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ABSTRACT. Nationalism is widely viewed as a force for interstate violence, but does it
really have an important impact on state aggression despite the constraints of strategic
realities? This question has important implications for how scholars think and theorize
about international relations, but past efforts to answer it have struggled with endogeneity
and measurement issues. To overcome these problems, I look to one of the most powerful
sources of nationalism in the modern era−international sports. I begin by investigating
several cases where surges of nationalism from sporting events led to military or political
conflict between countries. I then analyze a regression discontinuity that was created by
the World Cup qualification process from 1958-2010. The results provide strong evidence
that World Cup participation increases state aggression, especially for countries where
soccer is the most popular sport. Substantively, the estimates suggest that going to the
World Cup increases state aggression about two-fifths as much as a revolution does, and
that it has roughly the same effect as electing a leader from the military as opposed to a
civilian leader. I also replicate the analysis using the regional soccer championships and
find similar results.

Scholars use nationalism to explain international conflicts ranging from the Napoleonic

Wars to the Russian invasion of Crimea (Cederman, Warren, and Sornette 2011; Schama

2014). In fact, nationalism is one of the few factors that international relations theorists

across paradigms view as an important force for interstate violence (Mearsheimer 1990,
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Wendt 1999). Scholars have argued that it can increase enmity between countries, under-

mine international cooperation, motivate societies to fight costly wars, and cause govern-

ments to overestimate their relative military power (Woodwell 2007; Rosato 2011; Posen

1993; Schrock-Jacobson 2012). Moreover, many theories of war are premised, at least in

part, on the idea that nationalism is an important source of conflict. Some examples in-

clude theories that explain war as the result of surges of nationalism following revolutions

or major historical events (McCartney 2004; Snyder and Mansfield 1995; Snyder 2000), as

well as theories that point to charismatic leaders who can manipulate national sentiments

(Byman and Pollack 2001; Solt 2011).

Nevertheless, whether fluctuations in nationalism can actually have a causal impact

on interstate conflict is a question that has thus far remained unanswered (Posen 1993;

Schrock-Jacobson 2012). One concern is that national identities are already so salient that

additional increases in nationalism may have a very small effect on the likelihood of war.

Another is that surges of nationalism might make little difference given the constraints

imposed on states by the international system. Past studies that have sought to address

this question have struggled with two major challenges. First, there is no comprehen-

sive dataset that tracks nationalism across the international system over time, or even an

established way to track it in any given case. Second, even though nationalism often ap-

pears to increase in the lead-up to war, it is very difficult to show that this relationship is

causal. For instance, the existing political disputes underlying the conflict might create

the nationalism, or leaders might try to incite it to increase morale for a future war (Posen

1993).

This paper tests how fluctuations in nationalism influence state aggression by looking

at surges of nationalism that were created by international sports. Sporting events are
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an ideal place to look for boosts of nationalism because it is widely accepted that they

increase the salience of national identities. Scholars have shown that they often lead to

feelings of national unity and hatred towards other countries (Tuck 2003; Vincent et al.

2010). These sentiments have resulted in frequent outbreaks of nationalistic violence at

games (Markovits and Lars Rensmann 2010), and at times have intensified rivalries at

the international level (Reid 1999; Hitchens 2010; Schama 2014). Some famous examples

include the 1969 Football War between El Salvador and Honduras, the 2009 Egypt-Algeria

World Cup Dispute, the 1936 Nazi Olympics, and the controversial Moscow Dynamo

soccer club trip to Britain in 1945 (Orwell 1945; Lindsey 2009).

To overcome the endogeneity problem, this study analyzes a regression discontinuity

that was created by the format of the World Cup qualification process from 1958-2010.

Over this period, many countries qualified for the World Cup by playing a round of games

against other states and achieving a top position in the final standings. It is therefore

possible to compare the group of countries that barely qualified to the group that barely

missed. These countries went to the World Cup or stayed home based on small differences

in their records after many games, so the data obtained by this procedure should be similar

to what would be expected in a randomized experiment.

Using this approach, I construct a sample of countries that barely qualified or barely

missed the World Cup. Specifically, I select pairs of countries where one country qualified

and the other fell short, provided that they were separated by no more than two points in

the standings and the qualifier scored at least five points. I made these design choices prior

to collecting the data, believing that they would lead to a sufficiently large sample under

which qualification was as-if random. In total, the sample consists of 142 countries, with

71 barely qualifying and 71 barely missing. The qualifiers and non-qualifiers are balanced
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across a wide range of political, economic, and demographic factors, which supports the

as-if random assumption. They are also balanced on past levels of aggression, which I

measure in the standard way as the number of militarized interstate disputes that a state

initiates.

The results show that going to the World Cup increases aggression substantially. The

countries that barely qualified experienced a significant spike in aggression during the

World Cup year. The disputes that they started also tended to be much more violent than

the disputes started by the non-qualifiers and were more likely to result in fatalities. The

results hold under various robustness checks, and the estimated treatment effect is higher

for countries where soccer is the most popular sport.

I also replicate the analysis using the FIFA regional soccer championships like the Eu-

ropean Football Championship and the African Cup of Nations. Like before, I construct

a sample of countries that barely made or missed qualification. In total, this new sam-

ple consists of 78 countries. The qualifiers and non-qualifiers are again well-balanced

on aggression levels prior to qualification, but the qualifiers became significantly more

aggressive following qualification.

This paper proceeds as follows: I first review the existing theoretical and empirical work

about the relationship between nationalism and war. I then elaborate on why international

sports provide an excellent opportunity to test whether exogenous surges of nationalism

have a major causal impact on state aggression. Next, I examine some qualitative evidence

from the history of international sports that suggests that nationalism can lead to conflict

on the international stage, and I consider some of the mechanisms through which this

process can unfold. I then explain my research design in more depth and present the
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results from the World Cup analysis. After that, I replicate the analysis using the FIFA

regional championships. The final section concludes.

