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ABSTRACT 
 

 Some scholars argue that nationalism can create “national enemies,” contribute to 

incorrrect strategic assumptions, provoke domestic interest groups that favor war, permit the 

suppression of opposition groups, and initiate nationalist wars. However, other scholars contend 

that nationalist sentiments might not have enough force to influence the likelihood of war and the 

disparities in power between countries –and interdependencies among them –might attenuate the 

effects of nationalism on state behavior. I attempt to resolve this disagreement by using data on 

the World Cup qualification processes and the Militarized Interstate Dispute dataset to estimate a 

regression discontinuity model of the relationship between participation in the World Cup, which 

I assume to increase nationalistic attitudes, and the probability of engaging in interstate conflict. I 

find that World Cup participation has a positive relationship with interstate conflict, but my 

estimates vary substantially according to the way that my regressions are specified. 

 

  



iv 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

The research and writing of this thesis is dedicated to everyone who helped me along the way. 

First, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my thesis advisor, Adam Thomas. He has 

walked me through all the stages of the writing of this thesis. Without his patient instruction, 

expert guidance, and constant encouragement, this thesis could not have reached its present form, 

especially during this virtual academic year! Second, I would like to express my sincere gratitude 

to Jeffrey Mayer for his time and help, who helped me revise and edit the thesis repeatedly 

throughout the entire process. I also appreciate the help from Eric Dunford for his subject matter 

expertise and Andrew Bertoli for his generous help. Finally, I would like to express my heartfelt 

gratitude to my beloved parents for their continuous support and encouragement. 

 

Many thanks, 

Yue Chang 

 

 



v 
 

 TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 1 
 
Background .................................................................................................................................. 3 
 
Literature Review......................................................................................................................... 7 
 
Conceptual Framework .............................................................................................................. 11 
 
Data and Methods ...................................................................................................................... 15 
 
Descriptive Statistics .................................................................................................................. 20 
 
Regression Results ......................................................................................................................25 
 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 33 
 
Appendix .................................................................................................................................... 37 
 
References .................................................................................................................................. 39 
 
 
 
  



vi 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
 
Figure 1. Determinants of International Conflict ........................................................................12 
 

 
 

LIST OF TABLES 
 
 
Table 1. Definitions of Variables  ...............................................................................................18 
 
Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Dependent, Key Independent, and Control Variables ......... 21 
 
Table 3. Key Characteristics Disaggregated by Whether Countries went to World Cups (On 

Average) ........................................................................................................................24 
 
Table 4. Regression Results including All Observations (Distance from Threshold: -2 to 2) .. 27 
 
Table 5. Regression Results including All Observations (Distance from Threshold: -5 to 5) .. 29 
 
Table 6. Regression Results including All Observations (Distance from Threshold: -9 to 9) .. 31 
 
Table A1. Probit Regression Results ......................................................................................... 37 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1 
 

Introduction 

 Over the past century, in the wake of the development of nuclear weapons, the utility of 

military force in international politics has changed greatly (Gochman & Maoz, 1984). Before the 

nuclear age, countries could easily engage in limited conflicts, which might subsequently 

escalate into full-scale wars. But the threat of nuclear weapons has stabilized world politics, in 

the sense that many nations now fear the second-strike capabilities of hostile countries and avoid 

escalation in their use of military force (Waltz, 1981). However, the absence of worldwide war 

does not mean that more limited conflicts are off the table (Layne, 2020). In fact, over the past 

seven decades, the number of limited militarized conflicts has increased dramatically (Gochman 

& Maoz, 1984). 

From 1900 to 2010, the world witnessed over 2000 limited-scale interstate conflicts with, 

on average, tens of thousands of human deaths per conflict (Jones, Bremer & Singer, 1996). 

These conflicts gave way to famine, significant infrastructure deterioration, large-scale 

immigration from warfare zones, decreases in social spending, and often the mistreatment of 

civilians (Tanton, 2002). Moreover, it often took decades for war-torn states to return to pre-

conflict levels of economic prosperity (DEC Policy Research Report, 2014). 

What is the cause of these conflicts? It has long been acknowledged that conflicts of all 

sorts are rooted in the human psyche, which is to say that human feelings and perceptions help to 

motivate decisions that lead to war (Laird, 2017). These psychological dynamics are shaped by 

interactions between individuals and the state (Laird, 2017). This sense of belonging to the 

culture, traditions, and beliefs of one’s native country gives citizens a sense of identity, often 

fostering feelings of nationalistic pride towards their countries (Fukuyama, 2018). This sense of 
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belonging, is central to the concept of nationalism, which in turn can give rise to feelings of 

superiority, or to feelings of victimization (Mearsheimer, 1990). Nationalism can also breed 

conflict by overemphasizing a group's distinctiveness, magnifying the threats posed by other 

groups and downplaying the costs of achieving national goals through violence (Snyder, 1996). 

However, there has been little systematic exploration of the relationship between 

nationalism and interstate conflicts (Evera, 1994). International conflicts may be caused by 

factors other than nationalism: for instance, geographic proximity, as adjacent states are more 

likely to clash (Joyce & Braithwaite, 2013). Military alliances may also play an important role 

(Leeds, 2003), and aggressive leaders may sometimes seek to stoke grievances among a 

country’s population as a way of preparing them for a future conflict (Bertoli, 2013). Net of these 

other factors, however, it is unclear whether nationalism has an independent effect on military 

conflict. 

The present study estimates the impact of nationalism on interstate conflict using a novel 

discontinuity regression approach. I use participation in the World Cup soccer tournament as a 

proxy for nationalism. The small point differences between countries that did and did not qualify 

for the tournament create an ideal quasi-experimental setting for addressing my research question.  

My study uses the most recent country-year data from the World Cup qualification 

processes and the Militarized Interstate Dispute (MID) dataset, version 4.3 (Ghosen, Palmer & 

Bremer, 2004) during a period spanning the years 1934 to 2010. Jones et al. (1996) defines 

Militarized Interstate Dispute (MID) as “interactions in which the displays of military force, 

threats to use military force short of war, or actual uses of war by one state is directed towards 
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the government, official forces, property, or territory of another state.” Such disputes are 

conflicts that do not involve a full-scale war between states (Dixon & Sarkees, 2015). 

In the following sections, I discuss the concept of nationalism in greater detail, explain its 

usefulness in research settings, and draw attention to patterns worthy of further study. I then 

review relevant studies pertaining to nationalism and international conflicts, after which I 

describe my data and method design in more depth. Finally, I present the findings from my 

regression analyses, probe the robustness of the results, and discuss their policy implications.  

 

 

 

 

Background 

In common parlance, a nation is understood to be a culturally homogeneous group of 

people who have shared historical experience, common traditions, religion, language, and 

institutions (Kundra, 2019). Nationalism refers to the idea that “people who see themselves as 

distinct in their history, culture, ethnicity, or principles should rule themselves in a manner that 

protects and expresses these distinctive characteristics” (Snyder, 2000). 

