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Abstract 
 
This study investigates how an insurgency in one state can intensify social conflict in a bordering 
state, focusing on the 2015 Burkina Faso insurgency and its impacts on northern Ghana. Building 
on past research, we theorize four pathways that can link insurgency to social conflict across the 
border. We use a mixed-methods approach, combining synthetic control models, fixed-effects 
panel data analyses, and extensive fieldwork across multiple communities, and find clear support 
for two pathways: insurgents using Ghana as a place for obtaining resources and diverted security 
forces creating vacuums exploited by bandits. The findings show that research and policy should 
consider more the interaction across multiple types of violence and varied geopolitical spaces in 
other susceptible world regions. 
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When Al-Qaeda affiliated staged an insurgency in Burkina Faso in August 2015, Northern 

Ghanaian residents living south of the border initially did not pay attention. However, over time, 

crime levels surged, and insurgents started attacking villages in Burkina Faso just across the 

border. By 2019, residents of Sapelliga, a town in Northern Ghana, felt so unsafe, they formed 

their own civil defense force, the Kogeleweogo. The Kogeleweogo engaged in a variety of security 

activities, including providing protection against banditry, countering pastoralists, and fighting 

insurgents who crossed into Ghana, as a means of protecting its communities, which increased 

conflict rates in the region. 

This story, told to one of the authors by a defense group member in Sapelliga, illustrates 

how armed conflict can indirectly lead to intensification of violence over spaces that are 

geospatially related, but politically distinct. Conflict is intensifying in many parts of the world, 

including in West Africa, the Horn of Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia (e.g., 2002; Hegre 

et al., 2019). The United States Institute of Peace (USIP), which maintains a program dedicated to 

combating violent extremism, claims that “[e]xtremist movements—such as ISIS, Boko Haram, 

the Taliban and al-Shabab—fuel, and often stem from, instability and violent conflict and present 

a complex challenge” (USIP 2024). Research has shown that civil war in one part of the country 

can lead to intensification of conflict in other parts indirectly, by inducing constraints on the ability 

of actors to operate in specific contexts and creating more conflict-hospitable conditions within 

susceptible countries (Dorff, Gallop and Minhas, 2020; Walther et al., 2023; 2024; Vega-Oliveros 

and Koren, 2023). Yet, we still do not have a clear understanding of how violence can intensify 

across political borders indirectly, especially considering insurgencies can induce a range of social 

conflicts (between militias, pastoralists and agriculturalist communities) in contiguous states. 
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This study leverages a mixed methodology of quasi-experimental and panel data analyses 

and meticulously collected qualitative evidence from fieldwork (interviews and focus groups) in 

Northern Ghana, to identify the conditions under which exposure to political violence from 

neighboring states can intensify local social conflict. By “social conflict,” we refer to violence 

involving not formal state forces and anti-government rebel groups, but rather political militias, 

civil defense forces, vigilantes, and other identity militias, as well as mercenaries (e.g., Koren and 

Schon, 2023). These actors are involved not only in battles and attacks on civilians, but also engage 

in more specific types of conflict, including cattle thefts, or “cattle rustling” (e.g., Adano et al., 

2012; Detges, 2014; Döring, 2020), and violence between pastoralist and agriculturalist 

communities (e.g., Theisen, 2012; Kuusaana and Bukari, 2015; Bukari, Sow and Scheffran, 2018), 

among others. Beyond the involvement of the state, social conflict also covers more attenuated 

and less extreme forms of violence not covered by more widely used definitions of armed conflict, 

making it especially important to explore its determinants. Considering the prevalence of such 

conflicts in rural regions across the developing world (van Weezel, 2019), understanding the 

dynamics that could intensify their spread will improve our understanding of how to better protect 

vulnerable communities and create resilience against the indirect impacts of armed conflicts. 

We begin by theorizing the pathways that lead an insurgency in one state to intensify social 

conflict in another, discussing the difference between conflict spillovers and contagion (Gleditsch 

2007; Buhaug and Gleditsch 2008; Fisk 2014). In line with studies on the systematic-structural 

conditions that can lead to the intensification of violence (e.g., Dorff, Gallop and Minhas, 2020; 

Walther et al., 2023; Vega-Oliveros and Koren, 2023), we emphasize that is not caused by 

insurgents actively crossing borders to start a similar conflict in the continuous country, but rather 

by insurgents using it as a location for obtaining resources and recruits. This creates a cross-border 
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pollination of activists (e.g., Ghana volunteers joining rebellions in Burkina Faso), opening space 

for criminals and bandits from nearby communities, and induces pressures within local 

communities to seek self-defense. With more active defenses in place, spaces of contention 

between different communities become paramilitarized, leading to more violent inter-community 

interactions along agriculturalist-agriculturalist, agriculturalist-pastoralist, and pastoralist-

pastoralist fracture lines.  

We test our theoretical expectations empirically through a mixed-methods approach, 

combining quantitative and qualitative analyses. First, we estimate a synthetic control (SC) model 

of Ghana’s Northern Region, as a border zone with Burkina Faso, to create a counterfactual for 

expected social conflict without the insurgency that began in Burkina Faso in August 2015 

(Abadie, Diamond, and Hainmueller, 2015). Next, we estimate fixed-effects social conflict models 

using 0.5-degree-month data to examine how proximity to the border affected social conflict after 

the insurgency’s onset. Together, these analyses are consistent with a causal interpretation. Finally, 

we provide detailed evidence from extensive fieldwork with local leaders in Sapelliga, Googo, 

Paga, Hamile, and Gwolu communities to further investigate the security context in the region, the 

formation of civil defense groups, and the motivations behind locals volunteering to join the 

insurgents. Through this rigorously applied mixed methodology, our analysis identifies the 

impacts of the Burkina Faso insurgency on social conflict in Northern Ghana, showing that conflict 

intensified due to (i) insurgents using Ghana as a haven, and (ii) diverted security forces creating 

vacuums exploited by bandits. We conclude with a discussion of the implications for research and 

policy. 

 

How Civil War Can Intensify Social Conflict Across the Border 
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Armed conflict can spread directly, for instance, by troops actively moving into different areas to 

attack rivals, conquer territory, or build defenses. This direct spread, or conflict spillover, occurs 

when some conflicts trigger similar types of warfare in communities and countries that share 

relevant similarities or exhibit the same risk factors. Spillover is facilitated not only by domestic 

factors in susceptible states, but also by transnational and regional features, long borders, and 

warfare types (Starr and Most 1983; Schutte and Weidmann 2011). For instance, Buhaug and 

Gledistch (2008) find that separatist rebellions spillover not by the level of exposure to similar 

rebellions in other countries or regions, but rather by the degree of shared ethnic ties and 

similarities that facilities troop movement and ideological exchange. Indeed, ethnic ties, exclusion, 

and diversity has been linked to the spread not only of civil war, but also of mass killing (Fosberg, 

2008; Uzonyi and Demir, 2020). In terms of factors that reduce the risk of spillovers, Gledistch 

(2007) also finds that high levels of trade integration hamper conflict spillovers. Yet, data on 

conflict spread at the subnational level shows that it is far less likely than expected, suggesting that 

direct spillovers do not explain all incidents of contagion (Black, 2013).    

