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Does the composition of a peacekeeping operation’s (PKO’s) leadership
matter for its effectiveness?1 Can individuals in crucial positions make a
difference? Anecdotally, the answer would seem to be yes; observers frequently cite the leadership’s quality – or lack thereof – as reason for a mission’s success or failure.2 At the same time, however, the United Nations
made only vague references to PKO leadership in its recent peacekeeping
review,3 and one could reasonably argue that the authority of mission
heads is so limited in practice that they are unlikely to make much of an
impact.
It is difficult to evaluate whether leadership matters without systematic
data – anecdotal evidence can be suggestive, but leaves a lot of room for skeptics to attribute events and change to circumstances and structural factors
rather than individuals. Comprehensive quantitative evidence could address
several of these skeptics’ concerns, but the statistical study of UN mission
composition is still in its infancy; in a recent study, Bove and Ruggeri
analyze how the national composition of Blue Helmets (i.e. the “boots on
the ground”) affected their capacity to protect civilians.4 We still lack a systematic empirical investigation of leadership, however. A second challenge
is formulating testable hypotheses based on the general idea that leaders
matter – what specific aspects of leadership do we expect to have an
impact, and what are the operative mechanisms?

UN mission leadership: new data
To begin to answer these questions in a systematic fashion, we have been collecting data on different facets of UN PKO leaderships. Specifically, as part of
a data-gathering pilot project,5 we have collected information on each Special
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New York headquarters or commanders and senior staff in the mission generally.
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Representative of the Secretary General (SRSG, civilian head) and Force Commander (FC, military head) for UN PKOs in Africa and Asia for the post-cold
war period, including their nationality, tenure, and prior experience.6 In the
future we aim to extend the data geographically, covering other continents,
and temporally, to UN missions before 1989. Once collection efforts are finished, this data will allow us to convincingly answer whether leaders matter in
the first place, and, if so, how they do so.
In our larger project we elaborate several possible mechanisms and interactions through which leadership could affect UN mission effectiveness. From
an organizational perspective, windows of leadership change involve adaptation on part of both the new leadership and the troops and staff, which
could slow down decision-making processes. Moreover, if a mission’s leadership changes frequently this might negatively affect the mission’s strategic
coherence. There are also two analytical levels where leadership might exacerbate or dampen possible coordination problems. First, internally the SRSG
and FC might face barriers to cooperation, for example if the strategic interests of their national principals diverge. Second, vertically the leadership needs
to work effectively with Blue Helmets in the field; here, coordination problems
could emerge from a lack of smooth communication (e.g. due to linguistic difficulties) or differences in military and diplomatic training (e.g. due to different norms and daily practices).
In the remainder of this article we provide some data and figures to show
interesting variation in PKO leadership dynamics, and discuss why such variation may matter. Recent research has highlighted that deployment size
matters,7 but, as Figure 1 highlights, leadership dynamics are separate from
deployment size and may have independent effects. Using the United
Nations Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo (MONUC) (D.R.C.)
as an example, we can see that at the start of the mission the FC and 30 per
cent of the troops (red line) are from Senegal. As the mission expands (see
blue line) the relative contribution of Senegalese troops declines, but military
leadership remains largely in Senegalese hands (except for two very short
spells where the FCs were from Nigeria and Spain, respectively). Does the
nationality of the FC affect his8 country’s contribution, and if so, when and
how? Do differences between Blue Helmets and the leadership (the vertical
dimension highlighted above) play an important role? These new data will
enable us to give more robust answers to these questions in the near future.
We are only aware of one attempt to collect information on UN SRSGs, Fröhlich, “The John Holmes Memorial Lecture.” Yet, his data focuses on the nature of their work (which human security dimensions) and is
not about PKOs specifically but about SRSGs more broadly (most of whom do not serve as heads of PKO
missions).
7
Ruggeri, Gizelis, and Dorussen, “Managing Mistrust”; and Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “Beyond
Keeping Peace.”
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issue of gender see also Beardsley and Gizelis and Olsson, this issue.
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Figure 1. Over time example MONUC mission.

In Figure 2, we provide three temporal density distributions based on our
data: UN mission duration generally and UN FCs’ and SRSGs’ tenure in office
specifically. Of the 38 UN missions in our dataset covering Africa and Asia
between 1989–2015, the average length of the mission is 70 months with a
median of 37 months. These numbers put the “survival” of FCs and SRSGs
in context. On the military side, the average time in office of a FC is 19
months. The shortest spell was the one of Vicente Diaz Villegas (Spain) in
MONUC, where Spain contributed only six troops (0.03 per cent of the
total number). The longest serving FC was Dewan Prem Chad (India), who
was at the helm of the United Nations Transition Assistance Group
(UNTAG) in Namibia for roughly ten years; in UNTAG, India’s contribution
was, on average, over 50 per cent of all Blue Helmets. In terms of civilian leadership, SRSGs serve slightly longer than FCs on average (23 months). The
shortest-serving SRSG was Ismat Kittani (Iraq) in Somalia (the United
Nations Operation in Somalia I [UNOSOM I]) at just 4 months, whereas
Martti Ahtisaari (Finland), with nearly 12 years, served the longest period
(in UNTAG).