The various definitions of a "nation" are associated with different types of nationalisms 

(Motyl, 2001). Snyder (2000) defined four types of nationalism: ethnic nationalism, civic 

nationalism, revolutionary nationalism, and counterrevolutionary nationalism. Ethnic nationalism 

defines the nation based on ethnicity, culture, and heritage, which means ethnic nationalism 

bases its legitimacy on “shared historical experience, common culture, religion, and uses these 

criteria to include or exclude members from the national group” (Snyder, 2000). Civic 
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nationalism is built on shared citizenship and institutions, regardless of language, ethnicity, and 

religion (Duara, 2018), which is to say that civic nationalism bases its legitimacy on “loyalty to a 

set of political ideas and institutions that are perceived as rightful and just” (Schrock-Jacobson, 

2012). Revolutionary and counterrevolutionary nationalism, on the other hand, define the 

national community based on a shared sense of purpose and destiny (Motyl, 2001). Snyder (2000) 

writes that revolutionary nationalism seeks to protect political revolutions from domestic and 

foreign enemies, while Schrock-Jacobson (2012) writes that counterrevolutionary nationalism 

arises “when threatened elites attempt to fend off internal change by unifying the nation against 

its external foes.” 

Hans Kohn, in his book The Idea of Nationalism: A Study in Its Origins and Background 

(2005), suggests a difference between Western and non-Western varieties of nationalism. He 

argues that Western nationalism developed in France and Britain were imbued with a spirit of 

democracy and liberalism, while non-Western nationalism developed outside Western Europe 

(especially in East Germany) and emphasized chauvinism and patriotism. Seippel (2017) finds 

that in Eastern Europe, some less developed countries tend to have higher levels of nationalism 

than Western European countries. 

With the emergence of globalism in the late 20th century, nationalism began to surge 

around the globe (McCartney, 2004). This surge in nationalism had important domestic 

consequences. In Russia, for example, the exploitation of nationalist sentiments allowed 

President Vladimir Putin to solidify power through the annexation of Crimea, Ukraine in 2014 

(Arshakuni, 2016). In India, Hindu Nationalism (Hindutva) has grown in popularity along with 

the emergence of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), a right-wing party that has ruled India since 
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2014 (Burke, 2014). In Japan, over the course of the early 21st century, a nationalist movement 

led by Nippon Kaigi has advocated revising the country’s historical narratives and re-establishing 

its military power (Kato, 2014). Even in Western countries, nationalist groups such as UK 

Independence Party and French Front National (FN) have gained much prominence and have 

begun to advocate for restrictions on immigration and other protections for the native 

populations (Clark, 2015). Thus, as Bieber (2018) argues, while the experiences of individual 

countries vary in recent years, nationalism has become more prevalent on global stage. 

 

Sport and Nationalism 

Sport and nationalism are often interwoven, as athletic contests provide ideal venues for 

competition between countries (Jarvie, 2013). Many sports are contested between national teams. 

And these competitions, whether intentionally or not, encourage the use of sporting events for 

nationalistic purposes (Xypolia, 2012). Kingston (2016) writes that “the capacity of sports to 

ignite and amplify nationalist passions, prides, and prejudices is as extraordinary as is their 

power to console, unify, uplift and generate goodwill” (p.121). International sporting events are 

sources of national pride, which is one of the main forms of nationalism (Xypolia, 2012). 

The World Cup, held every four years, is a preeminent platform for international athletic 

competition. The live broadcast of soccer games by television and other media attracts 

worldwide audiences, who watch their countries fight for supremacy and fans invest themselves 

deeply in the performance of their national teams (Jarvie & Vamplew, 1993). Although the 

organizers of international sporting events often express hope that they will foster harmony and 

mutual respect, such competitions can function as symbolic show-downs that are all about 
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winning, rather than about peace and friendship (Wallace, 2010). 

There is also evidence that nationalism surges (Jarvie & Vamplew, 1993) and international 

armed conflicts (Bairner, 2001) are more common during or shortly after World Cup tournaments. 

The most famous example of this phenomenon was the “soccer war” between Honduras and El 

Salvador during the 1970 FIFA World Cup qualification round. The pitch was in turmoil during 

the first game in Tegucigalpa in June 1969, which heightened preexisting tensions between the 

two countries (Luckhurst, 2019). These tensions were rooted in socio-economic issues such as 

land reform and immigration, but this soccer match may have been a catalyst for war (Veytskin, 

Lockerby & McMullen, 2009). One month after the match, in July 1969, as Salvadoran military 

initiated an attack against Honduras, war broke out between the two countries. 

Another well-known case occurred during the 1986 Mexico World Cup, when the United 

Kingdom and Argentina met in the quarterfinals following the Falkland War. Diego Maradona 

scored both of his country’s goals in a 2–1 victory for Argentina, a win that was regarded by 

many Argentines as revenge on the British for what had occurred in the Falklands (Carlin, 2002). 

A third example occurred in the 2010 FIFA World Cup qualification round, when Turkey and 

Armenia faced each other. Hanging over the game was the legacy of the 20th century's first 

genocide. Turkish supporters were essentially drowned out by the booing of the tens of 

thousands of Armenian fans in the stadium, indicating the persistence of mistrust between the 

two countries (Fraser, 2009). These anecdotes suggest that participation in international sport 

competitions, such as the World Cup can be a useful proxy for nationalism. 
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Literature Review 

A number of scholars have argued that nationalism is a key source of international conflict. 

They note that nationalist leaders depict those who do not share their followers’ distinctive 

character and individuality as their "national enemies" (Schrock-Jacobson, 2012), and that such 

leaders tend to portray other nations as threatening, but easily defeated (Snyder, 2000). Such 

nationalism creates conditions favorable for war (Snyder, 2000). The following subsections 

discuss this research, explain its limitations, and discuss how it motivates the design of the 

present study. 

 

Limitations of Past Research 

Much of the existing research examines the relationship between nationalism and 

international conflict in specific instances, such as the Balkans Wars (Gagnon, 1994), the 

conquests of Imperial Germany and Japan (Snyder & Mansfield, 1995), and the conflict between 

El Salvador and Honduras (Veytskin, Lockerby & McMullen, 2009). Though these studies 

provide evidence that nationalism is associated with conflict in certain cases, they do not address 

the broader association between nationalism and international conflict. Nor do they establish that 

these two variables are causally related; the counterfactual, in which the nationalistic surge did 

not occur, is not well-defined (Bertoli, 2013). Most of these studies, therefore, fall short of clear 

causal identification. 

One reason for these limitations in the literature is the absence of a comprehensive 

dataset tracking nationalism. For example, quantitative analysis by Cederman, Warren, and 

Sornette (2011) showed that a major increase in conflict was timed to coincide with a surge of 
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nationalism during the French Revolution. However, their analysis compared wars from 1495-

1789 to wars from 1790-1990, which may not have allowed them to define an ideal 

counterfactual. That is, their data did not necessarily capture what might have happened in the 

absence of rising nationalism. 

Another important limitation in the literature involves the difficulty of measuring 

nationalism properly. This concept is typically measured through survey responses to Likert-

scale questions about respondents’ degree of national pride (Solt, 2011). Studies find nationalism 

to be associated with a belief in national superiority and hostility to outsiders. In political 

psychology, a well-developed argument suggests that these attitudes can be quantified using 

survey methods (Kosterman & Feshbach, 1989). Thus, Solt (2011) drew his primary measure of 

national identity from the International Social Survey Program’s (ISSP) survey conducted from 

2003 to 2004, and individuals’ nationalism from the World Values’ Survey (WVS) conducted 

from 1981 to 2007, in which asked respondents about the extent of their prides in their respective 

nations. However, this survey strategy may lead to reliability and validity questions: What was 

the emotional state of the respondent? Did anyone else influence respondents' answers? Could 

the results reflect the real situation of the respondents? There may also be great difficulties in 

designing questionnaires for different people, especially thought-oriented questions. 