SECTION 1: EXISTING LITERATURE ON NATIONALISM AND WAR

Nationalism is a strange phenomenon. It is loyalty between a large group of people,

most of whom have no personal connections, but who would be willing to kill and die for

each other because they feel that they belong to the same “imagined political community”

(Anderson 1983, 6-7). While this devotion may be somewhat difficult to explain, most

scholars agree that it plays a central role in international relations (Mearsheimer 1990;

Wendt 1999).1 The modern interstate system is largely defined along national boundaries,

and when states go to war, nationalism is one of the key reasons why citizens and soldiers

are willing to make sacrifices for their countries (Mearsheimer 1990; Posen 1993; Wendt

1999; Cederman, Warren, and Sornette 2011). Thus, nationalism plays an important con-

stitutive role in international relations and helps explain how major war between countries

is possible.

Nevertheless, there is much less certainty about whether surges of nationalism have

an important causal impact on state behavior. Even Wendt was skeptical that they do in

his seminal work, The Social Theory of International Politics. In it, he recommends that

constructivists take a constitutive approach rather than a causal one when it comes to ex-

plaining international relations. As he states, “A causal approach is not ‘wrong.’ The

problem rather is that it stacks the deck against idealists, largely conceding to material-

ists the study of war and conflict which seem particularly amenable to power and interest

1. For a discussion of the origins of nationalism, see Laitin 2007.
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explanations” (Wendt 1999). Posen also doubted that we could ever know whether fluctu-

ations in nationalism have the power to cause interstate conflict. As he explains, “Leaders

use nationalism to mobilize public support for military preparation and sacrifices. When

war seems imminent, for any reason, the intensity of propaganda increases. The same is

true when wars last for any length of time. Thus it will often be difficult to show that na-

tionalism caused any conflict, because it will generally be accompanied and accentuated

by other causes of the conflict” (Posen 1993).

But despite this concern, many international relations scholars believe that nationalism

has been an important source of interstate violence throughout history. For instance, they

have used it to explain the Wars of German and Italian Unification, the conquests of Im-

perial Germany and Japan, the breakup of the Soviet Union, the Balkans Wars, and the

U.S. invasion of Iraq (Gagnon 1994; Snyder and Mansfield 1995; Hall 1999; McCartney

2004). The view that nationalism can be a force for conflict also underpins many important

arguments made by international relations scholars, like that bombing civilians in wartime

makes the target population less willing to surrender and that the United States can pro-

voke backlash by maintaining military bases in foreign countries (Pape 1996). No doubt,

the idea that nationalism can cause interstate violence influences how many scholars think

about international relations.

Moreover, many theories of war are predicated on the idea that high levels of national-

ism make conflict more likely. For instance, this idea is central to the theory that emerging

democracies are likely to start wars as a result of the hypernationalistic rhetoric of their

leaders who seek to increase their domestic support (Snyder and Mansfield 1995; Snyder

2000). Similarly, this idea underpins theories that explain war by pointing to the leader’s

personality traits, specifically their charisma and ability to rally mass nationalism (Byman
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and Pollack 2001). It is also key to theories that look at variation in nationalism across the

international system. For example, the idea that grievances from past wars or atrocities

can explain why some nations fight each other is based on the idea that the intensity of

nationalism can have an important impact on the likelihood of conflict (Kaplin 1993). The

same is true for theories that highlight the dispersion of ethnic or national groups across

borders as a key factor that can amplify levels of nationalism in tense settings (Van Evera

1994).

In short, knowing the extent to which nationalism affects state aggression matters for

how scholars think and theorize about international relations. While past quantitative ef-

forts to investigate this question have remained limited, in part because there is no compre-

hensive data set that tracks nationalism, two recent studies have made noteworthy progress.

First, Cederman, Warren, and Sornett (2011) use quantitative analysis to show that the rise

of nationalism during the French Revolution coincided with a major increase in the de-

structiveness of war. This study provides evidence that the appearance of nationalism in

the early international system caused an increase in conflict, but it does not tell us much

about the role that nationalism has played since then. Second, Schrock-Jacobson (2012) re-

cently published the first large-N analysis that tests how nationalism affects interstate war

onset. To deal with the measurement problem, she selected a random sample of state-years

from 1816-1997 and coded for whether countries experienced a nationalistic movement in

those years. Using regression, she shows that there is correlation between nationalism

and the onset of war that does not disappear after controlling for some baseline factors.

While this result provides strong observational evidence for a causal relationship, it may

suffer from omitted variable bias. This problem is concerning because countries usually
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become more nationalistic in the lead-up to war, and the anticipation of future conflict is

an unobservable factor.

Thus, measurement and endogeneity issues have made it difficult to test whether surges

of nationalism can have an important impact on interstate violence. In the next section, I

propose a new strategy to overcome these challenges.

SECTION 2: USING INTERNATIONAL SPORTS AS A SOURCE OF NATIONALISM

International sports provide an excellent opportunity to test whether nationalism has

a causal effect on interstate conflict. First, they offer a way around the measurement

problem. While past studies have struggled to find a reliable, comprehensive measure of

nationalism that spans across countries and time, most political scientists agree that inter-

national sporting events increase it (Anderson 2008; Cha 2009; Markovits and Rensmann

2010; Walt 2011). Sociologists have also shown that international sports often make the

national discourses within countries more hawkish, with reporters describing games in

military terminology and comparing wins and losses to past battles (Garland and Rowe

1999; Vincent, Kian, Pedersen, Kuntz and Hill 2010). As Hobsbawm (1990) explains,

“What has made sport so uniquely effective a medium for inculcating national feelings, at

all events for males, is the ease with which even the least political or public individuals

can identify with the nation as symbolized by young persons excelling at what practically

every man wants, or at one time in life has wanted, to be good at. The imagined commu-

nity of millions seems more real as a team of eleven named people. The individual, even

the one who only cheers, becomes a symbol of his nation himself.”

There are many clear examples where international sports have increased unity within

countries. One of the most famous cases was Nelson Mandela’s use of sports, especially
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rugby, to unite South Africa following the end of the apartheid regime (Steenveld and

Strelitz 1998). Similarly, government leaders in Yemen used the national soccer team

to help break down divisions between North and South Yemen following integration in

1990 (Cha 2009). Many scholars and policymakers have also argued that qualification for

the 2006 World Cup helped unify the Ivory Coast after four years of civil war (Stormer

2006; Mehler 2008). In short, international sports have the power to evoke feelings of

nationalism that can spill over into the political realm.

