logic suggests that
peace between democracies is really only a symptom of a larger, territorial settlement.
Despite these criticisms, the strength of regional democracy has remained the best

empirical predictor of peace and democratization in a region. However, no one has
controlled for issue type and the effects of unstable borders at the regional level. We offer
such a test and examine Thompson’s regional revisionism argument and Gibler’s
territorial peace theory at the regional level. We use the next section to develop this test of
existing theories and describe how our identification of regional clustering is important
for correcting a common cause of omitted variable bias found in most studies of
international conflict.

RESEARCH DESIGN

We use a sample of all non-directed dyads for the years 1960–1998 to test whether a
region’s territorial stability affects the relationship between joint democracy and peace.
The time period is constrained by the availability of location data for conflicts in the
Militarized Interstate Dispute (MID) dataset;20 however, nearly forty years of cross-
sectional data from the international system (which includes over 445,000 non-directed
dyads) should be adequate to test the effects of territorial hot spots and the democratic
peace on interstate conflict. Next we describe our dependent variable and the independent
variables we used to estimate our models.

16 Gibler, The Territorial Peace.
17 See, respectively, Marc L. Hutchison and Douglas M. Gibler, ‘Political Tolerance and Territorial

Threat: A Cross-National Study’, Journal of Politics, 69 (2007), 128–42; and Douglas M. Gibler, ‘Outside-
in: The Effects of External Threat on State Centralization’, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 54 (2010),
p. 519.

18 See Gibler, The Territorial Peace, for complete tests of each of these mechanisms in the development
of a centralized state.

19 Gibler and Tir, ‘Settled Borders and Regime Type’.
20 Faten Ghosn, Glenn Palmer and Stuart A. Bremer, ‘The MID3 Data Set, 1993–2001: Procedures,

Coding Rules, and Description’, Conflict Management and Peace Science, 21 (2004), p. 133.
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Measuring Conflict

The dependent variable for each of our models measures the presence or absence of a fatal
MID between dyadic partners in a given year. This is a fairly common specification of
conflict in the dyadic peace literature.21 We code this dichotomous variable as positive (1)
only when the dyadic partners are participants in a new MID onset that results in at least
one battle-related fatality. We do not include MIDs that are ongoing at the start of a new
year, cases of MID joining or MIDs that do not result in at least one fatality. There are
300 dyadic onsets of fatal MIDs in our sample between 1960 and 1998.

Identifying Territorial Hot Spots in the International System

The conflict literature has established a considerable role for geographic factors in
processes determining when and where conflicts emerge and diffuse. We know, for
instance, that interstate wars and disputes cluster within geographic regions, evolve
alongside regions of democracy and integration, and appear to be ‘contagious’.22 We
continue this emphasis on geography but, unlike these previous studies, we identify the
precise locations (that is, battlefields) where conflicts actually occur. Most prior studies of
geography focused on state participation in a conflict and assumed the geographic context
from the distribution of actors in a conflict. These assumptions may be misleading,
however, especially in the 20th century, when states often fought in far-flung conflicts. The
United States currently rests comfortably in a region of stability, for example, even
though it has involved itself in wars in the Middle East and Asia. We therefore account
for unstable regions by identifying the actual location of conflicts and define a conflict hot
spot as any geographic area in which the observed level of conflict exceeds a chance
expectation.23

Hot spots are evidence of the spatial-temporal aggregation of disputes in the same way
that disputes are, themselves, an aggregation of individual incidents determined by a
shared issue and a sufficient temporal proximity.24 Thus, just as we assume that incidents
in disputes are connected – even though they can be (and often are) geographically
separate – the disputes in a hot spot are connected by both temporal and geographic
proximity. Hot spots are therefore the aggregation of geographically related disputes that
occur within a sufficiently proximate period of time. In this respect, the conflict hot spot
provides a mechanism that causally links past and future episodes of conflict.
From a practical point of view, conflict hot spots are statistical summaries of the extent

to which violent phenomena concentrate within confined geographic spaces, but the hot
spot mechanism has considerable potential to carry more than mere descriptive value.
Statistically, hot spots provide evidence that the assumption of independence across
cases is violated. As we demonstrate later, there is substantial spatial correlation across
dispute cases during most years. Theoretically, geographic hot spots can contain
important insights into the processes that lead to conflict. By identifying a concentration

21 Russett and Oneal, Triangulating Peace.
22 See, respectively, Henk W. Houweling and Jan G. Siccama, ‘The Epidemiology of War, 1816–1980’,

Journal of Conflict Resolution, 29 (1985), p. 641; Gleditsch, All International Politics is Local; and
Randolph M. Siverson and Harvey Starr, The Diffusion of War: A Study of Opportunity and Willingness
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1991).

