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Conflict Warnings as Persuasion Attempts

Prophecy usually goes right over my head.
Still, it sounds grim what she said.
Oh what good do prophets ever bring?
They tinge with terror the simplest thing.

– Aiskhylos, Agamemnon, –

Warnings fascinate and puzzle in equal measure. Storytellers and poets
going back to ancient Greece have woven powerful narratives around the
futility of warnings: either deluded men in power do not listen to accurate
warnings, as in the seminal case of Cassandra in ancient Greek epic poems
and tragedies like Aiskhylos’ Agamemnon in the quote above, or action
taken to avoid a prophecy fulfils it, as in the story of Oedipus. Contem-
porary scholars and policy-makers alike are less fatalistic about warnings.
Scholars, in particular, have applied diverse disciplinary lenses in their
attempts to persuade leaders of the validity of their claims about future
harm. These have ranged across sociological approaches to both man-made
and natural disasters, business and management studies of the conse-
quences of malfeasance and mismanagement, technology and engineering
assessments of industrial accidents and analyses by political scientists of
public policy fiascos and strategic surprises in security and defence.

Nowadays, warning is a regularised and well-resourced professional
practice in many organisations and political systems. In the European
Union alone, researchers found more than eighty warning systems in
operation that cover diverse threats and risks in areas of food safety, air
traffic and flood management. Since the mass atrocities committed in
Bosnia and Rwanda in the mid-s, warning for the purpose of

 Peacock , Turner and Pidgeon , Harremoes et al. , Kam , Perrow , p. ,
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Comfort et al. .
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preventing violent conflicts abroad has gained significant attention from
academics, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and politicians. The
subsequent endorsement of conflict prevention as a policy objective by the
United Nations (UN), the European Union (EU), the Organization for
Security and Co-Operation in Europe (OSCE) and the World Bank, as
well as by a number of other regional organisations and Western states, has
led to the development of capabilities for structural and operational
conflict prevention, including dedicated (early) warning and response
systems.

The core argument advanced for a preventive approach has remained
remarkably stable over time within a problem-solving paradigm, i.e.,
‘prevention is better than cure’. In recent decades, intra-state conflicts
have been the primary cause of civilian killings, large-scale human rights
violations, socioeconomic hardship and the mass displacement of people.
Increasingly, the consequences of violent conflict are not enclosed within
the borders of the state, but generate a host of harmful effects in the wider
region and beyond. These range from the destabilisation of neighbouring
states; growth in piracy, drugs, weapons and people trafficking; threats to
the production and safe transport of fossil fuels and raw materials; and
increased risks from radicalisation and terrorist attacks. Advocates of
conflict prevention argue that leaders are often forced to intervene in
conflicts at a later stage. As Michael Browne and Richard Rosecrance put
it: ‘The question is not whether distant powers and international organisa-
tions will become involved in trying to stop deadly conflicts, but when and
how.’ When they do act, they incur higher costs, run greater risks and face
more entrenched opposition than if they had acted earlier in response to
warnings. In light of the wider consequences of the Syrian conflict that
began in , the argument has been made ever more forcefully that
conflict prevention not only is a matter of moral and legal obligation under
the Genocide Convention and the Responsibility to Protect (RP), but is
also in states’ national interests.

At the same time, some critics believe conflict prevention has been
oversold, and even its keenest advocates admit that its potential has not

 Stedman . For advocates, see Adelman and Suhrke , Davies and Gurr , Brown and
Rosecrance , Evans and Sahnoun , Carment and Schnabel , Nyheim .

 Wulf and Debiel , Obama , United Nations , EU High Representative , Federal
Republic of Germany .

 Uppsala Conflict Data Program .
 Lund and Rasamoelina , Rotberg , ICG , United Nations and the World Bank .
 Brown and Rosecrance , p. .  Stedman , Mucha .

 Conflict Warnings as Persuasion Attempts

www.cambridge.org/9781108486071
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48607-1 — Warning about War
Christoph O. Meyer , Chiara De Franco , Florian Otto 
Excerpt
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

yet been fully realised. They highlight many ‘missed opportunities’ for
key political actors to stop and resolve conflicts before they start. Scholars
note that in the s third parties rarely deployed preventive measures
beyond ‘verbal attention and facilitation’. While there is growing evi-
dence that preventive diplomacy is becoming more successful as part of a
growing human protection regime, for example in recent cases such as
Malawi (–) and Nigeria (), decision-makers are still fre-
quently accused of underresourcing prevention in general and failing to
act on copious warnings in specific salient cases such as the atrocities
committed against the Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar in .

