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Abstract 

The civil war that started in South Sudan in December 2013 changed the country and it 

changed the scale and scope of the United Nations mission that was there to assist it.  The 

purpose of this research was to uncover how the decision-making process was conducted in 

United Nations Mission in South Sudan and it examined the period of January to September 

2014.  It adopts the perspective of the individual actor and examines their lived experience in the 

decision-making process.  The point of departure for this research is the notion that the internal 

experiences of the participants are key determinants of the efficiency and effectiveness of 

decision-making.  There was no single body of literature that could provide insight into decision-

making in UN peacekeeping operations.  A wide range of literatures were used to illuminate an 

interdisciplinary field of knowledge that ranged from traditional political science to cognitive 

psychology.   Grounded Theory was employed as this methodology provided the analytical 

flexibility to explore the lived experience of those that contributed to decision-making in 

UNMISS.  It also provided sufficient rigour to develop a theory of how decision-making was 

conducted in UNMISS.  The mid-range theory that emerged from the analysis was grounded in 

the data and it is a reflection of how people experienced and participated in the process.  Key 

findings from this research are: UNMISS teams were challenged to develop a shared 

understanding of a complex adaptive system; trust was a critical component of the social process 

of decision-making; and, the emotional disposition of individual participants was a critical factor 

in the decision-making process.   
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

What difference does it make to the dead, the orphans and the homeless, whether the mad 

destruction is wrought under the name of totalitarianism or the holy name of liberty or 

democracy? 

-Mahatma Gandhi, Non-Violence in Peace and War 

  

Dr. Seuss wrote: “Think left and think right and think low and think high. Oh, the thinks 

you can think up if only you try!” (Geisel, 1975).  I offer this quotation for two reasons.  First, as 

this dissertation will indicate, there exists what I refer to as a crisis of imagination in United 

Nations (UN) peacekeeping operations.  The use of the word crisis may lead one to believe that 

it is as a result of a purposeful act.  It is not.  I submit that this is certainly not the case and that 

the crisis of imagination emanates from the confluence of internal (psychological) and external 

(complexity) factors.  This crisis of imagination exists in the realm of decision-making.  It is 

consequential in that decision-making at all levels is impacted, thus impacting the lives of those 

in the peacekeeping missions and those they are intended to serve.   

The second reason that I offer the quotation from Dr. Seuss is as a reflection of the 

personal challenges I encountered after serving as a peacekeeper in South Sudan.  This research 

covers the period of January to September 2014.  During this timeframe, I was working the 

United Nations Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS).  I had a front row seat to the disintegration 

of the world’s newest nation.  As the country plunged head first into civil war, so too did I.  I 

became increasingly anxious with my inability to impact positive change in my surroundings, 

and perhaps as a result of the accumulation of stress from multiple deployments in conflict areas 

across several decades, I was increasingly paralyzed by anxiety.  In effect, I was suffering from a 
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personal crisis of imagination.  Seeing this research through to its conclusion has been difficult 

for me, as with each reading, with each review of the data, with each step along the way, my 

emotions would get in the way.  I would be incapacitated for months at a time.  I knew what 

needed to be done, but I remained a prisoner of anxiety.  I offer this sentiment not as a means to 

elicit sympathy; rather, it is an effort to stand in solidarity with my many sisters and brothers 

who have experienced similar situations and reactions.  There are a multitude of hard-working, 

well-intentioned, and gifted individuals who have dedicated their lives in the service of peace; 

however, many remain captives of the same debilitating condition that I experienced.  Oh, ‘the 

thinks they could think’ if only they could!  This research is an attempt at uncovering the 

dynamics that either inhibit or nurture peacekeepers’ contributions to the operational decision-

making processes.  

1.1 - Purpose of the Research 

I studied decision-making in UN peacekeeping operations because I wanted to uncover 

and illuminate the social process of decision-making in order to understand why particular views 

of operational requirements are established and then reflected in policy decisions.  In UNMISS, I 

studied mid-level decision-making, which I define as decision-making that occurs at the level of 

the “desk officer” and “team leader” because it is at this level where the majority of idea 

generation takes place; and as a consequence, a large portion of the UNMISS policy-making 

agenda is shaped there.  Furthermore, this study will specifically examine “integrated” decision-

making, or those decisions that were collectively made by two or more substantive components 

in the mission (e.g., Human Rights, Protection of Civilians, and Civil Affairs), because it is in 

this area that operational requirements are defined and that multiple dimensions intersect, thus 

creating dynamic tension across disciplinary lines (See Appendix A for an organizational chart 
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of UNMISS).  Throughout this thesis I will refer to this mid-level integrated decision-making 

simply as “decision-making.” 

At the outset of my efforts in the doctoral program, I had not intended on studying 

decision-making.  This is an area that emerged for me after having been immersed in the 

research environment.  I had initially thought of studying UN peacekeeping at the macro level 

(interactions between the mission and host country, interactions between the mission and UN 

Headquarters, and the interaction of members states related to the mission and host nation).  This 

quickly changed once I was deployed to South Sudan in January 2014.  My focus changed for 

two reasons.  First, as I was engaged in “decision-making,” it became clear to me that there was 

a dearth of information and literature on the “black box” of integrated decision-making. Second, 

as I was in the middle of the decision-making process, at a fascinating, and saddening time for 

UNMISS and South Sudan, it was an opportune time to investigate the decision-making process 

–particularly considering the impact that these decisions had on the mission and the communities 

that the mission served.   Mission policies were critical elements that at times hindered, at times 

advanced, and at times both hindered and advanced our mission objectives.  The key question 

was:  How are these mission policies developed and agreed upon?  

  I propose that mission policies are created through a collective decision-making process 

and that they are influenced at various levels and stages by individuals’ views and perspectives.  

These individuals will influence the decision-making process based on their particular cultural 

foundation and their personal approach.  There are two ways to examine this issue: “up and out” 

– how these policies have impact outside of the mission; and “down and in” – how the process is 

conducted and what impact it has on mission effectiveness.   
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Looking at the “down and in” perspective, given the nature of the socialization process of 

many of the contributors regarding decision-making, the cultural foundation of the decision-

making process is typically “Western.”  As such, there may be situations where the resulting 

policies are based on Western views and may not resonate within the local cultural context.  If 

this is the case, how are alternative policy perspectives included in the decision-making process?  

Are individuals, based on their cultural foundation, influencing the process in a direction that 

excludes alternative views?  Does the collective social process inhibit alternative views?   Do the 

resulting policies create friction with local views during implementation? And, as this research 

determined, there were more profound dynamics that interacted with the decision-making 

process, and that was due to emotions.  

Looking at the “up and out” perspective, given the hectic nature of peacekeeping 

operations, the context is typically complex or even chaotic.  The need to act is paramount, as the 

external context demands action and “doing” things trumps all other activities.  Consequently, the 

resulting decision-making processes are typically messy and incongruent.   

How are decisions made?  Do staff feel as if they have contributed to the process, and if 

not, how does this impact them and the mission? Are people empowered to fully commit to the 

decision-making process, or are there impediments that stifle participation and creativity? 

 The above issues influence the effectiveness and efficiency of operations in a UN 

peacekeeping operation.  The research I conducted illuminated the background to these questions 

by examining this decision-making as a social process.  In other words, I attempted to open up 

the black box of decision-making.   
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Decision-making is above all a social process (Bruch & Feinberg, 2017; C. Campbell, 

Roth, & Jornet, 2018) and, as mentioned, this social process is infused with culture and emotion.  

My point of departure for defining culture is that of Clifford Geertz: 

The concept of culture I espouse…is essentially a semiotic one.  Believing, with Max 

Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I 

take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it, therefore, to be not an experimental 

science in search of law but rather an interpretive one in search of meaning (Geertz, 

1977). 

 As I witnessed, the cultural context of South Sudan is qualitatively different than that of 

many of those employed in UNMISS.  This study examined how this cultural nuance is captured, 

or not, in the decision-making process, and more specifically, how the organizational culture of 

UNMISS crafted and executed decision-making.   

The overall purpose of this research was to uncover how the decision-making process is 

conducted, and I took the perspective of the individual actor in order to challenge existing 

theoretical paradigms associated with UN organizational culture which I, based on multiple short 

missions to UN peacekeeping operations in Europe, the Middle East and Africa as well as my 

experience working in four UN missions (twice in the UN Protection Force, UN Interim Force in 

Lebanon, and United Nations Mission in South Sudan), contend largely ignores the social, 

emotional and cultural components.  

1.2 - Research Questions  

 The question that this research proposed to answer was:  How was mid-level integrated 

decision-making in the United Nations Mission in South Sudan conducted during the initial 
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stages of the civil war (January to September 2014)?  I formulated several framing questions that 

were designed to delimit the inquiry: 

1. What was the process used to formulate and make decisions about operational policy 
in UNMISS? 
 

2. What influenced decision-making processes to adopt a particular view of operational 
policy in South Sudan? 
 

3. To what extent did the decision-making process include alternative and/or local 
perspectives and views? 
 

4. How was UNMISS operational policy characterized by the members that created it?  
 

There are several aspects to these questions that I would like to highlight and explain.  

First, this research was a retrospective analysis in the sense that it addressed the nine-month 

period between January and September 2014.  The second aspect is that this was not an 

evaluative activity in that it was not designed to assess the impact or effectiveness of UNMISS 

decision-making.  Rather, the questions were designed to uncover the social processes that are 

the foundation of decision-making in UNMISS.  Third, the questions reflect a focus on middle-

level management and integrated policies.  Finally, the questions seek to lay bare the 

characterization of the resulting policies from the perspective of the participants engaged in the 

social process of policy formulation, rather than that of a third party or external researcher. 

I will also note that two of the framing questions were modified as a result of insight 

gained from my field experience.  These changes will be discussed further in Chapter Three. 

1.3 - Research Objectives 

From the very beginning, I had several goals that I hoped to advance with this research: a 

personal goal, a broader academic goal, and a practical goal.  
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 My personal goal is related to my professional career.  I have and will continue to work 

in the field of peace and security, and I believed that this research would deepen my 

understanding of the complex adaptive systems in which peacekeeping operations are situated 

and how decision-making is conducted in these contexts.  My goal is to be able to act as a bridge 

between the academic community and practitioners in the field. 

 My academic goal is to contribute to a growing body of theory related to critical 

perspectives of Western peacebuilding interventions. Much of the critical literature regarding 

new/developing/failed/fragile states policy examines the impact of interventions on the local 

communities for example, (O. P. Richmond & Mac Ginty, 2015), (Lottholz, 2018), and 

(Duffield, 2010).  While I certainly support this line of inquiry, in light of the observations that I 

have made in multiple field missions, I believe that there is a requirement to extend this critical 

view to the decision-making process and challenge the assumptions based on the cultural 

foundations of these interventions and the social processes that generate them.  My experience 

shows that this perspective is under-researched, and my inquiry fills a gap in the literature 

between the orthodox view of UN organizational culture and the critical literature related to 

peacekeeping studies.    

 My practical goal is to improve the impact of UN peacekeeping operations.   UN 

peacekeeping operations play a significant role in global peace and security.  Understanding the 

social process of decision-making and its social and cultural roots is a critical component to this 

effort, and one that is often overlooked in contemporary literature.  Effectiveness and efficiency 

in UN peacekeeping operations is a concern for all involved (de Coning & Drange, 2017).  It is a 

concern for the global community as we co-exist in an increasingly interconnected world.  It is a 

concern for the South Sudanese (and other populations impacted by UN peacekeeping 
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operations) as these interventions deliver basic services that the government of South Sudan is 

otherwise incapable of delivering, and an institutional framework is being (re)constructed that 

will have a lasting effect on future generations.   

 I have identified two products that may result from my research. The first output is a new 

conceptual lens that may be used to examine decision-making in UN peacekeeping operations in 

new/developing/failed/fragile states.  If those implicated in these types of operations continue to 

gaze upon these states from their own culturally rooted perspective, they will see only aspects of 

that context that resonate with their own cultural position.   And thus, the decisions and resulting 

policy interventions may be suited to a particular cultural context but not that of the host nation, 

thus creating the potential for friction during implementation (Mac Ginty, 2008).  By “opening 

up” decision-making and considering it a social process, I intend to highlight aspects that may 

not have been previously considered in contemporary literature.   

 The second output of this research effort is a set of policy recommendations designed to 

enhance the decision-making process in UN peacekeeping operations.  What do we need to do 

differently in order to maximize the efficiency and effectiveness of decision-making?  How do 

we improve the process? Who needs to be influenced in order to amend the process?  This set of 

policy recommendations was developed in order to address the concerns that I mentioned above: 

ensuring that these interventions meet the development needs of the host nation; and ensuring 

that the policy interventions concurrently advance and protect the global interest in peace and 

security.  

 In terms of outcomes, or what I think will be changed as a result of this research effort, I 

believe that it will enhance the analytical capacity of decision-makers to contribute to policy 

discussions in a UN peacekeeping operation.  More specifically, through the inclusion of 
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culturally sensitive approaches and a deeper understanding of the problem area, individuals will 

be able to analyze problem areas with perspectives not otherwise used.  Second, this research 

will enhance the impact of policy interventions in new/developing/fragile/failed states by 

ensuring that the decision-making process responds to the question of “fit” and coherence 

through the increased inclusion of alternative/local views in the discourse related to 

peacekeeping, and also through a deliberate consideration of personal leadership and the 

application of cultural sensitivity in the decision-making process itself.   

1.4 - Significance and Justification of the Study 

 The results of this study will be of value to a broad audience.  Those in the academy will 

be interested in the insights related to the social process of decision-making and how these 

insights correspond to contemporary literature.  Policy makers at a variety of levels will be able 

to use the findings in order to develop innovative policies to respond to the challenges of 

decision-making in UN peacekeeping operations.  Practitioners will be able to see a reflection of 

the realities (warts and all) of engaging in messy, and at times antagonistic, decision-making 

processes. This reflection can provide opportunities for practitioners to examine their own 

agency and perhaps contribute in a more meaningful manner.   

 At a meta level, the United Nations expends blood and treasure on peacekeeping 

operations.  It is essential that these operations are as effective and efficient as possible in order 

to save lives and resources.  From the perspective of the United Nations, particularly in a climate 

of budgetary constraint, being as effective as possible in decision-making may help alleviate 

resource concerns.  Furthermore, from the perspective of the host nation, decisions made in the 

UN peacekeeping operations have tremendous impact on local communities.  Therefore, it is 

critical that these decision-making processes are as effective as possible so as to avoid any 
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unintended consequences (such as creating new or inflaming old tensions amongst actors) from 

the associated decisions.   

 The findings of the research indicate that there is a general level of discomfort related to 

how decisions could be made and how decisions were actually being made.  The tension between 

the theory of decision-making and its practice is the focal point of this study and the justification 

as to why this study needed to be conducted is found in the gap in the literature and the lack of 

causal mechanisms as to why certain phenomenon manifested in South Sudan.   

1.5 - Scope of the Study 

 This research is limited to the conducted of decision-making in UNMISS.  It is not an 

attempt to explain why certain decisions were made.  It is an attempt to describe how decisions 

were being made.  The results of the research propose a grounded theory of decision-making in 

UNMISS and offer a glimpse of potential causal mechanisms.  The underlying logic to this 

approach is that one must first understand what is actually happening on the ground before 

looking to explanations.   

1.6 - Organization of the Study 

This dissertation contains six chapters. 

Chapter One – Introduction: introduces the area of study and presents purpose of the 

research, its objectives and significance.  It also provides an overview of the original research 

questions that I developed at the beginning of the research process.   

Chapter Two – Research Context and Preliminary Reading of the Literature(s): provides 

context to the research effort and presents an overview of the various literatures that were relied 

upon at the inception of the study.  The chapter also highlights how literature is treated in a 

Grounded Theory study. 
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Chapter Three – Methodology and Methods: presents the research methodology, design and 

methods that were employed in this study.  The chapter reiterates the research questions and 

discusses how those questions evolved as a result of insights gained from the research process, both 

in terms of focus and content.  It also substantiates the selection of UNMISS as the site for field 

research and outlines sampling selection and the data collection strategy.  The chapter then reviews 

how the data was coded and analyzed and concludes with a discussion of rigour and trustworthiness 

as well as ethical considerations. 

Chapter Four – Analysis and Findings: details the results of the analytical process.  It 

includes a discussion on the evolution of the codes and categories as well as insights gained from the 

memo writing process.  The chapter highlights the various shifts in the emerging theory and presents 

the grounded theory that emerged from the analytical process as a map/construct.   

Chapter Five – Discussion of the Research Findings - Looking Up and Out, and Down and 

In:  This is the chapter that offers explanatory notes related to the analytical results.  It uses the 

analytical framework of macro, meso, and micro levels, and it presents new literature and concepts 

that were not discussed in the literature review to explain the various phenomena that participants 

experienced.  At the macro level, it examines the role of complexity, systems thinking and resilience.  

At the meso level, it presents ideas on thought paradigms, group cohesion and the role of the leader 

in teams.  At the micro level, it considers the role of culture and emotions in decision-making and the 

importance of critical thinking.  The chapter concludes with a glance at the bridge between the 

individual and the collective process of decision-making and also potential responses at each of the 

analytical levels. 

Chapter Six – Conclusions and Recommendations: highlights the implications of the study 

and presents potential responses to the inner world of emotions and the outer world of complexity. It 

also outlines a series of policy-focused recommendations designed to improve the efficiency and 
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effectiveness of UN peacekeeping operations.  This chapter also discusses the limitations of the study 

and an evaluation of the methodology and methods employed.  It concludes by offering a view of 

potential areas for future research.  

Chapter 2 – Research Context and Preliminary Reading of the Literature(s) 

The division of labour among nations is that some specialize in wining and others in 

loosing. 

-Eduardo Galeano, Open Veins of Latin America 
  
 

This chapter is not a “literature review” in the traditional sense.  It is an overview of the 

research context and some of the literature that was used to launch the study.  It is important to 

explain how this research approached and treated the “literature(s)”.  There are two 

considerations worth mentioning: the types of literature that I employed before and during the 

research, and to what extent the literature was used to launch the study; and how additional 

literature was used to broaden and deepen the data that was being collected during the study.  

Ramalho, Adams, Huggard and Hoare (2015) have stated: 

In grounded theory research, the existing literature is not used as a theoretical 

background, but rather as data to be used by the analytic strategies of the research. In 

most research studies, a literature review precedes data collection and analysis as it helps 

the researcher to contextualize the research within existing knowledge. However, in a 

grounded theory research, conducting a literature review prior to data collection and 

analysis is commonly presented as a constraining exercise rather than as a guiding 

one. (Ramalho, Adams, Huggard, & Hoare, 2015) 

 As I mentioned in Chapter One, originally, I did not expect to be studying this particular 

area of decision-making.  I had initially thought that I would be examining decision-making at 
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the institutional level, that is to say, at the boundary between a UN peacekeeping mission, UN 

headquarters and the host nation.  Once I was on the ground in South Sudan, however, the data 

spoke to me in a different manner.  When I first conceived of my study, it was at a time prior to 

the eruption of the civil war in December 2013 when UNMISS was a relatively stable mission, 

with a clear mandate.  With the start of the civil war, that situation changed dramatically, and 

from a research perspective, the crisis provided an opportunity to explore the more nuanced 

aspects of decision-making in the mission.  In terms of the literature review, that meant that I 

needed to draw on a wide variety of literatures ranging from classical international relations 

theory to cognitive psychology as no one discipline provided sufficient insight.  The literature 

presented in this chapter is a reflection of the eclectic nature of the problem set in peacekeeping 

in general and in South Sudan and UNMISS more specifically.   

Admittedly the literature reviewed in this chapter is not a complete picture of the relevant 

literatures in two ways: other perspectives could be utilized to illuminate the problem set (e.g., 

sociology and the study of teams); and, each domain of literature could be explored in greater 

detail (e.g., delving deeply into the psychology of decision-making).  I have purposefully limited 

the scope of the literature based on my reading of relevant literature prior to being immersed in 

the data from the field.  The literature that is included in this chapter reflects my view of the 

problem area as it appeared to me prior to the collection of data and the imitation of the 

analytical process.  It was used to inform the data collection and analytical process and was not 

used to develop a hypothesis for testing.  Responding to the deficiencies noted above would 

require greater scope than that which defines this doctoral research and these aspects are 

highlighted in the potential responses outlined in Chapter Five and the limitations and 

recommendations found in Chapter Six.   
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Given my chosen methodology of Grounded Theory, literature is used as an entry, and is 

given a light treatment so as to offer the data a place of privilege in the study (Giles, King, & de 

Lacey, 2013).  In a manner of speaking, literature is used as a source of data and is only 

addressed in so much as it is relevant to the theory emerging from the data (Rodrigo Ramalho, 

Peter Adams, Peter Huggard, & Karen Hoare, 2015). While approaches to Grounded Theory 

vary, there is a general consensus that one should not enter into data collection and analysis with 

pre-conceived ideas (K. C. Charmaz, 2006).  I have approached literature in a multi-staged and 

iterative process (Hussein, Kennedy, & Brent, 2017) and in the initial stages the intent was to 

limit the review of the literature that that which would inform my entry into the research area.  

While that may be important, as Dey (1993) states “there is a difference between an open mind 

and an empty head.”  In my study, literature played a critical role as a source of data, and I drew 

on many theoretical traditions.   

How I sought and used the literature evolved during the course of the research.  One 

example of how the use of literature evolved is the inclusion of complexity science, systems 

thinking and resiliency.  Using this domain of literature was not anticipated at the initiation of 

the research.  However, during the course of data analysis, I developed an analytical category 

that I called “The edge of understanding”, and in order to explore this category in more depth, I 

revisited the literature and explored works associated with this domain.   

What follows is a series of sections, each addressing either the research context or a 

specific area of literature. Other literature references are introduced in Chapter Five as a means 

of illuminating the findings of the analytical process.  This material, however, was not included 

in this chapter as it formed part of the analysis in the sense that it was treated like data.  An 
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example of literature that was introduced in the analytical process (but not in the literature 

review) is that of cognitive psychology and particularly cognitive bias.   

This chapter will begin with an overview of the history of South Sudan and a discussion 

of the conflict that erupted in December 2013.  These sections are intended to provide context to 

the overall research.  Following these contextual sections, several fields of literature will be 

explored in order to indicate the theoretical and conceptual aspects that launched the conduct of 

the research.   

2.1 - A Brief History of South Sudan 

Richard Dowden, in describing a trip to then southern Sudan in 1993, stated: 

Like most African conflicts, Sudan’s war leaves relatively few direct military 

casualties from sporadic fighting, but creates mass civilian death through 

displacement, hunger and disease.  The earth turns beneath us as we drop and I 

see the airstrip at Panyagor, a net few inches of etched earth like a pin-scratch on 

a ballroom floor.  It is the only way into this zone of suffering.  Thousands of 

ragged, hungry people have come here in the hope of food and safety.  They are 

camped around a nondescript row of shacks and huts.  When they hear the plane, 

they look up and begin to move around.  Some come towards the airstrip.  Maybe 

the plane brings food.  If those responsible for the crimes against humanity in 

Sudan in this war were put on trial, Panyagor would be a prime piece of evidence. 

(Dowden, 2010)  

 In February 2014, I was a member of a liaison mission to Panyagor, which was, at the 

time, located in Twic East County.  Despite the 20 years that had elapsed since Dowden’s visit to 
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Panyagor, not much had changed.  In fact, in humanitarian terms, it had worsened (OCHA South 

Sudan, 2014). 

 Previously known as “southern Sudan” upon its independence on 09 July 2011, it became 

known as the Republic of South Sudan.  It is a country in East Africa, pinned between Uganda, 

Kenya, Ethiopia, Sudan, Central African Republic, and the Democratic Republic of Congo (see 

Appendix B for a map of South Sudan).  According to the 2018 CIA Factbook, its approximate 

population is 10.2 million and is comprised of multiple ethnic groups, prominent among which 

are: the Dinka 35.8%, Nuer 15.6%, Shilluk, Azande, Bari, Kakwa, Kuku, Murle, Mandari, 

Didinga, Ndogo, Bviri, Lndi, Anuak, Bongo, Lango, Dungotona, Acholi, Baka, Fertit (Central 

Intelligence Agency, n.d.).  Its official languages are English and Arabic, and a plethora of tribal 

languages and dialects are spoken.  Particularly salient to the state of conflict, South Sudan is a 

young country with a pronounced population distribution, with approximately 21% of the 

population in the “fighting age” bracket of 15 to 24. 

 

Figure 1 – South Sudan Population Distribution (Central Intelligence Agency, n.d.) 

 South Sudan’s early history is inextricably linked to that of Sudan, and as such, Egypt.  

The Sudans were part of the large Ali dynasty in Egypt, which eventually gave way to Anglo-

Egyptian rule starting in 1899.  This period of domination lasted until 1956 when Sudan (which 
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included present day South Sudan) achieved independence.  Current day Sudanese politics is 

dominated by the Bashir regime that seized power in a coup in 1989. 

 The historical literature notes two civil wars in Sudan.  The First Sudanese Civil War was 

from 1955 to 1972, and the Second Sudanese Civil War was from 1983 to 2005.  Many believe 

that the seeds of the current conflict were sown during these wars, including the current personal 

conflict between South Sudan’s prime political figures, Machar and Kiir (D. H. Johnson, 2016; 

Rolandsen & Daly, 2016).  A so-called peace came to South Sudan in 2005 in the form of the 

Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA); however, according to one of its architects, the Kenyan 

General Lazuro Sumbeiywo, there were many lingering issues, both external and internal, that 

were not resolved (personal communication with author in 2010).  Following the referendum of 

January 2011, (in which approximately 99% of those polled voted for separation from Sudan), 

South Sudan moved towards independence in July 2011 with lighting speed (The Carter Center, 

2011).  In the rush to create the state apparatus in South Sudan, many details were not resolved 

or even considered, thus setting the stage for confusion, disagreement, and outright conflict 

(Martell, 2018). 

 As the newest state in the world, South Sudan has joined the African Union, as well as 

sub-regional political organizations such as the Intergovernmental Authority on Development 

(IGAD) and the East African Community (EAC) and is a member of the United Nations.  On the 

outside, it has appeared to behave as a traditional state would; for example, signing the Geneva 

Conventions in 2012. However, behind the facade of the state, the nation was not coalescing, 

despite the best efforts of UNMISS, in particular, and also the broader international community 

(Turse, 2016a).  Notwithstanding these state-like maneuvers, the state building process, or lack 
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thereof (such as the professionalization of the national army) also contributed to the current 

condition in South Sudan (Council of Foreign Relations, 2016). 

 In December 2013, South Sudan erupted into civil war.  In foreshadowing some of the 

internal and regional dynamics that would drive the civil war in South Sudan, Martin Meredith 

noted:  

The misery of the south was made even worse by a resurgence of internecine warfare 

between rival southern factions.  In August 1991, a Nuer guerrilla commander, Riek 

Machar, attempted to seize control of the SPLM from John Garang, the Dinka leader who 

had run the movement in a dictatorial fashion since 1983.  Machar wanted independence 

for the south rather that a united secular Sudan favoured by Garang.  Their struggle for 

power brought about a tribal split between Dinka and Nuer lasting for years.  Tens of 

thousands were killed in the secondary war; several hundred thousand starved to death in 

the resulting famine. … The war in the south was further complicated when neighboring 

governments…acted as a major conduit for arms and ammunition for Garang’s forces.  In 

reprisal [Sudan] began to support rebel movements in northern Uganda.  The US 

government responded by providing increased aid to the government in Kampala.  Other 

players dabbling in southern Sudan included Christian fundamentalist groups from the 

West involved in ‘redemption’ programmes to buy back the freedom of African slaves. 