Another major advantage of using international sporting events is that the World Cup

and FIFA regional championships created regression discontinuities where surges of na-

tionalism were essentially exogenous. As I will discuss in the next two sections, qual-

ification for World Cup and FIFA regional championships was as-if random for a large

number countries. Thus, we can avoid the endogeneity problem that has left past research

somewhat inconclusive.

A third advantage is that it is very hard to imagine how sports could increase the chances

of interstate conflict in any way besides generating nationalism. The most plausible alter-

native explanation may be that the international sports distract the public, giving leaders

more freedom to do want they want on the international stage. However, this mechanism

would only explain a very short term effect, which is inconsistent with the data that I

present later in this paper. Other possibilities that are unrelated to nationalism are hard to

think of, in part because international sports and nationalism are inextricably linked. The

vast majority of fans root for their countries because of national identification, and the very

act of cheering for one’s side is an expression of nationalism (Hobsbawm 1990).

Moreover, there are many historical cases that suggest that international sports increase

the chances of interstate violence by inciting nationalism. I will turn to these cases in the
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next section to provide some preliminary qualitative evidence that surges of nationalism

from sporting events can have a causal effect on state aggression.

SECTION 3: REVIEWING THE QUALITATIVE EVIDENCE

The idea that nationalism from sporting events can intensify international rivalries is

nothing new. It was first proposed by Orwell in 1945 after a series of soccer games between

Britain and the Soviet Union escalated tension between the two countries (Orwell 1945).

Since then, this argument has been advanced by a number of other influential scholars,

including Hitchens and Schama (Hitchens 2010; Schama 2014). It is also a fairly common

view among reporters, historians, and sociologists (Sipes 1973; Reid 2000; Bouras 2008).

These scholars have provided a substantial amount of qualitative evidence that nationalism

from sporting events can have an important impact on interstate violence.

In fact, scholars have proposed three ways that nationalism from sports can lead to con-

flict on the international stage. First, it can incite violence between citizens that escalates

to the international level. These citizens could be from different countries, or they could

be citizens of different nationalities living within the same country (Reid 2000; Hitchens

2010). Second, it can encourage government officials to view other countries as competi-

tors, since that is exactly what they are on the playing field (Orwell 1945). When this

happens, decision-makers may be more likely to resort to violence when they have dis-

agreements with other countries, even when those disagreements are unrelated to sports.

Third, it can increase public support for aggressive foreign policy decisions (Rippon 2006;

Schama 2014). Thus, even if government officials are uninterested in international sport-

ing events, their decision-making may be affected by how these competitions influence the
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Figure 1: Mechanisms Identified in Past Studies

public. As Figure 1 shows, these mechanisms are mutually reinforcing and can be caused

by either the sporting events themselves or the hawkish national discourse.

I will discuss each of these mechanisms briefly, beginning with fan violence. No doubt,

over the last hundred years international sporting events have featured substantial amounts

of conflict between spectators. Some of these incidents have resulted in hundreds of in-

juries and deaths. The worst was a 1966 riot between fans from Argentina and Peru that

killed 317 people and injured 500 others, but smaller incidents are common at interna-

tional soccer, rugby, and cricket matches. Even at the 2006 World Cup held in Germany, a

country where most people are extremely sensitive to overt displays of nationalism, Ger-

man fans assaulted visitors from a number of countries, most notably in a riot with Polish

fans that resulted in 300 arrests (Markovits and Rensmann 2010). This type of violence

can lead to direct conflict between states if leaders feel that they must intervene militarily

to protect their citizens. It can also increase feelings of nationalism among leaders and the

public, making future conflict over other disputes more likely.
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Second, government officials can become more nationalistic as a result of watching the

games, which could prime them to make more aggressive foreign policy choices. Many

leaders are passionate fans of their national sports teams. It is common for them to at-

tend games or schedule their cabinet meetings around them so that they can watch their

teams play on television (Markovits and Rensmann 2010). In fact, leaders usually have

more at stake in these games than most fans do, because success on the playing field can

increase their domestic support (Tomlinson and Young 2006; Healy, Malhotra, and Mo

2010). Similarly, international sporting events can increase nationalism among other mem-

bers of government like bureaucrats and military officials who may have some influence

on their state’s foreign policy. Government organizations are almost always dominated by

men who are likely to follow their national sports teams and could be encouraged to see

other states as competitors because of these events.

This interest by government officials in sporting events is demonstrated by the substan-

tial resources that many governments devote to training their athletes and building state-

of-the-art sports facilities. For example, the Russian government spent an estimated $51

billion on the 2014 Sochi Olympics, and economists believe it is unlikely to make more

than a small fraction of that money back (Johanson 2014). Similarly, Brazil spent so much

money on stadiums for the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympics that it can no longer fund

basic public services like public transportation, schools, and medical care (Colitt 2013).

Third, international sporting events can make ordinary citizens more nationalistic, lead-

ing to an increase in public support for aggression. International sports are unmatched in

their ability to capture mass attention. For instance, the enormous television audiences

for the Olympics and World Cup far surpass the viewership of any political, economic,

or religious event in history. International sports also have a powerful ability to incite
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mass nationalism. As Vincent explains, “only warfare feeds the imagination and cements

national identity more than sports” (Vincent et al. 2010). Having more nationalistic pop-

ulations can cause leaders to act aggressively towards other countries, either because they

feel pressured by citizens or because they already wanted to take aggressive action and

now feel that they have the public support to do so.

The 1969 Football War between El Salvador and Honduras demonstrates how these

three mechanisms can work in tandem. A number of studies have concluded that this war

was caused by a series of soccer riots that exacerbated an already tense political situation

(Anderson 1981; Reid 2000; Kapuscinski 2013; Drezner 2006). In the late 1960s, the

Honduran government began taking land from the Salvadoran immigrants living in its

country and giving it to Honduran-born peasants in response to unrest among Honduran

agricultural workers. This policy led to skirmishes between Honduran and Salvadoran

nationals and prompted a media war between the two countries that further encouraged

xenophobia.