One of the recurring explanations for the relative lack of preventive
action is the so-called warnings-response gap, first coined as such by
George and Holl. Investigating why warnings are not noticed, accepted
and acted upon is important for understanding, and possibly overcoming,
the lack of early or timely preventive action. It may thus be possible to
pinpoint more clearly where the problem lies and facilitate greater scrutiny,
accountability and reform. However, we do not subscribe to the wide-
spread tendency within the conflict prevention literature to blame polit-
icians and senior officials whenever conflict prevention policies appear to
have failed and, apparently as a result, people have suffered significant
harm. Not all warnings must be heeded, either in terms of shifting policy-
makers’ attitudes to one of these problems or indeed in terms of triggering
a given policy response. Warnings may turn out to be right for the wrong
reasons or wrong for the right reasons. While some sources are erroneously
regarded as credible and authoritative despite problems with their expert-
ise, track record and agendas, others are ignored and disbelieved even
though they come from knowledgeable and truthful sources. Even warn-
ings that turn out to be right in retrospect may be rejected or not
prioritised at the time by decision-makers for a range of legitimate reasons.
As we have argued elsewhere, conflict prevention by outsiders is inevitably
a form of interference in domestic affairs. It involves difficult ethical and
political choices and trade-offs. It can fail, make matters worse, cause
unintended effects or give rise to moral hazard for future cases.

 Nyheim , p. .  For instance, Feil , Brown and Rosecrance , Zartman .
 Öberg et al. .  Bellamy .
 Nathan et al. , United Nations and the World Bank .  Call and Campbell .
 Meyer and Smith , Ferguson .  George and Holl .
 For a fundamental critique, see Stedman , On the political nature of prevention, see also Rubin

, Meyer et al. , Call and Campbell .
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We focus in this study on whether warnings were persuasive in their
different claims, but we separate this question from whether, when or how
they should have been acted upon. We ask: Under what conditions do
warnings about impending violent conflict in other states persuade leading
Western states and international organisations to pay more attention, shift
their attitudes and mobilise for preventive or mitigating action against this
threat? Why are some warnings by some sources noticed and largely accepted,
while others are ignored, disbelieved or simply not acted upon? The answers to
these questions not only shed light on conflict prevention, but also provide
a fascinating insight into the potential for, and the limitations of, persua-
sion in foreign policy-making. Thus, we approach these questions through
the lens of persuasion in foreign policy and do not limit ourselves to
technocratic early warning and response systems. Persuasion has been
studied widely in international relations, particularly within the social
constructivist research programme, which is typically focused on longer-
term, wider and more permanent changes in foreign policies and inter-
national norms.

Conflict warnings are a special, and in important respects, more difficult
and messy case of persuasion in foreign policy than those studied in the
extant literature. There are at least four reasons for this. First, conflict
warnings often involve bold analytical judgements about future discon-
tinuities based on information that is not easily verifiable, and rely on
contested theories of causality. Second, in contrast to warnings about an
imminent attack by an adversary, the relative interests at stake for decision-
makers may vary or diverge greatly and there are more options to consider
about how and indeed whether to act at all. Third, in contrast to the
frequently studied persuasion in international negotiations among state
actors, our research design covers a diverse set of persuaders with diverse
action preferences as well as relationships to decision-makers. Finally,
conflict warnings need to unfold their persuasive effects within a limited
time window, which is too short for longer-term advocacy campaigns to
bring about carefully planned policy changes, but typically too long for
highly salient and often mass-mediated demands for senior decision-
makers to take charge immediately. Yet one might also argue that the case
for acting preventatively in a specific case ought to be easier to make given
that the states and international organisations at the heart of our study
have already endorsed the policy in principle. One could also argue that

 Keck and Sikkink , Risse , Checkel , Payne , Crawford , Deitelhoff .
 Bernstein et al. , Mucha .
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warnings by diplomats and intelligence analysts benefit from being com-
municated within a common institutional and national life-world shared
between officials and decision-makers.