(Meredith, 2011)   

South Sudan’s messy history has no doubt contributed to the persistent nature of the 

current conflict.  To discount it would be a mistake; however, to use it as an excuse to forsake 

South Sudan would be a shame.  According to Hilde Johnson, the Special Representative to the 

UN Secretary General between 2011 to 2014, “…the conflict in South Sudan bears the hallmark 
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of a society held hostage by its bloody past.  After a civil war involving such unfathomable 

atrocities and a very repressive climate, the divisions and wounds in South Sudan are deeper than 

ever (H. F. Johnson, 2016).”   These divisions continue to grow in the present day with little to 

no sign of abatement.   

2.2 – The Conflict in South Sudan and UNMISS 

On the evening of 15 December 2014, violence erupted in Juba and other parts of South 

Sudan.  By the morning of 16 December, the character of South Sudan had been changed as 

fighting continued to escalate.  Canada’s Ambassador to South Sudan at the time was the veteran 

diplomat, Nicholas Coghlan.  Coghlan knew South Sudan and Sudan from past postings and was 

no stranger to postings in fragile states.  In his recent book, Collapse of a Country, Coghlan 

describes the morning of the 16th: 

As the sun rose in a cloudless sky on Monday, 16 December, the distant crackle of heavy 

machine-gun fire was interrupted with growing frequency by seemingly closer thumps.  

My small red Nokia cellphone was only showing an intermittent signal – the lines were 

obviously overloaded – but at 7:00 a.m. I called the two Canadian office staff in their 

apartments a couple of kilometers away to check if they were all right, and to state what I 

thought was obvious: ‘Stay well away from the windows and hunker down.’  

The blithe reply came back: ‘Oh, but we have been watching it all from the balcony.  

What do you think is going on?’ (Coghlan, 2017)  

What followed was, in the true sense, chaos.  And as awareness grew and allegiances 

were proclaimed, South Sudan did, as Ambassador Coghlan had said, “collapse.”   As the 

international community scrambled to respond, the stage was being set for a conflict the likes of 

which are seldom seen.  From the outset, it was clear that there was going to be a large number 
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of Internally Displaced People (IDPs).  Throughout the conflict, these numbers grew to 

staggering proportions.   

I arrived in the country on 04 January 2019, the earliest date that the UN could get 

personnel into the country given that the Juba airstrip had been rendered non-operational.  Even 

at that early stage, the humanitarian situation was grave.  The infographic below provides an 

overview of the humanitarian situation as of 04 January 2014. 

Figure 2 – South Sudan Crisis as of 04 January 2014  (Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs, 2014)  

 

To answer the question how all this happened, many scholarly works have explained the 

origin of South Sudan conflict origins of the conflict (Boswell, 2016; Crisis Group, 2014; 

Prendergast, 2017).  This study thus attempts to offer is a view of South Sudan, the 

contemporary conflict, and UNMISS between 2014 – 2016.  For a detailed view of the conflict 

chronology, see Appendix C. 

From 1955 to 2005, the Government of Sudan and the people of South Sudan fought two 

civil wars that resulted in the deaths of an estimated 2.5 million people and the displacement of 
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an additional 4 million (Conrad John Masabo, 2013).  The conflict formally ended with the 2005 

Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), which provided the south with a six-year period of 

autonomous rule followed by a referendum on independence (“South Sudan Backgrounder,” 

n.d.).  The subsequent vote, held in January 2011, overwhelmingly favoured succession and 

resulted in the establishment of South Sudan in July 2011. The newly formed government, led by 

the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM), quickly succumbed to internal divisions, 

most principally between tribal factions led by the president, Salva Kiir Mayardit, an ethnic 

Dinka, and the vice president, Riek Machar, an ethnic Nuer. Tensions escalated in 2013 when 

Kiir removed Machar’s executive powers in April, dismissed the cabinet in July, and suspended 

the SPLM’s institutions in November (Jane’s Information Group, 2016).  In response, Machar 

formed an opposition group drawn from the Party’s ranks called the SPLM in Opposition 

(SPLM-IO).  

Tensions broke into open conflict on 15 December 2013 when two rival factions within 

the presidential guard began fighting in the capital, Juba. Violence spread quickly to the 

countryside, culminating in the loss of over 10,000 lives and the displacement of over 1 million 

people.  The estimations of loss of life vary from organization to organization and go as high as 

50,000 (Dau, 2016; Launspach, 2016).  Both parties were accused of “crimes against humanity 

including extrajudicial killings, abductions, rape, torture, and the use of child soldiers (Laccino, 

2016).”  The conflict, coupled with the impacts of a recent drought, has engendered a severe 

social and economic crisis marked by food insecurity and poverty and has put the country on the 

brink of famine (Deutsche Welle, 2016). According to the 2018 UN Human Development 

Report, South Sudan ranks near the bottom of the human development index at 187 out of 188 

countries (United Nations Development Programme, 2018). 



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

22 

 

In August 2015, the United Nations, the European Union and the Intergovernmental 

Authority on Development (IGAD) mediated a peace deal between Kiir and Machar that 

mandated the re-instatement of Machar as Vice President, the establishment of a transitional 

government for three years, the creation of a new constitution, and the conduct of national 

elections in 2018 (Mamdani, 2016).  The peace deal was considered “tenuous” and fragile as the 

ceasefire continues to be violated by ongoing skirmishes, highlighting an increasing concern by 

many observers that the two leaders exercise limited command and control over their respective 

proxy forces and militia groups (Human Rights Watch, 2016).  

Drivers of the South Sudan Conflict   

The South Sudan conflict is highly complex as it involves a range of historical, economic, 

social and political dynamics, along with multiple internal and external players, each with 

competing interests and motivations. While theories centred on the root causes of this conflict 

are wide-ranging, diverse and highly contested, key themes in the literature ascribe the outbreak 

of violence to ethnic divisions, political and economic power struggles, weak governance and 

institutional capacity, and the de-stabilizing impacts of external parties (International Crisis 

Group, 2014).  

Ethnic Divisions 

A numerous analysts and commentators name ethnic divisions as a significant driver of 

the current violence in South Sudan (Council of Foreign Relations, 2016; de Conning & da 

Costa, 2017; Thiong, 2018).  Advocates of this perspective claim that a history of ethnic violence 

has fostered a culture of mistrust and enmity between the Dinka and the Nuer, the two dominant 

ethnic groups in South Sudan (Mamdani, 2016).  According to British anthropologists, the Dinka 

and Nuer tribesmen are “naturally warlike” and the two nomadic groups have traditionally 
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clashed with each other principally over access to “water and pasture” (Mamdani, 2016).  

Climate change has heightened “resource scarcity” and further increased competition and 

conflict over cattle-grazing resources (Lap, 2015).  Those who view ethnicity as the source of 

conflict contend that historic acts of violence between the two groups, such as the 1991 Bor 

massacre that resulted in the deaths of over 2000 Dinka by Nuer warriors, render the country 

innately vulnerable to cyclical outbreaks of conflict. One perspective holds that the disparate 

groups of the south were only temporarily united in the conflict against Khartoum, “when the 

predominantly non-Muslim, non-Arab southern states forged a common front against the Islamic 

Arab regime of the North. (Radon & Logan, 2014).”  Once they defeated the “common 

oppressor” and achieved independence, deep cleavages reappeared between the historically 

“antagonistic groups,” which triggered a new cycle of internal violence (Sangmpan, 2014). 

The current conflict is principally ordered along ethnic lines as the fighting forces of both 

Kiir and Machar are “recruited on the basis of tribal allegiance” (Sangmpan, 2014)  Incidences of 

“hate speech” and “ethnic targeting” in Jonglei state have led to brutal “revenge attacks” that 

involve the razing of entire villages and increasing numbers of fatalities and internal 

displacement. Violence in Jonglei state also involves militias from smaller ethnic groups. For 

instance, Murle tribesmen under the leadership of David Yau Yau fought with Government 

forces in a series of clashes in 2013 (“South Sudan Backgrounder,” n.d.).  In July 2016, renewed 

fighting between Dinka and Nuer militias resulted in 272 deaths and led to widespread concerns 

that ethnic-based violence could degenerate into acts of genocide and a larger civil war (Turse, 

2016b). 
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Political and Economic Power Struggles 

The idea that the root cause of violence in South Sudan stems from ancient ethnic hatreds 

is highly contested among a growing body of observers (Greste, 2014; Medani, 2014) who 

characterize this perspective as “politically naïve and at best simplistic” (H. Campbell, 2014).    

While these theorists acknowledge the “ethnic dimensions” of the conflict, they argue instead 

that ethnic divisions are a by-product rather than a driver of the current violence (Dau, 2016).   

Specifically, they state that the political struggles among the nation’s leadership, most 

particularly between Kiir and Machar, are the “underlying cause” of violence as they have used 

“ethnic patronage to build their power bases” in their fierce competition to consolidate 

government power (Radon & Logan, 2014).    Moreover, elites have manipulated ethnic 

grievances and incited their “tribal kin” in their quest to build a loyal following and strengthen 

their control over militant factions (Brosché & Höglund, 2016). 

Analysts further note that South Sudan’s economic and political realities augment the 

dynamic of intense political competition. Although South Sudan possesses vast amounts of 

natural resources, particularly oil, its economy is undermined by underdeveloped industry, 

limited infrastructure, hyper-inflation, high unemployment, widespread poverty, and a 

population that is largely dependent on subsistence agriculture (Radon & Logan, 2014).  In this 

context, political power constitutes the chief route to “safeguard income and influence” as the 

Government controls vast territories possessing significant oil and agricultural resources that 

form the backbone of the economy. Moreover, the centralized nature of South Sudan’s political 

system further consolidates power and access to resources at the highest levels of government. 

Collectively, these factors help to underscore endemic corruption and nepotism leading to a 

“form of kleptocracy” wherein scarce state resources are diverted by the country’s leadership for 
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“factional and personal advantage” (Radon & Logan, 2014).   South Sudan is currently ranked 

179 out of 180 countries in Transparency International’s Corruption Index (Transparency 

International, 2018); and it is estimated that from 2005 to 2012, government officials pilfered $4 

billion from state revenues (Sangmpan, 2014).  

The stakes of attaining political power in South Sudan are high. Control over the 

machinery of the state has taken on an ethnic dimension as government officials become the 

arbiters of which group will have access to power and resources. In a country struggling with 

widespread poverty, exclusion to political power can therefore have an existential impact on 

basic issues of survival (Maru, 2016). Consequently, state elites have “politicized ethnicity,” thus 

transforming their political competition into a wider ethnic dispute. In South Sudan, it is argued 

that the rise in ethnic divisions has occurred due to Kiir’s policies of “ethnic favoritism” and 

attitudes toward the excluded ethnic groups. (Idris, 2014)     For example, one analyst highlights 

how President Kiir’s dismissal of Vice-President Machar triggered such an “intensely violent 

reaction” due to the “widespread fears of many Nuer that they might be marginalized and 

exploited by the more powerful Dinka.” (Omer, 2016)  

Competition for power has not only been tribalized; it has been militarized as well. 

Military and militia units are formed along tribal lines, and loyalty to political and military 

leaders is based on a system of patronage (Kulish, 2013).  This phenomenon applies to the Sudan 

People's Liberation Army (SPLA), which is officially the army of the Republic of South Sudan. 

However, the SPLA is “perceived as a partisan force” due to its close links with the SPLM, 

President Kiir’s political party (de Conning & da Costa, 2017).  Consequently, rather than being 

perceived as a fair and impartial military force, directed by the cabinet and parliament, the state’s 

national army is viewed with suspicion and mistrust by the minority ethnic communities in South 
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Sudan. As Maru (2016) concludes, the “failure of the SPLA to reform itself into the armed forces 

of the state, or the people, has contributed to the current state of affairs.”  

Instability in South Sudan has also been fostered by an emerging phenomenon termed 

“rent-seeking rebellion” or “payroll mutiny” where military commanders have used violence or 

the threat of force as a bargaining tool to extract greater resources (de Waal, 2014).  In response, 

government forces attacked the militia forces and quelled the uprising as a means to “lower” the 

bargaining price of “state rents.” After much violence and bloodshed, an accommodation was 

reached, and the rebelling force was co-opted into the government’s payroll system. De Waal 

(2014) notes that “on the surface” rent-seeking rebellions “appear to be ethnic conflicts, but that 

is a product of the ethnic patronage that constitutes military units, not deep-rooted tribal 

animosities.”    

Weak Governance and Institutional Capacity 

It is well established in political theory that durable government institutions and a well-

entrenched system of democratic governance can mitigate violence as contending actors 

peacefully resolve disputes through the machinery of the state (Abbo, Romie, Bashir, & Shafie, 

2015; Sisk, 2013; Wolff, 2010). In Africa, many theorists cite the lack of institutional capacity as 

a root cause of conflict, believing that conflict will break out in “the absence of the public 

authority of the state”  (Pendle, 2014).  Since its establishment as an independent state, South 

Sudan’s governance and institutional structures have been “extremely weak or non-existent” 

(Brosché & Höglund, 2016). As has been observed, “the developmental challenge for South 

Sudan is one of construction rather than reconstruction” (de Conning & da Costa, 2017).”    The 

country is a one-party state led by the SPLM, there is no permanent constitution, and the 

bureaucracy lacks a capable and professional public service (Brosché & Höglund, 2016).    
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The road system is one of the most poorly developed in the world and is virtually non-

existent, especially in the long rainy season, a factor that isolates much of the countryside due to 

restricted access to commercial markets and government services (de Conning & da Costa, 

2017). As a result, the country’s lack of infrastructure and effective institutions impedes 

development and poses numerous security challenges.  As Maru (2016) notes, key state 

institutions that function as “shock absorbers during such a crisis, like the judiciary, the 

parliament and the military,” are either co-opted by the government “and part of the crisis,” or 

they are weak and ineffective.  

It is important to highlight the interrelationship between the corruption of the political 

leadership and the weakness of the state infrastructure in order to appreciate the scope of the 

political crisis. Indeed, due to high rates of corruption coupled with a prioritization of 

expenditures for patronage and security, only a small percentage of the government’s revenues 

are devoted to the provision of essential services, development and “institution-building” (de 

Waal, 2014). Analysts predict that the government is unlikely willing to change its authoritarian 

approach. After years of conflict, the SPLA fundamentally remains a militarized liberation force 

that is still “entrenched in its revolutionary culture”  (Maru, 2016). According to one observer, 

the SPLM is the “very source of instability” and the “root cause of the current crisis resides in 

the reluctance of the SPLM to transform itself into a (civil) democratic political party, fit to 

govern post-independent South Sudan.” (Maru, 2016)     

The SPLM’s predatory use of state resources and services to privilege its proxies over 

other groups heightens societal grievances, thus further weakening the trust and legitimacy of the 

state. The country’s institutions are either too weak or unwilling to challenge and constrain the 

authoritarian nature of the SPLM.  In turn, the state machinery is further attenuated by the 
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predatory rule of the leadership. In light of South Sudan’s current humanitarian crisis and state of 

violence, the lack of basic government services and critical institutions are a “legitimate cause of 

instability and conflict in the country.” As one analyst concluded, “without fundamental reforms 

of the South Sudanese state-structure and its political institutions, peace and security will remain 

elusive.” (Maru, 2016)  

The De-stabilizing Impacts of External Actors 

Regional actors have also contributed to South Sudan’s de-stabilization. Most notably, South 

Sudan and Sudan have a fraught and complex relationship that has remained “turbulent since 

secession” (Jane’s Information Group, 2016).  In addition to long standing animosities resulting 

from years of civil war, the two countries currently have ongoing disputes regarding border 

demarcation, contested claims over the oil-rich areas of the Abyei region, and unresolved issues 

about the transport and sharing of oil revenues (Jane’s Information Group, 2016). From 2012 to 

2013, South Sudan closed its oil production due to disagreements over the fees it pays Sudan to 

export oil through its pipelines and export terminals. This dispute triggered an economic crisis 

for South Sudan as oil constitutes 98% of government income. 

A key security concern stems from each country’s support of proxy forces in the other 

state. On the one hand, as an “active mediator” in the IGAD-led peace talks, Sudan officially 

supports the Juba Government.  However, Khartoum has actively opposed Kiir’s Government by 

providing military support to Machar’s SPLM-IO rebels through the use of bases in Sudan and 

the provision of weapons and training (Brosché & Höglund, 2016). 

Uganda, “an arch-enemy” of Sudan, has also intervened in South Sudan by providing 

military support to the SPLM Government  (Brosché & Höglund, 2016)Specifically, in 2013, 

approximately 3000 members of the Uganda People's Defence Forces (UPDF) played a critical 
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role in halting the advance of SPLM-IO rebels heading to Juba, thus enabling President Kiir to 

hold the capital and maintain control over the government (Natsios, 2017).   In November 2015, 

the last of the UPDF forces withdrew from South Sudan in compliance with the August 2015 

peace accord that called for the removal of all foreign forces from the country. This withdrawal 

was considered a positive step towards stability, as Uganda’s military interventions, along with 

Sudan’s, fundamentally “exacerbate the tumult and political unrest” in South Sudan (Omer, 

2016). 

The United Nations Mission in the Republic of South Sudan (UNMISS) 

In July 2011, the United Nations Security Council established the United Nations 

Mission in the Republic of South Sudan (UNMISS) with a mandate to assist the new 

Government of South Sudan.  Since 2011, the UNMISS mandate has changed a number of times 

to reflect new priorities and evolving conditions in the theatre of operations.  The mandate 

authorized UNMISS to use “all necessary means to carry out its tasks” which include the 

protection of civilians; monitoring and investigating human rights; creating the conditions 

conducive to the delivery of humanitarian assistance; and supporting the implementation of the 

Peace Agreement (“UNMISS Mandate,” 2015). The mandate also authorized the deployment of 

a Regional Protection Force (RPF), as part of UNMISS, that is tasked to protect civilians and 

provide a “secure environment” around Juba. The deployment of the RPF complements the 

existing peacekeeping troops currently in South Sudan.  Most recently, UN Security Council 

Resolution 2406 (2018) extended the mandate of UNMISS until March 2019.  (United Nations, 

2018a) 

The most notable transformation of the UNMISS mandate relates to how its initial 

emphasis in 2011 on supporting state-building, economic development, conflict prevention and 
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the protection of civilians has gradually changed, so that by 2016, the mission was more 

singularly focused on the protection of civilians. Stated another way, UNMISS has transitioned 

from proactive efforts to address the root causes of conflict to a more a reactive effort to address 

the symptoms of violence. 

The following excerpts from three of the relevant United Nations Security Council 

Resolutions (UNSCRs) illustrate this evolution: 

-From UNSCR 1996 passed on 08 July 2011:  “…the mandate of UNMISS shall be to 

consolidate peace and security, and to help establish the conditions for development in 

the Republic of South Sudan, with a view to strengthening the capacity of the 

Government of the Republic of South Sudan to govern effectively and democratically and 

establish good relations with its neighbours…”(UNSCR 1996, 2011)  

-From UNSCR 2132 passed on 24 December 2013:  “…the recommendation made by the 

Secretary-General to temporarily increase the overall force levels of UNMISS to support 

its protection of civilians and provision of humanitarian assistance…” (UNSCR 2132, 

2013) 

-From UNSCR 2155 passed on 27 May 2014: “Decides that the mandate of UNMISS 

shall be as follows, and authorizes UNMISS to use all necessary means to perform the 

following tasks: (a) Protection of civilians: (b) Monitoring and investigating human 

rights: (c) Creating the conditions for delivery of humanitarian assistance: (d) Supporting 

the Implementation of the Cessation of Hostilities Agreement” (UNSCR 2155, 2014) 

 

In many ways, changes in the UNMISS mandate reflect the complexity and inherent 

challenges of effectively addressing the root causes of conflict in South Sudan. For instance, it is 
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innately difficult to support efforts to build state institutions while concurrently ensuring that 

these measures do not exacerbate the political divisions that are also fueling the conflict. In short, 

UNMISS’s “most prominent political challenge” was to support state building efforts but also 

hold the Kiir government accountable at the same time (de Conning & da Costa, 2017).  In fact, 

the UNMISS mission was criticized for its “close relationship” with a regime that was viewed by 

many observers as a key driver of human rights violations by the SPLA (de Conning & da Costa, 

2017).”    In short, the South Sudan’s political leaders have “repeatedly shown themselves both 

unwilling and unable to protect civilians and provide the basic services expected of a functioning 

government” (P. D. Williams, 2016).   

Summary 

The key root causes underpinning South Sudan’s instability identified in this thesis are 

highly interwoven, and in many cases, further compounded by each other.  For instance, the 

political struggle between Kiir and Machar has taken on a larger ethnic dimension as each leader 

has sought to solidify his power base by recruiting proxies along ethnic lines and by stoking 

tribal enmities.  Political power struggles and endemic corruption have also impeded efforts to 

strengthen state institutions, as scarce government resources are disproportionately channeled for 

personal and factional benefit at the expense of state development and the provision of essential 

government services.  Corruption has further eroded public trust in the legitimacy of the state, 

and the Kiir government’s increasing authoritarianism has helped foster the widespread belief 

that his party represents a key source of the country’s instability.  Ongoing disputes with Sudan 

have diverted the government’s attention from state development activities in addition to 

engendering an economic crisis due to the shutdown of oil production in 2012 and 2013.  The 

conflict has been further inflamed by Sudan and Uganda’s efforts to provide military support to 
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the rival factions. Collectively, these inter-related ‘root causes’ indicate both the highly complex 

nature of this conflict and the multiple challenges that impede a durable peace. 

At the outset of the civil war, there was an apparent close relationship between the 

UNMISS leadership and the Government of South Sudan.  That, combined with the 

government’s failures and shortcomings, meant that UNMISS’s credibility was tainted.  While 

this seems to have changed in recent years as a result of Special Representatives to the Secretary 

General (SRSG) transitioning, criticisms of UNMISS and its leadership remain.  Given the 

important role of leadership in mission functioning, the question of leadership and decision-

making inside of leadership is thus the next portion of this literature review. 

2.3 - Cosmopolitanism and Hybrid Political Order 

Emerging from any discussion on peace and security is a question related to values.  

Whose values are used in defining peace and security?  How are these values negotiated?  

Cosmopolitanism provides fertile theoretical ground in this regard and may offer some 

indications as to a possible outlook which would permit, and even encourage, multiple 

perspectives on values.  The study employed the philosophical underpinnings of 

cosmopolitanism as a touchstone and it assisted me in sifting through the quagmire of the field of 

peace and security.   

Cosmopolitanism, as both a term and a concept, has its roots in Greek philosophy.  The 

work kosmopolites means “citizen of the world” (Kleingeld & Brown, 2014)  Cosmopolitanism 

is a position, a foundation, a viewpoint from which one may examine the world, and upon which 

one may construct norms of behaviour and the institutions and processes to support those norms.  

In defining cosmopolitanism, Delanty and Močnik state that: 
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A distinction can be drawn between moral and political cosmopolitanism; 

cosmopolitanism can be understood as a perspective on global justice and as a concept 

within which the discourse on human rights and theory of justice takes place. 

Cosmopolitanism can also be understood as an ethical stance, in which individuals 

engage with others in dialogue and understanding in order to move beyond parochialism. 

It is also increasingly seen as expressed in cultural phenomena, as in lifestyles and 

identities. (Delanty & Močnik, 2015)  

In his discussion on cosmopolitanism and globalization, Ulrich Beck stated that there is 

an inherent paradox in the dominant development narrative such that “in order to attain the goal 

of neoliberal restructuring of the world, the power of the state must be simultaneously minimized 

and maximized” (Beck, 2006).  With UN peacekeeping operations functioning within a paradigm 

bounded by the tenets of liberal peacebuilding (discussed later in this literature review), what 

effects do the minimalist state (social services) render, and what effects do the maximalist state 

services (expert decision-making) render; and can the application of cosmopolitan values 

mitigate any associated risks? 

Craig Calhoun cautions against extreme forms of cosmopolitanism for fear of inducing a 

state of ethical relativism.  He argues that in any discussion related to cosmopolitan values, it is 

important to recognize the significance and meaning of “belonging” (Calhoun, 2003).  In terms 

of solidarities, Calhoun believes that they are neither fixed nor fluid, and require constant 

redefinition in light of evolving circumstances.  Anthony Apiah offers a solution to this dilemma 

with his concept of “rooted cosmopolitanism,” which places an emphasis on the importance of 

local ties (Appiah, 2007).  Once the question of identity and solidarity has been addressed 
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through rootedness (in community), cosmopolitanism can be seen to offer the “ethics of 

globalization” (Calhoun, 2008). 

According to David Held, “cosmopolitanism is concerned to disclose the cultural, ethical 

and legal basis of political order in a world where political communities and states matter, but 

not only and exclusively” (Held, 2003).  In the case of people affected by conflict, communities 

are an essential component to sustainable peace, and these communities constitute political 

orders that are sometimes resisting or opposing the state due to conflicting values and objectives.  

These conflicts may be mediated through a cosmopolitan approach and the acceptance of the 

four principles that Held outlines: 

1. “Egalitarian Individualism” – recognizing that people are the basic unit of moral 

analysis 

2. “Reciprocal Recognition” – acknowledgement of equal worth by all 

3. “Consent” – application of non-coercive political processes 

4. “Inclusiveness and Subsidiarity” – development of boundaries and borders to 

collective decision-making (Held, 2003) 

While some authors point out that there are multiple conceptions of “cosmopolitanism” 

(Appiah, 2007), there is general agreement that it addresses the moral basis of self and other.  

Within the nation-state paradigm, the other is excluded.  Beck highlights the difference between 

what he refers to as “methodological nationalism” – where borders (not limited to state borders) 

coincide and are congruent with the nation-state paradigm – and “methodological 

cosmopolitanism” – where borders are negotiated across a spectrum of areas of influence, 

responsibility and commitment (Beck, 2006).  He sees that there is a link to be drawn from the 

recognition of globalization as social process and a shift from methodological nationalism to 
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methodological cosmopolitanism.  Furthermore, this shift is also responsible for what he calls a 

cosmopolitan revival of democracy (Beck, 2006) that began in the 1990’s (Scholte, 2014), 

though challenged as it may be in our current political climate.  It is perhaps in this democratic 

revival, or redux, that conceptions of community and state can coexist and co-evolve. 

 Departing from the nation-state model requires a reconceptualization of political order.  