In this volatile political atmosphere, Honduras and El Salvador played several World

Cup qualification games. The night before the first game in Honduras, a mob of Hondurans

surrounded the hotel where the Salvadoran players were staying and made as much noise

as possible to prevent them from sleeping. The next day, El Salvador lost 1-0, but stories

of the incident were widely reported throughout El Salvador and incited public outrage.

When the Honduran team traveled to El Salvador to play the next game, Salvadoran fans

threw rocks through the windows of the hotel where the Honduran players were staying

and used drums, horns, and bands to keep the team up all night. The crowd was so hostile

that the next morning the Honduran players had to be driven to and from the stadium

in armored cars, and the Salvadoran army was needed to provide security at the game.
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Outside the stadium, Salvadoran fans assaulted many Hondurans, burned their cars, and in

some cases chased them to the border. Honduras lost the game 3-0.

When news of what happened reached Honduras, it prompted widespread violence

against Salvadoran nationals living in the country, and thousands were forced to flee to

El Salvador. Tensions escalated again when the countries played a third game thirteen

days later in Mexico City that needed to be supervised by the Mexican military. That day,

the two sides broke diplomatic ties and El Salvador formally accused the Honduran gov-

ernment of human rights violations for not protecting the Salvadoran nationals living in

its country. Less than three weeks later, El Salvador invaded Honduras, starting a war that

caused about two thousand casualties (Reid 2000).

Scholars also claim that nationalism from sports led to conflict in the 2009 Egypt-

Algerian World Cup dispute. This conflict began after Egyptian fans attacked a bus trans-

porting the Algerian team and injured three players. Algerians retaliated against Egyptian

companies and property in Algeria. In response, Mubarak removed the Egyptian ambas-

sador from Algiers, gave an impassioned speech about Egypt’s insulted national pride, and

accused the Algerian government of staging the attacks on its players (Lindsey 2009). Both

the Egyptian and Algerian parliaments met to discuss retaliation measures, and Egypt sent

a plane into Algeria to rescue Egyptian nationals from the soccer violence, although the

aircraft was not granted permission to land (Shenker 2009). As Hitchens (2010) describes,

“Before the match in Khartoum, Egypt and Algeria had no diplomatic quarrel. After the

game, perfectly serious people in Cairo were saying the atmosphere resembled that follow-

ing the country’s defeat in the June 1967 war” (Hitchens 2010). In fact, the Arab League

responded to this incident by proposing that politicians from its member states should not
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attend sensitive sports games because these events could make them more hostile toward

other countries.

While the cases that I have discussed thus far suggest that international sports can lead

to conflict between the competing sides directly, scholars have also argued that they can

exacerbate existing rivalries even when the rival states do not play against each other by in-

creasing nationalism on one side. Of course, since it is usually more difficult to argue that

a certain conflict resulted from the indirect effects of sports, scholars are usually more cau-

tious when asserting causality in these cases. The most notable example is the 1936 Nazi

Olympics, which Hitler used to provoke feelings of Aryan supremacy and victimization in

Germany during the lead-up to World War II (Rippon 2006). Large (2007) describes the

games as “a crucial part of the Nazi regime’s ‘spiritual mobilization’ to win the hearts and

minds of the German people,” and Schama (2014) argues that they played a pivotal role

in creating domestic support for German expansion. This example is illustrative of the

indirect effect because the ultimate victim of German aggression was the Soviet Union,

who did not participate in these games because of a boycott.

There are other cases where scholars argue that nationalism from sports created tension

between states indirectly. For instance, Stephens (2007) claims that the the 2007 Asian

Cup increased Iraqi nationalism and feelings of resentment toward the United States. Sim-

ilarly, when countries play games against states that they do not have an international ri-

valry with, it is common for their fans to burn flags of their traditional rival countries.2

Markovits and Rensmann (2010) also describe a number of cases where international

sports led to xenophobia and violence.

2. For instance, see USA Today, 22 September 2001; Morocco World News, 21 November 2013; B92, 5
March 2014.
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Thus, the history of sports and politics provides plenty of qualitative evidence that na-

tionalism can lead to military and political disputes between countries. Of course, in any

single example it can be very difficult to conclusively know whether nationalism from

sports caused interstate violence. Even in the case of the Football War, it is impossible to

know with certainty that the conflict would not have occurred without the soccer riots be-

cause there was already political tension between El Salvador and Honduras. That is why

the natural experiments that I present in the next two sections are useful, as they provide

clean tests of how sports nationalism influences interstate conflict.

SECTION 4: DESIGN

Strategy for Identifying the Causal Effect. To test the impact of World Cup partici-

pation on state aggression, I use a regression discontinuity design. There are two main

approaches for analyzing regression discontinuities. The first is to compare the units that

scored just above the cut-point to units that scored just below it (Lee 2008; Dunning 2012).

The assumption is that treatment assignment should be as-if random for these units, since

they barely received and barely missed the treatment. The advantage of this approach is

that it makes very few statistical assumptions, since it is essentially a natural experiment

with a quasi-random treatment. The second approach is to estimate the difference at the

cut-point between the expected values of the outcomes under treatment and control, which

are estimated using local linear regression (Gerber, Kessler, Meredith 2011; Samii 2013;

Voeten 2013). This approach does not assume as-if randomness for the sample. Instead, it

requires that the potential outcomes are smooth in an area around the cut-point and can be

estimated reasonably well using regression.

16



The results are significant for both approaches, although I focus on the first approach

in this paper. My main reason is that the first approach does not depend on regression

predictions at the cut-point, which may be unreliable since the cut-point is an endpoint for

both regression lines. To address the fact that who barely qualifies and who barely misses

is not perfectly random, I use a difference-in-differences estimator to reduce any possible

bias. As a robustness check, I also control for baseline differences between the qualifier

and non-qualifier groups using linear regression. The findings remain significant under

all specifications, which are primarily detailed in the online appendix. I also show that

the results are insensitive to what I define as barely qualifying and barely missing. They

are also highly insensitive to my other design choices, which were very limited. I explain

these choices in the next section.