Schrock-Jacobson (2012) published one of the first large-N analyses of nationalism and 

international conflict. The author used a sample at the country-year level from 1816-1997 to 

measure the relationship between nationalistic surges and the onset of interstate war. Her 

regression analysis indicates that countries that experienced a surge of nationalism over this 

period were more likely to initiate conflicts in the following year. This study provides 
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meaningful quantitative evidence that nationalism is associated with interstate conflict. 

However, Schrock-Jacobson’s (2012) conclusions are likely subject to a third (and 

previously discussed) reason for limitations in the literature, omitted variable bias, because they 

do not account for the fact that countries typically become more nationalistic and belligerent in 

the lead-up to war. That is to say, the countries’ anticipation of future conflict is a possibly 

confounding factor. Moreover, wars are generally accompanied and aggravated by other causes 

of conflict (Posen, 1993). Thus it is often difficult to establish with any precision a causal link 

between nationalism and conflict. 

 

The Present Study 

In order to overcome some of the problems noted above, Andrew Bertoli (2013) adopted 

a novel approach that contributed two important methodologies to the literature. First, his study 

used participation in the World Cup soccer tournament as a proxy for the degree of nationalism. 

This strategy provides a clearly defined counterfactual, in which countries did not qualify for 

tournament. And second, Bertoli used a quasi-experimental approach that, in theory, controlled 

for unobserved sources of bias. By comparing the outcomes of paired countries that had only 

very small point differentials in the rankings for the tournament’s qualification process, but 

where one country made the tournament while the other country did not, Bertoli provided reason 

to believe that his results may not have been affected by omitted variable bias. These results 

showed that, among countries that qualified for the World Cup, aggression increased 

substantially during or after the World Cup year. 

My paper extends Bertoli’s analysis period from 1934-1998 to 1934-2010, to further test 
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whether nationalism increases the likelihood of interstate conflict. Thus I expand upon Bertoli's 

approach by providing a new data point to the literature on this topic, using a standard regression 

discontinuity method including interaction terms and higher order terms, and estimating non-

linear probit models to further demonstrate the robustness of my results.  

This paper also adds to the growing body of scholarship on the impacts of international 

sports on politics. International sporting events, according to so-called “Olympic ideology” 

(Patsantaras, 2008), are a vital tool for promoting international understanding and for building 

friendships among peoples around the world. This theory asserts that sport can be a powerful 

mass communication platform to promote a culture of peace, to open the door to peaceful 

dialogue, and to defuse international political tensions (Heinilä, 1966). However, recent studies 

have produced contrary evidence. For example, some recent analyses have found that the 

outcomes of sporting events are associated with increases in domestic violence (Card & Dahl, 

2011; Brimi, 2012). Other studies find that sporting events are related to greater nationalistic 

violence (Markovits & Rensmann, 2010) and national pride (Kavetsos, 2012), to increased 

advantages among political incumbents (Healy, Malhotra & Mo 2010), and to greater instability 

in stock prices (Edmans, Garcia & Norli, 2007). By exploring the relationship between sporting 

events and international aggression, the present study also adds to this literature. 
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Conceptual Framework 

Based on the previous discussion, I hypothesize that a state’s nationalism, proxied by its 

participation in the World Cup, increases the likelihood that it will participate in interstate 

conflicts. As noted in the literature review, the goal here is to achieve balance between the pre-

treatment characteristics of the treatment and comparison groups, which is to say the qualifier 

and non-qualifier country pairs should be similar except that the qualifier countries went to the 

World Cup and the non-qualifier countries did not. In order to test for whether my assumption 

holds and to improve the precision of the estimates, my model also includes control variables 

that are plausibly related to the probability that a country will enter into conflict, including 

demographic characteristics, military factors, economic conditions, and prior conflict factors. 

These factors are presented graphically in Figure 1 below and discussed in the following 

paragraphs. 
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Figure 1. Determinants of International Conflict 

 

 

Demographic Factors 

Helge Brunborg and Henrik Urdal (2005) note that, though it is difficult to measure such 

effects, the demographic consequences of violence and conflict – especially deaths and reduced 

life expectancy– receive much attention. However demographic factors may be potential causes 

of conflict. High birth rates, low death rates, and extended life expectancy may lead to 

population pressure, which could create a risk of violent conflict over scarce resources such as 
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arable land and fresh water (Urdal, 2005). Also, countries with relatively larger populations can 

summon relatively larger armed forces (Krebs & Levy, 2001). In addition, studies have shown 

that, when urban population growth exceeds the increase in economic growth, the risk of 

political unrest increases (Goldstone, 2002). Recently, an emerging sub-field of “security 

demographics” has focused on how demographic trends, such as bulges in the number of young 

persons and sex ratios in a population, are related to the security and stability of nation-states and 

regions (Hudson, 2014). I therefore control for a country’s birth rate, death rate, life expectancy, 

total population size, urban population size, sex ratio, and median age. 

 

Military Factors 

Some scholars have argued that the international system’s competitive imperative drives 

states to maximize their relative power and influence (Mearsheimer, 1990). This implies, that, 

ceteris paribus, as states grow more powerful and increase their military expenditures and 

personnel, they will become more active on the international stage, more likely to have tense 

international interactions, and more likely to get involved in violent conflicts (Krebs & Levy, 

2001). Moreover, if a country has external allies that are willing to assist it, that country may be 

more likely to initiate conflicts (Cederman, Girardin, &Gleditsch, 2009). If these hypotheses are 

correct, countries with extensive capabilities that allow them to project their military powers 

globally should be more disposed than less powerful countries to become involved in 

international conflicts (Krebs & Levy, 2001). I therefore control for military expenditures, 

number of military personnel, great power status, and number of alliances.a 

                                                 
a Schrock-Jacobson (2012) argued that great powers tend to be more inclined toward international conflict than other states since their comprehensive 
capabilities allow them to project their powers in global politics more easily. Distance, he argued, does not constrain them as much. 
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Economic Factors 

An antiwar slogan attributed to Socrates holds that “All wars are fought for money” 

(Schneider, 2010). George Orwell (1945) wrote similarly that “War against a foreign country 

only happens when the moneyed classes think they are going to profit from it.” Some modern-

day scholars agree, arguing that economic incentives are closely related to the likelihood of 

engaging in armed conflict (Collier & Hoeffler, 2004). According to this view, the prospect of 

economic gain motivates groups of potential profiteers to encourage their governments to 

unleash political violence (North & Choucri, 1983). Conversely, other scholars argue that 

growing economic relations between states in the form of increased foreign direct investment or 

trade are negatively related to interstate conflict because the opportunity cost of relying on 

violence increases as commercial ties are strengthened (Russett & Oneal, 1997, 1999). Such 

studies sometimes use import and export variables as proxies for economic ties (Bertoli, 2013). 

My study therefore also controls for imports and exports. 

 

Prior conflict Factors 

Wars may have short-term effects on countries’ infrastructure and public health, but they 

could also have long-lasting negative impacts on countries’ economies (Olmsted, 2007; Plümper 

& Neumayer, 2016). Conversely, Herbst (1990) argues that international war is an indispensable 

factor in the formation of strong states; it enables states to accumulate revenue effectively and 

generate a belief of nationalism, and these phenomena generally persist after a war ends. Thus, 

war can have long-term positive influences on a country, but successful wars may also encourage 

countries to initiate future wars. In order to control for the effect of past wars on potential future 
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international conflicts, I control for the number of Militarized Interstate Disputes (MIDs) 

initiated in the prior year, MIDs initiated in the prior three years, and MIDs initiated in the prior 

five years. 