 Revisiting and Recasting the Warning-Response Gap

The so-called warning-response gap is an important puzzle for peace,
intelligence and multidisciplinary disaster studies. There is, however, no
common definition of what a warning is, nor is there a shared theoretical
model that can explain when warnings are persuasive. This is not surpris-
ing. Warning-response dynamics can be expected to vary across different
types of risks such as military attacks, flu pandemics or volcanic eruptions
given distinct epistemic challenges in forecasting each of them; the sever-
ity, speed and geographic reach of the harms arising from them; and the
types of professional actors involved in either assessing or managing these
diverse risks. At the same time, there are also generic challenges to
warnings for preventive action. These are related to trade-offs in forecast-
ing between relevance and accuracy, between the short-term need to gain
attention and acceptance for bold forecasting and longer-term credibility,
between competing bureaucratic and political priorities, and finally, in
balancing costs and trade-offs associated with action vs. inaction and
overreaction vs. underreaction. Thus, despite the differences, we see sub-
stantial potential for cross-field theory-building.
As we discuss in more detail in Chapter , the two most relevant fields

of conflict prevention and intelligence studies differ as to the nature of the
problem. The conflict and mass atrocity prevention literature tends to
argue that ‘timely or accurate warning may not be the problem at all’. Of
the thirty instances of threatened state collapse that Bill Zartman investi-
gated in his major study of missed opportunities, there is not a single case
where ‘early warnings were not more than adequate’. Zartman goes on to
argue that lack of warning is a poor excuse by policy-makers given that
‘early warning abounds’. In her influential book A Problem from Hell,
Samantha Power argues that ‘officials who “did not know” or “did not fully
appreciate” chose not to’. Consequently, most writers see conflicts as
predictable and predicted. Therefore, they locate the primary reason for
the warning-response gap in the political sphere, particularly the absence of

 See Risse .
 For a discussion of warnings in these different fields, see De Franco and Meyer a.
 George and Holl .  Zartman , pp. , .  Power , p. .
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‘political will’ attributable to a lack of interest in crises in foreign
countries. They also critique insufficient contingency planning and
future orientation in policy-making, the structural disincentives on
decision-makers to act early under conditions of uncertainty and a lack
of timely media coverage.

In marked contrast, leading scholars of intelligence such as Kam argue
that even though vital interests may be at stake for government and
considerable resources are invested in obtaining strategic warning, such
timely warnings are actually rare as hostile actors are strongly motivated to
deceive and surprise. Richard Betts points to additional reasons on the
recipient side as to why ‘perfecting intelligence production does not
necessarily lead to perfecting intelligence consumption’. These include
tensions and pathologies in ‘producer–consumer’ relations between the
(Sherman) Kent and the (Robert) Gates model whereby increased impact
for a warning comes at the cost of increased risk for professional objectivity
in analysis due to politicisation pressures. Therefore, what is accepted as
‘state of the art’ in intelligence studies is novel or contested in conflict and
mass atrocity prevention literature and vice-versa. As we spell out our key
argument and scholarly contribution these differences in the most relevant
literatures should be kept in mind.

 Conceptualising Warnings and Persuasiveness

We found that the conflict prevention literature, and also to some extent
that of strategic surprise, lacks a sufficiently clear and nuanced definition of
what warnings are, how they may differ in content and what impact they
might have. In response, we define a warning as a single or a series of closely
coordinated communicative acts by a given persuader intended to raise the
awareness among one or more persuadees for an impending threat to a valued
good in order to enhance their ability to take preventive or mitigating action.
The minimum expectation for a communicative act to qualify as a warning
is to contain a knowledge claim about future harm. While May and
Zelikow call this the ‘probability judgement’, we will use the more generic
term ‘knowledge claim’. Warnings may also include a ‘relevance claim’,
that is, a judgement about the political importance of this harm, and an
‘action claim’ about how decision-makers should respond to the warning