Constructing the Treatment and Control Groups. The World Cup takes place once ev-

ery four years during the summer, with the qualification process ending the winter before.

The first qualification round was held in 1934, and it has been in place ever since. The

host country qualifies automatically, as did the winner of the previous World Cup up until

2010. All other countries have been required to play their way in. They do so in one of two

ways: (1) by playing a round of games against other countries in their region and earning a

certain position in the standings or (2) by winning a play-in game or several playoff games.

Either way, the format is set well in advance.

This study focuses on the standings format, which is illustrated in Table 1.3 In the

standings format, countries very close to the qualification cut-point went to the World

Cup or stayed home based on small differences in their records after many games. Thus,

3. Before 1994, countries earned two points for a win, one point for a tie, and nothing for a loss. Starting
in 1994, the value of a win was increased to three points.
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Table 2. Example of the Final Standings from a 1994
Qualification Round

Rank Country Score Qualified
1 Italy 16 Yes
2 Switzerland 15 Yes
3 Portugal 14 No
4 Scotland 11 No
5 Malta 4 No
6 Estonia 1 No

Note: The sample consists of pairs of countries like Switzerland and
Portugal that barely made and barely missed qualification.

qualification should be close to random for these countries, meaning that the group of

states that barely qualified should be similar to the group that barely missed. Moreover,

we can check that the qualifiers and non-qualifiers are balanced to verify that the design

worked.

The playoff format is less easy to exploit with regression discontinuity analysis. Coun-

tries make or miss the World Cup based on their performance in the final round, which

could be correlated with other factors that are related to their likelihood of future ag-

gression. This problem is particularly concerning because in the playoff format the last

game is often played between countries from different regions that have large disparities

in terms of GDP and population, along with many other factors. However, the findings in

this study remain significant when close playoff games are included, so the results are the

same whether the outcomes of these games are considered random or not.

Using data from the standings format from 1934-2010, I select pairs of countries that

were separated by no more than two points in the standings, provided that the winner
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Table 2. Countries in the World Cup Sample

Qualifier Non-qualifier Year Qualifier Non-qualifier Year
Yugoslavia Romania 1958 Tunisia Egypt 1978

France Belgium 1958 France Ireland 1982
Austria Netherlands 1958 Austria Bulgaria 1982

Soviet Union Poland 1958 Britain Romania 1982
Hungary Bulgaria 1958 Peru Uruguay 1982
Britain Ireland 1958 El Salvador Mexico 1982

Paraguay Uruguay 1958 New Zealand China 1982
Argentina Bolivia 1958 Portugal Sweden 1986
Bulgaria France 1962 Soviet Union Switzerland 1986

Switzerland Sweden 1962 Bulgaria East Germany 1986
Portugal Czechoslovakia 1966 Romania Denmark 1990
Bulgaria Belgium 1966 Austria Turkey 1990

West Germany Sweden 1966 Czechoslovakia Portugal 1990
Chile Ecuador 1966 United States Trinidad 1990

Czechoslovakia Hungary 1970 UAE Qatar 1990
Romania Greece 1970 Ireland Denmark 1994
Bulgaria Poland 1970 Switzerland Portugal 1994

Italy East Germany 1970 Bulgaria France 1994
Sweden France 1970 Netherlands Britain 1994
Belgium Yugoslavia 1970 Bolivia Uruguay 1994

Peru Bolivia 1970 Cameroon Zimbabwe 1994
Morocco Nigeria 1970 Nigeria Ivory Coast 1994
Sweden Austria 1974 Morocco Zambia 1994

Netherlands Belgium 1974 South Korea Japan 1994
Yugoslavia Spain 1974 Nigeria Guinea 1998

East Germany Romania 1974 Jamaica Costa Rica 1998
Poland Britain 1974 Chile Peru 1998

Uruguay Colombia 1974 Senegal Morocco 2002
Argentina Paraguay 1974 Nigeria Liberia 2002

Haiti Trinidad 1974 Ivory Coast Cameroon 2006
Italy Britain 1978 Tunisia Morocco 2006

Austria East Germany 1978 Togo Senegal 2006
France Bulgaria 1978 Angola Nigeria 2006
Poland Portugal 1978 Algeria Egypt 2010
Sweden Norway 1978 Nigeria Tunisia 2010
Spain Romania 1978
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scored at least five points. In total, the sample consists of 142 countries, which are listed

in Table 2.4 There were seven pairs before 1958 where the winner scored less than five

points. In these cases, the teams played only a small number games, typically three or less

each. Since the goal was to obtain two groups of countries that were assigned to treatment

or control based on small differences in their records after many games, these countries

were dropped from the analysis.

Seventeen of the 71 pairs tied in the standings. Nine of these ties were broken by a

playoff game, seven were decided by looking at which country had the larger average

margin of victory, and one was decided by which team scored more goals. I include these

pairs in the analysis for two reasons. First, the playoff games were more like toss-ups

because they were played between teams of comparable skill. Second, there are not strong

reasons to believe that comparable teams would sort based on margin of victory or total

goals scored. Nevertheless, the results remain significant whether ties are included or not.

Lastly, I had to remove pairs where one of the teams did not represent a country. I

exclude Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales from this analysis, and I count England

as Britain. I also exclude the Representation of Czechs and Slovaks, which was a union

of players from the Czech Republic and Slovakia that played from 1992-93. No other

changes were necessary.