Accordingly, while most studies arguably focus on the direct drivers of armed conflict (e.g., 

Cederman and Vogt, 2017; Schultz, 2015), there are also indirect ways that can lead to the 

intensification of systematic violence. Such indirect conflict contagion cannot be explained by 

spatially lagged spillover effects related to features such as ethnic similarities and political 

constraints (Dorff, Gallop, and Minhas 2022). Indeed, despite the ample attention that research has 

provided to the risk of conflict spillovers and contagion, the variations across key mechanisms, 

drivers, and localized (as opposed to national) contexts still requires more careful theorization and 

testing, which this study seeks to do.  
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One way for indirect contagion relates to the interdependence of conflict actors in a given 

setting (Larson, 2021). For instance, Dorff, Gallop and Minhas (2020) use dyadic conflict events 

to analyze violence dynamics across all conflict actors in Nigeria over time. They find that “the 

entrance of a new, aggressive actor can decisively alter the trajectory of conflict” (Dorff, Gallop 

and Minhas 2020, 476). In Nigeria, in response to the emergence of Boko Haram, which lead to 

heightened militarization of the actions of domestic Nigerian security forces, local defense groups 

such as Fulani militias have also increased their conflict activity. This intensification cannot be 

explained by direct responses to immediate threats or attacks, as Dorff, Gallop and Minhas (2020, 

491) emphasize, “the Fulani militia is particularly more active in engaging in battles than the 

exogenous sender, receiver, and dyadic variables in our model would predict.” Rather, a change 

in systematic conditions toward those that enable more violence has indirectly led to increased 

paramilitarization of these groups. 

While Dorff, Gallop and Minhas (2020) analyze all actors within one domestic setting, the 

question remains as to whether violence dynamics can indirectly diffuse across borders. Conflict 

ties among groups in different countries could be strong, but they could also be limited, especially 

if the groups across the two countries do not share clear affiliations. One example is the difference 

in interests and actions between rebel groups—which often have a more a narrowly defined set of 

potential supporters (Bagozzi, Benson and Koren, 2023)—and civil defense groups that represent 

local communities and seek to address their immediate security interests. If they actively promote 

violence and targeting civilians, insurgents might alienate the population. Local civil forces, in 

contrast, are formed by local populations for protections, and are less likely to use violence against 

their supporters. Moreover, the existence of borders—even porous ones—can place constraints on 

the ability of inter-group linkages to form, not only by physically limiting the movement of actors, 
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especially violent ones, but also by serving as tools that could limit the diffusion of conflict via 

positive means such as improving cooperation and solving disputes (Schultz, 2015). In these 

regards, it is important to distinguish between the different actors and contexts that can facilitate 

conflict contagion (Metternich, Minhas, and Ward 2022). 

A variety of conflict types could diffuse across borders. For instance, perhaps the onset of 

a violent insurgency is waged in the name of a religious extremist group such as Al Qaeda, the 

Jama’at Nusrat al-Islam wal-Muslimin (JNIM), or the Islamic State, and serves to inspire 

marginalized individuals in a neighboring state, who similarly use religiously motivated violence 

to signal their affiliation with the same cause (Bagozzi, Benson and Koren, 2023). Yet, while civil 

war and insurgency has been the focus of many studies, other types of conflict have not received 

nearly as much attention in the extant research. One of the most important, and prevalent, of these 

types is social conflict. Social conflict, as drawn from the communal violence literature (e.g., 

Adano et al., 2012; Detges, 2014; Raleigh and Dowd, 2013; Raleigh and Kishi, 2020; Döring, 

2020; Koren and Schon, 2023; Döring and Mustasilta, 2024), refers to localized, identity-based 

clashes and grievances that arise from deep-seated socio-economic and cultural divisions, rather 

than coordinated, state-led or insurgent operations. This form of conflict demands its own 

theoretical framework because its spontaneous, grassroots nature and distinct triggers require 

tailored analytical approaches and policy responses that differ markedly from those addressing 

conventional political violence (Koren and Schon, 2023). Social conflict also spans a broader range 

of political violence examined in civil war research, demanding a distinct academic focus 

Building on past studies (e.g., Detges, 2014; Raleigh and Dowd, 2013; Raleigh and Kishi, 

2020; Koren and Schon, 2023)—we define social conflict as (para)militarized conflict events that 

primarily involve self-defense groups and political and identity militias. The definitional range of 
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these events covers clashes between ethnic, religious, and political groups; cattle rustling raids; 

inter-communal clashes; and pastoralist-agriculturalist and pastoralist-pastoralist livelihood 

conflicts; and other forms on nonstate violence. These types of conflict often focus on community 

(ethnic, religious, political, or livelihood-based) level interests, and the pressures it faces, rather 

than broad political, religious, and economic drivers that influence rebel groups, insurgents, and 

state forces, and are characterized, as van Weezel (2019, 515) explains, by “fewer constraints in 

engaging in violence with other groups compared to the state.” Social conflict is the most 

ubiquitous form of conflict in many parts of the world: in the Sahel and in many sub-Saharan 

African countries (including Ghana), in the Indian subcontinent, in some Latin American 

countries, and in the Middle East (Koren and Schon, 2023). Because it concentrates around, and 

often defines, local socioeconomic, political, and religious fracture lines, it can also directly feed 

into violence patterns that devolve into civil war and more extreme forms of violence (Kalyvas, 

2003).  

While conventional political violence spillovers are typically characterized by coordinated 

state-level or rebel-led actions driven by strategic calculations and macro-level power struggles, 

social conflict mechanisms often arise from localized grievances and community dynamics. 

Traditional spillovers tend to manifest through organized military operations or inter-state 

confrontations (Schutte and Weidmann 2011; Uzonyi and Demir 2020), whereas social conflict 

emerges from issues such as ethnic marginalization, economic inequality, insecurity, and 

grassroots mobilization at the community level (van Weezel 2019; Do ̈ring and Mustasilta 2024). 

While these issues guide our theoretical discussion of which direct and indirect mechanisms to 

focus on in this study, our first general hypothesis is: 

• H1. Social conflict intensified in border areas following insurgency onset in a nearby state 
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For our purposes, we theorize four mechanisms/pathways that link a civil war in one 

country to the intensification of social conflict in a bordering state, although we recognize others 

might exist. First, insurgents or other individuals affected by the insurgency can use the nearby 

state as a haven (Salehyan, 2007; Fisk 2007; De Bruijne et al. 2024). Because they are located in 

a different sovereign territory, government forces face constraints in pursuing rebels into another 

country, especially if the borders are relatively well protected. As Salehyan (2007, 218) explains, 

“external sanctuaries in neighboring countries provide an important opportunity for rebel 

mobilization,” for example, by providing space for recuperation, access to resources to fund and 

support the troops, and a place for training recruits, and by complicating any bargaining processes 

by introducing a third actor (the host state).  

