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Major Goals:  Major Goals:

We seek to better understand the dynamic relationships among repression, civil conflict, and leadership tenure. We 
see this relationship as a feedback loop: how citizens respond peacefully or violently influences the type of 
repression rulers employ. How rulers use repression influences how and whether citizens protest. Moreover, how 
rulers respond to their citizens may influence leadership duration.



Obviously, the relationship among repression, civil conflict and leadership tenure is complicated; we believe it can 
be best understood holistically. However, researchers have only examined some parts of this relationship. 
Moreover, few scholars have focused on how their findings might be applied to policymakers in the real world.

We believe US (and allied) officials may want policy options to influence rulers who are becoming increasingly 
repressive (as in Turkey and Egypt) or leaders who preside over countries where instability appears to be on

the rise (as in Honduras and Kazakhstan).



Goals:

We aim to produce scholarly research that is easily replicable and policy useful. We will use our findings to provide 
policymakers with recommendations on how to deal with countries with political and/or violent repression.

Accomplishments:  1. Major activities

Completed three case studies: Honduras, Kazakhstan, and Turkey.

Completed a final paper on the relationship between repression and leadership tenure.

Revised our year 2 paper.

Maintained our website https://www.ucl.ac.uk/political-science/research/projects/conflict-repression

Blogged and tweeted our findings.



2. Specific objectives:

We will:

-use these 2 types of scholarly research to develop predicted values and policy recommendations.

-revise the 3 papers for scholarly publication at major journals.



3. Significant Results: Summary of Findings

Year 1 Findings: Changes in Political Repression and Non-Violent Protest

Our findings indicate a striking general pattern that, when leaders change the level of political repression in

any direction from the status quo, citizens respond with more non-violent protest.
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a. When leaders deviate from the status quo and employ less politically repressive tactics, citizens respond with 
more non-violent protest.

b. When leaders deviate from the status quo and employ more politically repressive tactics, citizens respond with 
more non-violent protest.



Changes in Political Repression and Violent Protest

We found a similar pattern linking change in leaders’ use of political repression and violent protest. Nearly all levels 
of change in political repression elicit violent protest.

c. When leaders employ relatively less politically repressive tactics, citizens respond with more rebellion against 
the state in the following year.

d. When leaders increase the intensity of political repression, citizens respond with more rebellion against the 
state in the following year.

e. One contrast to the pattern above is that, when leaders employ relatively less political repression, the likelihood 
of a new civil war slightly decreases.

f. When leaders employ relatively more political repression, the likelihood of a new civil war modestly increases 
up to a certain point. In addition, at relatively high levels of political repression, citizens are slightly less likely to 
begin a new civil war in the following year.

Changes in Violent Repression and Non-Violent Protest

g. When leaders reduce their use of violent repression, citizens respond with more non-violent protest.

h. When leaders increase their use of violent repression, citizens also respond with more non-violent protest.

Changes in Violent Repression and Violent Protest

i. In contrast to the earlier patterns, when leaders diverge from the status quo and use less violent repression,

citizens are less likely to protest violently.

j. However, we also found that, when leaders intensify the types of violent repression, citizens are more likely to 
participate in violent protest.

Simultaneous Use of Political and Violent Repression and Non-Violent Protest

k. Where leaders use less political and violent repression, citizens respond with more non-violent protest.

Simultaneous Use of Both Political and Violent Repression and Violent Protest

l. When leaders use less political and violent repression, citizens respond with more violent protest.

m. When leaders use more political and violent repression, citizens respond with more violent protest.



Summary of Year 2 Findings

Our findings indicate that leaders are flexible. Leaders often respond with violence when met with both violent and 
peaceful protests. However, at times, leaders also respond to peaceful protests by modestly improving political 
rights—in this case, they may be trying to divide their opposition or to reward less violent forms of

citizen protest.



Summary of Year 3 Findings

Leaders have choices about how they can use repression to maintain power. First, leaders who use violence 
against their own people are likely to lose power over time because they have alienated so many of their 
constituents. Second, leaders who invest in their people by providing public goods have shorter leadership tenures 
than those leaders who do not invest in their citizens. Finally, leaders who curtail some of the civil and political 
rights of their citizens generally remain in power longer than those who don't curtail these rights.



4. Outcomes and Accomplishments:

We presented our research at the National War College, Stockholm University, the International Studies 
Association, Binghamton University, George Washington University, and University College London.



We are starting to send out scholarly papers after receiving scholarly feedback.



We wrote a set of predicted values.



We wrote a set of policy recommendations based on the findings from our three papers and case studies.

We used our website, blogs and tweets for outreach.
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Training Opportunities:  Nothing to Report



RPPR Final Report 
as of 06-Mar-2018

Results Dissemination:  We used blogs and tweets to inform scholars and others of our findings.

M. Rob Abouharb published:

March 5, 2017, “Rights and repression: how leaders respond to violent and peaceful protests.” Campaign for Social 
Science. https://campaignforsocialscience.org.uk/rights-repression-leaders-respond-violentpeaceful- protests

/

March 29, 2017 "Taming the Tiger: peaceful and violent protest and the repressive responses of government. The 
Policy Space." http://www.thepolicyspace.com.au/2017/29/175-taming-the-tiger-peacefuland-violent-protest-and-
the-repressive-responses-of-government



We used our web site for dissemination:http://www.cnmd.ac.uk/spp/research/conflict-repression





We also gave several scholarly talks based on our research.

Talks by Susan Aaronson

What is the Relationship between Repression and Civil Conflict, National War College, Washington DC,

February 27, 2017

How does Repression affect Civil Conflict? Stockholm University Higher Research Seminar, March 17, 2017



Talks by Rodwan Abouharb

“Citizens Always Respond To Repression: Repression Types and Their Consequences For Non-Violent And 
Violent Civil Conflict.” Binghamton University, State University of New York. September 7th, 2016.