23 See, for example, Alex Braithwaite, ‘Location, Location, Location...Identifying Conflict Hot Spots’,
International Interactions, 31 (2005), 251–72; Braithwaite, Conflict Hot Spots.

24 Braithwaite, ‘Location, Location, Location’.
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of disputes in a specific geographic location, hot spots can provide evidence of an
underlying cause of conflict that links multiple disputes together. These linkages could be
due to unusually belligerent regimes, difficult-to-resolve policy questions or an intractable
dispute over territorial control. Thus current studies that do not control for spatial
correlation produce biased results; more importantly, the spatial correlation itself
provides an opportunity for important insights into the underlying causes of repeated
conflict.
We constrain the hot spot concept to territorial conflicts only in order to create a proxy

for border instability in a region. Put differently, the spatial dependence problem that
plagues most large-N studies of conflict becomes an independent variable in a model that
controls for undue heterogeneity across dyads. Unstable borders are likely to be found in
regions where an inordinate number of territorial conflicts are taking place, and if
our argument is correct, territorial hot spots will affect the association between conflict
and democracy.
Recent advances in spatial analysis have facilitated the precise identification of hot

spots of various violent political phenomena. For example, new techniques have been
applied to account for the regional concentration of terrorism,25 international conflict26

and the co-evolution of conflict and democracy.27 Following similar definitions, we
identified conflict hot spots in the data by first isolating the numerous ‘neighbourhoods’
within the international system. Within the international system, we labelled geographically
contiguous countries as distinct neighbourhoods for each state. We then defined conflict hot
spots as neighbourhoods that experience a larger number of territorial MIDs on their
territories28 than one would expect of an average neighbourhood in the international system,
according to a random process.29

We used the Gn
i statistic to help identify the precise geographic location of hot spots of

territorial disputes. It has been used elsewhere to detect hot spots in co-evolving zones of
conflict and democracy30 and the occurrence of transnational terrorism.31 The popularity
of this particular statistic stems from the fact that it considers values (of the variable
of interest) of countryi as well as countriesj in its calculation of the presence of a localized
hot spot. Technically, Gn

i offers a country-by-country measure of spatial association,
identifying hot spots as areas with a high combined number of MIDs hosted by countries
in the neighbourhood. The indicator intuitively reflects the spatial clustering of MID

25 Alex Braithwaite and Quan Li, ‘Transnational Terrorism Hot Spots: Identification and Impact
Evaluation’, Conflict Management and Peace Science, 24 (2007), 281–96.

26 Andrew M. Kirby and Michael D. Ward, ‘The Spatial Analysis of Peace and War’, Comparative
Political Studies, 20 (1987), p. 293; Michael D. Ward and Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, ‘Location, Location,
Location: An MCMC Approach to Modeling the Spatial Context of War and Peace’, Political Analysis,
10 (2002), p. 244; Braithwaite, Conflict Hot Spots.

27 Kristian Skrede Gleditsch and Michael D. Ward, ‘War and Peace in Space and Time: The Role of
Democratization’, International Studies Quarterly, 44 (2000), 1–29; Gleditsch, All International Politics
is Local.

28 Location data come from the MIDLOC dataset, in which each MID is assigned a geographic
location (x and y coordinates) representing the initial location of hostilities. Alex Braithwaite, ‘MIDLOC:
Introducing the Militarized Interstate Dispute Location dataset’, Journal of Peace Research, 47 (2010),
91–8.

29 For a more complete discussion of the conceptualization of a hot spot, see Braithwaite, Conflict Hot
Spots.

30 Gleditsch, All International Politics is Local.
31 Braithwaite and Li, ‘Transnational Terrorism Hot Spots’.
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locations and determines whether a country rests in a conflict hot spot. The Gn
i statistic is

specified as:32

Gn

i 5

P
j

wijxj�
P
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ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
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where wij
33 denotes element i, j in a binary contiguity matrix, xj is an observation at

location j and �x and y2 denote the sample mean and variance. Gn
i can be compared to the

standard normal distribution and indicates the extent to which high-valued observations
of an event are clustered around a particular country, i. A positive and statistically
significant value for the Gn

i statistic at a particular location implies a spatial clustering of
high values around that location.34