Measuring Aggression. Similar to past studies (Gartzke 2007; Dafoe, Oneal, and Rus-

sett 2013), I measure aggression using the number of militarized interstate disputes (MIDs)

4. lI recognize that some countries appear in the sample more than once, which could raise concerns about
non-interference (SUTVA) if the treatment effect does not wear off in four years. To address this issue, I
compute the estimated treatment effect for a large random sample of combinations of these pairs of countries
where no state is repeated. The estimated treatment effects for all of these new samples are positive, and
their mean is nearly equal to the estimated treatment effect of the entire sample. A plot of the estimates is
available in the online appendix.
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that a state initiates. These disputes are instances where states explicitly threaten, display,

or use force against other countries (Ghosn, Palmer, Bremer 2004). This measure is com-

monly used in security studies, since wars happen too infrequently to be a useful measure

in most statistical tests. While most MIDs tend to be pretty low level and not very inter-

esting in their own right, the reason that many IR scholars care about them is that they are

probably the best measure we have of the likelihood of major interstate aggression. They

are indicative of the foreign policy stance of a country and whether that country is willing

to initiate conflicts with its rivals. I also show in the next section that the results remain

significant for high level MIDs that involved a direct attack, clash, or the start of interstate

war.

Checking for Balance. The goal of the design was to achieve balance across observable

and unobservable pre-treatment characteristics. The qualifier and non-qualifier groups

should be similar except that the qualifiers went to the World Cup and the non-qualifiers

did not.

Of course, we should not expect the two groups to look exactly the same on pre-

treatment characteristics. There will be some baseline differences simply by chance.

In randomized experiments, the p-values for pre-treatment characteristics should be dis-

tributed uniformly between 0 and 1. Thus, there are statistically significant differences at

the 5% level for about one out of every 20 pre-treatment characteristics, simply because

of chance variation. But the inferences drawn from this study will be most credible if

the qualifiers and non-qualifiers are balanced on all observable characteristics that might

influence future aggression, as well as on past levels of aggression.

Figure 2 provides a comparison between the two groups. Since the qualification round

ends about six months prior to the summer of the World Cup, the data used in this summary
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were taken from the year before the World Cup. The qualification rounds finished at the

end of this year. For each variable, I plot the p-value from a two-tailed paired t-test that

evaluates the difference in means between the qualifier and non-qualifier groups.5 I also

plot the p-values for aggression levels in the years leading up to the World Cup.

Overall, the balance between the qualifiers and non-qualifiers looks similar to what

would be expected in a randomized experiment. The p-values seem to be distributed uni-

formly between 0 and 1, which supports the idea that this data is like experimental data.

The one potential concern is that the differences in means for military expenditures and

military personnel are large. However, the p-values indicate that the qualifier and non-

qualifier groups are not imbalanced on these factors. The large differences in means result

from the fact that the Soviet Union and United States are outliers and both appear in the

qualifier group. This issue alone does not point to a failure of the design. It would arise

25% of the time by chance if barely qualifying or barely missing the World Cup was

perfectly random. Of course, it is potentially problematic because the outcome we are

interested in is military aggression. To address this issue, I show in the next section that

the results remain significant when the Soviet Union and United States are removed from

the sample. Moreover, when these countries are dropped, the qualifier group has lower

levels of military expenditures and military personnel than the non-qualifier group, which

alleviates concerns that these variables might be biasing the results.

The balance plot also shows that the qualifiers and non-qualifiers are balanced on past

levels of aggression. As the p-values indicate, the qualifiers and non-qualifiers had similar

aggression levels in the years leading up to the World Cup. In fact, this comparability

5. lI use permutation tests for binary variables where less than 10% of the sample was treated, since the
assumption of approximate normality of the test statistic (which is required for a t-test) fails in these cases.
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Variable
Name

Treatment
Mean

Control
Mean

Figure 2. Balance Between the Qualifiers and Non−qualifiers

Iron and Steel Production 9,445,900 6,089,420

Military Expenditures 10,798,500,000 3,543,300,000

Military Personnel 310,859 219,648

Total Population 33,274,000 35,608,300

Urban Population 9,148,030 8,831,730

Birth Rate 23.6 24

Death Rate 11.1 11.1

Infant Mortality 51.1 50.6

Energy Production 182,041,000 107,375,000

Imports 23,613,100,000 18,628,100,000

Exports 21,695,900,000 18,894,500,000

Land Area 460,716 188,522

Material Power Score 0.01 0.009

Level of Democracy 0.465 0.465

Great Power Status 0.04 0

Engaged in Civil War 0.01 0.01

Resolved Civil War 0.01 0

Year of State Formation 1879 1877

Sex Ratio 96.7 98.8

Life Expectancy 65.6 66

Median Age 27.7 27.7

Number of Alliances 15.7 16.5

U.S. Ally 0.408 0.479

Soccer Most Popular Sport 0.93 0.93

Appearance at Previous World Cup 0.352 0.31

MIDs Initiated in the Year Before 0.183 0.113

MIDs Initiated in the 3 Years Before 0.69 0.577

MIDs Initiated in the 5 Years Before 1.07 0.873

0 .05.1 1

p−value
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extends much further back. If you compare the aggression levels of the qualifiers and non-

qualifiers in each of the 50 years prior to qualification, there is statistical significance only

twice at the 5% level, in Year -10 and Year -36. Aside from these years, the difference in

aggression levels between the two groups is never significant at the 10% level. The p-value

over the entire 50-year period is p = 0.46, with the qualifiers averaging 0.04 disputes per

year more than the non-qualifiers.

Thus, the data passes an important placebo test. It is unlikely that the balance plot

left out some factor that would make the qualifiers significantly more aggressive than the

non-qualifiers after qualification, since this factor should have also made the qualifiers

much more aggressive before qualification. So aside from the treatment effect, there is

little reason to suspect that the qualifiers would behave much more aggressively than the

non-qualifiers after qualification.

SECTION 5: FINDINGS

Although the qualifiers and non-qualifiers were comparable on past levels of aggres-

sion, the story is much different following qualification. Figure 3 tracks the aggression

levels for the two groups over this period. In the six months prior to qualification, the

two groups had equal levels of aggression. However, the qualifiers became much more

aggressive following qualification, and they remained so until about the second year after

the tournament. Over this period, the qualifiers were almost two times more likely to start

a military dispute than the non-qualifiers.

Note that the aggression levels of the two groups drop the year before qualification, and

then the qualifiers spike while the non-qualifiers stay low. This trend is consistent with the

theory that the World Cup causes conflict. Recall that four years before qualification, some
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Figure 4. Comparing Aggression Before and After the World Cup

of the countries from both groups went to the World Cup. These effects appear to wear

off fully in the year before qualification. In fact, the countries that went to the previous

World Cup were about 50% more aggressive in the years leading up to qualification than

the countries that did not, although they were actually less aggressive prior to the previous

World Cup.