 

 

 

Data and Methods 

The data for my dependent variable, military initiated disputes (MIDs), are drawn from 

version 4.3 of the Correlates of War Project database (COW).b MIDs are disputes in which 

“countries explicitly threaten, display, or use military force against other countries” (Ghosn, 

Palmer & Bremer, 2004; Bertoli, 2017). Although they are low-level, MIDs are a good proxy 

because they are indicative of whether the country wants to initiate conflicts with other countries 

(Bertoli, 2017). Therefore, similar to past studies (Lee, 2008), I measure aggression using the 

annual number of MIDs. 

For my key independent variable, as is discussed in the previous section, I use World Cup 

participation as a proxy for state nationalism. The World Cup provides a useful natural 

experiment to allow me to answer my research question. When a treatment is given to units that 

exceed an important cut-off point in a scoring system, a regression discontinuity model can be 

used (Bertoli, 2013). This setup facilitates a comparison of outcomes between the treatment 

                                                 
b Palmer, Orazio, Kenwick and Lane (2015) had a comprehensive description of The Correlates of War Project and Militarized 
Interstate Dispute Data (MID 4.0) that “the project was founded in 1963 by J. David Singer, a political scientist at the University 
of Michigan. The original and continuing goal of the project has been the systematic accumulation of scientific knowledge about 
war. Joined by historian Melvin Small, the project began its work by assembling data on the incidence and extent of inter-state 
and extra-systemic war in the post-Napoleonic period. The Correlates of War Project's Militarized Interstate Dispute Data (MID 
4.0) covers the period 2002-2010, adding to the MID data already gathered for the period 1816-2001. MID 4.0 was developed 
largely at Pennsylvania State University under the direction of Glenn Palmer and with the assistance of two grants from the 
National Science Foundation (SES-0719634 and SES-0924240). The MID 4.3 dataset reflects changes that were made following 
re-evaluation of the entire dataset based on comments and suggestions by users” (Palmer, Orazio, Kenwick & Lane, 2015). 
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group that scored just above this cut-off point and the comparison group that scored just below it 

(Dunning, 2012). My analysis compares countries that barely made and barely missed the points 

threshold that determined whether countries qualified for the World Cup. This method should in 

theory approximate a randomized experiment, since placement relative to the threshold between 

countries that ended up just on either side of the cut-off point should be “as-if random.” 

As the qualification round ending in winter, the World Cup is held every four years in the 

following summer. Historically, the first World Cup qualification was held in 1934 (Bertoli, 

2013). Each tournament’s host country qualifies automatically, and other countries play their 

way in. I focus on the standings that result from playing a round of games against other states in 

a given region (Bertoli, 2013). Importantly, countries that were close to the cut-off point made or 

missed the World Cup due to small differences in their records after many games. This quasi-

random variation should render the pre-treatment characteristics of treatment and comparison 

countries (i.e., countries just above and just below the qualification cut-off) quite similar, except 

that some countries qualified and some did not. I use a series of t-tests to check whether the 

qualifiers and non-qualifiers are balanced in terms of their observed characteristics. 

Downloading the data from 1934 to 2010 from Bertoli’s github, I selected 121 pairs of 

countries.  Each country in a pair had the same distance from the qualification cut-off. Then, as 

Bertoli did in his research, I dropped 14 pairs from before 1958. Prior to1958, teams played three 

or fewer games in the qualification round; as a result, there were not enough data points below 

and above the threshold to allow for credible estimation of the shape of the regression function 

below and above the threshold. Thus, in total, my data consist of 107 pairs of countries, which 

provide 214 country-year units of measurement. 
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To analyze the relationship between nationalism and international conflict, my regression 

discontinuity model can be estimated in a single equation that includes a rescaled assignment 

variable (denoted as 𝑋) indicating the difference between a country’s point total and the cut-off 

used to determine qualification for the tournament, along with polynomial versions of this term 

(up to the kth order in the notation below), a dichotomous variable that indicates whether a team 

qualified for the tournament (denoted as Di), and interaction terms between Di and the linear and 

higher-order rescaled assignment variables (these interactions allow the shape of the function to 

differ on either side of the cut point). The polynomial specification offers a more flexible fit for 

my regression function. As previously mentioned, I also include control variables in order to test 

for whether my identifying assumption holds and to improve the precision of the estimates. 

These control variables (denoted as Ci) include demographic characteristics, military factors, 

economic conditions, and year factors. I therefore estimate the following model, with country-

year as the unit of analysis: 

Y = α + β1(𝑿) +…+ βk(𝑿
k) + θ(Di) + λ1 (Di*𝑿) +…+ λk(Di*𝑿

k) + πcontrols(Ccontrols) + ε 

Where Y is the number of militarized initiated disputes (MIDs) that a state initiates in the period 

ranging from the focal World Cup qualification to the next qualification, 𝑿  measures the 

difference between the number of points that a country earned in the qualification round and the 

cut-off point; and D is a dichotomous variable indicating whether the country went to the World 

Cup or did not.c The coefficient estimate θ is the estimated effect of World Cup qualification on 

my dependent variable. Table 1 provides definitions and data sources for all my variables. 

 

                                                 
c135 countries, approximately 63% of my 214 total countries, have zero MIDs. 
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Table 1. Definitions of Variables 
Variables Definitions 
Dependent Variable 
Number of Militarized 
Initiated Disputes (MIDs) 

A discrete variable measuring the number of militarized 
initiated disputes (MIDs) that a state initiates in the 
period ranging from qualification for the focal World 
Cup tournament to the next World Cup qualification. 
Data for this variable come from the Militarized Initiated 
Dispute Version 4.3 dataset compiled by the Correlates 
of War Project (COW). 

Assignment and Key Independent Variables 
Rescaled Points from Cut-
point (𝐗) 

A discrete variable measuring the difference between the 
points that each country earned in the qualification 
process and the cut-off point. 

Treatment (D) A dichotomous variable, which is a deterministic 
function of 𝑿, indicating whether the country qualified 
for the World Cup or not. 

1 if 𝑿≥ x0 

D= 
0 if 𝑿<x0, 

where x0 is the threshold or cut-off point. 
Control Variables 
Demographic Characteristics 
Total Population A continuous variable measuring the population size in 

each country in a given year. 
Urban Population A continuous variable measuring the size of the urban 

population size in each country in a given year. 
Birth rate A continuous variable measuring the number of births 

per 1000 people in each country in a given year. 
Death Rate A continuous variable measuring the number of deaths 

per 1000 people in each country in a given year. 
Sex Ratio A continuous variable measuring the sex ratio (defined 

as the ratio of males to females in a population) in each 
country in a given year. 

Life Expectancy A continuous variable measuring the average life 
expectancy in each country in a given year. 

Median Age A continuous variable measuring the median age in each 
country in a given year. 
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Table 1. (Cont.) 
Variables Definitions 
Military Factors 
Military Expenditures A continuous variable measuring military expenditures 

in each country in a given year (measured in constant 
2010 US dollars). 

Military Personnel A continuous variable measuring the number of military 
personnel in each country in a given year. 

Great Power Status 
 

A dichotomous variable indicating whether each country 
in a given year is designated as great power (1) or not 
(0). There are two main criteria for being a great power. 
One is the state's willingness to act as a great power 
(William K. Domke, 1989).The other is whether a state 
is included in discussions of contemporary political and 
diplomatic issues and exerts influence on the outcome 
and resolution of those issues (William K. Domke, 
1989). 