This does not mean that insurgents will start another rebellion in the haven country. The 

host country might actively or tacitly allow insurgents to operate there, or the insurgents might not 

be interested in fighting against the host state’s government (Arsenault and Bacon, 2015). Yet, 

there are no guarantees that obtaining support will be done nonviolently, seeing that local civilians 

are unlikely to part with cash, livestock, crops, or other property willingly (Koren and Schon, 

2023), especially if factors such as ethnic or religious kinship with the insurgents are not present 

in the local population (Buhaug and Gleditsch, 2008; Bagozzi, Benson and Koren, 2023). As a 

result, pressures to prevent raiding by insurgents who cross the border to obtain resources can lead 

to the formation of civil defense forces and the ultimate paramilitarization of local communities. 

Our first hypothesis is accordingly: 

• H2. Social conflict intensified in border areas following insurgency onset in a nearby state due 

to cross-border raids by insurgents 
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A second (direct) mechanism that can link insurgency in one state to social conflict in a 

bordering country relates to the population that escapes the violence into nearby countries and the 

pressures it might place on refugee states. Insurgency and civil war are by far the strongest 

contributor to displacement and migration out of low-income states (Crippa et al., 2024). When 

people migrate into nearby countries in search of refuge, the resulting pressures can create 

competition with the local population over land or resources (Braithwaite, Salehyan, and Savun, 

2019). For instance, Böhmelt, Bove, and Gleditsch (2019) find that higher levels of displacement 

are associated with greater risk of nonstate violence, especially in countries where the government 

does not have the capacity to manage away the risk of these conflicts. The risk of intensified 

competition with displaced populations can hence also contribute to heightened incentives to form 

civil defense groups or improve the capacities of existing ones. 

Social conflicts might be especially susceptible to such competition, seeing constraints on 

resources in the country of origin, for instance, due to drought, could further induce pressures that 

lead individuals migrate into new land seeking resources (Do ̈ring and Mustasilta, 2024). These 

dynamics also occur at the localized level. Small groups can engage in violent appropriation in 

local villages and towns in rural areas, while leaving other areas (potentially more protected ones) 

unaffected (Koren and Schon, 2023). The localized nature of this type of contagion—from national 

level insurgency to localized social conflict—contextualizes these dynamics and help explain 

when and where violence is more likely (Black, 2013). Our second hypothesis is hence:  

• H3. Social conflict intensified in border areas following insurgency onset in a nearby state due 

to displaced populations moving in  

 
The third mechanism we consider is the possibility that locals from the non-insurgency 

afflicted state will choose to cross into the civil war affected country to join the insurgents. 
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Volunteers can have a variety of motivations. For instance, foreign ISIS volunteers could be 

motivated by grievances in their homeland, a quest for valor, or true belief in the insurgents’ cause 

(e.g., Edgerton, 2024). Upon their return, these volunteers could introduce paramilitary capacities 

into to their communities of origin or seek to form or join a civil defense group. Their reason for 

joining may not necessarily be to improve community security, but rather to maintain their martial 

lifestyle (Waite, 1969). As violence in one region may inspire neighboring groups through shared 

cultural, ethnic, or social connections that transcend national borders (Buhaug and Gleditsch, 2008; 

Fosberg 2008), such individuals may adopt tactics from nearby conflicts or normalize violent 

behaviors, with shared identities and grievances fostering the spread of conflict across boundaries. 

This type of contagion could manifest as social conflict, but considering the politicized and 

extremist nature of the volunteers, may also deteriorate into civil war and more severe forms of 

political violence. Yet, the result is still an increased paramilitarization of local border 

communities, which leads to greater rate of social conflicts around incidents such as cattle theft, 

community clashes, and ethnic fracture lines. Our third hypothesis is hence: 

• H4. Social conflict intensified in border areas following insurgency onset in a nearby state due 

to returning volunteer insurgents 

Finally, we examine an indirect mechanism. It is possible that by diverting the resources 

and attention of formal police and military forces to prevent spillover, an insurgency in one country 

can open security vacuums in a bordering state. Longer borders or irregular warfare experiences 

(Starr and Most 1983; Schutte and Weidmann 2011) facilitate the ability rebels in one country to 

operate or even instigate rebellion in a neighboring state. Preventing the risk of civil war and severe 

political violence becomes the priority of the bordering state’s security and police forces.  



 11 

As security attention is directed outwards, toward the insurgency-afflicted state, border 

crossing points, and border patrols, less time and less capacities remain available for protecting 

local communities against regular forms of crime, such as banditry, cattle rustling, and property 

theft. Social conflict contagion occurs as bandits take advantage over the situation and move in 

from across the border, or as robbers from nearby communities in the same country are similarly 

incentivized to engage in crime and looting. With issues such as banditry and looting taking a 

backseat to the risk of conflict contagion, susceptible communities may turn to self-defense. In 

such contexts, civil defense forces might arise to provide protection and security against these 

internal risks and guard the safety of the local community against such threats (Clayton and 

Thomson 2016; Carey and Mitchell 2017). This leads to greater risk of social conflict due to 

paramilitarization of the communities, both in engaging with local and cross-country bandits, and 

because there is more opportunity for different communities to engage with each other violently. 

Our fourth hypothesis is hence:  

• H5. Social conflict intensified in border areas following insurgency onset in a nearby state due 

to decreased formal security involvement and heightened informal security arrangements 

 

Research Design 

This study investigates cross-border social conflict spillover using a mixed-methods approach that 

integrates statistical analysis with qualitative fieldwork interviews, following Seawright’s (2016) 

framework to combine qualitative and quantitative methods for improved causal inference. We 

employ mixed methods and resource triangulation to identify general patterns and explore the 

underlying causal mechanisms. The quantitative component includes a quasi-experimental 

synthetic control model to create a counterfactual of Northern Ghana without the insurgency and 
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two-way fixed effects models to examine the impact of proximity to the border on social conflict 

risk after the insurgency’s onset. These statistical analyses reveal broad conflict patterns while 

acknowledging that they cannot fully capture the local dynamics and pathways of conflict spread. 

To address this limitation and evaluate Hypotheses H2–H5, we conducted interviews and 

focus groups with officials, community leaders, and civil society actors in Ghana’s Upper West 

and Upper East Regions near the Burkina Faso border. This fieldwork reveals how cross-border 

flows, security vacuums, and communal ties contribute to social conflict contagion, linking macro-

level patterns to local experiences. Statistical models offer generalizability, while interviews 

provide internal validity and contextual depth. 

We selected Northern Ghana as a “typical” case (Sewaright & Gerring 2008), given its 

vulnerability to cross-border insurgency shaped by ethnic, political, and economic dynamics. 