The fact that the increase in aggression begins after qualification is consistent with his-

torical evidence showing that many countries experience a surge of nationalism in the

lead-up to the World Cup (Mehler 2008). In fact, the difference between the aggression
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levels of the qualifiers and non-qualifiers over this six month period alone is significant

at the 5% level. This trend suggests that sporting events can increase aggression in the

months before they occur, because the anticipation of attending makes countries more na-

tionalistic. However, much of this effect may also be due to the national pride that follows

when countries successfully qualify for the World Cup.

While it may seem surprising that the treatment effect lasts into the second and third

years following the World Cup, this trend could partly be explained by the fact that the

qualifiers started many conflicts in the first two years that reoccur in the third year. In

fact, roughly 50% of the disputes started by the qualifiers between Year 2 and Year 3 were

against countries that they attacked at least once since qualification. Put simply, when

a group of countries experiences a large spike in aggression, it is likely to affect their

aggression levels for several years, since some of the disputes that they start will make

additional conflicts more likely in the near future. Thus, while there may be some residual

nationalism from the World Cup after the second year, part of the longevity of the effect is

likely explained by this feedback mechanism.

The qualifiers not only took military action more often than the non-qualifiers, but the

actions they took tended to be more violent. The Militarized Interstate Dispute data set

codes for the highest level of action taken by each country, with one being the threat to

use force and 20 being the start of interstate war. In the two years after the World Cup,

the median for the qualifiers was 15, whereas the median for the non-qualifiers was 11.

Similarly, the qualifiers initiated seven disputes that resulted in fatalities, whereas the non-

qualifiers initiated one. The Militarized Interstate Dispute data set also codes for whether

each dispute was intended to revise the status quo. In the two years following the World
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Table 3. Estimating the Effect of Participating in the
World Cup on Aggression against other Countries

Estimated Effect p-value n
Entire Sample 0.38** <0.01 142
Sub-Groups
Countries where Soccer is the Most Popular Sport 0.41** <0.01 132
Countries where Soccer is not the Most Popular Sport 0.00** >NA 10
All Countries Except the U.S. and Soviet Union 0.33** >0.01 139
Shifting the Regression Discontinuity Window
Countries that Qualified/Missed by One Point or Less 0.37** >0.02 92
Countries that Qualified/Missed by Three Points or Less 0.49** <0.01 162
Entire Sample (No Ties) 0.43** >0.01 102
Other Statistical Tests
Linear Regression with all Control Variables -0.36** >0.01 142
Permutation Test -0.44** <0.01 142
Standard t-test (not Diff-in-Diff) -0.44** >0.01 142
Tests that are Insensitive to Outliers
Signed-Rank Test -–** >0.02 142
Dummy for Increase in Disputes Initiated -0.15** <0.01 142
Other Outcomes
Revisionist Disputes Initiated -0.38** <0.01 142
Disputes Initiated that Involved the Use of Force -0.28** >0.03 142
Disputes Initiated that Involved a Direct Attack -0.23** >0.02 142

Notes: Unless otherwise specified, the results for these tests are from two-tailed
difference-in-differences t-tests comparing the change in aggression between the
qualifier and non-qualifier groups. I define change in aggression as the difference
in the number of militarized interstate disputes initiated between (1) the period rang-
ing from qualification to the second year after the World Cup and (2) the period of the
same length prior to qualification. I use these time intervals to account for conflicts
that happened after the World Cup year that were caused by residual nationalism and
the increased tension between the qualifiers and their rival states that resulted from
the large surge in aggression that the qualifiers experienced during the World Cup
year. Nevertheless, the estimated treatment effects and significance levels presented
here are similar for other choices of interval length. See the online appendix for a full
summary of the robustness of these results.* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.

27



Cup, 72% of the disputes started by the qualifiers were revisionist, compared to only 54%

for the non-qualifiers (p<0.01).

Table 3 shows the estimated treatment effects for different subsets of the data. The

results are significant at the 1% level for the entire sample. They are also significant at

the 1% level for the subset of countries where soccer is the most popular sport. On the

other hand, there was no change in aggression for the subset of countries where soccer is

not the most popular sport. This group includes the United States, Japan, New Zealand,

Ireland, Australia, the United Arab Emirates, Jamaica, and Trinidad. The results also

remain significant when the United States and Soviet Union are dropped from the sample.

In fact, the United States experienced no change in aggression when it went to the World

Cup, and the Soviet Union only experienced an average increase of 0.8 disputes per year.

Table 3 also shows that the findings remain significant under various robustness checks,

including tests that are insensitive to outliers and linear regression that controls for baseline

differences between the two groups. The results are also robust to changes in the design.

For instance, the findings remain significant when the two point regression discontinuity

window is set at one point or three points, as well as when ties are dropped. The results are

also insensitive to shifting the 5-point minimum score requirement and adjusting the time

interval used for these tests. A full summary of these results and other robustness checks

is available in the online appendix.

Lastly, Figure 4 shows how the estimated effect of the World Cup compare to the esti-

mated treatment effects of several other factors on the likelihood that a country will initiate

a military dispute. These estimated effects were taken from a number of recent articles

from the that have appeared in top international relations journals (Enterline 1998; Leeds

2003; Krause 2004; Colgan 2010; Horowitz and Stam 2014). The impact of going to the
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Figure 4. Comparing the Effect of the World
Cup to Other Estimated Treatment Effects

World Cup is about two-fifths as large as a revolution, and it is comparable to electing a

leader with a military background as opposed to a civilian leader. Thus, the World Cup is

by no means the most powerful source of international conflict, but it is far from a trivial

one.
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Table 4. Countries in the Regional Championship Sample

Qualifier Non-qualifier Year Qualifier Non-qualifier Year
Israel Iran 1960 Japan Jordan 1988