Consistent with our hypothesis, we focused only on territorial conflicts and defined
territorial MID hot spots as neighbourhoods that have a positive and statistically
significant Gn

i statistic. This statistic details the differences between summed numbers of
territorial MIDs in all contiguous pairs of countries and the mean value of these numbers
as a proportion of the global variability in the numbers of territorial MIDs. As such, Gn

i

measures the concentration of the sum of the numbers of territorial MIDs spatially. If, for
example, large numbers of territorial MIDs occur in a neighbourhood consisting of
country i and its neighbours j, the value of Gn

i will be high. Because this statistic
approximates a standard normal distribution as the sample size increases, one can identify
rigorously whether a country is located in a conflict hot spot by using a standard
statistical significance test. Therefore our territorial MID hot spot variable takes the form
of a dichotomous variable that is positive if the Gn

i for either state in the dyad in the
previous year is statistically significant (p, 0.5).
We aggregated the territorial hot spot measure to create a legacy variable of border

stability that indicates the past conflict history of the area surrounding the dyad. This
aggregated variable counts the total number of years during the previous decade in
which there was a territorial hot spot within the region that involved at least one of
the two members of the dyad. We conceive of this as a legacy variable of border stability.
We lagged this variable by one year (t 2 1) from the dyad year analysed (t), so the
measure covers years (t 2 1) through (t 2 10). Since the aggregated measure provides a
ten-year count of hot spot concentration, the variable ranges from 0 to 10.

Democracy and Conflict

We measured the effects of regime type using two methods. First, we used the combined
21-point democracy-autocracy scale from the Polity IV dataset and identified the lowest
level of democracy in the dyad.35 This ‘weak link’ specification of joint democracy is

32 Following John K. Ord and Arthur Getis, ‘Local Spatial Autocorrelation Statistics: Distributional
Issues and an Application’, Geographical Analysis, 27 (1995), 286–306.

33 We use a common measure of contiguity/proximity in defining the spatial weights matrix, wij: direct,
first-order land contiguity.

34 Ord and Getis, ‘Local Spatial Autocorrelation Statistics’.
35 Monty G. Marshall and Keith Jaggers, Polity IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and

Transitions, 1800–1999 (University of Maryland, Center for International Development and Conflict
Management, 2002).
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consistent with much of the democratic peace literature, and probably provides the most
valid dyadic operationalization of democracy.36

Recent scholarship on the democratic peace has also identified a pattern of co-evolution
between regions or zones of peace and democracy.37 This nascent literature suggests that
democratic regimes pacify regions as well as states and dyads. We therefore identified
the level of democracy in the region based on the proportion of the state’s neighbours
that are classified as democracies by the Polity IV dataset (defined as a combined score
greater than 6). These data are also coded according to a weak-link specification within
the dyad.38

In order to directly test the conditional logic of our hypothesis – that democracy’s
pacifying effects are conditional upon prior border stability – we also included a variable
that interacts the weak-link democracy score with the legacy variable, which measures the
number of years in the past decade with a territorial hot spot in the region.

Common Predictors of Conflict and Model Correctives

We estimated a rather simple model of conflict, with few controls, so as to highlight the
relationship between regional conflict and democracy. Our controls included contiguity,
the presence of a defence pact in the dyad and the capability ratio between the states. We
defined contiguous dyads as states that share a land border with one another or states that
are separated by not more than 125 km of open water, using the Correlates of War (CoW)
measure of direct contiguity.39 We used COW formal interstate alliance data for the
defence pact measure.40 Finally, the parity measure is the ratio of capabilities between the
weaker and the stronger state in the dyad; ratios near 1 represent complete parity.41

All of our estimated models include peace splines that correct for temporal
dependence.42 We report the estimated effects of years of peace in the dyad since this is
also, in some way, an imperfect measure of border stability. Regardless, the inclusion of
both the peace year count and its splines enables us to address potential endogeneity
problems since, by controlling for years of peace, we are more confident that the influence
of past dyadic MID experience on state regime types has been controlled.43

36 William J. Dixon, ‘Democracy and the Peaceful Settlement of International Conflict’, American
Political Science Review, 88 (1994), 14–32; John R. Oneal and Bruce M. Russett, ‘The Classical Liberals
Were Right: Democracy, Interdependence, and Conflict, 1950–1985’, International Studies Quarterly,
41 (1997), 267–93.