 Power .  George and Holl , Matveeva .  See Kam , p. .
 Betts , pp. , .  Betts , .
 See Vickers , p. , May and Zelikow b, pp. –.
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to avoid or mitigate the risk. Not all these assessments need to be highly
explicit and specific to qualify as a warning, especially as regards the third
criterion of prescription. However, our definition does draw a distinction
between warnings as defined above and ‘warnings signals and indicators’
that require recipients to make those judgements on their own initiative.
Some authors such as Zartman use the term ‘early warning’ and ‘warning
signals’ interchangeably. With such terms, it is not clear, however, whether
there is an assumption of intentionality on the part of the source. Nor is it
clear what characteristics are required so that warnings are considered to be
‘more than adequate’ to be heeded. This is not a minor semantic
problem. When case studies are conducted following major humanitarian
catastrophes, they may be afflicted by hindsight bias in mistaking warning
indicators for actual warnings (as we show in the case of Rwanda), and thus
fail to fully appreciate the constraints on both warning communicators and
recipients. One cannot answer the question of whether decision-makers
ought to have listened without an investigation of whether warnings were
communicated, which claims they made and how persuasive they were.
As detailed in Chapter , we investigate persuasiveness as a graduated

outcome across four dimensions of attention, acceptance, prioritisation
and mobilisation. This scale of increasing persuasive impact is more
nuanced than in the extant literature. Primarily, it serves the analytical
purpose of identifying and measuring a wider range of persuasive effects.
As such, it avoids the overly narrow, and arguably overly pessimistic,

accounts of warnings labelled as failure unless they led to a change in
(effective) behaviour. Our approach is also significant for helping post-
mortem inquiries of intelligence and foreign policy failures to pinpoint
more accurately and clearly which kind of warnings decision-makers could
have noticed as such and at least partially believed given their characteris-
tics, thus helping to critical examine decision-makers’ defence that they did
not know about the threat or had good grounds not to heed a warning.

Our explicit conceptualisation of warnings as persuasion efforts has
significant theoretical implications for those parts of the literature wedded
to a technocratic account of warning as knowledge transfer or instrumental
learning. In large parts of the conflict prevention and disaster manage-
ment literature there is a clear expectation that all warnings should be

 For instance, Zartman , p. .
 For a discussion of different types of inquiries and their inherent tensions, see Farson and Phythian

, Eiran .
 For a critique, see Kurtz and Meyer .
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heeded and a response provided in the form of preventive or mitigating
action. This is problematic as it exaggerates the quality and persuasiveness
of the average warning available to decision-makers. It also underplays the
significance of political choices implied in acting as well as not acting.
Furthermore, it fails to recognise the limited cognitive capacity by which
organisations and leaders process knowledge claims, and the often com-
petitive nature of agenda-setting and policy-making. In the intelligence
studies literature, scholars are more aware of these pressures, but often shy
away from explicitly using the term ‘persuasion’. The concern is partly
normative as the boundaries between persuasion and political advocacy
may be blurred, thus clashing with professional norms and constitutional
principles concerned with civil servants providing advice to decision-
makers in democratic systems. There are also pragmatic fears about the
autonomy of intelligence services, as an avowedly outspoken approach
would risk harmful politicisation of the analytical process.

In our study, we side with those who regard some degree of politicisa-
tion of the intelligence process as inevitable at times and normatively
ambiguous, although the analytical objectivity of the products remains
an important normative aim. We also stress that, empirically speaking,
individual and organisational producers of warnings can and do differ in
their intentions. Some will be satisfied if a warning is just noticed and
given a fair hearing, whereas others will legitimately stress that warnings
have succeeded only if they improve decision-making and save lives.
A substantial benefit and innovation in the grounding of our study of
warnings in theories of persuasion is that within our study we can incorp-
orate a diverse range of warning producers and their interactions. This
allows us to look at ‘inside-up’ warners such as intelligence analysts,
ambassadors and country desk officers as well as to consider ‘outside-in’
foreign correspondents, opinion writers and NGO staff. It allows us to
make connections with a broader range of international relations litera-
tures, which encompass persuasion on other types of foreign policy issues.
It may even be fruitful to compare our insights with persuasive efforts by
other actors on non-foreign policy issues and in non-warning contexts,
such as prosecutors in courts, sales and marketing efforts or public health
campaigns.