Literature has emerged that highlights a concept known as “hybrid political orders” which are 

seen as neither top-down, nor bottom-up arrangements.  Rather, hybrid political orders emerge 

from an interaction between the local and the international, and they see actors as composites and 

not as binaries (Boege, Clements, & Nolan, 2008).  Roger McGinty articulates that there are no 

zones of purity in the peacebuilding context and that four factors need to be considered when 

examining hybrid political orders.  First, from the perspective of the international, one must 

consider the ability and means to inspire compliance, and also incentives.  From the perspective 

of the local, once must consider the ability to resist, and the ability to maintain alternative 

narratives of development (McGinty, 2010).  This conceptualization of political order as an 

iterative process of assembly is applicable to an inquiry into UN peacekeeping operations and in 

particular how the operation makes decisions in light of this context (O. P. Richmond, 2018).  As 

well, one must consider whether the view from the communities, and particularly considering 

their “collectivist” tendencies, represents the area where the “local” and the “international” meet. 

 Oliver Richmond believes that the “version of civil society sponsored by the international 

is an artifice, not necessarily reflecting the local and indigenous” (O. P. Richmond, 2009).  This 

is an extremely powerful statement and infers a co-option of the local for the use of the 

international, or in this case the liberal peacebuilding mechanism of UN peacekeeping.  Boege et 

al. argue that we must view non-state traditional actors and state actors as engaged in a process 
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of negotiation, and that this is an iterative process which, though never static, results in hybridity.  

In their work, they caution against the internationals’ use of expressions such as “failed” or 

“fragile” as they believe that this type of discourse contributes to enforcing the hegemonic liberal 

state.  Furthermore, they believe that in escaping the dualistic trap of “failed” states, one can be 

exposed to alternatives, and that: “Hybrid political orders can be perceived as – or can become – 

emerging states.  Prudent policies could assist the emergence of new types of states, drawing on 

the Western model, but acknowledging and working with the hybridity of particular political 

orders” (Boege, Brown, Clements, & Nolan, 2009). 

In terms of these emerging hybrid political orders, cosmopolitanism can provide an 

ethical framework for the analysis of communities and sustainable peace.  In the view of 

Kristoffer Linden, the normative basis of liberal peacebuilding must be examined, and in doing 

so, he has found that “a cosmopolitan agenda is consistent with the communitarian defense of 

political autonomy and cultural diversity” (Lidén, 2009).  Political autonomy and cultural 

diversity are critical aspects of hybrid political orders; therefore, cosmopolitanism and hybrid 

political orders represent opposite (and complimentary) sides of the same coin.  

2.4 - Transdisciplinary Research 

While it may seem out of place in a study related to a conflict in South Sudan, 

transdisciplinarity warrants a discussion.  Typically, conflicts such as those in South Sudan are 

analyzed through a particular disciplinary lens.  There are examples of multi and 

interdisciplinary work; however, these remain the exception in the literature.  Furthermore, 

beyond multi and interdisciplinary approaches, there is an additional step that one can take in 

delineation of approaches to research that would be applicable to South Sudan:  transdisciplinary 

research.   
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Accepting that the definition of peace and security is value laden and that these 

definitions can be accommodated or nested in cosmopolitan ideals, it is important to question the 

epistemological perspective taken in any inquiry related to peace and security.  This said, 

however, there has been a tendency in inquires related to peace and security, and consequently 

South Sudan, to defer to a dominant epistemology.  In the case of the present subject, this has 

been epistemology that is consistent with the nation-state paradigm (Marquette & Beswick, 

2011; Moses, 2014).  The challenge in privileging one epistemology is that it stifles the 

contribution of other forms of “scientific” and “local” knowledge and in turn potentially limits 

our “understanding” of real-world problems (T. R. Miller et al., 2008).   

Some have suggested that the definitions of the various types of disciplinarities are 

elusive (Toomey, Adams, & Brockett, 2015), however, Marilyn Stember has provided an 

appropriate stepping off point for the discussion.  She notes that multidisciplinary research is that 

which “involves several disciplines who each provide a different perspective on a problem”, and 

cross disciplinary research is “one discipline from the perspective of another”.  Expanding this 

further, interdisciplinary research is where there is “integration of the contributions of several 

disciplines to a problem or issue…and brings interdependent parts of knowledge into harmonious 

relationships”.  Transdisciplinary research however requires a higher level of integration and is 

“concerned with the unity of intellectual frameworks beyond the disciplinary perspectives.” 

(Stember, 1991)  

The Harvard School of Public Health defines transdisciplinary research as that which is 

conducted from “different disciplines working jointly to create new conceptual, theoretical, 

methodological, and translational innovations that integrate and move beyond discipline-specific 

approaches to address a common problem.” (Harvard School of Public Health, 2012)  This key 
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components to this definition are “integration” and “common problem”.  Hardon, et al. address 

four concerns related to transdisciplinarity: “first the focus on life-world problems; second the 

transcending and integrating of disciplinary paradigms; third participatory research; and fourth 

the search for unity of knowledge beyond disciplines.” (Hardon, Biber-Klemm, Grossenbacher-

Mansuy, & Hoffmann-Riem, 2008)   From these views of transdisciplinarity, one can see that 

there is a movement towards integration, but not from the view of the discipline, rather, starting 

from the problem set.  Figure 3 below provides a graphic depiction of this view. 

Figure 3 – Different Relationships in Disciplinary Studies (Jensenius, 2012) 

Ultimately the context within which UN peacekeeping functions is complex and adaptive, 

and it defies “understanding” from a single disciplinary perspective.  Conflict systems have been 

described as “wicked problems,” and solutions to these problems can only ever be partial (de 

Conning & Friis, 2011).  I argue that the tendency towards the universal in discipline-based 

epistemologies must be recognized and addressed, and that a transdisciplinary approach is one 

mechanism to do so.   

Related to transdisciplinarity is epistemological sovereignty.  Miller et al. distinguish 

between “epistemological sovereignty” and “epistemological pluralism,” where in 

epistemological pluralism, it is recognized that in an inquiry of complex systems there may be 

several ways of “knowing,” and that exposing these ways of knowing is vital to understanding 

the problem.  Miller et al. view epistemological pluralism as “an iterative process of negotiating 
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values, epistemologies, and knowledge….” (T. R. Miller et al., 2008).  In this iterative process 

they see four contributions: acknowledgement of the benefit of multiple ways of knowing; 

integration leading to fuller understanding; operationalization requiring continuous negotiation; 

and, a collaboration to accommodate multiple approaches (T. R. Miller et al., 2008).  Reframing 

this description in terms of examining the effects of UN peacekeeping operations on 

communities, one can see that epistemological pluralism is valuable, particularly in terms of 

uncovering the underlying value systems that support definitions of peace and security. 

Given the requirements of transdisciplinarity and epistemological pluralism, how does 

one approach methodology?  There might be a tendency to advocate for the sufficiency of either 

multi-disciplinary research or inter-disciplinary research; however, given the complexity of 

conflict systems, methodological approaches must transcend these more traditional and orthodox 

approaches or risk examining the problem set from a fixed position and missing valuable ways of 

knowing.   

As previously discussed, UN peacekeeping operations function within a context that is 

characterized as a complex adaptive system (de Carvalho & Aune, 2010), and Wickson, Carew 

and Russel (2006) have argued that when researchers examine complex “real world” problems 

there is a requirement to move beyond traditional discipline-based approaches. In their article, 

they postulate that trans-disciplinary research is differentiated from multi-disciplinary and inter-

disciplinary research by three characteristics: problem focus, evolving methodology, and 

collaboration.  Examining the social process of UN peacekeeping operations is an ideal situation 

in which to employ transdisciplinary research because: it focuses on solving a problem (avoiding 

unintended consequences and enhancing sustainable peace); it requires an evolving methodology 

(capturing the voice of the community to uncover alternative development narratives); and it is 
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focused on collaboration across disciplines and with the subjects of the inquiry themselves (both 

in defining the problem and uncovering the solution) (Wickson, Carew, & Russell, 2006).  

Wickson et al. (2006) also identify three challenges (integration, reflection and paradox), which 

will be discussed later in this section.  These views are consistent with those of Hardon, et al. 

(2008) mentioned above.   

 Within this framework, and during the conduct of this research, it was important to 

remain flexible in terms of methods, and to reflect frequently upon results and their implications 

for the evolving methods used in the inquiry.  Space was needed for this reflection as part of the 

research process and also to collaborate with members of the decision-making process to ensure 

that their voices emerged and were understood.  This necessitated a transdisciplinary approach to 

the research, and caution was exercised in addressing the three challenges that Wickson, Carew 

and Russell identify (Wickson et al., 2006).  As well, I crafted a methodological approach that 

addressed the integration of epistemological approaches, theory and practice.  I also continually 

reflected upon the values that were being uncovered (both within myself and with those 

participating in the study).  Finally, given the nature of the inquiry, I had anticipated that 

paradoxes would emerge.  They did, and this will be discussed further in Chapter Five.  In a 

complex adaptive system, there are competing priorities, values and perspectives.  Properties of 

the system were emergent, and surprise was a constant element in the decision-making process.  

My objective was not to resolve those paradoxes per se, but rather to contemplate these 

paradoxes as a source of creativity for the construction of a new theory of decision-making 

regarding UN peacekeeping operations.   

2.5 - Liberal Peacebuilding 
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There are several academic disciplines that address the substantive issues related to UN 

Peacekeeping.  These include International Relations, Political Science, Sociology, Conflict 

Studies, Peace Studies, and Development Theory.  Each of these disciplines has a variety of 

approaches to address UN Peacekeeping; however, it is not within the scope of this section to 

discuss these approaches.  Rather, given its prominence in the literature (Aning & Lartey, 2010; 

Barma, 2016; Björkdahl & Höglund, 2013), this section will take as its point of departure the 

emergence of the concept of “peacebuilding.” 

 Peacebuilding emerged from the UN literature of the early 90’s, particularly following 

the publication of the UN Secretary-General’s report entitled “An Agenda for Peace.”  In this 

report, the term peacebuilding was defined as “...action to identify and support structures which 

will tend to strengthen and solidify peace in order to avoid a relapse into conflict” (Boutros-

Ghali, 1992).  This concept was further reinforced with the publication of what is referred to as 

the UN Capstone Doctrine “United Nations Peacekeeping: Principles and Guidelines,” as was 

noted in the definition in the previous section.   

 Concurrent to the development of the concept of peacebuilding has been the endorsement 

of “Liberal Peacebuilding” (sometimes referred to as liberal peace, liberal democratic peace, 

Western peace, etc.).  While there are debates as to the exact meaning of the term, there is a 

general consensus that it is related to the support of activities, processes, and structures that 

support the development of democratic governance and the promotion of liberal (free) markets 

(O. Richmond, 2006).  This orthodox form of peacebuilding has emerged as the dominant 

development narrative and is interpreted as an agenda from Western and/or industrialized 

nations.   Liberal peacebuilding has now reached a position of supremacy to the extent that it is 
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considered by many authors as the de facto model and method of peacebuilding (Lemay-Hébert, 

2013; Paris, Newman, & Richmond, 2009; Tom, 2017).   

 In addition to the orthodox view of liberal peacebuilding, there are alternative and 

somewhat “critical” views.  These include “re-liberal peacebuilding,” which is advocated in the 

writings of Roland Paris; “social peacebuilding,” which is espoused by Oliver Richmond; and 

“multi-cultural peacebuilding,” which is discussed by Alex De-Wall.  These three alternative 

perspectives of peacebuilding can be placed on a scale where re-liberal peacebuilding is the 

closest to the orthodoxy in that it proposes amendments to the existing liberal peacebuilding 

agenda but does not require its reconstruction.  Slightly further from the orthodox view is social 

peacebuilding; and the furthest is multi-cultural peacebuilding, which views peacebuilding 

activities as almost entirely driven by a bottom-up approach (Lidén, 2009). 

 As mentioned, the UN produced its Capstone Doctrine in 2008.  This publication is 

intended to act as a guide to the planning and conduct of UN peace operations.  The messages 

included in the publication are consistent with the state-centric UN Charter and focus on building 

viable state institutions.  While there is discussion in the Capstone Doctrine on issues such as 

“Local and National Ownership” (one of the “success factors”), there is little discussion on how 

to implement such a factor (United Nations, 2008).  For its part, the UN Capstone Doctrine 

provides a sufficiently rigid framework so as to focus efforts on UN peace operations at the state 

level and to allow other actors (e.g., national governments, International Organizations, etc.) to 

influence the discourse in line with their interpretation of the tenets of liberal peacebuilding.   

 The influence of other actors, particularly that of national governments, is most evident in 

the deliberations of the UN Security Council (Sharland, 2018).  It is important to note that it is 

the UN Security Council, through the issuing of UNSCRs, that determines the nature of a 
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peacekeeping operation.  More specifically, it is the UNSCR that provides the guidelines and 

tasks that the peacekeeping operations must follow and accomplish (High-Level Independent 

Panel on Peace Operations, 2015).  During the deliberation of draft UNSCRs, national 

governments, and potentially other actors lobbying those governments, manipulate the guidelines 

and tasks in a manner that is aligned with the tenets of liberal peacebuilding (Thakur, 2006). 

 The UNSCRs discussed above provide the guidelines and tasks for the conduct of 

peacekeeping operations.  Over the course of the evolution of peacekeeping, from military 

observer missions between two sovereign states to their current configuration as large, complex, 

multidimensional and integrated (civilian, police and military) missions, the details contained in 

the UNSCRs have also evolved.  An example of the evolution in peacekeeping madates is found 

in the movement from self-defence in traditional peacekeeping to use of force in robust 

peacekeeping operations (Sloan, 2014).  Furthermore, recent examples indicate that the 

guidelines and tasks contained in the UNSCRs perpetuate liberal peacebuilding ideals.  The 

following is a selection of tasks from the first UNSCR mandate to the United Nations Mission in 

South Sudan: 

Support for peace consolidation and thereby fostering longer-term state building and 

economic development to support the Government of the Republic of South Sudan in 

exercising its responsibilities for conflict prevention, mitigation, and resolution and to 

protect civilians. 

Support the Government of the Republic of South Sudan in developing its capacity to 

provide security, to establish rule of law, and to strengthen the security and justice 

sectors. (United Nations, 2011) 
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These activities and tasks set the conditions for the future sustainability of a country.  By 

establishing institutions and processes in line with the liberal peacebuilding model, national 

governments are forced to adopt the dominant developmental path.  The impact of this dominant 

developmental path is felt politically, economically, and socially (Lidén, 2009).  Furthermore, 

these impacts extend to the surrounding region, as many of the issues that are addressed by UN 

peacekeeping are transnational in nature (United Nations, 2008). 

Within the literature associated with liberal peacebuilding, the discussion is largely 

related to issues at the state level (Balthasar, 2017; Shinoda, 2018; Zambakari, 2017).  Regarding 

the latter, this discussion tends to focus on human rights, and is seen by some authorities as yet 

another means to instil Western ideals and norms and not necessarily related to basic needs 

(Stamnes, 2010).  What is striking in the examination of the literature and UNSCRs is the dearth 

of discussion at the community level.  This is particularly significant when one considers the 

cultural dynamics which provide for the definitions of peace and security in the affected 

populations (B. Miller, Van Esterik, & Van Esterik, 2001).  At the risk of over-generalizing, 

many of the populations (particularly those in Africa) affected by conflict and influenced by UN 

peacekeeping operations are from national cultures that are more “collectivistic” than 

“individualistic.”  This statement is based on the results of the analysis provided by Geert 

Hoefstede and his use of six dimensions to measure national culture: power distance; 

individualism vs collectivism; masculinity vs femininity; uncertainty avoidance; long term 

orientation vs short term normative orientation; and, indulgence vs restraint.  According to 

Hoefstede, the individualism vs collectivism dimension may be characterized by: 

The high side of this dimension, called Individualism, can be defined as a preference for 

a loosely-knit social framework in which individuals are expected to take care of 
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themselves and their immediate families only. Its opposite, Collectivism, represents a 

preference for a tightly-knit framework in society in which individuals can expect their 

relatives or members of a particular in-group to look after them in exchange for 

unquestioning loyalty. A society's position on this dimension is reflected in whether 

people’s self-image is defined in terms of ‘I’ or ‘we’. (Hofstede, 2011) 

 This dimension of national culture has significant impacts when one considers definitions 

of peace and security in general, and conflict resolution and transformation more specifically 

(Boege et al., 2009).  If one were to examine this issue from the perspective of Johan Galtung’s 

conception of peace (Webel & Galtung, 2007), it could be conceived that the liberal 

peacebuilding model, and therefore UN peacekeeping operations, support initiatives/processes 

which lead to a “negative” conception of peace.  This could be compared to indigenous or 

traditional methods of conflict resolution focusing on aspects of reconciliation and harmony 

which lead to a “positive” variation of peace.  Support for traditional or indigenous conflict 

resolution at the community level is one means of moving towards a more “positive” peace and 

therefore a more sustainable peace (Mac Ginty, 2008).  

In terms of post-development theory, Helena Norberg-Hodge discusses the significance 

of this aspect of national culture within the African context:  

Contrary to the Western model or way of seeing things, the paradigm that emerges from 

the cosmogonies of the African site would seem to be characterized more by relations 

between human beings than by utilitarian, individual, economic functions.  A Senegalese 

proverb expresses this perfectly: ‘Man is a remedy for a Man.’ This suggestive maxim 

helps us to understand the endogenous African economy as an economy of affection.  

Unlike the management ideas that are in vogue in the West, in Africa and in the Arabo-
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Islamic world, people tend to invest primarily in human beings.  In Africa, the relevance 

of the relational shows the importance of the group with regard to the individual.  In 

African sites there are no really anonymous individuals.  All African individuals are 

persons, embedded in relationship to each other. (Bawtree & Rahnema, 1997) 

 Despite the infusion, and to a certain extent entrenchment, of the “individual” into the 

discourse of security since the end of the Cold War, their values have not been taken into 

account.  As the above section highlights, an individual’s perception of their relationship with 

others is a key aspect in defining such concepts as peace and security.  Individuals from 

collectivist cultures will be more prone to frame these definitions in terms of their relationship 

with other, or more specifically in terms of community.  Community is an essential element to 

sustainable peace, as it creates the enabling environment for resilience that is manifested in such 

forms as traditional conflict resolution mechanisms and customary procedures and protocols of 

exchange. 

 The role of community in sustainable peace can be further explored in terms of the 

applicability of resilience theory to social systems.  “Resilience” can be described as the ability 

of a system to respond, adapt to, and address change.  Authors such as Holling (C. S. Holling, 

2001) and Gunderson (2000) have written extensively on the subject but it is beyond to scope of 

this thesis to detail the various concepts.  More relevant to the subject of this thesis is the 

applicability of resilience theory to social systems. Debra Davidson provides an analysis and 

describes it as facilitating:  

…a move from the prescriptive to the analytical: Rather than directing our attention 

primarily to identifying and prescribing conditions of sustainability, the resilience 

framework directs our attention to information flows and cycles of change, exploring 
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how our current institutions and connecting structures are likely to respond to 

disturbance, and how we can prepare for those outcomes. (D. J. Davidson, 2010). 

Changes in social systems can be gradual, or they can be abrupt, as in the case of violent 

conflict.  Understanding how resilience influences a system’s ability to cope with these changes 

is a key aspect of working towards sustainable peace and thus must be included in any inquiry of 

UN peacekeeping operations.  In the context of UN peacekeeping operations, the individuals 

affected by violent conflict have a cultural legacy related to collective values.  These values 

come into conflict with the liberal peacebuilding model and its promotion of individual values.  

An understanding of the effects of UN peacekeeping on communities is therefore essential to an 

overall understanding of why certain development agendas are favoured above others.   

As mentioned above, with the evolution of peacekeeping operations influenced by 

thinking related to liberal peacebuilding, the guidelines and tasks articulated in UNSCRs tend to 

be focused at the state level.  While notable exceptions within the academic literature exist, there 

too there is a tendency to focus on governance issues from a problem-solving perspective.  Even 

the literature that is critical offers little in terms of alternatives to either the dominant 

development narrative or perspectives from the community level.  Given the cultural heritages of 

the majority of the populations affected by conflict, “community” must be considered, and must 

become the point of departure for any decision-making process related to sustainable peace 

(Clements, 2012). 

 For the purpose of this study, I examined the problematic of community in the context of 

South Sudan.  South Sudan has been chosen as the sight of inquiry because it is the world’s 

newest nation (with independence in July 2011).  Furthermore, the United Nations created a new 

peacekeeping operation at the time of South Sudan’s independence.  The peacekeeping operation 
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and the new nation are co-evolving, which presents a unique case study into the effects of the 

liberal peacebuilding model.  In the case of South Sudan, this relationship can be portrayed as 

one where the UN peacekeeping operation, UNMISS, influences communities through the 

execution of its mandate.  The relationship between the peacekeeping operation and the 

communities is graphically depicted below. 

 

Figure 4 – Relationship between UNMISS and Communities  

 

In order to understand the influence of the UN peacekeeping operation at the community 

level (and consequently, the influence of the liberal peacebuilding agenda), it is important to 

understand how existing theory provides explanatory mechanisms and where potential gaps in 

understanding exist.  In the case of South Sudan, the model provided above can be examined 

from the perspective of the liberal peacebuilding model.  This model informs the dominant 

development narrative, which in turn has intended consequences.   

While the logic of this narrative and its intended consequences continue to be debated 

(Paris, 2010), at its most basic level, the UN Capstone Doctrine provides an indication as to its 

general trajectory.  This said, what is not understood are the “opposing” sides to the dominant 

development narrative and the intended consequences.  More specifically, there is little 

understanding of the unintended consequences of the dominant development narrative such as 
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political oppression and abuse of human rights (Easterly, 2015).  Furthermore, what alternative 

narratives to development may exist.  These gaps in understanding are graphically depicted 

below, with the area shaded in red indicating where the focus of future research could be. 

 

Figure 5 – Model of Research Gap in UN Peacekeeping Operations 

 

There is a gap in our understanding of the impacts of UN peacekeeping on communities 

in conflict zones.  This gap in understanding is both in terms of the UN perspective and the 

community perspective.  It may be that this gap exists due to the dominance of discipline-based 

epistemologies and methodologies that essentially preserve the status quo (Hansen, 2008).  As 

Robert Cox stated: “theory is always for someone and for something” (Cox, 1981).  If one is to 

move to a more emancipatory form of inquiry, a transdisciplinary approach is required.  There is 

a requirement to integrate discipline-based thinking, and to engage the affected population in 

both problem definition and problem solving.  This will require a new “theory,” or way of 
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explaining and understanding the problem area, one which is not constructed from a single or 

discipline-based theory.  My contention is that a new theory must emerge from, and be grounded 

in, the data from the field. 

 David Chandler suggested that the so-called “critical” perspectives of liberal 

peacebuilding are actually quite uncritical (Chandler, 2010).  Chandler believes that there are 

two streams of critique: one that examines power relationships, and another that examines ideas.  

In both, he notes that their points of departure are the definitions of the liberal and the non-liberal 

other.  Consequently, if one was to challenge the dominant development narrative, an alternative 

point of reference would be required for fear of simply recreating an existing discourse or being 

co-opted into a dualistic discourse.   

2.6 - Fragile States 

While assessing the impact of UNMISS on development in South Sudan is not the 

purpose of this research study, it is nonetheless important to address issues associated with 

development in fragile states.  In his book, Fixing Fragile States, Seth Kaplan argues for a 

reconceptualization of the development agenda.  Rather than favouring the capacity of leaders 

and administrators, Kaplan (2008) believes that by focusing on the local sociocultural and 

socioeconomic environment, it is possible to gain a view of why some states thrive and others do 

not. He takes his criticism of the dominant development paradigm further by arguing that only 

through the restructuring of governance institutions to better match the local context will 

legitimacy be extended, thus providing the ground upon which development can take 

seed.  Kaplan (2008) states: “where state institutions cannot form the basis for a process of self-

regenerating development, it is foolish for the international community to continue propping 

them up.” (Kaplan, 2008) This was clearly the case in South Sudan (Larson, Ajak, & Pritchett, 
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2013), where the government was simply not relevant to its population, and nor were the views 

of the elites reflective of the public will.   

The term “fragile state” is a contested word, both because of the operational differences 

in application and because of the normative expectations that are applied to states (Bertoli & 

Ticci, 2012; McLoughlin & Idris, 2016).  My starting point for defining a “fragile state” is the 

description outlined by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD): 

A fragile state “has weak capacity to carry out basic functions of governing a population and its 

territory, and lacks the ability to develop mutually constructive and reinforcing relations with 

society. As a consequence, trust and mutual obligations between the state and its citizens have 

become weak” (OECD, 2011).   

While terms such as ‘state in crisis,’ ‘failed state,’ or ‘weak state’ are often used 

interchangeably, it is important to add a degree of precision to the discussion.  The 

characteristics of fragile states, as provided by Suda Perera (2015), is a useful tool in this regard: 

-Failure of the state to exercise a monopoly on the legitimate use of force 

-Failure of the state to provide basic services for its citizens 

 -A crisis of legitimacy for the state 

-Failure of the state to develop its bureaucratic capacity (particularly to achieve a 

monopoly on legitimate taxation) 

-Failure of the state to ensure that its institutions and rules take precedence over 

non-state institutions and rules 

-A significant deficit in territorial control.  

 In terms of terminology, I use the expression “fragile state” as opposed to “failed state” in 

order to reflect contemporary thinking on the subject.  The Fund for Peace began publishing the 
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Failed State Index in 2005; however, in 2014, it changed the name to the Fragile State Index.  

The decision was based on the stigma associated with being called a failed state, and the Fund 

for Peace did not want this to be a distraction to their work (Hendry, 2014).  I agree that there is 

a qualitative difference between the pronouncement of a state being failed and being fragile, and 

for this inquiry, conceptualizing states through the lens of fragility is appropriate.   

In summarizing six years of research, authors James Putzel and Jonathan Di John stress 

that a shift in thinking is required in order to address the challenges that fragile states 

pose.  Their report, Meeting the Challenges of Crisis States, develops its definition of state 

fragility based on the foundation of the four basic attributes of the state (Putzel & Di John, 

2012). They extend this definition by outlining four characteristics of resilience: 

 Figure 6 – Four Attributes of States (Putzel & Di John, 2012) 

 

This juxtaposition is a useful lens that I have used to examine contexts such as South 

Sudan.  The authors also indicate that there is a critical role for “elite bargains” that are 

embedded into the broader political landscape (Putzel & Di John, 2012).  These bargains help 

shape the nature of violence in fragile states, and this has been a key component in the current 

trajectory of the conflict in South Sudan.  When one examines the characteristics of fragility and 
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resilience, and one considers the role of elites in the conflict, it seems inevitable that South 

Sudan will continue to experience violence.  

  In explaining the purpose of the recently launched International Commission on State 

Fragility, Growth and Development, the International Growth Centre notes that “fragility is a 

distinctive phenomenon that calls for distinctive policy approaches. It has been under-researched, 

and what is known from research has not been used effectively” (International Growth Centre, 

2017).  Based on my work with the United Nations in South Sudan, I believe that the 

phenomenon of “fragility” in South Sudan, while well known, is little understood.  

Consequently, the policy prescriptions enacted, in particular by the UN, were not based on a 

fulsome understanding of the local context.  In order to develop resiliency in South Sudan, the 

issue of “fragility” must be considered at a level deeper that the simple rhetoric of indices and 

must be linked directly to the conditions on the ground. 