37 See, for example, Gleditsch, All International Politics is Local.
38 Gleditsch and Ward, ‘Diffusion and the International Context of Democratization’.
39 Douglas M. Stinnett, Jaroslav Tir, Philip Schafer, Paul F. Diehl and Charles Gochman, ‘The

Correlates of War Project Direct Contiguity Data, Version 3’, Conflict Management and Peace Science,
19 (2002), 58–66.

40 Douglas M. Gibler and Meredith Reid Sarkees, ‘Measuring Alliances: The Correlates of War
Formal Interstate Alliance Dataset, 1816–2000’, Journal of Peace Research, 41 (2004), 211–22.

41 David J. Singer, Stuart A. Bremer and John Stuckey, ‘Capability Distribution, Uncertainty, and
Major Power War, 1820–1965’, in Bruce Russett, ed., Peace, War and Numbers (Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage
Publications, Inc., 1972).

42 Nathaniel Beck, Jonathan N. Katz and Richard Tucker, ‘Taking Time Seriously: Time-Series-Cross-
Section Analysis with a Binary Dependent Variable’, American Journal of Political Science, 42 (1998),
1260–88.

43 John R. Oneal, Bruce Russett and Michael L. Berbaum, ‘Causes of Peace: Democracy,
Interdependence, and International Organizations, 1885–1992’, International Studies Quarterly,
47 (2003), 371–93.
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THE EFFECTS OF TERRITORIAL HOT SPOTS ON DYADIC CONFLICT

We estimated the effects of regional instability and dyadic and regional patterns of
democracy on the onset of fatal MIDs using three separate logistic regression models, which
are presented in Table 1. The first column presents Model 1, which provides a set of baseline
predictions. The lowest democracy score in the dyad, defence pacts, and longer peace spells
are all associated with peace in this model, while contiguity is linked to fatal MID onset. Each
of these predictions is consistent with the general conflict literature. Surprisingly, we found no
effect for the level of democracy in the region or capability ratios in this sample of data. Only
the level of dyadic democracy matters with regard to regime type.
Model 2 introduces our measure of neighbourhood instability and provides strong

confirmation for the proposition that territorial MID hot spots, as a proxy for unstable
borders, increase the likelihood of dyadic conflict. In particular, we found that dyads in
which at least one state was located within a neighbourhood that experienced a high
concentration of territorial MIDs over the past decade are also more likely to experience a
new fatal MID onset. This model shows, moreover, that neither dyadic nor regional
democracy is associated with a reduction in the likelihood of conflict once controls for
regional stability are included in the estimation. The presence of a defence pact also no longer
has a statistically significant effect, but contiguous states remain quite conflict prone.
We further examined the nature of the relationship between regional instability,

democracy and dyadic conflict by specifying a third model, which introduces an
interaction term between the number of territorial hot spots affecting the dyad and the
lowest level of democracy in the two states. This interaction term allows us to directly

TABLE 1 Territorial ‘Hot Spots’, International Conflict and Democracy

(1) (2) (3)

Lowest democracy score in dyad 20.080y 20.034 20.069y

(0.027) (0.026) (0.027)
Defence pact 20.524* 20.362 20.318

(0.211) (0.235) (0.232)
Capability ratio 0.355 0.278 0.302

(0.272) (0.371) (0.361)
Contiguity 4.071z 3.543z 3.543z

(0.192) (0.354) (0.352)
Regional democracy level 0.302 20.491 20.209

(0.460) (0.607) (0.580)
Regional, territorial hot spot (10-year count) 0.102z 0.176z

(0.027) (0.041)
Interaction: 0.012*

Low dem3 territorial hot spot (0.006)
Peace years 20.195z 20.244z 20.246z

(0.034) (0.040) (0.040)
Constant 27.324z 26.034z 26.298z

(0.296) (0.455) (0.484)