Porous borders and historic ties have facilitated both trade and insecurity. Recent resource-related 

clashes, especially between farmers and pastoralists, have spurred local self-defense collaboration 

across borders. 

Northern Ghana meets key criteria for five reasons. First, it borders Burkina Faso, where 

an insurgency began in 2015, allowing analysis of its impact on social conflict in a historically 

mobile region (Bukari, Sow and Scheffran, 2018). Second, shared ethnic groups across the border 

(e.g., Dagaaba, Kusasi, Bisa, Kassena, Gurunsi, Fulani) help isolate political factors by holding 

ethnicity constant. Third, similar environmental conditions reduce the risk that climate differences 

drive conflict, though we still control for them. Fourth, the region’s porous border enables both 

direct spillover and indirect contagion. Finally, one author’s long-term fieldwork in the area 

provides deep local knowledge. 
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Synthetic Control and Panel Data Analyses 

Evidence from a Synthetic Northern Ghana 

We begin our systematic evaluation of the impact of the insurgency in Burkina Faso on social 

conflict on Ghana with a synthetic control (SC) model of Ghana’s Northern Region, one of the 

biggest provinces in the country, and the largest region that shares borders with Burkina Faso. We 

provide more detailed background of the insurgency in Burkina Faso in the Online Appendix. 

Fueled by jihadist groups like JNIM and ISGS, it escalated significantly in 2016 due to democratic 

deficiencies, regional security lapses, and socio-economic marginalization. In response, Burkina 

Faso has launched military campaigns and relied on self-defense groups to combat the threat, 

promoting security concern on Ghana’s side of the border.  

Because no one region in Ghana provides a direct and highly similar comparison to the 

Northern Region, the SC method allows us to construct such a counterfactual synthetically, using 

a set of key characteristics, providing—in effect—a quasi-experimental test of the hypothesized 

trend using this counterfactual (Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller, 2015). We keep the number 

of predictors small (considering the risk of over-fitting) and leverage only the most important 

predictors according to our theory: population density, nighttime light emissions (capturing 

development and state capacity), and distance to the nearest border. To illustrate our estimates are 

robust to this decision, Figure A1, Online Appendix illustrates the graph remains largely 

unchanged when we add more matching criteria (for environmental factors and state-based 

conflicts) to address the risk of under-fitting. The pre-treatment period is 2003 to 2015 (seeing the 

insurgency started in August 2015), and the post-treatment period is 2016-2020. 
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Table A1, Online Appendix reports the weights of each region in the synthetic Northern 

Region, which is the weighted average of Brong-Ahafo (55.2%) and Volta (48.2%), with weights 

decreasing in this order (all other regions in the pool, which did not include other regions that 

border Burkina Faso, receive a value of zero). Table A2, Online Appendix compares the pre-

insurgency characteristics of Northern Region to that of the synthetic Northern Region, which 

suggest the latter provides an empirically valid comparison. Summary statistics of the variables 

used in the main and robustness SC figures are reported in Table A6, Online Appendix. 



 15 

 

Figure 1: Trends in militias violence, 2000 – 2020: Northern Region vs. Synthetic Northern 

Region. 

 

As Figure 1 shows, social conflict trends—including both battles and violence against 

civilians) involving militias, civil defense forces, and other nonstate social conflict actors, all 

obtained from the Armed Conflict Location and Event Dataset (ACLED) (Raleigh et al., 2010)—
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in the synthetic Northern Region between 2003 and 2015 generally track the true trend. The rate 

of social conflict events remains below five incidents annually for both the synthetic and real 

regions (which, considering the rarity of conflict reported annually in Northern Region, illustrates 

the synthetic region’s viability). However, after 2015, the observed and synthetic Northern 

Regions social conflict rates diverge: they rise sharply in Northern Region (shifting from a mean 

of 0.78 social conflict incidents in the pre-insurgency period to a mean of 3.71 after its onset, or a 

rise of nearly 400% in average social conflict rates) but remain largely unchanged in the synthetic 

Northern Region. Figure 1 therefore supports hypothesis H1 and the notion that the onset of an 

insurgency in Burkina Faso is associated with a rise in social conflict rates in northern Ghana. 

 

Panel Data Analysis 

To conduct a comparative quantitative assessment, we also estimate a set of fixed effect linear 

regression models of social conflict, specifically testing whether the impact of proximity to the 

border has changed after the onset of the insurgency in Burkina Faso. Building on past quantitative 

studies of social conflict at similar levels of resolution (e.g., Raleigh and Kishi, 2020; Koren and 

Schon, 2023), we operationalize the dependent variable, Social conflict, as the total number of 

battle incidents involving identity and political militias (including civil defense groups and 

vigilantes), coded in ACLED. The unit of analysis is the 0.5-grid cell (or squares of ∼55km x 

55km at the equator) in Northern Ghana (i.e., in the Northern, Upper East, and Upper West 

Regions, all of which constitute Ghana’s border with Burkina Faso), measured for every month 

between January 2000 and December 2018, obtained from AfroGrid (Schon and Koren, 2022). 

We test the impact of the insurgency in Burkina Faso on social conflict in Ghana using the 

interaction of a geospatial condition and a temporal one. Our geospatial proxy, Proximity to 
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border, measures how close to the border each grid cell i in Northern Ghana is. This variable was 

created as the inverse of the spherical distance (in kilometer) from the cell centroid to the territorial 

outline of the country using information from PrioGrid (Tollefsen et al., 2012). Our temporal 

condition variable, Post AQ BF conflict, measures whether a given month t was recorded after 

August 2015, the month in which the insurgency in Burkina Faso began (=1) or not (=0). The 

interaction term Proximity to border X Post AQ BF conflict hence used to assess whether being 

close to the border led, on average, to higher rates of social conflict in north Ghana after the 

insurgency in Burkina Faso has begun. Locations of permanent communities with respect to the 

border are exogenously defined and randomly assigned prior to conflict onset, meaning a 

straightforward (exogenous) interpretation of any resulting relationships is likely valid.  

Building on studies of nonstate conflict at similar levels of resolution (e.g., Fjelde and 

Hultman, 2014; van Weezel, 2019; Koren and Schon, 2023), we include several variables in the 

model to account for confounders. These controls include: (i) population densities from the World 

Population Counts (WorldPop) (Lloyd et al., 2019); (ii) nighttime light emissions, calibrated for 

higher sensitivity in rural areas using the method by Li et al. (2020), to account for state capacity 

and local development; and (iii) average temperature and (iv) precipitation levels, both from the 

CRU TS monthly high-resolution gridded multivariate climate dataset (Version 4) (Harris et al., 

2020). All variables were included in AfroGrid. To account for temporal dependencies over time, 

we include (v) a one-month lag of the dependent variable, social conflict, and (vi) the time trend. 