 The Fragile States Index 2015 used data from the period covered by this inquiry (2014) 

and noted that South Sudan was the most fragile state of all 178 countries examined (Messner et 

al., 2015).  The Fund for Peace began tracking South Sudan in 2012, and when it was first placed 

on the index in 2013, it was ranked 4th.  In 2014, it was elevated to 1st, where it remained in 

2015.  In 2016 it was ranked 2nd, and in 2017 it returned to the number one position (Fund for 

Peace, 2017).   

 In discussing the subject of whether to include South Sudan on the index, and the 

implications of its inclusion, J.J. Mesner states that: 

Ranking first on the FSI should not be viewed as some kind of unfair punishment, but 

rather as a call to action, that there are significant pressures and challenges that face this 

young nation, and there is much to be done to address those. But by highlighting those 
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pressures, we can call attention to them; by measuring them over the long-term, we can 

demonstrate when gains are achieved. Just as we are lauding the recovery of Sierra Leone 

and Liberia over the years from 2005-2014, hopefully we can use those very same trend 

analyses to be lauding the development of South Sudan a decade from now. (Messner, 

2014) 

Sadly, positive trends have not emerged, and it does not look like this will change soon.  What 

are the aspects of state fragility that are particularly applicable to South Sudan, and how are they 

relevant to this study? 

 There is little doubt that South Sudan was and is a fragile state.  The analysis presented 

by the Fragile States Index is corroborated by the OECD’s States of Fragility reports.  The 

OECD methodology employs five dimensions of fragility:  

  Violence – Reduce all forms of violence and deaths everywhere; 

Justice – Promote the rule of law at the national and international levels, and 

ensure equal access to justice for all; 

Institutions – Develop effective, accountable and transparent institutions at all 

levels, reduce illicit financial flows and combat organized crime; 

Economic Foundations – Reduce youth unemployment, promote economic, social 

and political inclusion; and 

Resilience – Reduce exposure and vulnerability to climate-related extreme events 

and other economic, social and environmental shocks and disasters, build adaptive 

capacity (OECD, 2015) 

In 2015, the States of Fragility report listed South Sudan as having ranked among the most 

vulnerable countries in four of the five categories (OECD, 2015).   
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In the 2016 States of Fragility report, the OECD defined fragility as “the combination of 

exposure to risk and insufficient coping capacity of the state, system and/or communities to 

manage, absorb or mitigate those risks” (OECD, 2016).  The OECD evolved its five dimensions 

of fragility to include: 

- Economic - Vulnerability to risks stemming from weaknesses in economic foundations 

and human capital including macroeconomic shocks, unequal growth and high youth 

unemployment. 

- Environmental - Vulnerability to environmental, climatic and health risks that affect 

citizens’ lives and livelihoods. These include exposure to natural disasters, pollution and 

disease epidemics. 

- Political - Vulnerability to risks inherent in political processes, events or decisions, lack 

of political inclusiveness (including of elites), transparency, corruption and society’s 

ability to accommodate change and avoid oppression. 

- Security - Vulnerability of overall security to violence and crime, including both 

political and social violence.  

- Societal - Vulnerability to risks affecting societal cohesion that stem from both vertical 

and horizontal inequalities, including inequality among culturally defined or constructed 

groups and social cleavages. (OECD, 2016) 

In 2016, South Sudan was assessed as being the second most vulnerable state in the world behind 

Somalia (OECD, 2016). 

At its heart, state fragility can be viewed from the perspective of the relationship between 

the state and society.  Migdal outlines two premises in his seminal work: first, that one cannot 

separate the nature of the state from the nature of society; and second, strong states exist on a 
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foundation of strong social control (Migdal, 1988).  In the case of South Sudan, the state-society 

relationship has broken down, if it even ever existed.  The legacy of conflict, and the near 

absence of state services has rendered the South Sudanese indifferent to the state, as it is 

dislocated from the day-to-day reality of the life of its citizens.  South Sudan, at its inception, 

possessed weak state institutions, which, as Kaplan (2008) argues, destabilized state legitimacy 

and contributed to the perpetuation of a neo-patrimonial state.  In questioning whether 

international support to fragile states is “fit for purpose,” the OECD (2016) notes that: “Fragile 

and conflict-affected countries are hard environments in which to spend aid well.  On the 

recipient side, fragile states often have weaker institutions and absorptive capacity for aid. Many 

fragile situations have been poorly served by supply-driven aid approaches.”   

These are important considerations when examining UNMISS and its actions during the 

crisis.  These sentiments are echoed in the report of the High Level Panel on Fragile States in 

Africa; however, the panel moves beyond the traditional partnerships in the form of donor and 

recipient, and stresses the significance of developing partnerships for resilience that draw upon 

the dimensions of the natural resilience found in African societies, and the continental and 

regional mechanisms and processes (African Development Bank, 2014).  While these are 

important considerations, the very fabric of “society” in South Sudan was being ripped apart, and 

the regional bodies were incapable of preventing it.   

 South Sudan was and is a fragile state, and its downward trajectory is evidence that the 

mechanisms to support and build resilience have failed.  This is, in part, due to the overall 

complexity of the situation and, at a high level of analysis, state fragility is not a simple problem 

to diagnose as its roots are found in the interdependent relationship between internal and external 

factors.  Not only are these factors unique to each particular case; the dynamics that drive them 
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are also unique (McLoughlin & Idris, 2016).  As mentioned previously, complexity and systems 

thinking are key aspects to consider when evaluating the situation in South Sudan.  As it is a 

complex and adaptive system, properties are emergent and not predictable.  While indices such 

as the Fragile States Index and the States of Fragility are useful in shedding light on aspects of 

the system, they only represent snap shots in time.  Policy prescriptions and operational direction 

need to be much more dynamic than what is currently offered by partners.   

2.7 - Conflict Analysis and Peace Research 

External to the mission, there are two bodies of theory that I used: one that explains how 

UN peacekeeping operations are planned and conducted (liberal peacebuilding theory and UN 

peacekeeping doctrine, outlined above); and one that explains the context within which these 

operations are conducted (peace theory).  There are more bodies of theory to draw from; 

however, these will be introduced in the results chapters, as they were used as a source of data.  

In the diagram below, I illustrate how the above two bodies of theory under discussion fit 

together. 

Figure 7 – Theory and the Relationship between UNMISS and Communities 
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Regarding peace theory, there are several competing views of violence and conflict and 

its causes and dynamics.  Perhaps the most prevalent and enduring of these views is that of Johan 

Galtung and his articulation of a coherent and comprehensive theory related to peace.  Johan 

Galtung is credited with creating the Peace Studies movement, and he founded the International 

Peace Research Institute of Oslo in 1959 and the Journal of Peace Research in 1964.  His seminal 

work, Violence, Peace and Peace Research, laid the groundwork for his theory of peace and is 

widely sighted in works related to conflict management and resolution (Galtung, 1969).   

 While there are other theories related to peace and conflict, for example, Edward Azar’s 

Theory of Protracted Social Conflict (Azar, 1990), I chose to utilize Galtung’s for this theoretical 

discussion because I consider it to be robust and because it attempts to create a bridge between 

pure theory and action.  While some may consider this to be one of the weaknesses of his theory 

(a point that I will return to in a later section), Galtung’s focus on “peace” is normatively based, 

as peace is itself an inherently value-laden term (Boulding, 1977).    

 A tool that Galtung’s peace theory utilizes that which is often referred to as the “conflict 

triangle”.  The diagram below is adopted from Galtung’s work (Galtung, 1969, 2009) and is a 

graphical depiction of the conflict triangle that shows the relationship between the various 

dimensions of conflict: behavioural, attitudinal, and contradictions. 

Figure 8 – The Conflict ABC’s 
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For Galtung, this model (sometimes referred to as the ABC’s of conflict) represents a set 

of mutually reinforcing dimensions that assist with the determination of how a conflict is 

manifesting (Wallensteen, 2002).  More specifically, the Attitudes refers to assumptions, 

cognitions and emotions that an actor (or group) may have about another.  Behavior is the 

expression or actions that manifest in a conflict. These can be mental, verbal or physical. These 

aspects are typically “visible” and direct. Contradictions are the conflicts over objectives of two 

or more parties, disagreements, or incompatibility of means and/or ends.  These contradictions 

typically precipitate the attitudes or behaviors of the actors.   As depicted in the diagram above, 

the attitudes and contradictions, for the most part, rest below the surface of the “visible” and are 

considered to be latent conflict, whereas the behavioral dimension is visible and considered to be 

manifest conflict (Galtung, Jacobsen, & Brand-Jacobsen, 2002). 

Galtung’s peace theory also presents a second triangle, one that depicts the various types 

of violence that may manifest in a conflict.  In this aspect of his theory, Galtung (1996) describes 

direct, structural and cultural violence as a set of interconnected and reinforcing elements that 

aims to describe the nature of the violence being perpetrated. It is important to note that an 

understanding of this aspect of conflict is essential to agency and the ability to transform conflict 

(e.g., mid-level decision-making).  Much like a doctor prescribing medicine, one cannot hope to 

address conflict without understanding its root causes (the dimensions above) or their 

manifestation (the forms of violence described here).   
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Below is a graphical depiction of the “violence triangle” (Galtung, 1990), where direct 

violence is that which is intentional and unmediated (a shooting or rape for example).  Structural 

violence is that which is inflicted by a structural construct and creates violence in forms such as 

poverty or inequality (government ministry or policy, for example).  Cultural violence is derived 

from the set of attitudes and beliefs that facilitate the construction of structural violence and/or 

the perpetration of direct violence.  This includes such issues as racism or discrimination and is 

typically used as the basis or justification for the other two forms of violence. 

Figure 9 – Forms of Violence 

 

In addition to presenting the dimensions and types of violence, Galtung’s theory 

addresses the overall context of peace.  For Galtung, there exists a dualistic relationship between 

peace and violence, where peace is defined by the absence of violence.  Galtung takes this 

concept a step further in his theory and identifies “negative” and “positive” peace.  In doing so 

he refers back to the dimensions and types of violence. He associates negative peace with 

behavior and direct violence (manifest conflict) and positive peace with attitudes and 

contradictions and with cultural and structural violence (latent conflict).  Furthermore, negative 

peace is defined as the absence of destructive social and political phenomena, and positive peace 

is seen as the presence of positive social and political phenomena (Fetherston, 2000). 
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 In terms of the significance of this issue and its applicability to the research, this theory 

will be used as a means of explaining the dynamics of the conflict system and whether 

interventions are designed and affecting that system with a view toward negative or positive 

peace.  This will be particularly significant for the long-term sustainability of peace.  If the latent 

conflict is not addressed in and by communities, the risk of a return to violent conflict remains.  

Going back to my original premise, I consider that UN peacekeeping operations typically address 

dynamics associated with negative peace, and therefore, latent conflict may persist.  Within the 

mid-level decision-making processes, how are these issues addressed? 

 Galtung’s (1990) theory is not without criticism.  Perhaps the most cited is that “peace” is 

a contested term and is also value laden (Boulding, 1977).  Boulding believes that Galtung’s 

differentiation between the dimensions of violence are somewhat arbitrary and that the 

definitions of the types of violence are too broad.  Additionally, Boulding asserts that the terms 

negative peace and positive peace are misleading as they do not adequately address the nuanced 

aspects of peace and violence.  His criticism is that by postulating definitions that are too broad 

and simplistic, Galtung dilutes the analytical power of the theory.  

  I believe that there are two perspectives that are engaged in this dynamic tension.  First, 

there is the desire for a theory that contains sharp, pithy and well-defined terms so as to render 

measurement more effective.  Second, there is the desire for a theory that contains definitions 

sufficiently vague so as to be applicable to a variety of “every day” experiences.  In this 

particular case and with this specific research, I ascribe to the latter. 

2.8 - United Nations Peacekeeping  

United Nations peacekeeping operations have undergone a tremendous evolution over the 

span of their existence.  From their inception as the first observer mission in 1948 (United 
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Nations Truce Supervision Organization) and as the first military intervention in 1957 (United 

Nations Emergency Force), these operations were characterized by three doctrinal principles: 

neutrality, consent, and non-use of force (Bellamy, Williams, & Griffin, 2010).  Neutrality 

implied that the United Nations mission was not to express preference or bias to a particular 

actor in a conflict. Consent implied that the actors engaged in the conflict had granted the UN 

permission to establish a mission within their territory(s).  Non-use of force implied that the UN 

was not to take an active role in militarily asserting itself as an actor in the conflict; rather it was 

to “observe and report” on the activities of the parties to the conflict (Thakur, 2006). 

 These doctrinal principles guided the conduct of peace operations for much of the Cold 

War period and were seen as a reflection of the state-centered interpretation of the UN Charter 

and the framework of state control (Pugh, 2004).  UN peacekeeping operations during the Cold 

War were designed to intervene in inter-state conflict and were primarily a means of maintaining 

a peace which had been negotiated through some sort of peace process, cease fire negotiation or 

similar activity (Fetherston, 2000).  The mechanisms involved in these types of operations (UN 

Security Council deliberations and decision-making, force configuration and command, etc.), 

reinforced a state-centered view of international relations in general, and a state-centered view of 

conflict and peace more specifically (de Carvalho & Aune, 2010).   

 The end of the Cold War witnessed the upsurge of intra-state conflict; and the UN, in 

applying the old doctrinal principles and practices, was challenged to address this “new” form of 

conflict.  Notable setbacks of UN peacekeeping during this era include Srebrenica and Rwanda 

(Guéhenno, 2015), and it is clear that the UN and the larger peacekeeping community were 

simply not capable of adapting to the dynamics of conflict that emerged in the early to mid-90’s 

(Bellamy et al., 2010; Koops, MacQueen, Tardy, & Williams, 2015).  
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 Following the tumultuous period of the early to mid-90s, the United Nations Secretary 

General commissioned a report on the future of peacekeeping operations.  The result of this 

commission was the Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace Operations, which was 

published in March 2000.  The report is commonly referred to as the “Brahimi Report” because 

the panel was chaired by Lakhdar Brahimi, and it marks a turning point in the conceptualization 

of peacekeeping operations (Brahimi, 2000).  More specifically, the report outlines the broad 

terms of a new form of multi-dimensional peacekeeping, which addresses the challenges that 

were confronted in the previous decade and responds to the dynamics of intra-state war.  The 

report was influential in the sense that several United Nations Security Council Resolutions were 

passed in order to implement many of the recommendations. 

 One of the other influential results of the Brahimi Report concerned the inadequacies of 

the original three doctrinal principles (consent, neutrality and non-use of force) and various 

authors have commented on a general lack of peacekeeping doctrine (Aoi, de Coning, & 

Karlsrud, 2017; Norwegian Institute of International Affairs, 2015).  Published in 2008, the UN 

Capstone Doctrine expanded upon the original three doctrinal principles and included another 

three “success factors.”  The end result was a list of six doctrinal principles that were intended to 

act as a guide in the planning and conduct of UN peacekeeping operations (United Nations, 

2008).  The UN Capstone Doctrine defines the doctrinal principles as follows: 

Consent of the parties. United Nations peacekeeping operations are deployed with the 

consent of the main parties to the conflict. 

Impartiality. United Nations peacekeeping operations must implement their mandate 

without favour or prejudice to any party. 
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Non-use of force except in self-defence and defence of the mandate. The principle of 

non-use of force except in self-defence dates back to the first deployment of armed 

United Nations peacekeepers in 1956. The notion of self-defence has subsequently come 

to include resistance to attempts by forceful means to prevent the peacekeeping operation 

from discharging its duties under the mandate of the Security Council. 

Legitimacy. International legitimacy is one of the most important assets of a United 

Nations peacekeeping operation. This international legitimacy is derived from the fact 

that it is established after obtaining a mandate from the United Nations Security Council, 

which has primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security. 

Credibility. United Nations peacekeeping operations are frequently deployed in volatile, 

highly stressed environments characterized by the collapse or degradation of state 

structures as well as enmity, violence, polarization and distress. 

Promotion of national and local ownership. Multi-dimensional United Nations 

peacekeeping operations are increasingly involved in efforts to help countries emerging 

from protracted internal conflict to re-build the foundations of a functioning State (United 

Nations, 2008). 

 The UN Capstone Doctrine also articulates a “spectrum” of peace and security activities.  

This spectrum is intended to be illustrative of a range of activities that can be undertaken by 

various actors (both the UN and other international partners such as NATO and the African 

Union) in order to pursue global peace and security.  This spectrum includes activities related to 

conflict prevention, peacemaking, peace enforcement, peacekeeping and peace building.  While 

for the sake of presentation, these activities are clustered under discrete headings, it is important 

to note that there are linkages between the various groups of activities, and there are “grey areas” 
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or intersections where a specific activity may lie in two or more categories at the same time 

(United Nations, 2008).  The diagram below presents a graphic representation of these activities 

in relation to an overall political process: 

Figure 10 – The Spectrum of Peace and Security Activities (United Nations, 2008)  

 

It is clear from the model above that peacekeeping is nested in peacebuilding and as a 

consequence is guided by peacebuilding theory.  Therefore, for the purpose of my research 

effort, these two terms require operational definitions.  The United Nations capstone doctrine 

defines peacekeeping as: 

a technique designed to preserve the peace, however fragile, 

where fighting has been halted, and to assist in implementing agreements 

achieved by the peacemakers. Over the years, peacekeeping has 

evolved from a primarily military model of observing cease-fires and the 

separation of forces after inter-state wars, to incorporate a complex model 

of many elements – military, police and civilian – working together to help 

lay the foundations for sustainable peace.  (United Nations, 2008) 
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And it defines peacebuilding as: 

…a range of measures targeted to reduce the risk of lapsing or relapsing into 

conflict by strengthening national capacities at all levels for conflict management, 

and to lay the foundation for sustainable peace and development. Peacebuilding is 

a complex, long-term process of creating the necessary conditions for sustainable 

peace. It works by addressing the deep-rooted, structural causes of violent conflict 

in a comprehensive manner. Peacebuilding measures address core issues that 

affect the functioning of society and the State, and seek to enhance the capacity of 

the State to effectively and legitimately carry out its core functions. (United 

Nations, 2008) 

I believe that there is a requirement to focus on two key aspects of the definitions 

presented above: sustainable peace; and, the state.  One can see that these two concepts 

are linked and it is implied that the state provides the foundation or the conditions for 

sustainable peace.  I contest that the UN concept of peacekeeping is guided by liberal 

peacebuilding theory, a theory that will be addressed below.   

2.9 - Leadership in United Nations Peacekeeping 

The SRSG plays a critical but not well understood role in the leadership of a 

peacekeeping mission.  Cedric de Conning has indicated that the role of the SRSG is “to 

facilitate a process that can generate and maintain strategic direction and operational coherence 

across the political, governance, development, economic and security dimensions of a 

peacebuilding process” (de Coning, 2010).  A keyword in this description is “coherence” and this 

can be seen from the internal perspective (intra-mission and UN assets) as well as the external 

perspective (wider international assets).  de Conning is correct in noting that there is a gap 
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between the espoused desire for coherence and the reality at the operational level. This was 

certainly the case with UNMISS, and it relates to his view that in seeking coherence, there is a 

tendency to move towards solutions that are “second-best” (de Coning, 2010). 

  de Conning refers to the gap as a “coherence dilemma” and has indicated that it is due in 

part to the fact that mission elements are independent and interdependent at the same time. The 

decision-making process in UNMISS should at least aim towards addressing this coherence 

dilemma. However, at the mid-level, this dilemma was at times exacerbated by the overall 

context of the mission.  While the value of the SRSG, in this setting, is to galvanize support and 

align resources to support broader mission objectives, it was unclear how successful the SRSG 

was in doing so.  

  de Conning notes several mechanisms that can help generate a common narrative across 

the mission pillars, such as joint planning and common assessments; however, in UNMISS 

during the time in question, any such activities were ad-hoc at best and driven by individual 

personalities as opposed to institutional process.  How this lack of what I refer to as ‘strategic 

clarity’ impacted mid-level integrated decision-making in UNMISS is unclear; however, I 

believe that it did not help.  This is a question I will return to in the results portion of the thesis.  

2.10 – Decision-Making in the United Nations Mission in South Sudan 

The literature related to UN organizational culture typically takes an “organizational 

behaviour” perspective (International Peace Institute, 2009; Junk, Mancini, Seibel, & Blume, 

2017; Lipson, 2010).  This perspective dissects processes into a series of groups of actors or 

interests and depicts it as a somewhat linear process.  If and when the influence of individuals is 

mentioned, it is as it relates to elites.  If and when culture is addressed, it is as it relates to 
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organizational culture and not national culture.  I would like to open up the “black box” of the 

decision-making process in UNMISS and consider it as a social process.  

Halperin, Clapp and Kanter (2006) state that organizations can have considerable 

freedom in defining their missions and the capabilities that they need to pursue those missions. 

However, this is not the case for UNMISS as it adheres to the dictates of the Security Council 

and is directed by United Nations Headquarters (UNHQ). UNMISS does have control over the 

implementation of that higher direction received through the development of operational policy 

and use of its resources, both fiscal and in terms of personnel. Allison and Halperin (1972) 

indicate that the competition between organizations becomes more intense in crises, and since 

December 2013, the competition for resources within UNMISS – as well as between UNMISS, 

other UN organizations and other non-state actors – has increased in an already fiscally 

constrained environment. It is clear that implementation of higher direction is influenced by 

dominant groups within the organizational structure, and they bring their own particular 

expertise, experience and knowledge to that effort (Clapp & Halperin, 2006). Therefore, as 

Monten and Bennett (2010) illustrate, important differences can arise in crisis between 

organizations that share goals but differ in tactics.  

UNMISS, like all UN peacekeeping operations, has a defined command and control 

structure. UN peacekeeping operations work on three broadly defined levels: the strategic; the 

operational; and the tactical. At the strategic level, UNHQ provides high-level political direction 

and is responsible to the Security Council regarding progress in the implementation of the 

mission’s mandate. At the operational level, UNMISS HQ reports to UNHQ and directs the 

operations of Field Offices. At the tactical level, Field Offices deal with direct application of 

mandated activities. During a mission, all three levels must work cohesively and integrate with 



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

69 

 

UN partners and external actors to ensure mission success (United Nations Department of Field 

Suport, 2010). 

In UNMISS, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG) may be seen to 

be fulfilling the role of the “presidential-leader,” as described by Monten and Bennett (2010).  

When examining the role of the SRSG, it is important to consider the significant role that 

position plays in agenda setting and options selection (Monten & Bennett, 2010)This is 

significant as it is the position of the SRSG that is responsible for ensuring implementation of the 

mission mandate. The SRSG is influential in dealing with political issues, while bureaucrats and 

organizations have more influence on option generation, and when a decision is made, 

implementation of that directed policy. By ensuring that the mission is fully engaged in any 

ongoing political processes that it is mandated to support, the SRSG is clearly the principle-agent 

in the mission area.  

In UNMISS, and other UN missions, there is little separation between the “presidential 

level” and the bureaucratic level. Therefore, it is the case that in a crisis, the interests of the 

bureaucrats are roughly in line with those of the SRSG (Monten & Bennett, 2010). The SRSG is 

in a position to push the bureaucracy for effective and timely options, and to direct not only 

preferences but also methodologies for implementation of the mandate. The UNMISS model 

follows that provided by Monten and Bennett, in that as the “presidential-leader,” the SRSG 

directs policy and decisions made in UNMISS and the bureaucrats align policy implementation 

in order to support this. I saw, for the most part, that there was no effort made by the bureaucrats 

to counter SRSG direction, as the rigid organizational structure of the UN maintains a continuity 

of command from the strategic down to the tactical level. 

In UNMISS, bureaucratic stove-piping by substantive components is kept to a minimum 
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as higher-level decisions are passed from UNHQ to the SRSG, who then personally directs 

policy decisions. Although able to ensure that higher UN interests are adhered to, the SRSG must 

rely on the bureaucrats to create and manage a guiding coalition over all the organizations and 

mechanisms that make up UNMISS. That being said, I saw a tremendous amount of freedom in 

ideation during the options development stage of policy making, and mid-level bureaucrats 

demonstrated considerable initiative in that regard.  

Beneath the SRSG are two Deputy SRSG’s: Political Affairs and Humanitarian Affairs 

(Humanitarian Coordinator, UN Resident Coordinator and Resident Representative of UNDP). 

They have a greater role in directed policy implementation than the SRSG, yet they do not 

deviate from UNHQ or SRSG direction. At the DSRSG level, there is a continuity of effort 

toward mandate implementation, although, at times, the use of separate substantive components 

that may compete for resources gives the impression of breaks in this cohesion. As with most 

organizations, the components may resist any efforts to take away the functions that are viewed 

as part of their essence and may seek to protect those functions by taking on additional functions 

(Clapp & Halperin, 2006).  When this occurs, a DSRG will intervene to ensure functional lines 

are maintained.  

Bureaucrats in the UN are predominately civilian career officials; and the UNMISS 

bureaucracy is dominated by different ideological thinking in each substantive component.  The 

adage that “where you stand (on policy) depends on where you sit (in the bureaucracy)” (Monten 

& Bennett, 2010) is certainly true in UNMISS. There is a distinct tendency for members of a 

component to focus on a single issue, yet all should be well versed in the overall mission 

mandate and integrated mission planning (United Nations, 2008). The core staff of UNMISS are 

long-term UN staff members who have an extended period of involvement in a particular area of 
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expertise. There is little to no cross-training between the pillars of the UN, which in itself leads 

to parochialism, particularly by specialist groups such as human rights and child protection.  

As one looks at lower levels of the organization, there is a tendency towards a selective 

perception of information. Closer to the tactical level, the consistency of their position allows the 

interest groups to focus on a narrow goal attainment (Clapp & Halperin, 2006), but these goals 

will always remain within the mission mandate. A case for bureaucratic parochialism could then 

be made for the maintenance of a substantive component, yet this is not unique to crisis (Monten 

& Bennett, 2010).  The apparent close-mindedness of some pillars within the broader 

UN/UNMISS family is a result of specialization from either training or associations. There are 

certainly differing views on how to achieve mandate objectives, and there is no doubt that 

“pulling and hauling” occurs in many decisions, yet strategic goals provide focus for program 

management (Alison & Halperin, 1972; Department of Peacekeeping Operations, 2011).  

The organizational culture model of UNMISS is linked very closely to the bureaucratic 

politics model and is focused on a common understanding of the structure, roles and 

responsibilities of the Mission. This organizational culture is generated from two distinct 

organizations in the Mission: the career UN staff and the military component (given its size and 

prominence).  

Unlike the bureaucratic politics model, the organizational culture model is not linked 

directly to the SRSG (principle-agent) in pursuing policy implementation but rather 

complements it with shared values and a strong sense of mission (Monten & Bennett, 2010).  

The organizational model in UNMISS provides support to the overall vision of those who 

execute those policies.  

A discussion of the models of decision-making (presidential, bureaucratic and 
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organizational) that are present at the operational level of UNMISS reveals that crisis has an 

effect on the official decision-making processes of the Mission (Hodge, 2014; Nzabanita, 2014).  