N 486,899 321,041 321,041

Note: Logistic regression, clustered on dyad with robust standard errors in parentheses.
Splines of peace years omitted for space considerations.
*p,0.05, yp,0.01, zp,0.001
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examine the pacifying effects of democracy in the dyad as levels of territorial instability in the
region vary. Model 3 again confirms that territorial hot spots are conflict prone at a
statistically significant rate. The negative and statistically significant sign on the newly
introduced interaction term additionally suggests, however, that the level of democracy within
the dyad does play a role in determining whether a conflict will occur. Moreover, the
constituent term that measures the low democracy score within the dyad is now statistically
significant again, which suggests that when there is no territorial instability in the region,
higher levels of democracy do reduce the likelihood of fatal MID onsets within the dyad.
To determine the substantive significance of the interaction term in this model – and,

most importantly, to quantify the size of the effect associated with dyadic democracy – we
estimated the marginal effect of the lowest democracy score on the likelihood of a fatal
MID onset across the range of the regional territorial hot spot parameter. In Figure 1, all
variables were held at their mean, and we plotted a smoothed graph of the effects of a
change in the level of democracy of one standard deviation across each possible value of
the territorial hot spot indicator.44 There is a decrease of approximately 0.02 per cent in
the probability of a fatal MID with a one standard deviation increase in dyadic democracy in
a region with one territorial hot spot. That is the largest possible effect across variations in
regional conflict level. After four years of hot spots, the interaction term is no longer
statistically significant, as the conflict environment seemingly overwhelms any pacifying
effects of joint democracy. For context, consider that the probability of a fatal MID in our
sample is 0.0167 per cent when all variables in the model are held at their respective means.
This rate becomes approximately 0.0163 per cent when the lowest level of democracy is
increased from its mean by one standard deviation. In other words, the pacifying influence of
democracy is very small when the region is territorially unstable.
In pacified regions, the level of democracy does have substantial effects. A change in the

lowest level of democracy from 23.75 (its mean) to 2.58 (an increase of one standard
deviation) decreases the likelihood of a fatal MID to 0.009 per cent, which is a substantive

M
ar

gi
na

l e
ffe

ct
 o

f l
ow

 d
em

oc
ra

cy
 s

co
re

 in
 d

ya
d

0.002

0.001

0

–0.001

–0.002

Number of years of conflict hot spots, last decade

Dependent variable: fatal MID onset (within dyad)

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 100 1

Fig. 1. Marginal effect of democracy as neighbourhood instability changes

44 For a description of this method, see Thomas Brambor, William Roberts Clark and Matt Golder,
‘Understanding Interaction Models: Improving Empirical Analyses’, Political Analysis, 14 (2006), 63–82.
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decrease in the likelihood of fatal conflict of 46 per cent. Again, however, this strong effect
does not influence dyads in territorially unstable regions. In territorially unstable regions,
the probability of conflict is mostly influenced by the number of territorial MIDs that
occurred in the previous decade. Indeed, changing the territorial hot spots variable from
its mean by one standard deviation increases the rate of conflict by 80 per cent.
Together, our logistic regression and post estimation tests demonstrated rather starkly

that localized territorial hot spots of conflict have an important effect on dyadic relations.
These findings – particularly the strong destabilizing effect associated with unstable
borders more generally – warrant the re-examination of several common predictors of
conflict, including dyadic and regional democracy.

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

We began our discussion by detailing a hypothesis that claimed dyadic peace is predicated
on the sustained absence of territorial conflict within the neighbourhoods of dyadic
partners. Specifically, we argued that the common observation of a dyadic democratic
peace is contingent upon the earlier establishment of a stable region. A series of empirical
models confirmed these expectations and provided ample evidence of a regional territorial
peace. Democracy’s influence is strongest in regions that have stable borders. In regions
without stable borders, the likelihood of conflict is high, and the level of democracy has,
at most, only a minimal effect.
This article has also demonstrated the central importance of regional (in)stability in

conflict processes – which has often been excluded from consideration in the conflict
processes literature and, most notably, the democratic peace literature. These findings
clearly warrant additional consideration of the role of regional/border stability during
other phases of the conflict process. Regional instability may hasten patterns of war
expansion as joiners multiply after threats to their border security. Regional instability may
also affect both recurrent conflict and the likelihood of settlement. Ultimately, the key
question is whether regional stability matters more than democracy for providing peace in the
dyad. If this is so, as our findings appear to suggest, the policy consequences of such evidence
would force a reconsideration of foreign policies that focus on democracy promotion as a
path to regional peace.
Finally, further research is required to address the multiple feedback loops that could

potentially exist between regional stability, dyadic democracy and fatal MIDs. Future studies
could specify the nature of the role of democracy in the pacific settlement of disputes, the role
of regional stability in enabling domestic state development and the detrimental impact of
recurrent territorial disputes on nascent patterns of democratization. Our initial examination
of data from the end of the 20th century suggests these would be useful areas of research.
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