To account for region- and month- specific issues that are constant by location or month, we also 

include (vii) fixed effects by region and (viii) month. Summary statistics of all variables used in 

the main and robustness analyses are reported in Table A6, Online Appendix. To account for 

heterogeneities due to the fact some variables report similar values over different periods, all 
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standard errors were clustered by grid cell. We estimate the model twice, once using a baseline 

specification that ensures the findings are not driven by the inclusion of controls and a full 

specification that includes all variables (while accounting for this decision using more 

comprehensive control models in the Online Appendix), based on the following equations: 

 

𝑦!" =	𝛽#𝑏! +	𝛽$%! +	𝛽&𝑏! × 𝑐' +	𝛽(𝑦!')# +	𝒎𝒕 +𝒘𝒋 +	𝜖!'   (1) 

 

𝑦!" =	𝛽#𝑏! +	𝛽$%! +	𝛽&𝑏! × 𝑐' +	𝛽(𝑦!')#	𝛽, ln 𝑛!' +	𝛽- ln 𝑝!' +	𝛽.ℎ!' +	𝛽/ ln 𝑟!' +	𝛽0𝜏' +

												𝒎𝒕 +𝒘𝒋 +	𝜖!'         (2)  

 

Here, yit is the dependent variable and yit−1 its lag; bi is a grid cell’s proximity to border, ct is 

whether the month was after August 2015, and bi x ct their interaction designed to test the 

insurgency in Burkina Faso’s impact on social conflict in Northern Ghana; ln nit is (the natural log 

of) nighttime light emissions; ln pit is (the natural log of) population densities; hit is average 

temperature/heat (in Celsius); ln rit is (the natural log of) precipitation/rainfall levels (in mm); τt is 

the time trend; mt and wj are fixed effects by month m and region j respectively; and εi are the 

grid-cell clustered standard errors. 
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Table 1: Estimates of Militia Conflict in Northern, Upper East, and Upper West Regions 

 Baseline Full 

Proximity to border 0.019 0.006 
 (0.024) (0.018) 

Post AQ BF conflict —0.001 
(0.002) 

—0.003 
(0.004) 

Proximity to border × Post AQ BF conflict 0.076** 
(0.036) 

0.076** 

 (0.037) 
DVt—1 —0.004*** 

(0.001) 
          —0.006*** 
         (0.002) 

NTL 1  —0.0001 
(0.0002) 

Population1  0.006***  
(0.002) 

Mean temperature  0.001 
  (0.001) 

Mean precipitation1  0.001 
  (0.001) 

Time trend  0.00001 
  (0.00002) 

Observations 
R2 

 
0.003 

7,296  
0.005 

Adjusted R2 0.0003  0.002 
 

Standard errors clustered by grid cell in parentheses; fixed effects by month and region were 
included in each regression, although none is reported here. ***p< .01, **p< .05, *p< .1. 
1 Natural log.  
 
 

Table 1 presents the results from two models corresponding to equations 1 and 2. We start 

with a baseline model that includes only the key variables as well as fixed effects, then add all 

controls to reach at the fully specific model. Across both specifications, we first observe, based on 

the constitutive term Proximity to border, that before August 2015, being closer to the border had 

no statistically distinguishable impact on social conflict in Northern Ghana. However, as the 

interaction term Proximity to border x Post AQ BF conflict illustrates, after August 2015, 

proximity to the border is significantly (to the p < .05 level, two-tail test) associated with a higher 
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number of social conflicts in a given grid cell during a given month, although we must ascertain 

this effect visually before concluding there is a noticeable intensification pattern. Turning to the 

Post AQ BF conflict constitutive term coefficient, we find that social conflict in Northern Ghana 

did not simply generally increase following the onset of the insurgency in Burkina Faso, although 

empirically, this coefficient does not have a clear interpretation in our sample, seeing it 

corresponds to cases where Proximity to border=0 (that is, areas that are technically not outside of 

Ghana and are hence not included in our sample). 

For a substantive evaluation of the interaction’s effect, Figure 2 plot the coefficients, i.e., 

the expected average number of social conflicts for Proximity to border before and after the onset 

of the insurgency in Burkina Faso (i.e., August 2015, or when Post AQ BF conflict=1), with 95% 

confidence intervals. Again, we can see that before the insurgency, Proximity to border’s 

coefficient is not distinguishable from zero (that is, the 95% confidence intervals include zero). 

However, after the onset of the insurgency in Burkina Faso, the expected number of social conflicts 

rises and is different from zero in both models, with an average expected increase of 0.07, or 

∼180% from a sample mean of 0.004 monthly social conflicts. Overall, then, the results further 

confirm hypothesis H1 and suggest that while being closer to the Burkina Faso border did not 

make social conflict more likely in Northern Ghana, such violence has intensified in areas closer 

to the Burkina Faso border following the onset of insurgency. 
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Figure 2: Change in proximity to the border’s coefficient before and after the AQ conflict in 

Burkina Faso for the baseline (left) and full (right) models. 

 

 To ensure these results are robust, we conduct a battery of auxiliary analyses testing our 

findings’ sensitivity to data and modeling choices. In Table A7, we begin with two models testing 

the findings are not driven by geospatial social conflict dependencies, e.g., because actors were 

inherently more likely to move into border communities, using (1) pooled standard errors and (2) 

random effects by grid cell geospatially-lagged models. We then account for potential 

heterogeneities at higher geospatial levels than the grid cell by estimating two models, where the 

standard errors are clustered by the region, both (3) without and (4) with region fixed effects. Next, 

we account for our decision to use OLS within a fixed effects setting by estimating (5) a count 

fixed effects model instead. Moving to Table A8, the next three models than account for our 

decision to include a relatively small number of key controls in the main models by adding to our 

full specification controls for (6) cropland coverage, drought, and vegetation health (using the 

  
Figure 2: Change in proximity to the border’s coefficient before and after the AQ conflict in 

Burkina Faso for the baseline (left) and full (right) models. 
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Normalized Difference Vegetation Index), (7) controls for armed conflict involving government 

and rebel forces, and (8) both (6) and (7) in one model. The next model than illustrates our SC and 

panel data are empirically comparable by (9) interacting our time trend with region fixed effects, 

producing, in effect a quasi-synthetic-controls estimation process (Carey and Horiuchi 2017). Next 

to ensure our results are not produced by endogeneity or serial correlation, we (10) estimate a 

generalized method of moments (GMM) model, using the more robust system GMM estimator 

(Blundell and Bond 1998). In Table A9, we then account for the possibility of concurrent 

interventions and other time-varying non-observed confounders using (11) region X month and 

(12) region X year fixed effect models. Crucially, the interaction term remains stable and 

statistically significant (at least p < .1, two-tailed) across robustness checks, supporting the 

empirical validity of the link between proximity to the Burkina Faso border and insurgency-related 

social conflict in Northern Ghana. Finally, (13) we account for non-linear dynamics of violence 

using an additive model, which accommodates a non-parametric effect of proximity to the border. 