UNMISS, like all UN missions, is structured in such a way as to maintain a core focus on its 

mandate. If a mandate is to change, it will create some disturbance in the bureaucratic model, yet 

the “presidential-leader’ is at all times able to maintain mission cohesion due to the composition 

of the bureaucracy and the organizational culture that is strongly inculcated throughout the 

organization.  The unofficial decision-making processes, however, were greatly affected by the 

crisis in that the habits and norms established during the old mandate were strained under the 

condition of crisis.  I clearly saw that on the surface the machine continued to function as it 

should; however, behind the scenes there was an unprecedented level of adaptation.   

The crisis that commenced 15 December 2013 has necessitated a re-evaluation of all 

UNMISS activities towards the changed mandate. There does not exist, as Hogwood and Gunn 

state, a distinction between failure of implementation and failure of the initial policy (Hogwood 

& Gunn, 1984) in UNMISS (Sharland & Gorur, 2015).  For UNMISS there has been no failure, 

as the changes in the mandate as directed by the Security Council required a change in policy 

and also in its methods of implementation. What Golub (1997) would refer to as ‘a chance 

event’, namely the beginning of a civil war, precipitated the change in mandate. Regardless, the 

mandate change cannot be seen as a failure on the part of UNMISS or the operational level 

models of decision-making present in the Mission. The interplay of the presidential-leader, 

bureaucratic politics, and organizational cultural models present at the operational level of 

UNMISS have ensured that the organization has continued to function, and adaptation by mid-

level decision makers was essential in maintaining relative mission effectiveness. 
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2.11 – Chapter Summary  

 This chapter was limited to a discussion of the initial research context and literature that 

was used to launch the study.  In this study, literatures were brought into the analytical process as 

the research unfolded.  In these cases, literature was treated as data and not necessarily as 

background theory.  There has been debate about the role of literature reviews in research in 

general; however, this subject is discussed frequently in Grounded Theory studies.  As indicated 

by Giles, King and de Lacey (2013), “mounting evidence suggests that a preliminary review can 

enhance theoretical sensitivity and rigor and may lead to innovative insights.  However, 

researchers must acknowledge the influence of prior knowledge during data analysis and theory 

development to avoid bias.” I approached this study using the Grounded Theory axiom of having 

an “open mind vs an empty head.”   

Chapter 3 – Methodology and Methods 

In order to change an existing paradigm, you do not struggle to try and change the 

problematic model. You create a new model and make the old one obsolete. That, in 

essence is the higher service to which we are all being called. 

-Buckminster Fuller 

 

This chapter outlines the research methodology and methods that I employed.  The intent 

of this chapter is to explain how the study was conducted.  Then the details associated with the 

analytical results are presented in Chapter Four.  This chapter begins by discussing the merits of 

qualitative research as related to this particular field of inquiry, followed by a review of the 

research question and associated framing questions.   It then discusses the selection of Grounded 

Theory as a methodology and its appropriateness for this research area.  Next is an outline of the 
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research design and the differences regarding what was planned as a research design and what 

actually transpired.  The chapter subsequently presents the sample selection, the data collection 

methods, and a brief view of the process that was employed for data coding and analysis.  The 

chapter will end with a discussion on rigour and trustworthiness, and on ethical considerations.   

The purpose of my research was to uncover the social process underpinning decision-

making in UN peacekeeping operations.  Qualitative research is not just an appropriate approach 

for this subject area; it was the only approach that could respond to the questions that I was 

asking.  Flick (2009) outlines four features of qualitative research that are related to its 

appropriateness for this particular inquiry: 

1.  Appropriateness of methods and theories 

2.  Perspectives of the participants and their diversity 

3.  Reflexivity of the researcher and the research 

4.  Variety of approaches and methods.  

 Furthermore, in a discussion that relates research strategy to a general orientation to the 

conduct of social research, Bryman (2012) states that a qualitative research strategy 

“…predominantly emphasises an inductive approach, …has rejected the practices and norms of 

the natural scientific model, …and embodies a view of social reality as a constantly shifting 

emerging property of an individual’s creation.” In contrast to quantitative methods, qualitative 

methods are appropriate for determining meaning and perspective in a participant’s experience of 

a phenomenon (Tracy, 2013).  Furthermore, the type of data required to render such findings are 

not necessarily amenable to measurement or calculation.  Based on the area of inquiry, and the 

goals, outputs and outcomes of the research, I concluded that a qualitative study was essential. 
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The main focus of this study was to examine the social nature of the decision-making 

process within the UN.  This was motivated by the desire to access the data and the lived 

experience gained during my posting to UNMISS, including the social networks that developed.  

In considering an appropriate methodology and design, I was conscious of what I refer to as 

“systemic inertia” within the leadership of UNMISS, or in other words resistance to change, or 

the suggestion of change, based on perceived investments into the status quo.  I had anticipated 

that there might be a reaction on the part of some of the actors, namely that they would view my 

research as critical of their personal efforts (and this proved to be the case).  Therefore, I needed 

to ensure that the research design addressed this concern and that my data collection was not 

limited as a result of misinterpreting the aim of the research.    

 Institutional decision-making is a much-theorized area (Anderson, Sweeney, Williams, 

Camm, & Cochran, 2015; Hodgkinson & Starbuck, 2012; Teal, Dispenza, Flynn, & Currie, 

2003); however, little has been done in terms of examining decision-making in the context of a 

UN mission, and even less on the social processes behind it.  I wanted to “discover” how 

decisions were made in this unique period in UNMISS’ history.  Accordingly, I chose Grounded 

Theory as my overarching methodological approach.   

3.1 - Question(s) 

I had previously considered examining UN peacekeeping operations from a macro level.  

However, after being immersed in the research, I soon noted that there was an under-researched 

area of peacekeeping to be explored.  Very few researchers have had the opportunity to be 

immersed in a peacekeeping operation for a prolonged period of time, let alone to be part of the 

decision-making process.  Analysts typically research peacekeeping operations through the use 
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of interviews and short duration “field visits.”  For me, given the unique position that I occupied 

as a researcher, I was compelled to explore this area of peacekeeping operations in more depth. 

To this end, I amended my research focus.  The question I set out to answer in my 

research was:  How was mid-level integrated decision-making in the United Nations Mission in 

South Sudan conducted during the initial stages of the civil war (January to September 2014)?   

In order to amplify this question, I formulated several framing questions that were designed to 

delimit the inquiry: 

1. What was the process used to formulate and make decisions about operational 

policy in UNMISS? 

2. What influenced decision-making processes to adopt a particular view of 

operational policy in South Sudan? 

3. To what extent did the decision-making process include alternative and/or local 

perspectives and views? 

4. How was UNMISS operational policy characterized by the members that created 

it?  

The questions noted above were those that I started with.  The focus of data collection 

did, however, shift as I began to develop my initial concepts.  The questions remained valid, and 

I did use them as a basis for data collection; however, additional focus was given to factors that 

influenced individuals while they are engaged in the decision-making process.  This was a bit of 

a surprise to me, as, given my preliminary reading of the literature, I had expected to be more 

focused on process.  The examination of the context of decision-making, both inner and outer, 

emerged as a dominant theme in the inquiry.  Consequently, the scope of the second question 

was expanded: What influences UNMISS’ decision-making processes? 
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A second question that evolved over the course of the research was the fourth question 

related to operational policy.  During the course of my field observations and interviews, it 

became clear that asking for opinions related to the characterization of operational policy would 

not lead to insight into the decision-making process itself.  Consequently, I amended the focus of 

the question: How are UNMISS decision-making processes characterized by the members that 

participate in them?  

In summary, the final research question(s) were: 

How was mid-level integrated decision-making in the United Nations Mission in South Sudan 

conducted during the initial stages of the civil war (January to September 2014)?   

1. What was the process used to formulate and make decisions about operational policy in 

UNMISS? 

2. What influences UNMISS’ decision-making processes? 

3. To what extent did the decision-making process include alternative and/or local 

perspectives and views?  

4. How are UNMISS decision-making processes characterized by the members that 

participate in them? 

In order to respond to these questions, a research methodology was required that would enable 

the uncovering of the processes that were supporting decision-making in UNMISS, and, given 

the nature of the research question, it necessitated an inductive or emergent methodology.  

Grounded Theory methodology was chosen as it provided sufficient flexibility to respond to the 

dynamics of the research area and possessed appropriate rigour in order to develop a mid-range 

theory of what was happening. The following section will outline the rational for selecting this 

methodology.   



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

78 

 

3.2 – Why Grounded Theory Method for Explanatory Research 

In terms of a general strategy or approach to this research, I conducted a single case study 

and employed Grounded Theory methodology.  I used a single case study (UNMISS) that 

represented an “exemplar” in terms of UN peacekeeping.  As previously mentioned, the initial 

months of 2014 were unique in that the mission had to shift its operational focus.  It did so both 

in terms of its processes (crisis management) and its structures (influx of additional 

peacekeepers).  I capitalized upon this situation by bracketing the case study with the time frame 

of greatest initial adjustment (and turmoil) – January to September 2014.  This discrete and 

exemplary case provided a unique opportunity to study the social process of decision-making in 

a UN peacekeeping operation.  While this was a Grounded Theory study, I also borrowed from 

Yin (2008) and his approach(es) to Case Study research; in particular, the rational for single-case 

designs and his views on composing the case study report. 

 Furthermore, Grounded Theory was specifically designed to examine social process and 

produce “mid-range” theory.  As well, considering that there are a variety of academic 

disciplines that shed partial light on the research area, I required a methodology that 

accommodated a transdisciplinary approach.  The area of research that I chose is under-theorized 

and my intent was to work towards the development of a new mid-range theory that explained 

the decision-making process from this new/alternative perspective (as a social process).  

Grounded Theory addressed these requirements and at the same time provided a degree of rigour 

to the research process.  

 While this study builds on a range of Grounded Theory authors, my primary source of 

guidance on its methodological approach was Charmaz and her “constructivist” style of 

Grounded Theory.  Other authors that I drew upon were Birks and Mills (Birks & Mills, 2011), 
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and Corbin and Strauss (Corbin & Strauss, 2007).  I chose the constructivist approach to 

Grounded Theory for this particular study as it was important to emphasise the subjective 

interrelationship between the researcher and the participants and the co-construction of meaning.  

As well, as a researcher, I have a natural tendency to approach inquiry from an ontologically 

relativist and epistemologically subjectivist approach.  As such, using a constructivist approach 

to Grounded Theory, I hoped to reshape the interaction between myself and the other 

participants. 

3.3 - Why the United Nations Mission in South Sudan? 

The research examined decision-making in UNMISS from the period of January to 

September 2014.   

Having been hailed as an example in the international community of a “successful” peace 

process, the creation of the world’s newest nation was celebrated (Brookings Institution, 2012; 

Gettleman, 2011).  Then in December 2013, South Sudan descended into civil-war, a conflict 

that continues at the time of writing this thesis. Soon after independence, existing tensions 

festered; however, many in the international community chose to ignore the signs of growing 

conflict.  UNMISS was created to support the new nation of South Sudan and was largely crafted 

as a “capacity-building” mission.  The structures and process of UNMISS were linked to the 

host-nation in an effort to build institutional capacity in the Government of South Sudan.   

 When the violence erupted in December 2013, UNMISS did not have the capacity to 

address the emerging crisis (Arensen, 2016).  Capacity in terms of numbers of personnel and 

equipment, and more significantly that of mindset in those personnel (their personal approach to 

the operation).  The initial months of 2014 witnessed great effort on the part of key members of 
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UNMISS staff to reorganize the mission in order to be better placed to respond to the unfolding 

crisis.    

 This an exemplar case as the shift in mission mandate necessitated unprecedented 

collaboration regarding the mission.  Conducting research into the social processes that 

underpinned the decision-making process during this period is essential if we are to learn from 

and build upon this unique experience in UN peacekeeping history. 

3.4 – Research Design 

What follows is a description of how research process was initially designed.  There were 

changes during the course of the research due to such factors as availability of personnel, time 

considerations, and shifts in conceptual focus.  Amendments to the research design are described 

in the sections related to sampling, data collection and analysis.   

Prior to outlining the research design of this study, I will again highlight that I spent over 

eight months immersed in the research setting. I had the good fortune to be able to conduct a tour 

with UNMISS between January and September 2014, and my job was directly related to the mid-

level decision-making process.  While this is clearly “bias,” I do not consider this to be a 

negative issue nor an impediment.  Rather, this experience greatly influenced the research design 

and assisted in the research process. In fact, I would argue that it was essential to the research 

process.  Ensuring that this bias did not overly influence the research results was an issue that I 

addressed in the design.  I had initially thought that it would be more of a challenge; however, 

given the techniques employed by Grounded Theory and its use of the “constant comparative 

method,” I believe that any bias that I possess was addressed through the application of the 

process. 
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As this is a Grounded Theory study, data collection and analysis took place 

simultaneously and the primary site was South Sudan.  I had envisioned four sources of data: 

existing theory and literature, documents (e.g., Mission Situation Reports), interviews, and group 

discussions. In terms of access to the data, given my recent employment in UNMISS, I had 

access to both documentation and staff, as well as my own experience to draw upon.  I had 

maintained contact with a number of staff members from UNMISS, and they were aware that I 

was conducting research into this subject.  Soliciting participants was not difficult in this regard.      

 As mentioned, I anticipated four sources of data, with the first being existing 

theory/literature.  Below is a graphical depiction of the major sources of theory and how they fit 

together.  This framework is slightly different than what I had originally anticipated.  Figure 11 

was the original framework, and figure 12 is the revised framework based on the evolving nature 

of the study.   

 

 

While I have selected only four major areas of theory, I will certainly be using other 

sources of theory.  For the sake of presentation, I highlight that the major areas of theory are 

Complexity Science, Cognitive Psychology, Liberal Peacebuilding, and Peace and Conflict 

Studies.  In examining each of these areas of theory, I viewed them through the lens of a 

“critical” approach that is best represented by authors such as Beck, Chandler, Christi, Di John 

Figure 11 – Original Conceptual Framework Figure 12 – Revised Conceptual Framework 
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Hansen, and Jabri (Beck, 2003; Chandler, 2010; Christie, 2010; Di John, 2008; Hansen, 2008; 

Jabri, 2005).  The tool that I used when accessing the existing theory as a source of data is 

known as “conceptual framework analysis,” developed by Yosef Jabareen ( 2006).  In the 

author’s words, conceptual framework analysis “offers a procedure of theorization for building 

conceptual frameworks based on the Grounded Theory method.  The advantages of conceptual 

framework analysis are its flexibility, its capacity for modification, and its emphasis on 

understanding instead of prediction” (Y. Jabareen, 2009).  

 Another source of data was documentation.  During the eight months under question, a 

tremendous amount of documentation was produced.  While some of it is classified “UN 

RESTRICTED,” much of it is unclassified.  This documentation ranges from email exchanges, to 

meetings notes, to policy directives.  Given my participation as a member of UNMISS and 

proximity to a large number of people still employed within the mission area, I had access to a 

significant amount of the official documentation from UNMISS. 

 The third and fourth sources of data were interviews and group discussions that engaged 

members of UNMISS.  I believe that in some cases a complete sampling may be desirable in 

terms of the scope of data that it would lay bare.  However, in this case I believed that there were 

too many potential participants to interview.  More specifically, in developing a model of the 

research area and participants, I saw three main organizations and four secondary organizations 

from which people would be recruited.  The main organizations were the office of the Special 

Representative to the Secretary General (including the Deputies), the office of the Chief of Staff, 

and the Joint Operations Centre.  The secondary organizations were the Joint Mission Analysis 

Centre, Civil Affairs, the Regional Coordinator’s office, and the office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs.  Within each of these organizations, there were individuals who had been 
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directly involved in the mid-level decision-making processes and those who had been indirectly 

involved.   

My estimation was that during the period in question, there were 30 to 40 people who had 

been directly involved, and 50 to 60 who had been indirectly involved.  I felt that it was not 

necessary or desirable to conduct interviews with each of these individuals.  As such, I only 

solicited participation from 30 people, and eventually 26 people participated in the research 

interviews (further detailed later in this chapter).   

 I had envisioned a data collection and analysis framework that would access all four 

sources of data in an iterative process over time.  This framework would include four “stages,” 

and the methods and sampling would evolve and be refined with each successive stage.  Below is 

a graphical representation of the original proposed framework: 

 

 

  

As mentioned, this framework was modified in order to suit the research context.  It did, 

however, maintain its original integrity in terms of the flow from purposeful sampling to 

theoretical sampling.  A significant aspect that was added was the data obtained from field notes 

Figure 13– Proposed Methods Framework 
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that I took while I was with UNMISS.  These field notes proved more valuable than previously 

expected as they were analysed prior to the conducting of the interviews in order to develop a 

series of broad concepts.  The field notes were also used throughout the data collection and 

analysis process in the constant comparative method.  As well, I did not conduct in-person group 

interviews as originally anticipated, as the coordination of participation across multiple locations 

and time zones proved challenging.  The e-dialogues provided sufficient data in order to develop 

the codes and categories that I required.  In the end, I conducted four stages of research: 

1.  Analysis of field notes; 

2.  E-interviews; 

3.  Interviews;  

4.  E-dialogue. 

It is also important to note that there was a degree of overlap in the four stages.  While 

the diagram below presents the stages as four discrete steps, the spaces between the stages were 

blurred as I continued to analyse (and sometimes collect) data while progressing to a new stage 

of the research.  Additionally, I used data collected in previous stages in order to advance 

emerging codes and categories (e.g., I would review/reanalyze field notes in light of insights 

gained from interviews).  Presented below is graphical depiction of the four stages: 
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Figure 14 - Final Data Collection and Analysis Framework 

 

During the first stage of the research, I analysed field notes that were taken during my 

tour in South Sudan.  I was with UNMISS for a total of 236 days, and barring a few exceptions I 

took daily notes on issues and events related to decision-making.  Once I began the analytical 

process, these notes were reviewed in order to generate concepts that might foreshadow codes, 

categories or issues for further exploration.  Once I had a general view of concepts that seemed 

consistent with the field notes, I put them aside and explored literature related to those concepts.  

An example of this was literature related to cognitive bias.   

With an understanding of the broad concepts and new areas of literature, I manually 

coded the field notes.  The end result was a set of codes and concepts that I used in order to guide 

the follow-on stage of e-interviews.   

In the second stage of the research, I employed an initial sampling strategy that was 

purposive and based on a combination of maximum variation and stratified purposive sampling 

(Bryman, 2012).  Maximum variation sampling ensured that I obtained wide variation across the 
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population, thus ensuring that with respect to the problem set, as many dimensions as possible 

were included. In simple terms, this sampling technique sought broad representation across the 

various mission components.  Stratified purposive sampling allowed me to select representatives 

from various roles within the decision-making process.  These various roles may have been 

played by numerous people at numerous times.  In simple terms, this sampling technique sought 

deep representation throughout a mission component (heads of component, team leaders and 

desk officers).  Further detail regarding the resulting sample can be found in the sampling section 

below. 

 The interviews that I conducted during this stage of the inquiry were open-ended and 

non-judgmental.  When conducting the conceptual framework analysis, I was able to develop a 

set of broad questions that acted as a guide to these initial interviews.  These broad questions 

were designed to elicit a response from the participants related to their experience of the 

decision-making process.  In developing this guide, I adopted Charmaz’s (2006) approach to 

interviewing in that “the interviewer’s questions ask the participant to describe and reflect upon 

his or her experiences in ways that seldom occur in everyday life.” Details regarding the 

framework for this interview guide are contained in the data collection section below. 

 During this second stage, data was collected from interviews, documents and existing 

theory.  This data was analysed using the initial coding strategy developed by Charmaz; and 

during this initial coding, I attempted to characterize the data in terms of actions.  I used this 

initial coding as an opportunity to stay open to the possibility of codes emerging, and I remained 

close to the data by comparing data to data.  I also returned to my field notes and recorded them 

in tandem with the interview transcripts.   
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The interview method was web-based and utilized an on-line discussion forum.  This is a 

method that I have used in past research, and I have found it to be successful, particularly when 

interviewing at a distance.  It is essentially a discussion forum where individuals are presented 

with a series of questions.  As it is asynchronous, the participant has time to reflect upon the 

question and consider the response in a more complete sense.  The interview is not rushed and 

both parties can pause and reflect when needed.  Then, once the participant has responded to the 

initial questions, there would typically be two or three probing questions.   

I will note at this point that the data obtained from e-interviews appears to be denser than 

that obtained from synchronous interviews.  As the individual can take time to craft a specific 

response, there is little in terms of speech fillers or bridging words/sentences.  Typically, 

individuals answered questions directly and thoughtfully.  Based on my previous experience with 

synchronous interviews, e-interview data is typically half to two thirds the length of synchronous 

interview transcripts and is richer in terms of content depth.  At this point in the research, data 

management became an essential issue to address, as did the tracking of codes and categories.  

This is discussed in further detail in the data coding and analysis section below. 

 The third stage of inquiry involved collecting data from existing theory, documents and 

additional interviews.  The interviews remained as broad conversations and the majority were 

web-based.  However, the sampling transitioned to theoretical sampling.  By theoretical 

sampling, I mean sampling that is designed to find relevant data to support emerging categories.  

As Charmaz (2006) states, “You conduct theoretical sampling by sampling to develop the 

properties of your category(ies) until no new properties emerge.”  

 Expressed in another way, during this stage I completed the transition from initial coding 

(getting a sense of what the data was pointing towards) to focused coding (exploring the data 
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deeply to develop categories).  I did not expect this to be a linear progression from one type of 

coding to the next, and I expected that I would toggle between the two types of coding and the 

various sources of data.  This was the case and it took a certain amount of time to completely 

move from initial coding to focused coding.  During the focused coding, I sought to use the most 

significant codes that had emerged up to that point in the inquiry, and to go through the data at a 

more conceptual level as compared to the line-by-line coding during the initial stages (K. 

Charmaz, n.d.; K. C. Charmaz, 2006; K. Charmaz & Mitchell, 2001).  I recoded using the 

focused codes on fresh copies of the transcripts.  The initial coding remained hidden as the 

focused coding was conducted.   

 The fourth and final stage of the research saw a shift in data collection methods.  By this 

point, I had conducted 26 interviews and I began to see the saturation of key categories and the 

emergence of a framework or rudimentary theory of how decision-making was being conducted 

in UNMISS.  As such, I shifted the method of data collection to e-dialogues, or asynchronous 

discussion forums with multiple participants.  I used theoretical sampling to select individuals 

who I thought would be well suited for me to “interview” in order to complete the focused 

coding.  More to the point, I selected individuals who were well suited to comment on how the 

substantive codes and categories might fit together.  As Charmaz states, this level of coding 

“specifies possible relationships between [the] categories” that were developed during the initial 

stages of coding (K. C. Charmaz, 2006).  The process of an e-dialogue is similar to that of an on-

line discussion forum in that there is a series of threads that individuals can respond to.  Each of 

the framework questions were designed to examine the relationship between the codes and 

categories that had previously emerged.  
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 I conducted a single e-dialogue with seven participants.  These participants were 

individuals who had already been interviewed in previous stages of the research.  At the end of 

the e-dialogue, the transcripts were analysed using coding families such as those espoused by 

Glaser.  I used Glasser’s categorization of the “Six C’s: Cause, Contexts, Contingencies, 

Consequences, Covariance, and Conditions,” as it was applicable in this specific research context  

(Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1999).  This technique was instrumental in linking the various 

codes and categories, and it facilitated the construction of the emergent “theory.”  

 I have described the research in terms that may depict it as being fairly linear – which it 

was not.  During the four stages, the sampling strategy evolved, as did the type of data collection 

and analysis.  Even though I had anticipated that it would not be a simple and linear evolution, I 

was nevertheless surprised by the “messiness” of the process, and in particular the movement 

between various sources of data and its interpretation and reinterpretation as coding progressed.   

3.5 - Sampling Selection 

During the interview and e-dialogue stages of the research, I recruited participants from 

each of the organizations previously listed using a combination of maximum variation sampling 

and theoretical sampling.  In simple terms, the participates were drawn from three components in 

UNMISS: Military; Police; and Civilian.  By far the most numerous was the Military component; 

however, the most influential in terms of policy was the Civilian component as these members 

were the most prominent in the decision-making process and came from the organizations that 

were directly implementing the missions mandate (for example, human rights, civilian affairs, 

and relief, reintegration and protection).  The bulk of my effort was recruiting individuals from 

the Civilian component, as they were the majority participants in the decision-making process.  I 

recruited individuals through a cover letter that explained the purpose of my research and that 
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gave a brief description of the interview/e-dialogue process (see Appendix D for details).  While 

I was with UNMISS, I had discussed the fact that I was going to be conducting research into the 

decision-making in UNMISS.  As a result, many of the participants that I solicited were primed 

to accept the offer.   

Encouragingly, all were willing to contribute to the effort as they saw value in the 

potential outcomes. In stage two, I solicited 18 people and 16 accepted.  In stage three, I solicited 

12 and 10 accepted.  In stage four, I solicited eight people and seven accepted. 

During stage two and three of the research, I used maximum variation sampling that 

sought to ensure as wide a variation as possible in terms of “the dimension of interest” and 

stratified purposive sampling that sought “typical cases or individuals within subgroups of 

interest” (Bryman, 2012).  Essentially, I attempted to ensure that I had both a wide and deep 

sample from UNMISS.  To do so, I referred back to my field notes to generate a list of mission 

components that participated in the decision-making process.  I purposely targeted individuals in 

mission components that were active in the decision-making process and not just observers.  I 

also noted what level of participation was typically represented, and who, in particular, was 

participating.  This allowed me to develop a list of organizations, and individuals within those 

organizations that I wished to solicit.   

In stage four, I employed theoretical sampling in the style of Glasser and Strauss (1999) 

and Corbin and Strauss (2007) as I was moving towards theoretical saturation of the categories.  

In this approach to sampling, one allows the emerging theory to point towards specific 

participants.  In other words, its “purpose is to go to places, people or events that will maximize 

opportunities to discover variations among concepts and to densify categories in terms of their 

properties and dimensions” (Corbin & Strauss, 2007). Participants were carefully considered 
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both in terms of their ability to contribute to the development of the categories and emerging 

theory, and also their ability to participate in an open dialogue with other members.  

Throughout the process, I solicited participants based on a set of criteria that was 

developed when conducting the conceptual framework analysis: 

1.  Knowledge of or experience with a mission component; 

2.  Experience with the decision-making process; and. 

3.  Demonstrated level of critical analysis or perspective. 

 Details of the sampling may be found in Appendix E. 

3.6 - Data Collection 

Data collection, both in terms of the field notes and interviews, was a relatively easy 

process.  In fact, it was much easier that I had thought it might be.  By the end of the data 

collection process, I had amassed over 687 pages of field notes and 595 pages of interview 

transcripts (double spaced).  That being said, while data collection was a relatively simple 

process, the overall research took much longer than anticipated.   