Number of Alliances 
 

A discrete variable measuring the number of alliances of 
each country in a given year. 

Economic Factors 
Imports A continuous variable measuring the volume of imports 

in each country in a given year (measured in constant 
2010 US dollars). 

Exports A continuous variable measuring the volume of exports 
in each country in a given year (measured in constant 
2010 US dollars). 

Prior Conflict Factors 
MIDs initiated in the year 
before 

A discrete variable tracking the number of disputes 
initiated by each country during the year prior to the 
World Cup qualification. 

MIDs initiated in the 3 
years before 

A discrete variable tracking the number of disputes 
initiated by each country in the three years prior to the 
World Cup qualification. 

MIDs initiated in the 5 
years before 

A discrete variable tracking the number of disputes 
initiated by each country the five years prior to the 
World Cup qualification. 

Note: Data for my independent and control variables are taken from Andrew Bertoli’s data 
replication files.  
Source: https://github.com/AndrewBertoli/Nationalism-RD-Replication-Files 
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Descriptive Statistics 

Table 2 provides descriptive statistics for my dependent and key independent variables, 

and for my demographic, military, economic, and prior conflict controls.d Over the period of 

study from 1958 to 2010, the average number of militarized initiated disputes that a state 

initiated ranging from one qualification round to the next was 0.9, which means that most 

countries rarely initiated disputes. However, this number varies across countries, from a 

minimum of 0 to a maximum of 18. In addition, some of my demographic, military, and 

economic variables vary substantially. The table also shows that the means of the prior conflict 

variables increase from 0.2, to 0.7, to 1.1, as the time span over which I measure the number of 

conflicts rises. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
d The original dataset (Nationalism-RD-Replication-Files), created by Andrew Bertoli, contains data on countries’ revisionist 
disputes and initiated disputes. The difference between these two categories is that revisionist disputes are conflicts in which 
states are dissatisfied with the existing status quo prior to the onset of an MID. These dissatisfactions are linked to power, 
prestige, and tendency to engage in interstate conflict (Jones, Bremer & Singer, 1996), whereas initiated disputes are conflicts 
without these linkages (Jones, Bremer & Singer, 1996). Thus some political scientists believe that revisionist disputes are a better 
measure of aggression (Jones, Bremer & Singer, 1996). However, most use initiated disputes (Bertoli, 2013), as I do. Beroli’s 
initial dataset contains 242 country-year observations. As noted in the Data & Methods section, from 1934 to 1954, qualifiers 
scored fewer than five points in World Cup qualification years, in which case there are not enough data points below and above 
the threshold to allow for credible estimation of the shape of the regression function on either side of the threshold. Thus, I 
excluded 28 country-year observations from this time period. My analyses therefore use data on 214 country-year observations 
over 40 World Cup qualifying years spanning from 1958 to 2010. There were three missing values in my dataset. For my military 
expenditures control, I was missing one value. For two of my economic controls (imports and exports), I was missing one value 
each. These missing values were filled in using single imputation based on the other control variables in my dataset. 
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Dependent, Key Independent, and Control Variables 
Variable Variable 

Name 
Mean Standard 

Deviation 
Minimum Maximum 

Dependent Variable 
Number of 
Militarized 
Initiated 
Disputes 
(MIDs) 

AGGAfter 0.9 2.1 0 18 

Key Independent Variables 
Rescaled 
Points from 
Cut-point (𝐗) 

Points 
FromCutoff 

0 2.8 -9 9 

Treat (D) Treat 0.5 0.5 0 1 
Demographic Characteristics 
Total 
Population 

Tpop 33 million 80 million 264,000 1 billion 

Urban 
Population 

Upop 8,973,369 17 million 0 0.1 billion 

Birth rate BirthRate 25.8 11.8 9.9 52 
Death Rate DeathRate 11.3 3.9 3 26 
Sex Ratio Sexratio 1.0 0.1 0.8 2.0 
Life 
Expectancy 

LifeExpectan
cy 

64.5 9.7 37.5 78.5 

Median Age Mediage 26.5 7.1 16 37.6 
Military Factors 
Military 
Expenditures 

Milex $7 billion $35 
billion 

0 $0.3 
trillion 

Military 
Personnel 

Milper 249,168.2 591,199.1 0 4,750,000 

Great Power 
Status 

GreatPower 0.1 0.3 0 1 

Number of 
Alliances 

Alliances 16.4 12.0 0 59 

Economic Factors 
Imports Imports $23 billion $92 

billion 
$30 

million 
$1 trillion 
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Table 2. (Cont.) 
Variable Variable 

Name 
Mean Standard 

Deviation 
Minimum Maximum 

Exports Exports $21 
billion 

$68 
billion 

$17 
million 

$0.7 
trillion 

Prior Conflict Factors 
MIDs initiated in 
the 5 years 
before 

AGG5Years 
Before 

1.1 2.3 0 16 

MIDs initiated in 
the 3 years 
before 

AGG3Years 
Before 

0.7 1.4 0 10 

MIDs initiated in 
the year before 

AGGYear 
Before 

0.2 0.6 0 6 

Note: The sample size is 214. Dollar amounts in this table are in $2010. 
 
 

 

Table 3 reports differences in characteristics between countries in my sample that made the 

World Cup and those that did not. On average, the probability of initiating militarized disputes 

was 72 percent higher among countries that participated in the World Cup than among countries 

that did not. This difference is statistically significant at the 95 percent level. Some other 

differences were statistically significant at the 90 percent level. Specifically, countries that 

participated in World Cups had larger urban populations, larger military expenditures, and more 

military personnel. Differences between qualifiers and non-qualifiers in imports and exports 

were marginally statistically significant, with p-values of 0.116 and 0.110, respectively (not 

shown in the table). The average birth rate among countries that qualified for the World Cup was 

somewhat lower than among non-qualifiers. This difference is statistically significant at the 90 

percent level. The sex ratio of qualifying countries was also slightly smaller than that of non-
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qualifiying countries. e  Importantly, there are no statistically significant differences between 

treatment and control countries in terms of the frequency of initiated conflicts prior to the World 

Cup. Therefore, while there are modest differences between the qualifiers and non-qualifiers in 

my data for some of my controls, the two groups appear to be generally similar in terms of their 

observable differences – and, most importantly, in terms of their prior propensity to initiate 

conflict. This suggests that any differences in their level of post-World Cup aggression maybe 

caused by participation (or lack thereof) in the World Cup, rather than by differences in their 

unobserved characteristics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
e In most sexually reproducing species, the ratio tends to be 1:1 (Hamilton, W.D. 1967). 
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Table 3. Key Characteristics Disaggregated by Whether Countries went to World Cups (On 
Average) 

Variable Treat Control Difference Standard 
Error 

Dependent Variable 
Number of Militarized 
Initiated Disputes (MIDs) 

1.3 0.6 0.7** 0.3 

Key Independent Variables 
Rescaled Points from 
Cut-point (𝐗) 

2.1 -2.1 4.3*** 0.2 

Demographic Characteristics 
Total Population 38 million 28 million 10 million 11 million 
Urban Population 11 million 7 million 4 million* 2.4 million 
Birth rate 24.4 27.2 -2.8* 1.6 
Death Rate 10.9 11.7 -0.8 0.5 
Sex Ratio 0.97 1.0 -0.01 0.01 
Life Expectancy 65.3 63.7 1.6 1.3 
Median Age 27.0 25.9 1.1 1.0 
Military Factors 
Military Expenditures $12 billion $3 billion $9 billion* 5 billion 

Military Personnel 315878.5 182457.9 133420.6* 80497.6 

Great Power Status 0.1 0.07 0.05 0.04 
Number of Alliances 16.5 16.3 0.2 1.6 

Economic Factors 
Imports $34 billion $14 billion $20 billion 12 billion 
Exports $29 billion $14 billion $15 billion 9 billion 
Prior Conflict Factors 
MIDs initiated in the 5 
years before 

1.3 1.0 0.3 0.3 

MIDs initiated in the 3 
years before 

0.8 0.6 0.2 0.2 

MIDs initiated in the year 
before 

0.2 0.2 0.04 0.1 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Note: The sample size is 214. Dollar amounts in this table are in expressed in constant $2010. 
 