As Figure A2 shows, the rate of conflicts increases up to a distance of ~65km from the border (the 

smoothed nonparametric term is positive and statistically significant, in line with all other 

robustness models), after which it decreases, although we observe another (smaller) rise in 

violence at ~155km, suggesting there are nonlinear dynamics at play.  

 

Testing the Mechanisms using Fieldwork Evidence 

The quantitative analyses suggest that violence in Ghana’s borderlands has indeed increased 

following the Burkina Faso insurgency onset, but it does not tell us which of hypotheses H2-H5 

are confirmed. In this section, we rely on fieldwork, including interviews with policy workers and 

community leaders, combined with focus group discussions, in several communities in the towns 
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Sapelliga, Googo, Paga, Hamile, and Gwolu in North Ghana, to verify whether the evidence 

confirms out SC and panel data models, and place the results in a historical and sociopolitical 

context. In the Online Appendix, we discuss our selection approach as well as how we addressed 

ethnical. Briefly, the study used purposive sampling to select self-defense group leaders, 

community leaders, and security officials based on their knowledge and roles, while convenience 

sampling was employed to select community members. Ethical considerations, including informed 

consent, confidentiality, and voluntary participation, were strictly followed throughout the 

research process. A map of the communities under study is reported in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3. A map of the communities studied by location. 

 

Did security concerns shift after August 2015? 
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Before 2015, most interviewees stated that they felt generally safe and that they could go about 

their activities even without the need for visible security, which locals claimed was generally good. 

However, around 2017, many communities began experiencing a rise in robberies, banditry 

activities, and cattle rustling. Motorbikes were stolen, with people sometimes being shot and killed 

while traveling. Moving during the night became difficult due to the increased presence of armed 

robbers. Livestock theft rates also increased, and several farmers have had their cattle rustled and 

taken across the border into Burkina Faso or big markets in Southern Ghana to be sold. 

For illustration, in Paga, a town located on the border with Burkina Faso, the key security 

concern in the two years after the insurgency started was a sharp rise in robberies and banditry, 

with crimes often being perpetrated by people who crossed the border from Burkina Faso or from 

individuals in neighboring communities. Paga is a border town, so cross-border crimes have 

become common. Some interviews specifically mentioned that people crossed into the community, 

committed robberies, then fled back into Burkina Faso. They also mentioned that these robberies 

were not sporadic, but rather perpetrated by a network of well-coordinated gangs. For example, an 

police officer in Paga states that: 

Armed robbery became a problem in Paga and increased quickly. The armed robberies that 

exist in this area are mostly cross-border robberies…People from Burkina come into Paga 

to engage in armed robbery. These cross-border robberies involved armed robbers from 

Burkina Faso coming into Paga here to rob some mobile money vendors and motor bikes… 

There are armed robbery networks with partners in both communities. They pass through 

unapproved borders into Paga.1 

 

 
1 Interview with a Police Officer, Paga, May 22, 2024.  
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In Hamile, a border town located in the Upper West Region, robberies and motorbike thefts 

became a major concern, although, again, cattle rustling rates similarly increased. In interviews 

and focus groups, the Fulani and people from Burkina Faso were often mentioned as crime 

perpetrators, as they frequently entered the town, committed robberies or thefts, and then fled 

across the border to Burkina Faso. In Gwolu, another border town in the Upper West Region, the 

major security issue highlighted was cattle rustling, although interviewees also mentioned robbery 

as a concern. In Sapelliga and Googo, two border towns located in the Upper East Region, cross-

border crimes, especially cattle rustling, was the initial security concern. Many people lost their 

cattle, with the blame often placed on the Fulani, flaming inter-ethnic tensions as community 

members reported intercepting or arresting Fulani individuals attempting to rustle cattle from 

Ghana to Burkina Faso or down to southern Ghana. In Sapelliga in particular, the robbery rates 

rose significantly, with motorbikes and other personal property being frequently stolen. In Googo, 

the main security concerns were, at first, cattle theft and armed robbery. Concerns over the 

intensification of this type of crime since the insurgency’s onset, are mentioned in an interview 

with a young community member:   

You know, the history of this community is known to be a peaceful and free area where 

people lived without fear. Hardly did we have robberies and stealing of cattle. I can’t even 

remember anybody being robbed at gun point. However, around 2014, 2015, thereabout 

robberies especially of motor bikes and stealing of cattle became rampant. When you are 

coming with your bike, especially brand-new motor bikes, people cross the road and take 

it from you at gun point. At night, you couldn't move with your brand-new motorbike. They 

will just stop you there. You cannot also own a single cow or goat. They will steal it. In 
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fact, many of these criminals were the Fulbe, especially the visiting ones from Burkina 

[Faso].2  

 

Even more importantly, interviewees in both towns cited as a key concern an increased fear 

of violent extremists and terrorists infiltrating their community. In focus groups, community 

members in Googo and Sapelliga said that preventing infiltration requires taking precautionary 

measures. A recurring complaint was that police and other security forces were absent or unable 

to deal with the threat, despite numerous complaints made to officials about banditry, cattle 

rustling, and violence, which created a security vacuum. No police or army posts were located in 

their communities, apart from immigration control and border control posts located at the border, 

which focused on addressing national security issues—preventing armed conflict—rather than on 

communal security concerns, and as a result, these forces had no active regular communication 

with the community. 

Between 2019 and 2020 Al-Qaeda and affiliated groups in the Sahel increased their 

activities. The key security concern shifted from dealing with rising robbery, banditry, and cattle 

rustling rates, to how to protect the community against violent extremists, at least in Googo and 

Sapelliga. In other communities, although interviewees mentioned concerns about violent 

extremist groups infiltrating the regions, the key issue remained protecting the community against 

robberies and other banditry activities. For example, a teacher in Zebilla stated that: 

In Sapeliga, Googo and communities along the border, the groups are called Kogelweogo3. 

I think the Kogelweogo activities were more or less like the way the jihadists work. You 

 
2 Interview with a Community Youth, Sapelliga, June 11, 2024. 
3 The Kogelweogo in Burkina Faso were originally “bush guardians” who protected wildlife from 
poachers. Following the onset of the insurgency, these groups’ role shifted to that of communal 
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see, they were operating to counteract jihadists and fight against them. They began 

targeting the jihadists like the Kogelweogo in Burkina Faso. I even heard they took their 

style from the Kogelweogo from Burkina Faso.4  

 

The need to improve community defense 

Seeking to respond to the security vacuum, in Upper East and Upper West Regions, several of 

what locals called “community watchdog committees” (CWCs) were formed to protect the 

community against the armed robbery, cattle rustling, and banditry. When communities 

established these groups, they informed the police, which accepted, at least tacitly, these communal 

security arrangements. Interestingly, these relationships continued even after the government 

passed Act 999, which illegalized, in effect, civil defense and vigilantism, in 2019 (Bukari et al. 