Upon my return from South Sudan, the initial signs of PTSD began to manifest.  It was 

not until 2016, and after the insistence of my wife, that I sought help.  The path to healing has 

been difficult, and it extended the timeline for my research.  Notwithstanding this time lapse, it 

did however offer several benefits with regard to this project.  First, it gave me the opportunity to 

reflect upon my experience, which heightened my sensitivity to the experiences of others that I 

was interviewing.  Second, as the progress with data collection and analysis was slow and 

sporadic, it provided ample time to revisit data and the emerging codes and categories.  The 

timeline for the research was: 

-January to September 2014 – Field work in South Sudan 
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-December 2015 to March 2016 – Stage 1- Review of field notes 

-February to October 2016 – Stage 2 - Interviews 

-January to June 2017 – Stage 3 - Interviews 

-September to December 2017 – Stage 4 - E-dialogue 

Observation and Field Notes 

 As previously mentioned, I took advantage of my time while in UNMISS to take field 

notes, primarily related to the decision-making process.  As a burgeoning “ethnographer,” I was 

unfamiliar with the craft of fieldwork/research, while at the same time I was occupying a full-

time position.  In the beginning of the process, I struggled somewhat with my positionality, and I 

considered, as in the words of Charlotte Davies (2007), that “…ethnographers must be prepared 

to examine as honestly and as carefully as possible their personal reasons for undertaking the 

research and their feelings about it.”  In an effort to address my concerns, I would reflect upon 

my purpose(s), on average every two or three weeks, and write a memo to myself either 

confirming or debating the merits of my original view regarding the research setting.  This was 

not an evaluative process, and nor was it an analytical process.  I was not attempting to make 

sense of the experiences and the field notes; rather, I was verifying the “fit” between my 

intentions and the research context.   

 In developing a sense of how to nurture the observer as a participant relationship, I 

initially relied upon the work of Emerson and Pollner (Emerson & Pollner, 2001).  I also took 

inspiration from the Buddhist principle of “beginner’s mind” (Suzuki, 2011) or what Erikson 

(2017), would refer to in his particular approach as “knowing the place for the first time.”  In 

addressing the critical aspect of rapport, and I used the work of Madison (2011), and that of 

Garsten and Nyqvist (2013) to guide the relationship of participant/observer.  I suspect that 



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

93 

 

because I was an active participant in the decision-making process, there was a degree of social 

capital accumulated in my relationships.  In a manner of speaking, I had “street credibility,” and 

individuals reported to me that they felt comfortable speaking with me because we had a shared 

experience.  I believe that this notion of “shared experience” was essential in having access to 

data both during the tour with UNMISS and during the formal data collection process.  

 I wish to be clear that the observations in the field were made prior to my having a strong 

sense of the specific research question I would answer.  In taking field notes, I wrote at two 

levels.  The first was that of a “diary,” which is my normal daily practice.  The second level was 

notes on my observations of the decision-making process.  As I did not have a clear question to 

respond to, I simply noted the experience from my perspective.  At no point did I attempt to 

interpret how or why people were reacting.  The notes were a record of my experience alone.    

 In taking field notes, I was conscious of not simply inscribing a journal of events, 

although this was part of the process.  I was striving for what Geertz (1977) describes as “thick 

description,” as I found that it was easy to fall into the trap of surface level description whereby 

descriptions would only account for large-scale detail and would omit the finer nuances of the 

social process.  In his work on contemporary field research, Emerson  notes that:  

Thick ethnographic description, in contrast, does not seek to reduce observed happenings 

to specific categories or variables (although it does reduce these happenings to textual 

form and hence data).  Rather, it seeks to represent the local meanings and contexts of 

complex human actions as experienced and interpreted by the ethnographer.  (Emerson, 

2001) 

 The process of taking field notes was relatively straightforward.  I used the Evernote 

application to organize the accumulating field notes.  This is a powerful and flexible application 
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that allows a user to store data (typically text) in folders.  It has a sophisticated search function 

that facilitates key word searches, and it is possible to cross-link entries as well as add additional 

formats such as photos.  The primary means of entering observations was through my iPhone.  

With the existing functionality of an iPhone (and other Apple devices), I was able to dictate into 

my phone and have the text entered directly into an Evernote note.  This was particularly useful 

in the sense that I did not need to carry a notebook or stop to take handwritten notes.  I could 

simply move to a quiet location and within two clicks I would be entering data.  There were, 

however, times when I was unable to dictate fieldnotes into Evernote; for example, during 

extended meetings or deep field excursions in social settings where it would simply be 

inappropriate.  If I was able to, I would take handwritten notes either during the event or soon 

thereafter.  Then, once settled, I would take the time to dictate these notes into my research 

folder. 

 In terms of how many notes I was taking, this would vary on a daily basis.  Two factors 

influenced the note taking.  First was the level of activity – at times, there were simply not many 

details to report.  Second was my own energy level, and this did prove to be a challenge.  

Admittedly, as the tour with UNMISS progressed, the anxiety associated with my lingering 

PTSD sometimes impacted my ability to focus on the research, as I become somewhat apathetic.  

I did, however, manage to continue the note-taking process, and, in doing so, it may have 

actually assisted me in maintaining a degree of grounding.    

 I also took the time to chat with individuals who were leaving the mission area.  As they 

exited, I would ask if I could talk to them about their experiences.  As I did not have a clear 

sense of my research questions at that point, the conversations were very open-ended and 

typically started by me offering a few observations about recent events or meetings.  I found that 
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most people, particularly considering that they were exiting the mission area, were willing to 

share their thoughts.  Each interview began with a brief overview of the research that I was 

conducting and ended with discussing the possibility of a formal interview in the future.  In total, 

I conducted 13 conversations ranging in length from 40 minutes to 90 minutes.  These interviews 

were not recorded or transcribed, but the insights gained from them became part of my field 

notes.   

 By the end of my time with UNMISS, I had taken field notes on 191 days, participated in 

over 30 meetings, and accumulated 687 pages of field notes. 

Interviews 

 While in UNMISS, I discussed my potential research with numerous individuals, and I 

received positive feedback when I asked if they might be interested in participating in future 

research.  By doing so, I was able to leverage my relationship with these individuals during the 

solicitation process.  After having completed my proposal and research design, I was in a better 

position to target individuals based on the sampling strategy outlined above.  Once I knew who I 

wanted to solicit, the interview process followed five steps: informal contact; formal solicitation; 

onboarding to the interview platform; interview; and follow-up.  This process was used for both 

stage two and stage three interviews.  

The interview process was initiated with a short and informal email to the potential 

participant.  The purpose of the email was to briefly introduce the subject of research and outline 

potential next steps if the individual was interested.  The email indicated that if they responded 

positively, a formal communication would be sent to them explaining the interview process and 

conditions.  Of the 30 people solicited for both stage two and three interviews, 26 accepted.  Of 
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the four people who did not consent to an interview, two felt that they did not have the time to 

participate, one felt uncomfortable about doing an interview, and one did not respond.   

The formal solicitation step was executed via email, and the text used as the basis for this 

email is found at Appendix F.  This step ensured that the potential participants understood the 

intent of the research and the basic details of the format of the interview, as well as expectations 

in terms of time.  It also discussed consent and indicated that if they joined the discussion forum 

it would be interpreted as giving consent.  The email also discussed what would happen to the 

data and indicated that they could opt out at any time.  If the potential participants were willing 

to continue, they simply needed to reply positively. Once I received a positive reply, I sent the 

person an invitation from the interview platform to join the discussion forum.  Of the 26 

potential participants that had indicated a willingness to participate after the informal email, all 

26 continued to the next step. 

The onboarding process began once I received the positive reply from the participants.  

The platform that I was using was designed as project management software: Teamwork Projects 

(https://www.teamwork.com/project-management-software).  For the purpose of this research 

project, I was only using a small portion of the functionality of Teamwork, and the majority of 

activity took place in the “Messages” function.  The Messages function is essentially a threaded 

discussion form.  For each participant, I would create a new “project” and the platform would 

send an email invitation to the individual to join the project (interview). 

Once the participant accepted the invitation, they would be welcomed to the interview 

and taken directly to the Messages function.  They would see a “Welcome to the Interview!” 

message that explained in more detail the interview process.  They would also see a “Preliminary 

Question” message.  Once the participant responded to the Preliminary Question and that 
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discussion was exhausted, the subsequent question was posted to the forum.  An example of the 

welcome messages and subsequent questions are found at Appendix F. 

After the first question, each interview took a different path.  Some of the participants 

were quite active with their posts and would keep adding comments as they reflected, while 

others were quite economical with their responses and required active engagement to draw out 

content.  Three people asked to end their interview by transitioning to a synchronous interview, 

and I conducted these via Skype.   

The interview transcripts were incorporated into the transcripts from the discussion 

forum.  Interview transcripts ranged in length from 9 to 34 pages, producing a total of 445 pages 

of data (from both stage 2 and 3 interviews). 

The interviews for each participant ranged in time from a week to several months, with 

the average being four weeks.  The duration of the interviews was primarily contingent upon the 

work schedule of the individual.  Many were still working in UNMISS and the operations 

demands were very high.  

   The final step in the process was terminating the interview and then follow-up.  One of 

the last questions that I would ask the participants was about the interview process itself.  Two of 

the 26 participants noted that they found it cumbersome to navigate the platform and thought that 

may have impacted their participation.  One person indicated that they would have preferred to 

conduct a synchronous interview.  Fifteen participants specifically commented on the 

asynchronous nature of the interview and indicated that they believed it allowed them time to 

reflect prior to responding.   

 Following the interviews, for each participant I conducted a check-in at a point between 

one and two months after they completed their interview.  The purpose of the follow-up was to 
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determine if there was any additional information they wished to share and to indicate my 

progress and the next steps in the research process.  None of the participants had additional 

information to provide apart from words of encouragement.   

 As previously highlighted, the richness of the data obtained from the e-interviews was 

remarkable, and the thoughtfulness of the participants was of tremendous value.  As the 

participants took time to reflect and to draft their response, there was little back and forth in 

terms of probing or clarification questions.  As such, the data was rich and less voluminous than 

typical interview transcripts.   

E-Dialogue 

 The e-dialogue used the same online platform as the interviews: Teamwork Projects.  As 

such, the processes followed were similar to those of the interviews.  For the e-dialogue, a single 

project was created and participants were sent an invitation via email.  All of the participants had 

participated in an interview, and as such, there was no need for a solicitation or onboarding 

process.   

 Once all participants joined the discussion, the e-dialogue began with a period of 

introductions.  Since all the participants had worked with UNMISS, most either knew each other 

or knew of each other.  The period of introductions only took a few days and this was followed 

by a single, composite question:  How would you characterize the decision-making process in 

UNMISS and how might it be improved?  The subsequent discussion was rapid and vibrant.   

 The purpose of the initial question was to have participants share opinions and surface 

assumptions.  In doing so, several themes emerged.  Once I noticed that the initial discussion was 

starting to wane, I outlined four themes that we could potentially discuss:  participants; process; 

results; and impediments and stimulants to decision-making.  The group agreed to discuss those 
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themes, and participants contributed to delineating each theme into a framing question.  The e-

dialogue then addressed each theme sequentially. When an issue was raised that was related to 

another theme, it was noted in that theme’s discussion thread, and then addressed when the e-

dialogue transitioned to that theme. 

 There were several points during the e-dialogue where participants disagreed on specific 

items.  These disagreements were typically on one of two issues: disagreement on details of 

events; or disagreements on underlying issues (e.g., why certain things were the way they were).  

As a moderator, I took time to ensure that we did not move forward until the disagreements were 

resolved.  This was sometimes achieved by simply acknowledging that we had incomplete 

information and we could not render a concrete opinion.  For the most part, though, the 

conversations were respectful, and participants seemed to support each other, and even started 

asking each other questions about events and processes.   

 As we concluded the e-dialogue similar to what I had done after the interviews, I asked 

participants for feedback.  The feedback was generally positive with a few comments on the 

challenge of sustaining a dialogue asynchronously.  Of the seven participants, six commented 

that they had learned more about the details surrounding the decision-making processes in 

UNMISS and about their own contributions to this process. 

 The e-dialogue took place between September and December 2017.  That being said, it is 

important to note that this was a slow conversation.  There would be days between posts, and on 

other occasions there would be a flurry of posts in a single day.  In total, the e-dialogue yielded 

160 pages of data.   
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3.7 - Data Coding and Analysis 

I had amassed 595 pages of interview and e-dialogue data, and I had over 687 pages of 

field notes. While I state that I coded and analyzed in stages, as with the data collection process, 

there was no clear line between stages of analysis.  In reality, there was overlap between the 

stages of analysis, however, for the purpose of presentation, I will state that I conducted four 

stages of analysis: field notes; first interviews; second interviews; and e-dialogue.  There was a 

shift in coding style between the first interviews and second interviews when I shifted from 

initial coding to focused coding.   

It is important to note that the analytical process was conducted concurrently with the 

data collection.  Rather than waiting for all of the data to be collected, I began coding from the 

outset of data collection and I employed the constant comparative method.  As outlined by 

Glaser and Strauss, this process involves four stages: comparing incidents applicable to each 

category; integrating categories and their properties; delimiting the emerging theory; and writing 

the theory (Glaser & Strauss, 2004).  In following these stages, I again borrowed from Glaser 

and Strauss, and I began, in general terms, by identifying phenomenon or events of interest.  I 

then sought to uncover the concepts or processes that supported those phenomena.  Further data 

was then collected (e.g., in the same interview or with another source) in order to either advance 

or close off emerging categories (Glaser & Strauss, 2004). 

The first stage of data analysis was conducted prior to initiating the interviews.  This 

stage involved the analysis of the field notes that I had produced while in UNMISS.  I began by 

reading over the notes in chronological order.  In doing so, I noted, in the text, areas that seemed 

to indicate a phenomenon, and I also took notes, in a separate document, on my reactions to the 
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data.  Both of these recordings were done electronically.   My intention at this stage of the 

research was simply to generate broad concepts related to the study.   

I then proceeded with the coding of the field data and used the technique of “initial 

coding,” as espoused by Charmaz. This initial coding was done in a methodical manner and I 

used Charmaz’s four guiding questions: 

 -What is this data a study of? 

 -What does the data suggest? Pronounce? 

 -From whose point of view? 

-What theoretical category does this specific datum indicate?  (K. C. Charmaz, 2006) 

At this point, even though I had conducted studies in the past using Grounded Theory as 

a methodology, it was difficult to “get into the data,” and I found the coding process both 

cumbersome and tiring.  After persisting, I became more at ease working with the data, and more 

specifically, it was after I started using Charmaz’s “code for coding” that I made analytical 

progress.  In describing initial coding, Charmaz indicates that: 

Picking up general terms from an interview such as ‘experience’ or ‘event’ and calling 

them codes tells you little about the participant’s meaning or action.  If general terms 

seem significant, qualify them.  Make your codes fit the data you have, rather than 

forcing the data to fit them.  A code for coding: 

• Remain open 
• Stay close to the data 
• Keep your codes simple and precise 
• Construct short codes 
• Preserve actions 
• Compare data with data 
• Move quickly through the data. (K. C. Charmaz, 2006) 
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The last point proved to be a challenge as I was inclined to linger in the data and ruminate 

over details.  However, with practice, my pace improved, and the coding process progressed 

from line-to-line comparisons to incident-to-incident comparisons.  At an early stage, in an effort 

to facilitate the analytical process, I processed the data from the field notes through the 

qualitative data analysis software NVivo.  While the process yielded a series of potential codes, I 

found the process rather mechanistic, and the resulting code areas seemed to be contrived or 

forced.  I then decided not to proceed with software analysis as the process took me out of the 

data and the lived experience of the participants.  Perhaps it is a reflection of my personal 

approach; however, it seemed essential to me that I remain in close contact with the data and not 

mediate the analytical process through software. 

Henceforth, all coding was conducted manually.  Manual coding was straightforward in 

terms of format but complicated in terms of process and substance.  Each piece of data was 

placed into an MS Word document, which was in table format with two columns. The left-side 

column occupied one-third of the page width, and the right-side column occupied two-thirds of 

the page.  The data was placed in the right column and the notes were typed in the left column.  

Data was separated line-by-line into distinct rows in the table, which permitted codes and notes 

to be linked directly to the parent text and also facilitated the aggregation of codes.  As data was 

recoded and compared, new/clean versions of the MS Word document were produced.  

This first stage of analysis (the field notes) produced a series of broad concepts related to 

the study area.  While some of these concepts were certainly related, I did not link them together 

in a framework so as to maintain flexibility in the analytical process.  Rather, I conducted 

“affinity mapping” to see where there might be similarities and overlap. Once I had a general 
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sense of what the data indicated (at that very initial stage in the process), I formulated potential 

questions for the first round of interviews.   

The data generated from the first round of interviews was analyzed following the same 

procedures outlined above.  The analytical process remained at the level of “initial coding” and a 

line-to-line analysis was conducted.  Additionally, the field notes were re-coded and compared 

with the data from the interviews.  In order to explore the codes that were emerging, I began to 

read new areas of literature (e.g., emotional intelligence), and this too was incorporated into the 

analytical process.  The results of the analysis at this stage was a “catalogue” of codes and a 

sketch of potential categories and relationships.   

In transitioning to the second round of interviews, I developed potential questions with a 

view to refining the emerging codes.  The sampling strategy moved from trying to achieve 

variation, to theoretical sampling, or sampling that would advance emerging codes.  I also 

changed from initial coding to focused coding.  As previously mentioned, this was not an abrupt 

or clear transition.  Focused coding, according to Charmaz (2006), means “using the most 

significant and/or frequent earlier codes to sift through large amounts of data.  Focused coding 

requires decisions about which initial codes make the most analytical sense regarding 

categorizing your data incisively and completely.” Elsewhere, Charmaz (n.d.) states: 

“researchers use focused codes to sort large amounts of data and to construct tentative categories 

in their emerging theories.” This was easier said than done. 

 During this stage of analysis, all data was re-coded with the intent of refining codes and 

developing categories.  On average, most pieces of data were re-coded twice.  This re-coding 

also involved the fracturing of the data and its reconstruction/amalgamation based on codes and 

relationships.  This permitted a deeper exploration in terms of the dynamics that were behind the 
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data.  The results of this stage were a refining of the codes and the establishment of a set of 

categories and rudimentary relationships.  These results were represented in the form of a draft 

conceptual framework for the emergent theory.   

 During the e-dialogue, after a period of discussion, the initial framework was presented to 

the group and debated.  The resulting data from this conversation led to a refinement of the 

framework and the development of an initial of the emergent grounded theory as to what was 

happening in the decision-making processes in UNMISS.  I supplemented the e-dialogue data 

with additional literature.  I also re-coded previous data in light of the draft theory; and in doing 

so, I also looked for disconfirming evidence/data to challenge my theory.  As the analytical 

process continued, I was acutely aware of what Lyn Richards (2009) refers to as the “coding 

trap” and the potential to expand beyond the coding beyond the limits of utility, both in scope 

and depth.    I terminated the analytical process once I was able to clearly defend the emergent 

theory to colleagues with whom I had previously discussed my research.  

In terms of data management and security, throughout the analytical process I employed 

basic data protection and management techniques.  All data was stripped of personal identifiers 

in order to preserve anonymity and was stored on an encrypted drive; and data was backed up 

weekly to a second encrypted drive.  Information management included the diligent use of meta 

data.  Given the volume of data and literature, I meticulously ensured that meta data was 

associated with each file.  This permitted easy retrieval and cross linking of files and entries.  As 

I transitioned from initial coding to focused coding, data management was increasingly 

important as the incident-to-incident comparisons required multiple connections across and 

between data sources.   
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Once the basic code structure started to solidify into a code category, I began using word-

processing software entitled Scrivener (https://www.literatureandlatte.com).  It is a program that 

was specifically designed for writing by writers, and it has the flexibility to include all of the data 

sources and drafts in one location.  The majority of my data was in the form of transcripts (MS 

Word documents), and these were saved to the Scrivener folder as separate research files.   The 

coding catalogue and subsequent category structure were drafted and manipulated in the main 

Scrivener document with links to specific data sources.   

 As is the tradition in Grounded Theory, I was also “memoing” throughout the analytical 

process (and this is described below).  These memos were written in Evernote and then linked to 

the Scrivener project.   

3.8 – Memo Writing and Reflection 

 The analytical process was supported by the drafting of “memos.”  As an integral part of 

the Grounded Theory Process, memos provide the researcher with an opportunity to reflect upon 

and record any thoughts or ideas that may have been provoked by the data (K. C. Charmaz, 

2006).  For me, the process of establishing the practice of memoing was admittedly challenging, 

and it took some time and effort in order to develop a feel for the depth of reflection required in 

memoing.  As I have a practice of journaling on a daily basis the process of sitting and writing 

notes came naturally to me; however, I was conscious that I needed to dig deeper into the 

phenomena that the data was exposing.  Saldana (2012) provides good advice in this regard and 

states that memos should be written “whenever anything related to, and significant about the 

coding or analysis of the data comes to mind; stop whatever you are doing and write the memo.” 

There were times when I viewed memo writing as an interruption of the process, and I had to 

compel myself to stop and write a memo.  I am grateful that I did, as this “break” allowed me to 
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consolidate my thinking, and it also allowed me to capture any emergent thoughts or reactions 

that might otherwise be lost in the flurry of analysis.   

In order to manage the volume of text that was generated by the practice of memoing, I 

used Evernote, which I also used for the field notes. This facilitated two aspects of the process.  

First, it was a simple interface where I could either write text directly or dictate text, and it was 

flexible enough to be able to capture other formats such as photos or sketches.  Second, was the 

accessibility of the various memos.  With the ability to cross-link and the use of meta-data, I was 

able to access past memos with ease, and I could hyperlink into the first drafts of the thesis.   

 The scale and scope of the memos ranged from the rather simple (notes on my reaction to 

data just coded) to the rather complicated (delving into an issue that was emerging as a core 

category).  When I was fully engaged in the research project, memoing was a near daily habit.  

Towards the end of the analytical process, the memos increased in scope, and as categories 

approached theoretical saturation, the memos were detailed and referenced.  Many of the memos, 

sometimes in their entirety, became part of the writing up process.  Ultimately, it was the memos 

that provided the majority of “substance” for this thesis, particularly in the discussion chapter 

and the conclusion.  

3.9 - Rigor and Trustworthiness 

In order to ensure the overall trustworthiness of my research, I responded to the four 

criteria that Bryman (2012) presents: credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability.  Bryman indicates that credibility, or “how believable are the findings”, is 

critical, as there may be several accounts of the social reality that is being researched.  In order to 

ensure that my results indicated a correct understanding of the social process of decision-making, 

I conducted a series of member checks, or respondent validations, which were then fed back into 
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the analytical process as data.  These member checks occurred at each stage of the research and 

took the form of me presenting my initial results to the participants.   

Transferability is the concern related to the focused study of a particular context and 

whether those results can be transferred to another context.  While I was not preoccupied with 

this criterion, I wanted to address it, as I believe that the value of the outputs and outcomes of 

this research will be contingent upon their transferability.  As such, during the final stage of the 

research, I conducted an informal workshop with individuals who had not participated in the 

decision-making process of UNMISS but did have experience with UN peacekeeping.  The 

workshop was conducted in March 2018, and there were four participants who had experience in 

multiple field missions.  I facilitated the workshop and presented my research results in the form 

of the emergent theory.  My intent was to determine whether or not the theory that emerged from 

the research was consistent with their experience and transferable to other contexts.  This proved 

to be the case, and while not every participant indicated differences with their experience, each 

noted strongly that the theory emerging from the research “rhymed”; however, any notion of 

transferability would need to be based on future research.      

 The third criterion is dependability and is related to the “auditability” of the process.  In 

terms of this criterion, I kept a journal (I have a practice of journaling daily) of the research 

process.  This journal was not only intended as a reflexive practice, but also as a record of the 

process that could be reviewed for dependability.  The memos that I highlighted above were part 

of this journaling process, and the memos associated with the research process will be directly 

linked to this criterion.  In essence, the journal that I kept provided a record of the who, what, 

when, where, why and how of each step of the research.   
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 The final criterion associated with trustworthiness is confirmability.  This criterion is 

related to how one demonstrates that the researcher has acted in good faith and that personal 

views and inclination have not dominated the research collection and analysis.  Again, I 

addressed this criterion through the audit trail and through the drafting journal entries and 

reflexive memos. Furthermore, from time to time during the research, I invited a colleague to 

review my research in light of this, and of the other criteria.  The scope of this review was to 

assess whether there was a connection between the emerging codes, categories and eventual 

theory, and the original data.  This was an informal process of reporting and feedback once every 

several months while I was actively conducting research.   

3.11 - Ethical Considerations 

Regarding the issue of ethical considerations, I examined my intended research through 

the lens of the four areas that Bryman (2012) proposes: 

 -whether there is harm to the participants 

 -whether there is a lack of informed consent 

 -whether there is an invasion of privacy 

 -whether there is deception involved.  

 Regarding the last two, these issues were not a concern in this research.  As I was 

studying the social process of decision-making in a retrospective manner, all of the data was 

either available through open sources (existing theory and documentation) or collected through a 

consensual process of interviews, dialogues and group discussions.  At no point did this research 

require that I conduct covert methods of data collection, and nor was there the requirement to 

deceive participants in order to elicit a response.   
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 The first two criteria, however, needed to be addressed.  As this study had the potential to 

illicit critical responses related to the existing decision-making process, I needed to safeguard the 

anonymity and confidentiality of the participants.  This effort was made in the off-chance that 

there might be reprisals from senior members of UNMISS or the UN once the research results 

were made public.  The objective of my study was to uncover the social process of decision-

making; not to assess the efficiency and effectiveness of the resulting decision.  As such, the 

research results are presented in a manner that focuses on the process, and not on the products of 

decision-making.  Any overly critical views present in the transcripts have not been reflected 

directly in the dissertation.  Nonetheless, anonymity and confidentiality have been safeguarded 

through the use of code names/numbers for each of the participants.  In terms of informed 

consent, this was addressed through a formal process of “forms” and a pre-interview 

conversation with each participant.  As the data collection focused on interviews and e-

dialogues, these were semi-formal settings that were easy to control. 

 The Royal Roads ethical review process was sufficiently robust to address any ethical 

concerns related to this inquiry, and there was no need to supplement this process with additional 

measures.  

3.12 – Reflection on the Research Design and Process  

After an energetic start to the research process, I was waylaid by my symptoms of PTSD.  

This caused a delay in both the data collection and the analysis processes.  That being said, the 

delay did afford me more time for reflection during the analysis process, which was a more 

difficult process than the collection of the data.  At times, collecting the data proved to be 

enjoyable, as I was speaking with individuals whose experiences were similar to mine, and many 
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times their sentiments resonated with mine.  In a way, it was colleagues sharing stories and 

views.   

The analysis of the data was very much a struggle for me.  At each turn in the analytic 

process, questions would surface, and many times this exacerbated the symptoms that I was 

having.  Fortunately, the analytical process was happening in tandem with a therapeutic 

intervention that I was involved in, and my psychologist was able to incorporate these challenges 

into the healing process.  In essence, there was a joint analytic-healing process.  I am grateful to 

have had the support of a great number of people during that time, and I am convinced that my 

healing was enabled by the analysis process, and that my analysis was enriched by the healing 

process. 