Trinidad Jamaica 1967 Zaire Gabon 1992
Senegal Guinea 1968 Britain Ireland 1992
Taiwan Japan 1968 Egypt Tunisia 1992

El Salvador Costa Rica 1977 Argentina Brazil 1992
Belgium Austria 1980 Liberia Senegal 1996

Spain Yugoslavia 1980 Thailand Singapore 1996
Netherlands Poland 1980 Kuwait Lebanon 1996

Czechoslovakia France 1980 Namibia Gabon 1998
Greece Hungary 1980 Algeria Mali 1998
Haiti Trinidad 1981 Vanuatu Solomon Islands 1998

Portugal Soviet Union 1984 Iran Syria 2000
Denmark Britain 1984 Qatar Kazakhstan 2000
Romania Sweden 1984 Tunisia Gabon 2002

Spain Netherlands 1984 Bahrain Kuwait 2007
Syria Indonesia 1984 Turkey Norway 2008
India Malaysia 1984 Russia Britain 2008
Spain Romania 1988 Netherlands Bulgaria 2008

Denmark Czechoslovakia 1988 South Africa Uganda 2008
Ireland Bulgaria 1988

SECTION 6: REGIONAL CHAMPIONSHIPS

After observing the previous results, I collected additional data to test whether the FIFA

regional soccer tournaments have a similar effect on state aggression. While these compe-

titions are smaller, they still attract enormous audiences, especially within the participating

countries. The states that compete in them are also closer to each other geographically.

Thus, they are more likely to have existing disputes that could be exacerbated by compe-

tition on the playing field.

Fortunately, this hypothesis was not hard to test. These competitions are usually held

every four years in North America, South America, Europe, Africa, Asia, and Oceania.
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Countries often must qualify for these tournaments in the same way that they do for the

World Cup, so I was able to construct a new sample of countries that barely qualified and

barely missed. This new sample consists of 78 countries, dating from 1960-2008. These

countries are listed in Table 4.

Figure 5 shows the balance between the qualifiers and non-qualifiers in this new sam-

ple. The two groups are very similar across the pre-treatment characteristics considered

in the previous section. There were only two significant imbalances, which is about what

would be expected in a randomized experiment. Specifically, countries that barely qual-

ified tended to be older and were more likely to be allied with the United States than

countries that barely missed qualification. While these imbalances might seem concerning

at first, the results remain significant after controlling both of these factors. Also note that

the non-qualifiers had higher averages for most of the military factors, although none of

the differences are close to significantly significant. This trend provides further evidence

that more aggressive countries are more likely to barely qualify.

Figure 6 compares the aggression levels of the qualifiers and non-qualifiers before and

after qualification. Much like with the World Cup sample, the separation between the

two groups happens after qualification, and the treatment effect appears to wear off after

the second year following the competitions. The results are significant for a two-tailed

difference-in-differences t-test that compares the change in aggression between the quali-

fiers and the non-qualifiers before and after qualification.

There are several similarities between these results and the ones presented in the previ-

ous section. The disputes started by the qualifiers tended to be more revisionist and violent

than the disputes started by the non-qualifiers. The median highest level of action for the
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Variable
Name

Treatment
Mean

Control
Mean

Figure 5: Balance Plot for the Regional Championships

Iron and Steel Production 8,669 8,862

Military Expenditures 4,508,910 9,970,380

Military Personnel 202.436 216.538

Total Population 44,140 29,556

Urban Population 11,988 10,780

Birth Rate 25.1 26.3

Death Rate 9.78 10.8

Infant Mortality 43.7 50.4

Energy Production 174,709 148,301

Imports 40,176 29,878

Exports 43,893 28,035

Land Area 428,727 446,295

Material Power Score 0.009 0.01

Level of Democracy 0.538 0.41

Great Power Status 0 0.03

Engaged in Civil War 0.05 0

Resolved Civil War 0 0

Year of State Formation 1886 1912

Sex Ratio 102.99 99.3

Life Expectancy 66.6 65.4

Median Age 26.1 25.6

Number of Alliances 16.3 14.9

U.S. Ally 0.462 0.256

Soccer Most Popular Sport 0.846 0.872

Appearance at Previous Regional Cup 0.436 0.385

MIDs Initiated in the Year Before 0.308 0.256

MIDs Initiated in the 3 Years Before 0.744 0.821

MIDs Initiated in the 5 Years Before 1.31 1.21

0 .05.1 1

p−value

Note: p-values are computed using two-tailed paired t-tests.
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Figure 6. Comparing Aggression for the Regional Championships

qualifiers was 11.5, whereas it was 8 for the non-qualifiers. The results are also insensi-

tive to a number of robustness checks, including linear regression to control for baseline

differences between the two groups. The results also hold for the continuity approach that

involves estimating the treatment effect by running two regression lines on either side of

the cut-point. A full summary of these results is available in the online appendix.
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CONCLUSION

This study provides very strong evidence that surges of nationalism have a substantial

impact on interstate conflict. In doing so, it confirms an important causal relationship that

has been assumed in much international relations scholarship, but had yet to be demon-

strated empirically. Put simply, these results indicate that fluctuations in nationalism can

have a major impact on state aggression despite the constraints imposed on states by the

international system. In fact, if the international soccer tournaments did not really make

states more aggressive, the probability that we would see these trends in both samples by

chance is less than one in a thousand.

Moreover, the size of the estimated treatment effects from both natural experiments

should encourage scholars to pay greater attention to the causal role that identities can

play in international relations. While most constructivists take a constitutive approach,

this study demonstrates that it is possible to assess the causal impact of identities with

clean research designs. Other natural experiments from sporting events may prove to be

valuable in this endeavor, as sports are deeply linked to identity at both the international

and domestic level.

These findings should also remind scholars who are deeply committed to material or

rational explanations that emotion is sometimes a driving force behind human decision-

making. While rational choice theory is a powerful tool for the study of international

relations, strategic constraints are not always so important that they limit human choice to

a simple cost-benefit analysis. While I believe that most rational choice theorists would

agree with this point, it is helpful to always keep in mind the complexities of human

psychology and sociology that can sometimes influence foreign policy.
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