2024). CWCs, however, vary greatly in terms of their paramilitary capacity, organization, 

recruitment practices, and role played in the community. 

 In Hamile, Gwolu, and Paga, community groups are not formalized. Local defense is 

organized by community members who assume the role of local protectors, patrolling their own 

communities. The CWCs in these communities are hence not well-organized or properly 

incorporated and might not even be known to the police. Unlike in Googo and Sapelliga. where 

defense groups are more formalized (some troops even wear uniforms), in these towns volunteers 

relied on clearly defined set of rules of conduct, seeing to bolster local security, especially in 

nighttime. When locals in these communities were asked whether the CWCs were designed to, or 

 
militias/self-defense groups, providing local security to communities, especially against terrorists, 
in places where the government is weak or absent. 
4 Interview with a Teacher, Zebilla, Mary 21, 2024. 
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could protect them against violent extremism, most answered that the security functions of these 

local CWCs are not sufficiently developed to deal with this threat. 

In contrast, in Googo and Sapelliga, the CWCs are better organized, more capable, and 

have been given a range of responsibilities and rights by the community. In these cities, CWCs 

can question people, conduct arrests, undertake night patrols, and even punish offenders. CWC 

members are mostly local community youth who volunteered to serve in the organization, the 

formation of which was sanctioned by community elders. Building on the experience of local 

communities in Burkina Faso dealing with insurgents as well as other related threats, the CWCs 

in Sapelliga and Googo are modeled on the Burkinabe Kogelweogo civil defense groups. Initially, 

the primary aim of these CWCs differed from that of their Burkina Faso counterparts. 

Nevertheless, the Ghanaian organizations heavily drew on the civil defense experience of 

communities in Burkina Faso, showing that not only violence, but also the means for protecting 

against it, can diffuse across state borders.  

While the Burkinabe groups evolved into anti-terrorism defense units against violence by 

extremists, the CWCs in Ghana primarily focused on addressing community-focused security 

gaps. But over time, these CWCs began shifting more to providing protection against insurgents 

who crossed the border in search of loot or refuge. Increasingly, around Sapelliga, Kogelweogo 

from Burkina Faso began crossing into Ghana to arrest or look for people who steal motorbikes or 

find cattle that has been rustled into Ghana, issuing complaints regarding cross-border robberies 

to communities on the Ghanaian side of the border. Correspondingly, when the CWCs in Googo 

or Sapelliga identified extremists as part of their screening operations, they shared the information 

with the Burkinabe Kogelweogo. The increased importance of focusing more on internal security 

was mentioned by a person from Sapelliga: 
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If you observed the situation, the terrorists were getting closer and closer and this put fear 

in us. We could hear bombs in nearing communities and also refugees came here for 

protection. Besides, many Fulani [Fulbe]5 came into the community. This put a lot of fear 

into us. We needed the group to monitor this for us…. Not necessarily to fight them but to 

report potential terrorists to the security.6 

 

The difference between the more paramilitarized CWCs in Googo and Sapelliga and civil 

defense groups in other towns were mentioned in interviews. For instance, when asked about the 

CWCs, a local resident and the director of the National Commission on Civil Education (NCC) 

emphasized the importance of distinguishing between the Kogelweogo -style groups in Googo and 

Sapelliga and the local volunteer groups in other communities in towns like Garu and Tempani, 

noting that “the Kogelweogo had more security powers. They were more organized and sometimes 

armed with the aim of protecting the community against some of these crimes. They even take on 

terrorists and have links with the Kogelweogo in Burkina Faso.”7 Yet, perhaps fearing possible 

implications, Kogelweogo-style CWC members downplayed their capacities, denying, for 

examples, that troops could carry firearms, although some community members did confirm that 

they have been carrying machetes and borazon for self-defense. It is also possible that the 

paramilitarized functions of the CWCs in Googo and Sapelliga might be an outlier. 

 

The motivations of CDF founders and joiners 

 
5 Members of the Fulani often came under suspicion of terrorism by other communities due to 
the activities of JNIM and one of their leaders, Amadou Koufa, who is a Fulani. 
6 Interview with a community member, Sapelliga, June 11, 2024. 
7 Interview with an NCC Director, Garu, September 21, 2024. 
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The most-often cited motivation for forming CWCs was to provide protection against rising crime 

level in the months and years following the onset of the insurgency in Burkina Faso. With official 

forces and the police more focused on preventing conflict spillovers, there was also concerns that 

a security vacuum might open up in ungoverned spaces. Police officers in Googo and Sapelliga—

where the CWCs are some of the most paramilitarized in north Ghana—often mentioned these 

governance problems. The potential trickling of insurgents and small groups across the border, 

rather than the spillover of the insurgency, was another key issue. While immigration and border 

posts existed in most border communities to formally control the movement of people and goods 

from Burkina Faso, there were also numerous unofficial and unsanctioned routes that allowed 

criminals and insurgents to cross the border and avoid detection. Indeed, the need to protect against 

such raids was mentioned not only in fieldwork in Googo and Sapelliga, but also in communities 

with more informal CWCs that were more focused on crime prevention. 

 For instance, in Paga, a larger town, community members felt that despite the presence of 

police, military, and immigration, organized crime and the risk of being targeted by people from 

outside of their community were high. Accordingly, the locals organized defense committees to 

protect the communities against this threat. Similarly, in Hamile and Gwolu, although police 

stations existed, some communities nevertheless experienced significant rise in robberies and other 

physical and property crimes that the police could not effectively preempt or prevent. People in 

these communities similarly mentioned the absence of police protection as a reason for organizing 

informal watch committees to patrol their communities at night. 

 In Googo and Sapelliga, who had more paramilitarized CWCs, local communities adapted 

to a new concern—insurgents crossing the border and engaging in terrorism. As mentioned above, 

these CWCs began coordinating with their kin Kogelweogo groups in Burkina Faso on social 
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media platforms, exchanging information (messages, photos, alerts) on suspicious individuals as 

well as cattle rustlers and potential terrorist threats. The rate of these contacts contributed to 

increasing the paramilitarization of these groups, slowly turning them, over time, into 

organizations more dedicated to combating terrorism and violent extremism rather than just local 

crime protection groups. 

In interviews, community members, especially young men, stated they viewed joining a 

CWC to protect their communities as a privilege. For instance, one CWC member mentioned that 

each group was initially supposed to include no more than 20 members. Following the decision to 

open the group to more volunteers, however, more than 100 young men asked to join.8 These 

individuals were motivated to take the safety of their community into their own hands. Considering 

the large number of volunteers, the CWC then established specific criteria to ensure it selects only 

the best individuals. One key criterion was for members to have “good character,” i.e., have no 

history of crime or an otherwise “questionable reputation.” Young men who already enjoyed 

respect and standing in the community were especially favorable. As the selection process was 

community-led, youth chiefs played a significant role in identifying and recruiting suitable 

candidates. This approach ensured that the group maintained a strong, reliable membership base 

and could effectively protect the community against security threats. 