3.13 – Chapter Summary 

 This chapter began with a review of the research questions.  This was followed by a 

discussion of the selection of Grounded Theory as a methodology to respond to those questions 

and the use of UNMISS as a single case study.  The chapter then outlined the research design 

and presented the research sampling selection.  Building upon the presentation of the research 

design, the various data collection methods were defined which was followed by a detailed 

discussion on the data coding and analysis process.  The chapter concluded with an examination 

of rigor and trustworthiness and ethical considerations.   Aspects of personal reflection were 

introduced throughout the chapter in an effort to demonstrate the nuances associated with this 

particular research process.  This chapter was limited in scope to presenting the methods and 

process, and the associated analytical findings associated are provided in the following chapter.   
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Chapter 4 – Analytical Findings 

Sometimes I feel defeated…perhaps I should just flap my arms around and yell so that I 

fit in with everyone else! 

-Anonymous Interview Participant 

 

This chapter presents the findings of this inquiry.  It begins with a review of my role as a 

researcher and the bias that I had. Then there is a brief discussion of how I used my field notes in 

the analytical process, the generation of initial concepts, and setting the initial conditions for data 

collection.  The next section of the chapter presents the concepts from the initial coding of the 

interview transcripts and the re-coding of the field notes.  This is followed by a discussion 

regarding the path I took from initial coding to focused coding, the evolution from concepts to 

codes, and finally the categories that formed the basis of the emergent grounded theory. I then 

present the grounded theory of decision-making in UNMISS, and in doing so, I discuss the 

relationship between the categories.  Note that this chapter is primarily concerned with the lived 

experience of the participants.  As such, the description of the codes and categories is relayed in 

their terms, and there is little to no reference to literature in their explanations.  How these codes 

and categories relate to contemporary thought is explained in Chapters Five and Six.     

4.1 – Researcher Role and Bias 

My relationship to the research site and data was unique and challenging.  From January 

to September 2014, I participated as a senior member of the Joint Operations Centre in UNMISS.  

I met daily with the actors engaged in the process, and I was myself an actor.  Unlike a 

researcher coming from the “outside,” I was inside, and part of, the process.  Following the tour, 

I maintained a relationship with many of the decision makers and I had access to much of the UN 
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reporting.  As mentioned, I had discussed the possibility of conducting this research with senior 

members in UNMISS, and they had agreed to facilitate the research process.  That being said, 

there were numerous personal challenges given my relationship with the data, not the least of 

which was ensuring that my position as a researcher was understood by the participants.  

 Having participated in UNMISS for nine months, I had a general understanding of the 

decision-making processes; and during the course of the field observations, I developed my own 

opinions about the decision-making processes in UNMISS.  This was a bias, and it was a 

challenge for me to remain open to alternative interpretations of what I had witnessed, so I was 

cautious regarding not transferring my bias to the research results.  Ultimately, I had only seen 

one perspective (mine), and I needed to remain open to other perspectives.   

 My initial reactions and feelings to date have been critical of the existing process and this 

influenced how I initially approached data collection.  In fact, in the beginning of the data 

collection process, I was careful to review my cognitive biases with a view to mitigating them 

during the collection process.  I needed to purposefully include mechanisms to enhance 

reflexivity in my research design and I did so through the practice of daily journaling.  As well, 

in using the constant comparative method and treating my field notes as data alongside the 

interview and e-dialogue results, I was able to surface any assumptions that I had about the 

decision-making process.   

Furthermore, my research design also included an evolving framework of data collection 

and analysis that helped ensure that multiple perspectives were included.  This approach was 

reflected in the style of the interviews and e-dialogue where participants were, to a large extent, 

self-guiding in the direction of their responses.  The prompts that were used the most in the 

interviews and in the e-dialogue were: “could you tell me more about…” and “I wonder why that 
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is…”.  These simple techniques allowed for exploration of the phenomena on the part of the 

respondents.   

4.2 – Initial Concepts and the Coding of Field Notes 

 As stated in Chapter three, I used the conceptual framework as a means of sorting 

through potential sources of literature.  In doing so, I was able to generate a series of initial 

concepts that provided a foundation for further exploration.  The initial concepts generated from 

the conceptual framework analysis and my early read of the field notes were: 

 1-The role of bias 

 2-Emotional responses 

 3-Understanding complexity 

 4-Ability to see systems 

 5-Alignment between values and actions 

 6-Getting stuck in the now. 

 These initial codes provided a useful framework to organize thought in this early stage of 

analysis.  As well, I crafted analytical memos for each of the initial concepts, and they included a 

brief exploration of the literature associated with them.  In essence, it was these initial concepts 

that provided the backdrop for the first interviews as well as the starting point for the coding of 

the transcripts.  

4.3 – From Concepts, to Codes, to Categories 

 The concepts, codes and categories that were generated as a result of the research process 

were grounded in the data and not drawn from existing sources or theory.  As such, there are no 

citations to support them.  It was important for the concepts, codes and categories to remain 

strictly grounded in the data in order to remain open the emergent grounded theory of what was 
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happening on the ground.  To draw in existing sources and theory runs the risk of prematurely 

limiting or prejudicing the interpretation of phenomenon.  Existing sources and theory are only 

introduced as potential causal mechanisms in Chapter Five where the findings of the research are 

discussed.   

The concepts that emerged early in the analytical process were rough, unorganized, and 

unfocused.  In total, I settled upon 60 concepts that merited further exploration.  Examples of 

these concepts are listed below (for a complete list of the concepts, see Appendix G): 

Me myself and I 

Two ends of the spectrum 

Patterns of life 

Who’s my friend? 

Ahh...the Tukel 

Two-faced (Honne and Tatemae) 

Who’s that guy? 

They are only here for 6 months 

With all due respect 

Swimmers and non-swimmers 

The mafia. 

Through a process of affinity mapping, re-coding, and the constant comparative method, 

I managed to develop a set of 24 codes.  These codes were articulated in the gerund form, a 

common practice in Grounded Theory (Chametzky, 2016), in order to capture the lived 

experience of the participants, and more particularly, what they were doing and experiencing.  
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The process of refining these codes took some effort, and the final list of 24 underwent at least 

four revisions.  The following is the list of codes that I settled upon and elucidated: 

1. Signalling virtues 

2. Differentiating status 

3. Relying on trust 

4. Ignoring the future 

5. Simplifying complexity 

6. Assuming details 

7. Giving in 

8. Avoiding risk 

9. Focusing on form 

10. Reinforcing ignorance 

11. Challenging alternatives  

12. Brokering information  

13. Reacting to others’ emotions 

14. Searching for purpose 

15. Surrendering to emotions 

16. Experiencing unease and anxiety 

17. Hoping for hope 

18. Stumbling along 

19. Focusing effort 

20. Communicating priorities 

21. Processing information 

22. Filtering information 

23. Sorting reactions 

24. Othering 

 

 These codes were then used to frame the focused coding of new interviews, previous 

interviews and field notes.  Additionally, further affinity mapping was conducted in order to 

explore possible relationships between the codes.  This process was a very difficult undertaking 

as it was a significant challenge to capture the nuances of the participants’ lived experience.  The 

end result of this process was the development of eight categories; and these eight categories 

would go on to form the basis of the emergent grounded theory of decision-making in UNMISS: 

1-Perceiving the World 

2-Manifesting Self 

3-Reconciling Context 

4-Experiencing Emotions  

5-Participating Socially 
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6-Determining Focus 

7-Contributing to the Decision-making Process 

8-Managing Decisions 

The following is a graphical depiction of the relationship between the codes and 

categories (for a detailed view of the concepts, codes and categories, see Appendix H): 

Figure 15 – Codes and Categories 

  

Of these eight analytical categories, three emerged as the most salient and impactful: 

Reconciling Context; Participating Socially; and Experiencing Emotions.  All of these categories 

will be explained below; however, those three will be investigated in more depth in Chapter 

Five. 

4.4 – Exploration of the Categories 

Prior to describing the categories that make up the emergent grounded theory, I must 

stress the context in which decisions were being made within UNMISS.  This is not an attempt to 

distract from the quality of decisions made; rather it is an attempt to illustrate how unique the 

context was.  The operating environment was very challenging, and this needs to be considered 

when reading the description of the categories.  If this context is omitted, the categories may 
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appear to be rather bland and “normal.” However, when one juxtaposes the operating 

environment, one can see how unique it was.   

The operating environment can be described from several perspectives.  First, the host 

nation was in turmoil.  Killings were occurring in the streets in broad daylight and there was 

open fighting both in the rural areas and in the capital of Juba.  As the government attempted to 

wrestle back control; the lines of contact between government and rebel forces changed daily.  

Crime was on the rise, and incidents of robbery were increasingly common.  The conflict created 

a migration crisis, and tens of thousands of people were on the move in the country, with several 

thousand sheltered in UNMISS makeshift camps across the country.  During this time, the 

participants in my study all indicated a pervasive sense of unease regarding their personal 

security.  

A second perspective is that of the institution’s mandate.  UNMISS had just experienced 

a change from its original mandate, and it took some time for the organization to adjust to the 

“new normal.”  UN Headquarters was placing pressure on the mission to act to protect civilians, 

yet the mission was not equipped to do so.  As an institution, UNMISS was shaky in the initial 

months of the crisis as it grappled with the significant change to its mandate and the associated 

organizational change process.  Participants indicated that it was difficult to determine what the 

organization’s objectives were. 

A third perspective is that of the personnel.  As the crisis unfolded during the Christmas 

period, many staff were on holiday.  And, the crisis, for the first few months, limited the number 

of personnel that were allowed to return.  The impact of the “essential manning” tactic was 

significant to the functioning of the organization, particularly at a time of change.  Participants 
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indicated that at the beginning of the crisis it was “all hands on deck,” and that operational 

effectiveness was teetering on the edge of being compromised. 

A salient example of where these forces impacted in a dramatic fashion was in the Joint 

Operations Centre (JOC) of the mission headquarters.  This team was undermanned in the initial 

stages of the crisis and this impacted the mission’s ability to manage emerging incidents and plan 

for future activities.  Charged with coordinating and integrating efforts at the mission level, at the 

time of the start of the crisis the JOC had a team that dealt with current operations and a team 

that dealt with reporting.  Given the pressures of the mission environment, both teams were 

undermanned, and their effectiveness was limited and this in turn inhibited the mission’s ability 

to respond and adapt to the changing nature of the mandate.  It was not until several months into 

the crisis that manning was augmented, and a new team was created in order to address planning 

for integrated activities.   

The chaos that existed during the early stages of the crisis is difficult to explain. One 

participant described it as:  

I was always afraid of getting caught in cross fire or being stopped at a road block.  Even 

inside the camp, I did not feel safe as people flooded into Tomping [UNMISS HQ] for 

protection.  It was almost impossible to get a sense of what we needed to do.  It felt like 

everything needed to be done, but it also felt like there was nothing we could do.  I 

wanted to stay and help, and I wanted to leave for safety.  We were crammed into 

temporary buildings with no support or tools.  Power would fail, systems would fail, 

people would fail.  I was afraid and constantly anxious during the first few weeks. 

(Anonymous participant, June 2016) 
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It is important to consider this context when examining the categories, as this context was 

the stage upon which decisions played out; it was the backdrop against which contradictions 

were considered; and it was the weight that everyone felt as they strived to perform their duties.  

This context also acted as a catalyst for change – sometimes for better, other times for worse. 

Consequently, these categories should be considered through the lens of this context.  

In the sections that follow, the categories will be defined through the use of the data that 

supports them. I will also note that the reading of the categories can leave the impression that 

everything was negative; however, that was not the case at all, as there was a tremendous amount 

of positive social interaction in the decision-making process.  That said, I frequently highlight the 

negative consequences of process as they had the most impact on the decision-making process.   

The categories are presented as discrete elements; however, in reality there were overlaps 

between the categories.  The relationships between the categories is explained in the “Emergent 

Grounded Theory of Decision-making in UNMISS” section of this Chapter, below.  A deeper 

explanatory discussion of the categories and the relationships, as well as the links to 

contemporary thinking, are found in Chapter Five.  In order to differentiate the analytical 

categories from similar expressions, for the remainder of the thesis, the categories will be written 

in bold, italicized text.   

Perceiving the World – “Culture Wars” 

As mentioned, there was overlap between various categories and this was particularly 

evident with Perceiving the World and Manifesting Self.  In overly simple and superficial terms, 

these two categories could be considered “culture” and “personality.”  That being said, there 

were nuances in the lived experience of the participants that go beyond the conceptual 

boundaries of culture and personality. 
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I begin defining the categories with Perceiving the World as it is a key entry point into 

the entire system of decision-making.  More specifically, this is the point where individuals 

receive signals from the world and do something with them.  In a sense, it is here that a brute 

refining process begins to cull information and shape inputs for the individual’s decision-making 

process.  Three codes helped delineate this category:  Filtering Information; Sorting Reactions; 

and Othering.   

Filtering Information is an activity whereby the individual decides, sometimes 

consciously but most of the time sub-consciously, what information they will recognize.  A 

portion of the participants expressed that they were, at times, able to recognize that they were 

excluding information from the world, and that they did not know why they were doing so.  The 

others, the majority, noted the process occurring in other people.  There was a general expression 

of frustration that information was being filtered by some type of “gatekeeper” that was little 

understood by the participants.  A testimonial from an interview expresses this experience well: 

I would be sitting in a meeting and someone would say something that did not make any 

sense to me.  I would ask a question and they would just repeat what they had said.  As I 

asked more questions, they repeated the same point of view.  We got more and more 

frustrated.  I simply could not see what they were seeing and they could not see what I 

was seeing.  To use the old expression, it was like we were singing off two different 

sheets of music.  (Participant 09, 03 April 2016) 

The code of Sorting Reactions describes how an individual would engage with the 

information that had been filtered.  It was a judgment process where one would take the 

information and cast it against some conceptual ruler to see if it measured up.  There was an 

expectation that information would either match their internalized “code” or it was erroneous.  
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Typical expressions of this activity were found in the “feelings” of people regarding information 

that was being presented to them.  Something either felt right or not.  When it felt right, 

individuals would move forward in their process; however, when it did not feel right, it might 

provoke freezing or incapacity.  Other times, the result might provoke an aggressive reaction that 

would try to make the information conform to the individual’s evaluation criteria.  As indicated 

by one of the participants, the sorting of reactions was a powerful force: 

I will be honest; there would be times where I would walk out of a meeting and be 

completely shocked by how I could not see things.  I remember one meeting, in fact it 

was after we had spoken about mindfulness, and I watched my mind...well, not 

really...but I noted how when [person] was talking, I did not see it from their 

perspective.  What is more interesting is that something inside of me was trying to push it 

out.  The reaction was to discount it and move on.  (Participant 06, 14 June 2016) 

Othering as a code is closely related to that of Sorting Reactions; however, it is more 

concerned with what agency was given to those reactions.   Othering is a process through which 

individuals identify affinity with another person, or not.  In binary terms, which is frequently the 

case, one is ether part of the individual’s circle or considered an “other.”  There is a sense that 

someone is either inside the circle or not.  Once someone was placed on the outside of the circle, 

the characteristics of that person were either minimized or amplified in a crude attempt at reverse 

engineering an excuse for treating them as “less than.”  This classification was typically quick to 

manifest, as if guided by some internal cognitive function; and if an individual was aware that 

they were doing it, they experienced a degree of shame, yet felt compelled to continue.  In a 

moment of frank conversation with a participant, Othering was discussed in sharp terms: 
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I am not even sure I should mention this, but at one point, I noticed who I would say 

hello to in a room just before I would start a meeting.  Yes, there were my friends, but 

what I noticed most was who I did not feel like I wanted to shake hands with.  Not like I 

did not like them or anything; more like I discarded them from my world.  If I did not 

have an experience with them that told me they were similar to me in their views, I 

seemed to avoid them – even tuning their voice out if they were speaking.  Perhaps I was 

just tired or stressed, but I certainly identified with some people more than 

others.  (Participant 20, 21 February 2017) 

The category of Perceiving the World describes a deep internal mechanism that guides 

individuals at the entry to the decision-making process.  It is clear that there are links to 

anthropological and psychological views of culture, and this will be discussed in greater detail in 

Chapter Five. 

Manifesting Self – “The cult of personality” 

 Manifesting Self appears, on the surface at least, to be related to contemporary views of 

personality.  Beneath the surface, however, there appears to be other dynamics at play and strong 

linkages to the previous category of Perceiving the World.  This category represents a set of 

actions and expressions whereby the individual processes information through an almost 

automatic mechanism and then expresses it in a form that is usable in an internal decision-

making process.  It speaks to the characteristics of the individual and how that individual finds 

their place in the process. There are three codes that are related to this category:  Focusing Effort; 

Processing Information; and Communicating Priorities.  

 The code of Focusing Effort captures how an individual determines what is important in 

terms of their personal traits.  These include traits such as openness, and they manifest in how 
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the individual’s characteristics either impede or assist in determining what in the environment 

they should focus on.  The apparatus of Focusing Effort functions just below the surface of 

awareness with only a few people having enough self-awareness to develop insight as to how 

they focus their effort.  People sharpen the focus of their effort by matching the information they 

receive to their particular personality traits.  “Good fit” is an important part of this process, and 

when information received does not match a particular personality trait, it can be rejected.  An 

example of this type of activity was shared by a participant after a sobering period of reflection: 

I was fortunate enough to get to Nairobi on the UN flight.  By that point, I had been in 

Juba for just over two months and had been working pretty much every day.  I was worn 

out.  I was with a friend, and I was talking about a difficult meeting where we required to 

make a decision about the relocation of IDPs.  When I told her my reaction to the 

meeting, she said: “That makes sense.”  At first, I brushed it off, but then I asked her 

why, and she said: “You have always been that way.”  After, I thought about what that 

meant.  I still don’t know, but there is something about my personality that drives me to 

pick on certain things. (Participant 33, 15 October 2017) 

As a code, Processing Information was closely related to Filtering Information.  While 

nuanced, the difference is that Processing Information is an overt mental device that people 

employ to create rudimentary views on issues.  This is a “feeling” process and a commonly used 

phrase is “…in my gut.”  People move past the basic filtering of information and then determine 

what they can do with the information.  Typically, assessments are made and plans laid as to 

where and when information could be used.  Again, as with previous codes, this process sees a 

winnowing of options against the backdrop of the individual’s disposition.  There are also times 

where individuals purposefully suppress information in order to advance their personal agenda 
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and priorities.  Despite any negative repercussions that this type of behavior might have in terms 

of decision-making, the expediency of using simple personality-based heuristics was enticing to 

participants, as explained in the following excerpt: 

I knew it was wrong to do, but there are two things.  One – I did not like the direction we 

were taking; the proposal was not going to work, and I knew it.  Two – I did not want to 

let others know how I knew it would not work as they wanted “evidence.”  How could we 

possibly have evidence when this was the first time it had ever been done?  Everything 

was based on opinion dressed up as facts.  (Participant 11, 24 March 2016) 

The way in which and what people communicate is a reflection of their internal priorities.  

Even when being deceptive in public, it is still an indication of an internal driver or motivation.  

The process of Communicating Priorities is an outward expression of internal views.  For the 

most part, people are aware of what they are communicating; however, at times, they may not 

recognize how it is connected to Focusing Effort.  Furthermore, the process of Communicating 

Priorities can cause friction internally and externally.  Internally, where there is no alignment 

between what the person is saying and their internal view of priorities, the individual can 

experience angst.  Externally, the manner in which the individual communicates can cause 

friction with others who may not accept that outward expression of personality.  A good example 

of this friction is found in an encounter that a participant recounted: 

It was a fight, an open disagreement in a large meeting.  I am still upset.  The individual 

seemed to be talking down to us; they were talking down to us, I know it.  They used all 

the right buzzwords and expressions, but I could tell that they were telling us that they 

were right, and we were wrong.  When I spoke out, it was a direct clash of personalities.  
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I felt like my words smacked them in the face and vice versa.   To this day we still do not 

talk, and I chalk this up to personality differences.  (Participant 25, 13 April 2017) 

The category of Manifesting Self bridges from the below-the-surface traits that 

determine how people approach issues, to the above-the-surface expressions of how people 

express this approach.  It is much less related to substance and more related to style, both in 

analysis and in communication.  This category has interesting links to work in the field of 

personality studies, a link that will be reviewed in Chapter Five. 

Reconciling Context – “The edge of understanding” 

 As I have suggested previously in this thesis, complexity played a near constant role in 

the UNMISS decision-making process.  The category of Reconciling Context brings voice to 

how people addressed that complexity, made sense of it, and functioned on a day-to-day basis.  It 

is a category that follows Perceiving the World and Manifesting Self in the sense that it takes 

input from those two categories.  The word “reconciling” is purposeful in that it was a constant 

process that people undertook in order to either make sense of the world that they were seeing, or 

not.  There are three codes that are related to this category:  Stumbling Along; Hoping for Hope; 

and Experiencing Unease and Anxiety. 

 The code of Stumbling Along captures peoples’ coping mechanism when faced with an 

uncertain context.  There were times of brief certainty; however, most of the time, and 

particularly at the beginning of the crisis, there was great uncertainty.  People would move from 

task to task, at times almost as if on automatic pilot.  Other times, people would falter in the 

execution of tasks as they were simply unprepared or unable to deal with both an abundance of 

information in some aspects of the operations and a dearth of information in other aspects.  

Making sense of the context was nearly impossible, and when one would suggest that they could, 
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it appeared to be a coping mechanism of wilful self-deception.  The weight of complexity was 

felt by all, and it was a compelling force in shaping people’s contributions to the decision-

making process.  One participant described it as such: 

We were guessing most of the time and pretending like we knew what we were talking 

about.  In the rush to simplify things, we would overcomplicate them, and in trying to 

explain the complicated, we would oversimplify it.  Each action felt like a gamble 

because we just did not know.  When we would get information, we did not know how it 

fit into the puzzle or what the consequences might be.  Things were changing too fast, but 

we needed to do something.  (Participant 32, 11 November 2017) 

Hoping for Hope is a code that examines people’s desire for a simple solution – any 

solution, for that matter.  In a sense, it was a mechanism to deal with complexity, and it relied on 

the belief that something would happen to rectify the problem.  People would look for and 

towards an implausible solution to a problem and, to a certain extent, ignore the dimensions and 

dynamics of the problem itself.  Hoping for Hope is also a process of simplification, allowing 

people to be able to discuss challenges in simple terms.  One participant described Hoping for 

Hope in terms of the peace negotiations: 

We all knew it would not work.  They were enemies.  From way back.  This was a war 

and they were not done yet.  And even though I knew this in my heart, I would wake up 

every day and check the email, hoping to see an announcement of a peace deal from 

Addis.  It was a game that I played with myself, and I would pretend to be disappointed 

when it did not happen, over and over again.  (Participant 16, 02 October 2016) 

People’s ability to contribute to the decision-making process was impeded by their 

inability to see complexity.  The code of Experiencing Unease and Anxiety draws attention to 
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what people would do when confronted with complexity.  Most saw events in a linear fashion 

and expected a simple chain of cause and consequence.  When it was impossible to follow events 

in a linear fashion, and when events would occur that were completely unexpected, people would 

attribute it to some cause that fit their model.  People would experience discomfort regarding 

events that were beyond explanation, and this unease translated into indiscriminate or even 

erroneous contributions to decision-making.  During an interview regarding a particularly 

challenging logistics operations for an IDP camp, the following sentiments were revealed: 

I felt like I needed to say something.  People were looking at me to have an answer.  

Saying that I did not know was not an option and I was afraid for my reputation.  But I 

did not know what was happening.  I received vague reports and I had no idea if they 

were true.  And, I had no visibility regarding what was happening to the north.  People 

would ask what was going to happen next.  In the end, I listed a series of possible 

outcomes, but I knew that none of them would happen.  I knew we would be surprised.  

(Participant 23, 19 May 2017) 

The category of Reconciling Context is a distinctly challenging matter.  It appears that 

most people are ill-at-ease with complexity, and when they experience it, they try to force it into 

a linear format.  Reconciling Context compounds some of the challenges encountered in the 

previous categories and it is a key input into people’s experience of emotions.  This was a 

particularly challenging issue considering the nature of the conflict in South Sudan, the regional 

dynamics, and the international interests.  There is a growing body of work on systems thinking 

and complexity science that illuminates this category, and this will be outlined in Chapter Five. 
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Experiencing Emotions – “This is your brain on emotions” 

The category of Experiencing Emotion was the most difficult to delimit, yet the most 

significant in terms of overall impact on the decision-making framework.  This category started 

its conceptual journey as a category related to the “control” or “management” of emotions; 

however, it became apparent that, absent a dedicated contemplative practice, people were not in 

control of, or even aware of, the emotions that were manifesting and being experienced.  

Experiencing Emotion as a category encompasses the generation of emotions in an individual as 

well as the feedback loops created when confronted by external stimulus, such as the 

manifestation and expression of emotions in others.  Experiencing Emotion seems to be the final 

step in an interconnected, inner process that propels the individual to external action in the social 

world.   

The elucidation of the codes in this category proved challenging as, for the most part, 

individuals were not accustomed to turning their gaze inwards.  It took time and support during 

the interview process to move individuals from expressing the views of others, to looking to their 

own inner experience for insights.  There are three codes that comprise this category:  Searching 

for Purpose; Surrendering to Emotions; and, Reacting to Others’ Emotions. 

Searching for Purpose is a code that relates to the previous code of Hoping for Hope.  It 

is different, however, in the sense that Searching for Purpose is an emotional response to the 

external environment.  Searching for Purpose is an appeal to the individual’s desire to be part of 

something and to be recognized for their contributions.  Absent an understanding of one’s role 

and value in an organization or group, an individual can experience an emotional questioning 

that touches upon base instincts.  Individuals experience angst, sometimes debilitating, when 

they are unclear as to their contribution.  This angst can be masked with dismissive and trite 



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

129 

 

coping strategies; however, it is persistent until reconciled by a period of reflection.  In 

describing the tension experience as a result of not understanding their purpose, one participant 

expressed it this way: 

I was lost in my head.  I kept writing reports that no one ever read.  Every day I would 

write and write and write, and then I would go back to my trailer and have a drink.  I 

wondered if anything ever changed because of those reports?  I would ask myself, and I 

still do: what was the point?  It seemed like I was just going through the motions of doing 

something in order to pass the day.  I did not know what my purpose was, but I felt 

trapped and I did not know what else to do.  I tried to convince myself that it was 

important work, but I was really not sure.  I know this changed how I acted around other 

people; I felt more and more distant as time went on.  (Participant 02, 17 February 2016) 

The code of Surrendering to Emotions is a commanding force shaping individual 

behavior, and thus contributions to decisions.  Its mechanisms are largely unnoticed by people, 

and when they are noticed, it is typically in retrospect.  Two processes seem to be at play that 

culminate with the surrendering to an emergent emotion.  First is the accumulation of experience 

or stress.  This accumulation is like layers of weight added on top of each other over the course 

of prolonged operations in a conflict zone; and this acts as a residue that slowly and 

imperceptibly impacts an individual’s ability to contribute to the decision-making process.  The 

second process is an unleashing of an emotional reaction.  This is typically experienced when a 

“trigger” is encountered and the person shifts demeanour rapidly as if being controlled by some 

external force.  The person seems incapable of limiting reaction and unwilling to deescalate.   