 Betts , Hastedt , Marrin , Woodard .
 Petty and Cacioppo , Perloff .
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 Explaining Differences in the Persuasiveness of Warnings

In Chapter , we elaborate a theoretical framework to explain the persua-
siveness of conflict warnings in foreign policy. It owes its micro-
foundations to social psychology, but also draws on relevant insights from
other fields to advance the state of the art in several respects. By contrast
with the conflict prevention literature, it takes problems of cognitive and
motivational biases seriously rather than lumping them together under
political will or disincentives to listen. It provides a sufficiently nuanced
account of the main factors at play, especially those not often considered
by the conflict prevention literature such as the capacity and credibility of
sources, persuader–persuadee relations, conflict case characteristics and the
power of distracting issues and contexts. In particular, we shed light on
when and how ‘producers’ and ‘consumers’ of warnings are linked to each
other: Potential inside warners anticipate how their warnings will be
perceived by particular recipients and consider the career implications;
decision-makers consider very carefully whom to trust given their role,
track record and personal familiarity, and how it is possible to compensate
for attributed biases and misaligned interests of persuaders. The framework
also allows us to look at when and how processes of inside-up and outside-
in warning become linked. This helps in the investigation of patterns of
cooperation and information-sharing between journalists, NGO staff and
civil servants on the ground and in the capitals. While the conflict
prevention literature has been more open to incorporating NGOs and
open-source intelligence into conflict warnings, it tends to do so from the
perspective of building better warning-response systems, rather than fully
appreciating their other roles as participants in broader, and at times
politicised, foreign policy debates.
Having applied our framework to a number of cases and warnings

produced by different actors, we have found that early warnings, rather
than being plentiful, as is claimed by scholars in the conflict prevention
literature, are in fact relatively rare. Our findings show that problems
concerning warning supply and timeliness provide a challenge to the
widespread argument that instability, armed conflict or mass atrocities
are both easily predictable and frequently predicted. We found that cases
varied substantially in their diagnostic difficulty, particularly as regards the
scale of the discontinuity of what is forecast in relation to the country’s
history or recent similar events in neighbouring countries, as well as the use

 For an exception, see Woocher , Woocher .
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of secrecy and deception by conflict parties. Moreover, we found signifi-
cant problems, not only with the warning supply in quantitative terms, but
also in terms of the persuasiveness of the warning messages themselves.
News media outputs in particular, but also many NGO products, were not
clearly identifiable as warnings, nor were they sufficiently specific about
what they were warning about. Finally, they were not particularly nuanced
in the use of probabilistic language, veering between the extremes of
overconfident prediction that something ‘will happen’ or overly vague
and cautious claims that ‘the situation may deteriorate’. Actionable pre-
scriptions on preventive action were often absent altogether or vague when
warners argued that ‘something must be done’. Even within government
we found that most analytical products dealing with the political situation
in foreign countries did not clearly announce themselves as warnings, or
their warning content was highly hedged, opaque or hidden within con-
ventional reporting or current intelligence. Our findings suggest that the
most persuasive warnings, especially those communicated in multinational
settings, tend to be those that were not recorded officially, but communi-
cated at informal occasions or behind closed doors, even if these were also
our most challenging object of study. We do not argue that low receptivity
rooted in political interests plays no role at all in limiting the persuasive-
ness of warnings. We do, however, seek to sharpen the focus on when and
why receptivity matters. Through the lenses provided by this framework
we can see that the ‘equity’ at stake in particular countries matters to
decision-makers, but so too do variations in cognitive and motivational
biases within an organisation and its key individual decision-makers.

 How to Make Warnings More Persuasive

Our theoretical framework offers a number of new, and in some respects
surprising, lessons to those seeking to improve the persuasiveness of
conflict warnings. So far, an inordinate amount of effort within conflict
prevention as a subfield of peace studies has focused on improving warn-
ings by making them more ‘timely, accurate, valid, reliable, and
verifiable’. Many studies have aimed to improve the accuracy of forecast-
ing ethnic conflict, genocide, politicide and state instability, often stressing
the importance of this knowledge to improve conflict prevention efforts.

 Schmeidl , p. .
 Schrodt and Gerner , O’Brien , Harff , Hegre and Sambanis , Rost et al. ,

Gleditsch and Ward , Goldstone et al. , Raleigh , Schneider et al. .
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