Honors and Awards:  Susan Ariel Aaronson

GWU Cross Disciplinary Fellow, 2015-present 

Cavalho Fellow, Government Accountability Project, 2015

Protocol Activity Status: 

Technology Transfer:  Nothing to Report
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Repression, Civil Conflict, and Leadership Tenure 

Summary of Findings and Policy Implications 

Summary of Year 1 Findings 

Changes in Political Repression & Non-Violent Protest 

Our findings indicate a striking general pattern that showed when leaders change the level of political 
repression in any direction from the status quo, citizens respond with more non-violent protest.  

a. When leaders deviate from the status quo and employ less politically repressive tactics, citizens 
respond with more non-violent protest.  

b. When leaders deviate from the status quo and employ more politically repressive tactics, citizens 
respond with more non-violent protest.  

 

Changes in Political Repression & Violent Protest 

We found a similar pattern linking leaders’ change in political repression and violent protest; almost any 
change elicits violent protest.  

c. When leaders employ relatively less politically repressive tactics, citizens respond with more 
rebellion against the state in the following year.  

d. We also find when leaders increase the intensity of political repression, citizens respond with 
more rebellion against the state in the following year. 

e. One contrast to the pattern above is that when leaders stray from the status quo and employ 
relatively less political repression, the likelihood of a new civil war gently decreases.  

f. When leaders change from the status quo and employ relatively more political repression, the 
likelihood of a new civil war modestly increases up to a point, and at relatively high levels of 
political repression, citizens respond by becoming slightly less likely to begin a new civil war in 
the following year.    

 

Changes in Violent Repression & Non-Violent Protest 

When leaders change their use of violent repression it elicits non-violent protest.  
g. When leaders reduce their use of violent repression, citizens respond with more non-violent 

protest.  
h. When leaders increase their use of violent repression, citizens also respond with more non-violent 

protest.  
 
Changes in Violent Repression & Violent Protest 

i. In contrast to the patterns highlighted before, when leaders depart from the status quo and utilize 
less violent repression, citizens are less likely to protest violently.  

j. However we also find that when leaders use more intense forms of violent repression, citizens 
respond by becoming more likely to participate in violent protest.  



 
Simultaneous use of both Political and Violent Repression and Non-Violent Protest 

k. Where leaders depart from the status quo and use less political and violent repression, citizens 
respond with more non-violent protest.  

 
Simultaneous use of both Political and Violent Repression and Violent Protest 

l. When leaders use less political and violent repression, citizens respond with more violent protest. 
m. When leaders use more political and violent repression, citizens respond with more violent 

protest. 
  
   
Summary of Year 2 Findings  

Our findings indicate that leaders are flexible; they respond to the signals from protestors with different 
strategies. Like scholars such as Davenport (2007), we find that leaders often respond with violence when 
met with violent protests, and they also respond with violence when met by peaceful protest. However, at 
times, leaders also respond to peaceful protest by modestly improving political rights—they may be 
trying to divide their opposition or to reward less violent forms of citizen protest.   

Summary of Year 3 Findings 

Leaders have choices about how they can use repression to maintain power. Those who use violence 
against their own people are likely to lose power over time. We also find that leaders, which invest in 
their people by providing public goods such as healthcare, have shorter leadership tenure than those 
leaders who do not invest in their citizens. Finally, leaders who curtail some of the civil and political 
rights of their citizens generally stay in power longer.     

  



Implications of our Research  for Policymakers 

Our qualitative and quantitative findings have important implications for US policymakers who seek to 
reduce repression and instability.  

a. Levels of repression are fluid.  Among our case studies, Thailand, Turkey, the DRC and 
Bahrain became increasingly repressive. Turkey and Bahrain shifted from a focus on political 
repression towards more frequent use of violent repression. Mali, Argentina and Sri Lanka 
became less repressive. 

b. Large changes in the level of repression create instability. While it is desirable that a leader 
who relied on violent repression moves to ease conditions, sizeable policy changes that 
reduce repression can create instability. Consequently, while US policymakers want to 
improve human rights conditions, they should avoid creating further instability. Instead, these 
officials should promote slow and steady improvements in human rights practices. 

c. US policymakers must find ways to balance two complicated tasks: first to prod repressive 
leaders to slowly reduce the level and type of repression, and secondly to encourage those 
officials to slowly rebuild trust with their constituents without increasing political tensions.  

d. Many repressive leaders consider their options to repress or ameliorate the demands of their 
citizens with a view to maintaining their hold on power. They use a variety of repressive 
responses and often a mixture of repressive and conciliatory policies towards their citizens’ 
demands. However, leaders do not always make the right choices if they are concerned about 
retaining power. Leaders who use violence tend to have shorter tenures then those that rely on 
political repression. We also found that leaders that invest in their citizens’ health (an 
important development objective) also tend to have shorter tenures than those that rely on 
variants of political repression. The challenge for US policymakers is to convince these 
leaders that it is in their interest to gradually improve development and human rights 
outcomes for their people.    

e. Many of the governments we studied Many of the governments we studied denied equal 
provision of state largesse (education, health benefits as example) to various groups of 
citizens (ethnic, minority or opposition groups).  

f. We found that even in democratic countries such as Argentina, corruption, impunity and 
political repression were closely linked. In fact, everyone of our case studies had significant 
problems of corruption and impunity.  However, in Thailand, Kazakhstan and Honduras, 
corruption was a systemic problem where leaders used repression to maintain their control of 
government, allowing them to continue to capture revenue streams. Repression was a tool to 
enable corruption. Hence we believe policymakers could benefit from further study of the 
repression/corruption relationship. 
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