25 
 

Regression Results 

My regression results are summarized in Tables 4, 5 and 6. For the regressions whose 

results are reported in Table 4, I limit my sample to countries that were within two points of the 

World Cup’s qualification threshold. For the regressions whose results are reported in Table 5, I 

limit my sample to countries that were within five points of the threshold; and for the regressions 

whose results are reported in Table 6, I limit my sample to countries that were within nine points 

of the threshold. Ideally, the treatment coefficient in these regressions will focus on changes in 

the dependent variable among observations in the neighborhood around the cut-off threshold. 

Because increasing the margin around the threshold could increase bias in my estimate, I add 

polynomial versions of my assignment variable X and corresponding interactions between X and 

treatment variable D to my regressions for regressions that rely on a wider window around the 

cut-off. 

My aim here is to account for the possibility that, as I include countries in my sample that 

are increasingly distant from the threshold, the functional form of the relationship between X and 

number of MIDs may become increasingly nonlinear. Specifically, in Table 4, model 1 presents 

the results of a simple bivariate regression of number of MIDs on D. Model 2 adds X and an 

interaction term between my D and X; model 3 then adds covariates to improve precision. In 

Table 5, I estimate the regression of my dependent variable on D, X, and an interaction between 

them in model 1; model 2 adds a quadratic version of X and an interaction between D and X2; and 

in model 3, I re-estimate these two models, but include covariates. In Table 6, I follow the same 

approach as in Table 5 but add cubic specifications. In all specifications, the coefficient on the 
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treatment dummy (D) is my estimate of interest. Robust standard errors are reported for all 

coefficients. 

 

Primary Regression Discontinuity 

In Table 4, the coefficient estimate for my treatment variable in model 1 is 0.662.  This 

coefficient, which is statistically significant at 90 percent confidence level, suggests that 

participating in the World Cup is associated with about a 0.6 increase in the number of 

militarized initiated disputes (MIDs) initiated in the period ranging from qualification for the 

focal World Cup to the next World Cup qualification. As shown in Table 2, the average value of 

the dependent variable, the number of MIDs, is 0.9. This coefficient, therefore, indicates a strong 

positive relationship between playing in World Cup and state aggression. In model 2, after I add 

X and an interaction between D and X, the magnitude of D remains roughly comparable to the 

magnitude of D in model 1, while the significance level decreases greatly. After the inclusion of 

covariates in model 3, the coefficient’s magnitude is roughly cut in half. This finding is 

somewhat surprising because, as shown in Table 3 countries that did and did not participate in 

the World Cup are fairly similar in terms of their measured characteristics. 
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Table 4. Regression Results including All Observations (Distance from Threshold: -2 to 2) 
 

Dependent Variable             Number of Militarized Initiated Disputes (MIDs) 
 (1) 

OLS 
w/oX 

(2) 
OLS 

 

(3) 
OLS 

w/control 
Assignment and Key Independent Variables 
Treatment (D) 0.662** 

(0.290) 
0.621 

(0.614) 
0.310 

(0.257) 
Rescaled Points 
from Cut-point (X) 

-0.014 
(0.144) 

-0.009 
(0.136) 

Treatment (D)* X  0.065 
(0.443) 

0.100 
(0.202) 

Demographic Characteristics 
Total Population   -0.014***          

(0.004) 
Urban Population   0.005              

(0.020) 
Birth rate   0.056*              

(0.034) 
Death Rate   -0.023             

(0.075) 
Sex Ratio   0.005             

(0.009) 
Life Expectancy   -0.039            

(0.044) 
Median Age   0.075             

(0.067) 
Military Factors 
Military 
Expenditures    

  -0.002***             
(0.001) 

Military Personnel   0.334***             
(0.059) 

Great Power Status   0.236             
(0.553) 

Number of 
Alliances 

  0.007             
(0.010) 

Economic Factors 
Imports     0.003***                

(0.001) 
Exports  -0.001               

(0.001) 
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Table 4. (Cont.) 
 

 (1) 
OLS 
w/oX 

(2) 
OLS 

 

(3) 
OLS 

w/control 
Prior Conflict Factors 
MIDs initiated in 
the year before 

  -0.038               
(0.400) 

MIDs initiated in 
the 3 years before 

  0.416               
(0.302) 

MIDs initiated in 
the 5 years before 

  -0.160               
(0.239) 

Constant 0.479*** 

(0.113) 
0.464*** 

(0.150) 
-1.369 

  (2.857) 
Observations 142 142 142 
R-squared 0.0359                    0.0361 0.7187 
Robust standard errors are given in parentheses under coefficients.  
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

 

Table 5 reports the results for my sample in which the margin around the cut-off point has 

been expanded to 5 points. In model 1, the coefficient of treatment has roughly the same size as 

in the first model in Table 4 but is less precisely measured and not statistically significant. In 

model 2, with the addition of a quadratic version of X and the corresponding interaction term, the 

coefficient’s magnitude and significance levels do not substantially change. However, when I 

add covariates, my treatment coefficients become notably smaller and still not statistically 

significant in both linear and quadratic version models. While all of the treatment coefficients in 

this table are correctly signed, none of them suggest that World Cup participation is significantly 

related to state aggression. 
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Table 5. Regression Results including All Observations (Distance from Threshold: -5 to 5) 
 

Dependent Variable             Number of Militarized Initiated Disputes (MIDs) 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 OLS Quadratic 

model 
OLS 

w/control 
Quadratic     
w/control 

Assignment and Key Independent Variables 
Treatment (D) 0.577 

(0.467) 
0.557 

(0.650) 
0.256 

(0.227) 
0.114 

(0.286) 
Rescaled Points 
from Cut-point 
(X) 

-0.043 
(0.059) 

-0.004 
(0.186) 

-0.001 
(0.064) 

0.142 
(0.213) 

Treatment (D)* X 0.206 
(0.251) 

0.162 
(0.646) 

0.083 
(0.114) 

0.028 
(0.298) 

X2  0.009 
(0.041) 

 0.032 
(0 .042) 

Treatment (D)* 
X2 

 -0.008 
(0.132) 

 -0.052 
(0.070) 

Demographic Characteristics 
Total Population   -0.015*** 

(0.004) 
-0.015*** 

(0.004) 
Urban Population   0.002 

(0.025) 
0.001 

(0.025) 
Birth rate   0.059** 

(0.029) 
0.058** 

(0.029) 
Death Rate   -0.022 

(0.068) 
-0.025 
(0.068) 

Sex Ratio       0.005         
(0.011) 

0.005 
(0.011) 

Life Expectancy   -0.028 
(0.034) 

-0.029 
(0.033) 

Median Age   0.072 
(0.057) 

0.071 
(0.057) 