Leadership characteristics
Leader’s characteristics can affect mission’s performance in a “monadic”
fashion. One example of a hypothesis that would be testable with our data
concerns the prior experience of individuals in PKO leadership roles. Pierre
Schori, former SRSG for the United Nations Operation in Côte d’Ivoire,
argues that many in leadership positions have trouble understanding the intricacies of UN missions and recounts that he “was fortunate to have [deputy
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Figure 2. Missions, FCs and SRSGs lengths.
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SRSG] Alan Doss, who had previous experience in the mission and in the
region, at my side in the first year of service”.9 Given that high turnover
rates and the resultant repetition of mistakes are among the most common
criticisms of UN PKOs,10 it seems intuitive that having prior experience in
UN peacekeeping should lead to more effective leadership and better
overall mission performance.
There are also reasons, however, to think that experience within the
UN can be a bad thing. Senior staff moving from one mission to
another could import the wrong lessons, as happened when cynical
views of locals were brought to East Timor from Kosovo,11 or they
could be too engrained in UN bureaucratic thinking to take a flexible
approach on the ground. In post-war Mozambique, for instance, SRSG
Aldo Ajello used his connections with the Italian government to
procure funds for important project outside of the UN bureaucracy –
to the chagrin of many in New York but to the benefit of the mission’s
effectiveness.12 These contrasting examples beg the question: are leaders
who spent their careers as part of the UN system more or less effective
than those who come in from the outside?
This question is especially interesting given the changing nature of leadership composition. Although there are exceptions, the data reveal a general
trend toward the selection of leaders with a background in the UN, perhaps
reflecting a belief that such individuals are more effective in leadership
roles. Nearly all current FCs, for example, have previously served in PKOs
as commanding officers or senior staff, whereas during the 1990s most FCs
only had experience in their national militaries. On the civilian front,
United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara serves as a
good illustrative example. The mission has had 12 SRSGs since its conception
in 1991; none of the 7 heads before 2005 had previously served in UN PKOs,
whereas all 5 since have peace operation experience.

Internal leadership dynamics
Moving to a “dyadic” approach, we look at the composition of the leadership
over time (the internal dimension discussed above): does within-leadership
political compatibility make a difference? Anecdotal evidence suggests fragmentation among staff can impede the functioning of UN missions,13 and
“diverging views within the UN mission senior staff” – specifically, disagreements between the FC and civilian leadership – are cited as reasons for slow
Schori, “Leadership on the Line,” 28.
Autesserre, Peaceland.
11
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Figure 3. Nationalities of UN PKO leadership.

crisis response in the PKO in Côte d’Ivoire.14 Disagreements can stem from
the different national interests of the leaders’ respective states, which often
influence their UN staff,15 as well as from cultural or normative clashes.16
Such problems are unlikely to arise when the civilian and military heads
are from the same or very close states.
Within-leadership differences are much smaller in some missions than in
others. For example, the UN’s most recent mission in Sudan has been under
the exclusive leadership – both on the civilian and the military side – of Ethiopia
Yabi, “Côte d’Ivoire,” 94.
Dandeker and Gow, “Military Culture and Strategic Peacekeeping.”
Elron, Shamir, and Ben-Ari, “Why Don’t they Fight Each Other?”
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since its inception in 2011. In South Sudan, in contrast, the civilian leadership has
been European (Norway and Denmark) while the military leadership has been
African (Nigeria, Ghana and Ethiopia). Figure 3 provides a more general overview that echoes what the comparison above already hints at: there is a clear geographical – and perhaps geopolitical – difference between the main providers of
FCs and SRSGs. FCs tend to come from countries that provide large numbers of
Blue Helmets, whereas SRSGs come from other countries.

Final remarks
Answering questions about the impact of leadership on PKO effectiveness is crucial
not only for scholars who debate the relative importance of agency and structure,
but also for senior UN policymakers who care about selecting the best individuals
and teams for PKO missions and even the national governments that have to
decide whether to invest funds and risk their soldiers’ lives. Moving beyond anecdotal examples toward a systematic analysis of UN peacekeeping leadership is
essential if scholars are to give sound advice on such questions.

Challenges and opportunities for peace operations
data collection: experiences from the SIPRI
Multilateral Peace Operations Database
Jair van der Lijn and Timo Smit
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute

The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) has been collecting data on multilateral peace operations since the early 1990s.1 As a
result, SIPRI’s current data set covers more than 200 peace operations that
have been deployed in the period 1993–2015, including annual statistics on
personnel, country contributors, fatalities, and budgets. To our knowledge,
it remains the most comprehensive and reliable data set on peace operations
that is available in the field.
The data are available in successive editions of the SIPRI Yearbook, and in
SIPRI’s Multilateral Peace Operations Database.2 Efforts are on-going to
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SIPRI applies a relatively broad definition of peace operations, they must have the stated intention of: (a)
serving as an instrument to facilitate the implementation of peace agreements already in place; (b) supporting a peace process; or (c) assisting conflict prevention or peacebuilding efforts. Good offices, factfinding or electoral assistance missions, and missions comprising non-resident individuals or teams of
negotiators are not included.
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