 

Local insurgency volunteers 

Fieldwork identified no individuals who went to Burkina Faso to join the insurgency were 

identified in the studied communities. However, some chiefs and policymakers mentioned that 

such recruitment efforts did take place, and that they focused primarily on Fulani youth. For 

 
8 Interview with a Kogeleweogo member, Sapelliga, June 11, 2024. 
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example, the Katiba Macina rebel group, led by Amadou Koufa, used propaganda videos, among 

other means, to persuade young Fulani in Ghana to join the insurgency.9 Another example is that 

of Abu Dujana from Karaga, who joined the insurgency in 2019 and died in a JNIM suicide 

bombing attack on a French military camp in Gossi, Mali, killing six soldiers and several civilians. 

In his statement, he claimed that he was disillusioned by the Ghanaian system and believed that it 

discriminated against the Fulani. According to reports, issues such as discrimination and ethnic 

marginalization faced by some Fulani in Ghana motivated rebel volunteers. In some places, 

volunteers even enjoyed local community support. By 2019, over 200 young Ghanaians joined—

voluntarily, not by coercion—insurgent groups in the Sahel (Promediation 2022).  

 

Confirming the hypothesized pathways 

We find some confirmation for hypothesis H2 (that insurgents or people affected by the insurgency 

in one country can use the nearby state as a haven), especially based on evidence from Googo and 

Sapelliga. Chiefs, local office holders, members of the CWCs, and individuals in these 

communities all mentioned that fear of porous borders and potential insurgents targeting them as 

one key concern. However, we cannot confirm hypothesis H3 (population escaping the insurgency 

move into the unaffected states and instigate conflict over resources), although again, the fear of 

porous borders mentioned by the interviewees and fieldwork might be in line with this mechanism. 

Similarly, we cannot confirm hypothesis H4 (that locals from the unaffected state will choose to 

join the insurgency, then return and join civil defense forces), although we did find some support 

for this mechanism in secondary sources, especially among the Fulani.  

 
9 Interview with a Fulani Youth Leader, July 2, 2024. 
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Finally, we find strong confirmation for hypothesis H5 (that diverted attention among 

formal security forces on insurgency spillover will open security vacuums and allow bandits from 

across the border and from other communities to increase their crime rates). Across all 

communities we studied, the risk of banditry, both from people crossing the border from Burkina 

Faso and from residents of other communities, was repeatedly cited as a major concern. 

Interestingly, despite the ACT 999 of 2019, which legally prevents vigilantism, the urgency for 

self-defense produced by these mechanisms meant that CWCs were still prevalent and active in 

these communities (Bukari et al. 2024). We therefore conclude that, in Ghana, the first and fourth 

pathways we theorized above were important explanations for why and how an insurgency in one 

state can increase social conflict in a bordering country. This qualitative evidence joins the result 

from our quantitative analysis stages, and all confirm a relationship between the onset of an 

insurgency in one country and rising social conflict in its neighbor state. 

 

Discussion of Scope Conditions 

The focus on Northern Ghana suggests some scope conditions relevant for interpreting the results 

of this study. As a relatively stable state bordering a region with escalating insurgent activity, 

Ghana presents a unique opportunity to examine how insurgencies indirectly affect neighboring 

communities without direct engagement. However, this focus may limit the generalizability of our 

findings, as the sociopolitical environment, historical grievances, and local security infrastructure 

in Northern Ghana are likely distinct from those in other regions facing similar challenges. While 

we theorize that similar patterns may emerge in other border regions characterized by porous 

boundaries, localized resource competition, and weak security infrastructure, the specific pathways 



 34 

and intensities of spillover effects are likely to vary based on local dynamics and the nature of the 

insurgent activity. 

Another concern is that our post-treatment period—from August 2015 to December 

2020—might be too short to identify the longer-term impacts of and delayed responses to the 

insurgency. At the same time, even over this period, our data contains hundreds of locations and 

64 post-insurgency months, offering substantial variability for gauging relevant impacts. Hence, 

while the size and duration of our panel allow for robust insights into immediate and intermediate 

impacts, some structural changes and evolving dynamics might be under-inferred. These 

limitations should be considered when extrapolating our findings to broader contexts and longer 

time horizons. Finally, as we note in the Online Appendix, the findings are geographically limited 

to the north, and may not fully represent security dynamics along Ghana’s eastern and western 

borders. 

 

Conclusion 

This study underscores the significant research and policy implications of understanding how 

insurgencies in one state can indirectly intensify social conflict in neighboring regions. The 

findings confirm this claim and highlight at least two primary mechanisms that generate these 

impacts: the use of bordering states as safe havens by insurgents (de Bruijne et al. 2024) and the 

creation of security vacuums that enable banditry and localized violence. These insights enrich the 

broader literature on social conflict (e.g., Adano et al., 2012; Detges, 2014; Raleigh and Dowd, 

2013; Raleigh and Kishi, 2020; Döring, 2020; Koren and Schon, 2023) and offer a framework for 

analyzing similar phenomena in other regions.  
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Our findings and ability to empirically confirm this link (H1) as well as the first (H2) and 

fourth (H5) pathways informs research on conflict spillover and contagion in four ways. First, in 

line with past research (e.g., Metternich, Minhas, and Ward 2022; Dorff, Gallop, and Minhas 

2022), they illustrate the role of both direct and indirect mechanisms in engendering conflict 

contagion across borders. In the first case, insurgents who directly crossed the border that started 

political violence, but in the second case, social conflict intensified due to the security vacuums 

created by local shifts in dynamics due to the insurgency and the resulting paramilitarization of 

local communities. Indeed, in confirming the fourth pathway, we show that the need to protect 

long borders and prevent insurgency from spreading (e.g., Starr and Most, 1983) indirectly opened 

security vacuums that enabled contagion by incentivizing civil defense against the increasing the 

risk of banditry and looting.  

Third, the findings illustrate the importance of distinguishing national level dynamics—

especially those involving civil war—from how social conflict unfolds locally across local fracture 

lines and security concerns (Kalyvas, 2004). This conclusion helps in shifting the research focus 

from actors to contexts, thereby helping to identify when and where contagion is possible and 

explain why in many cases contagion does not happen, as illustrated by data on conflict spillover 

and contagion (Black, 2013). Finally, results also illustrate the value of implementing a mixed-

methods approach—combining synthetic control models, panel data analyses, and considerable 

qualitative fieldwork—to adding nuance to our ability to study armed conflict and the intersection 

of different types of violence.  

From a policy perspective, the results emphasize the importance of an integrated cross-

border strategies to work with local communities and bolstering their security capacities. Some 

policies could, for instance, improve the line of communication between military, the police, and 
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local community chiefs, or create civil defense schemes that build on local volunteers but are still 

under the supervision, authority, and logistical support of the police. 
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