Military Factors 
Military 
Expenditures 

  -0.002**                                                          
(0.001) 

-0.002** 

(0.001) 
Military 
Personnel 

  0.370*** 

(0.041) 
0.371*** 

(0.040) 
Great Power 
Status 

  0.162 
(0.571) 

0.163 
(0.574) 

Number of 
Alliances 

  -0.001 
(0.010) 

-0.002 
(0.010) 
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Table 5. (Cont.) 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 OLS Quadratic 

model 
OLS 

w/control 
Quadratic     
w/control 

Economic Factors 
Imports   0.001** 

(0.001) 
0.001** 

(0.001) 
Exports   -0.0002      

(0.001) 
-0.0002 
(0.001) 

Prior Conflict Factors 
MIDs initiated in 
the year before 

  0.498** 

(0.223) 
0.507** 

(0.225) 
MIDs initiated in 
the 3 years before 

  0.265 
(0.277) 

0.269 
(0.279) 

MIDs initiated in 
the 5 years before 

  -0.021 
(0.224) 

-0.022 
(0.224) 

Constant 0.443*** 0.467*** -1.951 -1.760 
Observations   202 202 202 202 
R-squared 0.0400 0.0400 0.7169 0.7175 
Robust standard errors are given in parentheses under coefficients.  
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

 

The results presented in Table 6 provide modest support for my hypothesis that 

participation in World Cup has a positive relationship with military conflict. In regressions that 

do not include controls (see columns 1, 2 and 3), the estimated coefficients on treatment are 

consistently positive. However, their magnitudes and significance levels vary substantially 

according to whether I include higher order terms. As I add quadratic and cubic terms in models 

2 and 3, the coefficients’ magnitudes and significance levels generally decrease. Further, after I 

include control variables in the regressions (see columns 4, 5 and 6), my treatment coefficients 

are consistently lower than in comparable regressions that do not include controls. 
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Table 6. Regression Results including All Observations (Distance from Threshold: -9 to 9) 
 

Dependent Variable             Number of Militarized Initiated Disputes (MIDs) 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
 OLS Quadratic 

Model 
Cubic 
model 

OLS 
w/control 

Quadratic     
w/control 

Cubic 
w/control 

Assignment and Key Independent Variables 
Treatment 
(D) 

0.806** 
(0.390) 

0.489 
(0.562) 

0.559 
(0.673) 

0.379* 

(0.197) 
0.176  

(0.255) 
0.101  

(0.275) 
Rescaled 
Points from 
Cut-point 
(X) 

-0.083* 
(0.047) 

 

0.052 
(0.104) 

0.028 
(0.227) 

-0.029 
(0.048) 

0.148 
(0.133) 

0.088 
(0.226) 

Treatment 
(D)* X 

0.127 
(0.156) 

0.235 
(0.440) 

0.119 
(0.755) 

0.056 
(0.085) 

-0.058 
(0.197) 

0.230 
(0.345) 

X2  0.023 
(0.014) 

0.014 
(0.074) 

 0.030* 
(0.018) 

0.007 
(0.065) 

Treatment 
(D)* X2 

 -0.063 
(0.052) 

-0.003 
(0.221) 

 -0.040 
(0.030) 

-0.101 
(0.113) 

X3   -0.001 
(0.006) 

  -0.002 
(0.005) 

Treatment 
(D)* X3 

  -0.004 
(0.018) 

  0.009 
(0.009) 

Demographic Characteristics 
Total Population    -0.015*** 

(0.004) 
-0.015*** 

(0.004) 
-0.015*** 

(0.004) 
Urban 
Population 

   0.009 
(0.020) 

0.007 
(0.021) 

0.008 
(0.021) 

Birth rate    0.052* 
(0.028) 

0.056** 

(0.028) 
0.055* 

(0.029) 
Death Rate    -0.026 

(0.068) 
-0.036 
(0.068) 

-0.035 
(0.068) 

Sex Ratio        0.007 
(0.011) 

0.006 
(0.011) 

0.006 
(0.011) 

Life Expectancy    -0.029 
(0.033) 

-0.029 
(0.033) 

-0.028 
(0.033) 

Median Age    0.065 
(0.057) 

0.068 
(0.057) 

0.065 
(0.057) 

Military Factors 
Military 
Expenditures 

        -0.002* 

(0.001) 
-0.002* 

(0.001) 
-0.002* 

(0.001) 
Military Personnel         

      
   0.342***  

(0.039) 
0.343*** 

(0.041) 
0.347*** 

(0.040) 
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Table 6. (Cont.) 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
 OLS Quadratic 

model 
Cubic 
Model 

OLS 
w/control 

Quadratic     
w/control 

Cubic 
w/control 

Great Power Status         0.451  
(0.550)     

0.437 
(0.552)   

0.424 
(0.548) 

Number of 
Alliances 

   -0.004 
(0.010) 

-0.004 
(0.010) 

-0.005 
(0.010) 

Economic Factors 
Imports    0.002*** 

(0.001) 
0.002*** 

(0.001) 
0.002*** 

(0.001) 
Exports    -0.001 

(0.001) 
-0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

Prior Conflict Factors 
MIDs initiated 
in the year 
before 

   0.484** 

(0.202)     
0.496** 

(0.201) 
0.513** 

(0.203) 

MIDs initiated 
in the 3 years 
before 

   0.319 
(0.257) 

0.325 
(0.258) 

0.311 
(0.260) 

MIDs initiated 
in the 5 years 
before 

   -0.040 
(0.208) 

-0.043 
(0.206) 

-0.039 
(0.209) 

Constant 0.382*** 
(0.128) 

0.495*** 

(0.137) 
0.485 

(0.150) 
-1.614 
(2.323) 

-1.434 
(2.314) 

-1.477 
(2.342) 

Observations 214 214 214 214 214 214 
R-squared 0.0316 0.0365 0.0369 0.7091 0.7111 0.7121 
Robust standard errors are given in parentheses under coefficients.  
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

In addition to my primary regression models, I estimated probit models with a binary 

dependent variable set equal to one if a country had at least one MID since the last world cup 

qualification and zero if the country did not have any MIDs during this period. The results of a 

simple bivariate regression limited to countries within two points of the qualification cutoff 

indicate that countries that participated in the World Cup are about 16 percentage points more 

likely to initiate interstate conflict. In regressions that do not include controls (see columns 1, 3 



33 
 

and 5), the significance levels and magnitudes of treatment coefficients decrease when I include 

polynomial terms. After I include controls (see columns 2, 4 and 6), the treatment coefficient 

increases modestly in magnitude. The results for the non-linear analysis are not significant for 

most of my coefficients and broadly in accord with my main analyses. The results of these 

regressions can be found in table A1 of the Appendix. 

In sum, the results in my main analyses and my supplementary probit regressions provide 

modest evidence that, in recent years, countries are likely to initiate interstate conflicts if they 

participated in the World Cup. 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

The results of my primary specifications demonstrate that, between 1958 and 2010, 

nationalism has a modest, positive relationship with international conflict. Specifically, from 

qualification for one World Cup to the next, countries that participated in the tournament 

experienced an increase of approximately 0.6 in their average number of militarized initiated 

disputes (MIDs). This result is broadly consistent with Andrew Bertoli’s (2013) finding, based 

on the same data, found that the countries that barely qualified for Cup competition experienced 

a statistically significant spike of about 0.3 in the number of militarized initiated disputes. In fact, 

when I estimate a regression that is specified similarly to Bertoli’s, my results are entirely 
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consistent with his.f However, in some ways, my results differ from Bertoli’s. When I estimate 

standard regression discontinuity models that include a rescaled assignment variable ( X ), 

interaction terms between X  and the treatment variable, and polynomial versions of X  and 

corresponding interactions, my results – unlike his – are no longer statistically significant. 

Further, the magnitudes and significance levels of my treatment coefficients change substantially 

according to whether I include higher-order polynomial versions of the assignment variable and 

country-specific control variables in my regressions. As I add quadratic and cubic terms, the 

coefficients’ magnitudes and significance levels tend to decrease. When I further include 

controls in the regressions, my treatment coefficients become much smaller in magnitude.g 

 

Limitations of My Analysis 

My analysis may suffer from external validity issues, since my key coefficients are local 

average treatment effect estimates that are primarily relevant to countries close to the cut-off 

point. It is not clear whether my findings can be applied to countries that are further away from 

the threshold.  

In addition to this concern, two of my control variables – military expenditures and military 

personnel – likely have a strong mechanical correlation with my dependent variable, since both 

factors are likely to change during periods of conflict. Thus, it is not clear whether my 

                                                 
f Bertoli’s dependent variable measured the number of militarized interstate disputes initiated over three years after World Cup 
qualification, his estimate was produced by a regression that excluded polynomial terms but included control variables and his 
regression was limited to countries that were and within two points of the tournament’s qualification threshold. When I estimate a 
similarly specified regression, my coefficient is 0.39. Thus, my coefficient is about 30% higher larger than Bertoli’s. This is to be 
expected, since I measure the number of MIDs over four years whereas he measures his dependent variable over a period of three 
year. 
g As shown in Appendix Table 1, I also estimated a supplementary set of probit regressions of the relationship between World 
Cup participation and the probability of engaging in at least one MID. The average marginal effects estimates produced by these 
regressions align with my main conclusion: that participation in the tournament is associated with an increase in the predicted 
probability of initiating interstate conflict, although many of my estimates are statistically insignificant. 
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regressions should include these controls. When I estimate regressions that exclude them, I find 

that the impact on my estimates of adding control variables to the regressions is much smaller.  

Thus, the addition of controls to my regressions is largely, but not entirely, driven by the 

inclusion of these military controls in particular. The decision as to whether the two military 

control variables should be excluded from the analysis depends on the timing of their 

measurement. If they are measured after World Cup participation, or at the same time, they could, 

in theory, effectively “re-measure” my dependent variable on the right-hand side of the 

regression. It is unclear when these variables are measured. This is an issue that should be 

addressed in future research. 

 

Future Research and Policy Implications 

My study suggests a variety of other questions for future research. Perhaps most 

importantly, does the positive relationship between World Cup participation and interstate 

conflict indeed reflect the effect of nationalism? Are there other, better alternatives for measuring 

nationalism? A potential alternative might be the use of an instrumental variables strategy. That is 

to say, if a more explicit measure of nationalism could be identified, World Cup participation 

might serve as a valid instrument for nationalism, (with linear and polynomial versions of the 

assignment variable and corresponding interaction terms serving as controls), which could help 

to identify the direct effect of nationalism on interstate conflict. 

International sporting events are typically regarded as a tool for promoting international 

peace and harmony (Nikolaos Patsantaras, 2008). However, my results call this assumption into 

question. Some international sporting events may result in conflict, which is the opposite of their 
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intended effect. The influence of nationalism today appears to be growing rather than shrinking, 

and it is possible that international sports may sometimes help to fuel nationalistic tendencies. 

Policymakers should therefore think more deeply about the implications of their participation in 

international sporting events. 
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Appendix 

Table A1. Probit Regression Results 

 
Dependent Variable             Any Militarized Initiated Disputes (MIDs) since the last 

World Cup Qualification 
 Within 2 Within 5 Within 9 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
 OLS OLS 

w/control 
OLS Quadratic 

w/control 
OLS Cubic 

w/control 
Assignment and Key Independent Variables 
Treatment 
(D) 

0.155* 
(0.080) 

0.241 
(0.156) 

0.111 
(0.136) 

0.190 
(0.159) 

0.104 
(0.140) 

0.195 
(0.154) 

Rescaled 
Points from 
Cut-point (X) 

 0.097 
(0.104) 

 

0.166 
(0.109) 

0.223 
(0.141) 

0.204 
(0.131) 

0.230 
(0.159) 

Treatment 
(D)* X 

 -0.235* 
(0.134) 

-0.241 
(0.151) 

-0.420** 

(0.194) 
-0.266 
(0.182) 

-0.373* 

(0.221) 
X2   0.038 

(0.023) 
0.051* 

(0.029) 
0.060 

(0.042) 
0.069 

(0.048) 
Treatment 
(D)* X2 

  -0.032 
(0.033) 

-0.022 
(0.042) 

-0.067 
(0.058) 

-0.069 
(0.072) 

X3     0.003 
(0.003) 

0.004 
(0.004) 

Treatment 
(D)* X3 

    -0.001 
(0.005) 

-0.001 
(0.007) 

Demographic Characteristics 
Total 
Population 

 -0.005** 

(0.003) 
 -0.002 

(0.002) 
 -0.003* 

(0.002) 
Urban 
Population 

 0.016 
(0.011) 

 0.001 
(0.010) 

 0.012 
(0.008) 

Birth rate  0.026 
(0.022) 

 0.028* 

(0.016) 
 0.022 

(0.016) 
Death Rate  0.002 

(0.042) 
 -0.014 

(0.037) 
 -0.007 

(0.036) 
Sex Ratio      -0.002 

(0.007) 
 -0.004 

(0.009) 
 -0.001 

(0.008) 
Life 
Expectancy 

 -0.000 
(0.025) 

 -0.017 
(0.021) 

 -0.013 
(0.020) 

Median Age  0.031 
(0.038) 

 0.050 
(0.031) 

 0.040 
(0.030) 
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Table A1. (Cont.) 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
 Within 2 Within 5 Within 9 
 OLS OLS 

w/control 
OLS Quadratic 

w/control 
OLS Cubic 

w/control 
Military Factors 
Military 
Expenditures 

     0.000 
(0.001)    

 0.001 
(0.002) 

 0.000 
(0.002) 

Military Personnel         
      

0.089* 

(0.046)                        
  0.065** 

(0.032) 
 0.052 

(0.033) 
Great Power Status       0.246 

(0.303)                                              
 -0.009 

(0.231) 
 0.053 

(0.224) 
Number of 
Alliances 

 -0.000 
(0.005) 

 0.001 
(0.005) 

 -0.000 
(0.004) 

Economic Factors 
Imports  -0.000 

(0.001) 
 -0.000 

(0.001) 
 0.000 

(0.001) 
Exports  0.000 

(0.000) 
 0.000 

(0.000) 
 -0.000 

(0.000) 
Prior Conflict Factors 
MIDs initiated in 
the year before 

 0.097 
(0.196)                          

 0.030 
(0.140) 

 0.051 
(0.136) 

MIDs initiated in 
the 3 years 
before 

 0.279* 

(0.167)    
 0.204 

(0.128) 
 0.195* 

(0.118) 

MIDs initiated in 
the 5 years 
before 

 -0.063 
(0.102)                      

 -0.040 
(0.075)   

 -0.027 
(0.070) 

Observations 214 214 214 214 214 214 
R-squared 0.020 0.297 0.027 0.256 0.043 0.261 
Robust standard errors are given in parentheses under coefficients.  
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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