The emotions most commonly surrendered to, in the context of prolonged operations in a 

conflict zone, were frustration and anger.  Sadness and sorrow, however, were also key drivers in 
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the emotional state of an individual; however, these were typically reserved for private settings 

and impacted decision-making in a more indirect fashion.  One participant, upon sharing intimate 

details of an experience with a hostile South Sudanese soldier, attempted to explain how their 

emotions controlled their actions: 

The day before I had been held at gunpoint by a soldier at a checkpoint.  They wanted 

money and they did not seem to care how they got it.  I am pretty sure they were drunk.  

In the moment, I guess I was scared.  I could see my hand shaking, and when I spoke my 

voice was cracking.  When I got back to camp, I went straight to the Tukul and had a 

beer, or four.  The next day I was in a meeting and we were discussing how best to 

shuttle some [people] between locations in the north.  I thought the [country] pilots were 

being real dicks about the rules.  It seemed like they just did not want to fly.  Words were 

exchanged, and then something snapped and I slammed my fist on the table.  It almost 

broke.  I then started yelling.  I really don’t remember what I said, but I know I was 

yelling.  A friend tried to interrupt me and to postpone the meeting, but it was like 

something needed to get out of me.  It is only now that I can look back at that moment, 

and I feel shame at how I could not control myself. (Participant 12, 14 March 2016) 

Feedback loops are important components in any system.  Decision-making can be 

considered a system, and connections between individuals in that system act as feedback loops.  

The code of Reacting to Others’ Emotions is an experience that most felt while on mission.  

While sometimes positive (“a smile is contagious”), most of the time this mechanism seems to be 

negative.  A simple comment or gesture can lead to a chain of events that culminates with an 

illogical argument as people posture based on emotion rather than reason.  Bias also seems to 

play a role in amplifying this process, in that individuals are primed to experience the feedback 
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loops with more intensity if the other individual is cloaked by bias.  An unfortunate consequence 

of incidents where this reaction is witnessed is increased separation between individuals and/or 

groups.  People remember the feeling of an episode rather than the initial reasons for it, and they 

carry that forward to the next encounter.  A participant described how they felt after a 

particularly tense conversation: 

[Person] called me out in front of everyone in the JOC and I let them have it.  I defended 

myself.  It was an immediate reaction and I wanted to put [person] in their place.  

[Person] started to raise their voice, and so did I.  I said a few things that I should not 

have.  I told them that no-one liked them and that they were not respected.  [Person] 

stepped towards me and said that I was lazy and avoiding work.  I did not speak to them 

after that, even though our jobs were connected.  I would ask other people to pass 

messages. (Participant 17, 27 January 2017) 

The category of Experiencing Emotions is a fundamental force in the decision-making 

process.  When an individual’s experience with emotions is combined with that of another 

person’s, there exists the potential to create a negative feedback loop that can trigger powerful 

reactions in the brain and significantly impede the individual’s ability to contribute rationally to 

the decision-making process.  New advances in brain science are revealing how emotions impact 

individual functioning, and these insights will be incorporated into the discussion in Chapter 

Five.  

Participating Socially – “The glue that binds, and the forces that break” 

 Individuals’ contributions to the decision-making process are mediated through social 

interaction.  The category of Participating Socially represents the experience of being part of a 

social organization connected to a network of other individuals.  Social cohesion or discord are 
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expressions of the results of the process that this category represents.  And, Participating 

Socially happens at multiple levels, with social groups interconnecting, nesting and overlapping.  

Participating Socially is the path into the decision-making process, and while it is the gestalt of 

individual contributions, some individuals exercise more influence than others.  There are three 

codes that are related to this category:  Differentiating Status; Signalling Virtues; and, Relying 

on Trust. 

 Individuals appear to frequently engage in the process of comparison with other 

individuals in a social group.  Status is important in shaping how the individual contributes to 

and is impacted by the social group.  Differentiating Status as a code addresses this social 

interaction through the lens of stature and standing in a group.  While domination is an overly 

strong word, people do seek to assert dominance in social structures with a view to be able to 

best position their contributions.   Tactics such as debasing the other or over-inflating self appear 

to be crude means of establishing one’s position in a hidden hierarchy of actors.  

Most individuals have only a slight awareness of the significance of status and how it 

impacts their behaviour in the group.  During one interview, I probed an individual who had an 

anthropology degree and some background in those matters, to test their assumptions about 

social status in UNMISS decision-making, and they stated that: 

Status…counts!  Where you sit at the table is important.  We used to joke about whether 

on any given day we would be allowed to sit at the adults’ table or we would be sent to sit 

at the kids’ table.  You could see status at work when people would introduce themselves 

at the beginning of the meeting.  It was like watching a National Geographic special with 

gorillas thumping their chests.  I admit I did it as well.  I wanted people to know who I 
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was and what my job was. Credibility, I think, is part of this.  I want people to listen to 

me.  (Participant 24, 03 June 2017) 

 People tend to portray themselves as someone different than what they might really be.  

This potency of the Signalling Virtues code is seen in almost every social transaction.  Two 

aspects of this code merit mention.  The first is that there appears to be a difference between the 

true feelings and desires of a person and how they portray this aspect of their inner life to the 

outer world.  An often overused and misinterpreted concept that is related to this process is 

honne and tatemae, the Japanese concept of the divide between these two expressions (Mente, 

2006).  The second aspect is how individuals communicate in order to signal that they should 

belong to the social group because they share the same values.  This also extends into the code of 

Differentiating Status, where individuals communicate certain virtues, whether existing or not, 

to the group, so as to differentiate themselves in terms of moral worth.  People have two faces: 

one that is the true reflection of their character and that can even remain hidden to the individual 

himself; and the other that is the persona or mask that they wear publicly.  This has an impact on 

their decision-making process, as discord between these two personas can create friction both 

internally and across peer connections.   This discord was discussed in an interview with a 

participant of relatively low “rank” in the UNMISS structure: 

I was a UNV [volunteer] and everyone knew it.  In fact, they would call me “UNV.”  In 

the beginning, it hurt me.  It was insulting. With time, people saw that I had skills and 

that I had a career before South Sudan.  But sometimes when I would meet people, they 

would ask what I did and I could see them dismissing me in their eyes. So I would say 

things on purpose to change their perception.  I wanted them to know that I had value and 

that I should be valued.  There were times where I would ‘go along to get along,’ and this 
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was awkward for me.  A few things happened that rubbed me the wrong way and I do not 

feel good about it.  (Participant 26, 28 May 2017) 

 Overall, their appeared to be a “glue” that bound people together, even in times of great 

turmoil –in fact, even more so in the difficult times.  The code of Relying on Trust is a social 

process where individuals contribute to a collective pool of trust and then withdraw from it in 

times of need.  This is a slow-working process where individuals need to have frequent 

interaction in order to deepen mutual understanding.  It appears that the more people know about 

each other, the easier it is to enact transactions between them.  While in a hierarchal organization 

there is typically respect for a position, that respect is limited in its elasticity.  Trust, more than 

respect, seems to be the element that allows relationships to ebb and flow in good times and bad 

times.  Relying on Trust takes effort, and people need to actively contribute to it.  There was also 

a dimension of Relying on Trust that had an isolating effect.  When combined with forces such as 

Othering, high levels of trust in a social group could lead to them isolating individuals or another 

social group.  For the most part, however, Relying on Trust was a key element in the 

effectiveness of UNMISS decision-making at a time when other organizations might have 

collapsed.  In discussing the importance of trusting colleagues, one participant noted the 

difference between those who lived on camp and those who lived off camp: 

The crisis forced most of us into Tomping.  There were a few groups that continued to 

live off camp though.  From what I remember, there were the Dutch, Australians and 

Canadians, and a few others I think.  There was a bit of a difference with those groups.  

They seemed to keep to themselves.  Where the rest of us were able to share a beer in the 

Tukul at night, they had to get back to their compounds before curfew.  It is not like we 

did not trust them professionally; we just did not know them.  My friends I knew very 
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well; I knew their families, and what they liked and did not like.  It was weird; it was like 

if I did not know you, I treated you differently.  (Participant 13, 04 September 2016) 

The category of Participating Socially acts as the bridge between the inner world and 

agency in the outer world.  It appeared to be a category that influenced not only the shape of 

decision-making in UNMISS but also the quality of inputs going into the decision-making.  It is 

certainly not a binary equation of either participating or not, but it does appear that with more 

social interaction, the more likely one was to have a voice in the decision-making process.  Work 

on concepts such as social capital shed light on this phenomenon, and these insights will be 

included in Chapter Five.  

Contributing to the Decision-making Process – “The whole is less than the sum of its 

parts.” 

Once an individual’s contribution has been mediated through participation in a social 

process, it enters into the collective decision-making process.  Here, norms and standards are 

established in a fluid manner and can change from event to event, depending on who is 

participating.  Individuals need to “buy into” the organizational culture in order to be active 

contributors to decision-making, or they risk being excluded.  As a category, Contributing to the 

Decision-making Process is a process-focused phenomenon that accounts for the overt and 

covert structures that guide how decisions are made in UNMISS.  There are three codes that 

comprise this category:  Giving In; Focusing on Form; and Avoiding Risk. 

People report a sense of submitting to an overriding sense of needing to conform to 

process norms.  As well, they report feeling like the system was broken in some way.  The 

tension between these two sentiments is the focus of the code of Giving In.  Here individuals are 

concurrently compelled to conform, but also to rebel against a system that does not seem to be 
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producing results.  Friction emerges between actors as a result of not feeling like their voices are 

being recognized, and feeling that they are being swept up into something that they do not have 

control over.  Some individuals are able to navigate these murky organizational waters while 

others are left to resolve how best to work within the “rules of the game.”  This code is 

exemplified in an example provide by a participant: 

I arrived a few weeks after the start of the war and patterns had been set.  There was a 

routine that people followed and I would walk from meeting to meeting.  Some meetings 

seemed similar in how they were run, but others were different.  In my first few days, I 

was trying to figure out what the UNMISS “style” was, and it was only after a week or 

two that I found a groove.  I did notice that many times I was uncomfortable with the 

direction of meetings and with how they were led, but there was not much I could do 

about it.  I did not want to get shut out.  (Participant 30, 07 October 2017) 

There is an old adage: form follows function.  In many of the decision-making processes 

in UNMISS, this was not the case.  There appeared to be a focus on the form of the meeting and 

little effort to determine what the focus and outcomes should be.  Individuals tended to derive 

comfort in a determined structure (form) and resisted changing the form in order to adjust to new 

operational requirements.  The code of Focusing on Form highlights how people develop a 

comfort with the tools that they have been using, and they will hold onto those forms even when 

it becomes clear that things should change.  People engaged in Focusing on Form frequently use 

expressions such as “that is not the way it is done” as a defence against novel ideas that might 

threaten the existing decision-making structure.  Furthermore, past the decision-making structure 

itself, individuals tend to focus more on how to deliver solutions as compared to the why 

(purpose) and what (objectives) of the issue.  This poses challenges, as individuals may agree on 
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specific steps but do not agree on the overall direction.   An interesting example of such a result 

was explained in succinct terms by one of the participants: 

We left the meeting thinking we were agreeing to the same thing.  I knew that [person] 

was not talking about the same thing as [person].  I tried to ask a question about it and 

[person] looked at me like I had two heads. And, about 20 minutes after the meeting 

ended, the emails started flying.  (Participant 27, 29 September 2017) 

As the decision-making processes unfolded in UNMISS, there was an omnipresent sense 

of risk in terms of how a decision might impact the organization or certain individuals.  Image 

seemed to be an important consideration and it limited innovation, in that new ideas were at 

times considered to be outside the accepted norm and perhaps a threat to the public image.  The 

code of Avoiding Risk was a process that acted as a set of brakes on creative thinking, and 

individuals made an effort to ensure that the group’s reputation and their personal reputation 

were not placed in jeopardy.  This was a debilitating phenomenon at a time when UNMISS 

would have been well served by new ideas.  In a farewell message to their team, one participant 

explained that UNMISS was an example of “the whole being less than the sum of its parts.”  

They later explained in an interview that: 

It was like all the pieces were there but we could not put it together properly.  People 

could see what needed to be done.  There were no risk takers, except for those that threw 

out comments at a meeting even though they had no skin in the game.  It was frustrating, 

but I get it.  Many times I felt like I was in the same position – not having enough 

information and not willing to make a bet. (Participant 32, 17 November 2017) 

The category of Contributing to the Decision-making Process is where individuals come 

together and work within a structure that focuses on decision-making.  It is the start of the social 
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process of decision-making in UNMISS and acts as either a catalyst or an impediment to 

effective decisions. In a sense, it is the hardware of the decision-making process. Understandings 

from fields like Organization Design and Management help to explain these phenomena and will 

be discussed later in Chapter Five. 

Determining Focus – “The tyranny of the now” 

 The category of Determining Focus is related to the organizational culture of UNMISS 

and how individuals view and participate in it.  As a category, it speaks to how the organization 

manages itself and how it shifts its gaze and focus.  Participants in this process view the 

organization as a “thing” with certain behaviours.  If the category of Contributing to the 

Decision-making Process is the hardware, then Determining Focus could be considered the 

software.  There are three codes that comprise this category: Assuming Details; Simplifying 

Complexity; and Ignoring the Future. 

 Similar to the internal cognitive bias in the individual, the group can exhibit behavior that 

omits or even changes details to suit its purpose.  Individuals contributing to the process are 

relatively ignorant of the fact that the group is experiencing this phenomenon, and the code of 

Assuming Details is related to how individuals contribute to and experience the process.  It is 

part of a group process where information is sorted and judged at a level just below the surface 

of awareness, and it can seem normal and even comfortable.  Frequently, this phenomenon exists 

because of a structural issue, such as the way an agenda may have been constructed, or the 

analytical tools that are being employed.  For an individual who becomes aware of their 

participation in it, the phenomenon changes as if a light was shone on it.  The individual sees 

detail previously not seen as they are no longer trapped in the collective process of Assuming 

Details.  An example of this realization is described by one of the participants: 
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It was like waking up and coming out of a dream.  One day after sitting in on an Early 

Warning meeting, something was not sitting right with me.  Something was nagging me.  

I found a white board and jotted down some notes.  The ‘facts’ seemed to fit, but there 

was something missing.  A few days later I was running around Tomping and it came to 

me:  We are looking at the problem from the wrong angle!  I went back to the white 

board and reorganized the ‘facts.’  It took on a new life.  The odd thing is that when I 

went back to the Early Warning team, it was like I was speaking Chinese.  (Participant 

15, 18 June 16) 

As previously mentioned, the crisis that was South Sudan was a complex adaptive 

system.  No one person or team was ever able to assess with any degree of certainty the 

behaviour within the system.  Events were emergent and only understandable in hindsight.  

Many of the organizations and teams in UNMISS were accustomed to linear planning processes 

and the code of Simplifying Complexity interprets the experience of these organizations making 

sense of complexity.  The typical response to complexity was for the group to simplify it to the 

point that they could identify elements and causal relations.  This made it easier for individual 

participants in the process to “tell the story.”  The challenge for the individual is that a story can 

only be told from one perspective, and in telling the story, other perspectives, and thus details, 

are omitted.  In the rush to simplify the problem set, individuals and groups were creating the 

conditions for misinterpretation.   

The Joint Mission Analysis Centre was responsible for analyzing information and 

providing a picture of what was happening in South Sudan.  One of the participants spoke of 

working with JMAC in order to assess future scenarios: 
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It was like JMAC had some secret machine that could predict the future.  Or that was 

what people wanted.  They wanted JMAC to tell them what was going to happen next, 

and they wanted it to fit onto one slide.  People would justify actions by saying ‘But 

JMAC said…’.  There was no way that JMAC could predict the future.  They barely 

understood what was happening in the moment.  (Participant 14, 09 August 2016) 

Working with corrupted information (Assuming Details) and overwhelmed by the details 

(Simplifying Complexity) the individual’s scope of vision would narrow to the present moment.  

The code of Ignoring the Future is a phenomenon where, like an aperture on a camera, people, 

as part of the collective, would narrow the focus both in terms of time and space.  The future was 

not the problem that people wanted to deal with; they believed that there were too many 

problems to focus on in the present.  And the future would always be pushed off, as if to say it 

was someone else’s problem.   

The challenge with this organizational approach is that the group can be relegated to 

reacting to the newest crisis and never set the conditions for future success.  A participant 

describes one of the mechanisms used to enact Ignoring the Future from a meeting on IDP 

camp security: 

It was clear that it would be a problem.  You cannot move 5,000 people into a space like 

that and not address some of the fundamental problems.  But, [person] only wanted to 

solve the immediate problem – getting them out of their current location.  Sure, I get why 

[person] was focused on that, but the plan that was being developed would create bigger 

problems for us in the future.  And that was the case.  And [person] was on R&R 

[vacation] when the shit hit the fan.  (Participant 10, 02 September 2016) 
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 While I was in South Sudan, I referred to the category of Determining Focus as “the 

tyranny of the now.”  Participants confirmed that they felt the same way – trapped, held down by 

the things that were right there in front of them. At times, though, it was also purposeful as if it 

was some type of coping mechanism to help groups get from one day to the next.  The challenge 

as an organization was that the resources simply were not there to be able to look to the future 

and deal with the now to the fullest extent desirable –but, in the trade off, the future was 

sacrificed.  Aspects of strategic planning and managing within complexity will help explain the 

phenomena that make up the category of Determining Focus and these will be introduced in 

Chapter Five. 

Managing Decisions – “Loudership” 

 While it would be difficult to characterize how UNMISS was managed, it is possible to 

discuss how people experienced the leadership approach that was prevalent at the time.  The 

category of Managing Decisions exposes some of the phenomena that participants experienced 

as they were led through decision-making processes.  It is important to note that there were 

examples of good leadership during the crisis; this is not in doubt.  The phenomenon that 

Managing Decisions delineates are those things that appeared to have a negative impact on both 

the quality of decisions made and the overall social structure supporting them.  There are three 

codes that comprise this category: Reinforcing Ignorance; Brokering Information; and 

Challenging Alternatives. 

The code of Reinforcing Ignorance describes a leadership practice that limited 

discussion on the topics in question.  This style of leadership also encouraged a sense of urgency 

in order to move past potential conflict or a compromising situation so as to “save face.”  

Individuals who were subjected to this leadership style were unable to contribute fully to the 
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dialogue and often felt frustrated by a lack of clarity on key issues.  Reinforcing Ignorance was a 

purposeful effort on the part of those in leadership positions to keep discussions focused on the 

topics that they were comfortable with.  One participant, who had previously worked in other 

UN field missions and was an expert in strategic planning, discussed this leadership approach in 

an interview: 

I don’t know what it is about how people in the UN lead.  They are clearly in positions 

that they should not be in.  It seems like they got there for being experts in an area but 

were then promoted into leadership.  They lack leadership skills, and I think they are 

overcompensating for their insecurities by putting a lid on conversations.  Keeping the 

conversation to a basic level seems to be the way to work.  I don’t think I have ever heard 

any of these so-called leaders say ‘I don’t know’.  (Participant 28, 28 October 2017) 

There existed a series of tactics employed by people at all levels in UNMISS that 

encompassed a general sense of ‘information as power.’  Particularly at the leadership level, the 

code of Brokering Information illuminates how people would guard information as a form of 

currency.  People experiencing this phenomenon would participate in the exchanges by trading 

loyalty for information.  By being able to provide data, brokers would keep people aligned with 

their personal ambitions.  Being close to a person that was a source of data was important if one 

wanted to participate in meetings and offer payment in the form of information.  Informal lines 

of information brokering would often cut across or even usurp formal lines of authority, adding 

uncertainty to an already confusing context.  Individuals, being hungry for information amid the 

chaos, would rarely check the voracity of that information, and they would portray information 

that they passed on as if they had produced it themselves.  This was an attempt to raise their 
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personal stature by being a person “in the know.”   One participant admitted to being an 

information broker and described his goals in an interview: 

I was a drug dealer; I had product and I had customers.  By being able to give people 

information, I was able to have a say in how things were run.  I always feared that I 

would lose that position.  I would shape information to suit the needs of the person I was 

talking to.  Sometimes I would even exaggerate certain details if it meant the person 

would like it more.  Don’t get me wrong, I was not lying; I was just trying to use what I 

knew to my advantage.  I think everyone does it; I am just good at it.  (Participant 30, 24 

October 2017) 

At various times during my tour in South Sudan I witnessed a group reject an individual’s 

contribution during a meeting.  Sometimes subtle, other times swift and brutal.  The code of 

Challenging Alternatives represents a suite of actions that a group might engage in, in order to 

protect their interests.  Typically, the group would adopt the tone and tenor of the key figures in 

that group, and when a person would challenge the orthodoxy of that group, defensive measures 

were taken in an effort to return the process to the status quo.  The impact of this phenomenon is 

a reluctance on the part of individuals to deviate from the majority views of the group.   From my 

own field notes, I offer the following observation from a meeting: 

I have been thinking about the JOC meeting today.  Not that it was a bad example, but it 

was interesting to watch how people reacted when [person] mentioned the possibility of 

delaying the operation.  At first the reaction was subtle, almost as if to try to appease him 

by listening to him.  Then, it was time to move on.  When [person] persisted, several 

individuals around the map asked him to explain how that would help with the mission.  

When he did, the others were a bit more forceful with their rejection of his ideas.  



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

144 

 

[Person] stood their ground, but after there was visible agitation, [Person] fell back into 

place with slumped shoulders and a dejected facial expression.  I had the image of an 

allergic reaction in the body when a substance is introduced and antibodies attack it.  

(Personal Field Notes, 17 March 2014) 

The category of Managing Decisions represents the last part of a process before 

decisions are rendered.  The style of leadership and management in UNMISS was not clear; 

however, it was clear that many individuals lacked a sense of confidence that their leaders had 

the necessary experience or qualifications to lead, or that the leaders had their best interests in 

mind.   

There were very positive examples of good leaders (my boss was one example and I drew 

inspiration from his approach).  But many people experienced poor leadership and frequently 

encountered what I refer to as “Loudership” – when someone just keeps raising their voice until 

they are the loudest in the room, thus giving them the right to make decisions.  Power and 

influence are aspects of this category that will be integrated into the discussions in Chapter Five. 

4.5 – Emergent Grounded Theory of Decision-Making in UNMISS 

This section will explain the theory that emerged from the analysis.  As a reminder, the 

point of reference is the lived experience of the participant in the decision-making process.  As 

with the explanation of the categories above, this theory is based on data and is a representation 

of what participants encountered.  Figure 16 is a graphical depiction of the emergent grounded 

theory of decision-making in UNMISS.  One can note that it is depicted as a system with a series 

of nodes and connections.  The nodes are the categories, and the connections are the various 

feedback mechanisms that were in play within UNMISS during the crisis.  Note that there are 

three principle shades in the system diagram.  Yellow nodes and connections depict individual 
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phenomena; and green nodes and connections depict collective phenomena.  The grey nodes and 

connections represent aspects of the system that remain outside the control of the individual (the 

world) or not considered to be categories stemming from the analysis (individual and collective 

action).   

In order to explain the connections between the categories, I will explain the system from 

two perspectives.  First, I will discuss the individual categories and feedback mechanisms as they 

relate to individual phenomena.  I will then describe the categories and feedback mechanisms as 

they pertain to the collective phenomena. 

 Figure 16 – Grounded Theory of Decision-making in UNMISS 

 

The Individual Sub-System 

 The experience of the individual in the decision-making process occupied a privileged 

position in this study.  How the individual experienced and navigated through the various pieces 

of the UNMISS decision-making process was of utmost concern, as having an understanding of 

these phenomena may permit a better understanding of how to improve the individual’s 
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contribution and thus the overall effectiveness of decision-making.  Figure 17 below is a focused 

view of the nodes and connections in the individual subsystem of decision-making in UNMISS. 

Figure 17 – Individual Sub-System of UNMISS Decision-making 

The categories of Perceiving the World and Manifesting Self represent phenomena that 

act as cognitive gatekeepers guarding against unwelcome information or stimulus.  These 

processes receive inputs from the operating environment and from the experience of 

Participating Socially.  The inputs arrive in the form of experience and information.  At times, 

the inputs can be felt, as in a smell or sound, or even discomfort.  Other times these inputs are 

abstract and intangible and come to the individual in the form of information.  These two 

processes are the first step in an iterative process of shaping experience and information into a 

usable format for the individual.   

Perceiving the World and Manifesting Self do not act in isolation.  There is a degree of 

overlap between these processes that could be considered, in simple terms, culture and 

personality.  In the interchange between these two phenomena, meaning and significance are 
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imparted upon the lived experiences and received information.  This meaning and significance 

then becomes an output that is directed to the phenomenon of Reconciling Context in an 

automatic fashion.  That said, there are times where a “short circuit” is created and the outputs 

can skip Reconciling Context and enter straight into Experiencing Emotion.  This mechanism is 

direct and abrupt, and it is akin to a hijacking of cognitive processing.  People do not recognize 

when this mechanism has been triggered, and only become aware of it in retrospect.   

Reconciling Context takes the meaning and significance generated through the interplay 

of Perceiving the World and Manifesting Self and continues the shaping process.  There can be 

an opening up, a narrowing, or a rejecting of the scope of significance and meaning.  In a sense, 

this phenomenon is the last of the cognitive processing functions at the sub-conscious level.  

Reconciling Context also receives input from Experiencing Emotion in an exchange that can 

taint the cognitive process with an emotional tinge.  For the most part, the emotional disposition 

does not control Reconciling Context, but it does, however, act as a lens through which meaning 

and significance can be viewed.   

Experiencing Emotion is the last of the substantive processes in the individual’s sub-

system of decision-making.  It is the phenomenon that propels significance and meaning forward 

into the world in the form of individual agency.  Its primary input is from the mostly conscious 

process of Reconciling Context; however, in the event of a trigger, the sub-conscious processes 

of Perceiving the World and Manifesting Self can create a cascading effect and compel the 

individual to respond directly in an emotional manner.  The consequence of this hijacking is that 

the individual’s agency is limited to base level impulses.  The path to a considered or rational 

response lies through the process of Reconciling Context. 
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Once the individual has taken action and their version of meaning and significance 

become objects in the world pushed on by the individual’s agency, they enter the social realm.  

These actions become inputs to the phenomenon of Participating Socially and are conjoined 

with the actions of others.  In this process, social capital facilitates the medium of exchange, and 

individuals participate in the act of co-creating the atmosphere of the social world.  In terms of 

social capital, this process can either generate or deplete stocks.  The mechanisms of generating 

social capital are deliberate and can take time; however, the depletion of social capital can be 

unforeseen and rapid.   

A key finding of the research is that Experiencing Emotion is a significant component of 

the individual sub-system that leads to decision-making in UMISS.  It is, by far, the most 

impactful in terms of shaping an individual’s view of the world and how they act in it.  The 

ability to rationally consider experience and information is important to the overall decision-

making process.  As such, maintaining the line of input from the operating environment to 

Perceiving the World and Manifesting Self through Reconciling Context is important to overall 

effectiveness.  If a trigger occurs, the individual is, for the most part, stripped of their ability to 

rationally contribute.  Furthermore, the individual’s emotional disposition can influence 

Reconciling Context, and this influence can be either positive or negative.  The conclusion is that 

positive emotional disposition should be cultivated in order to maintain a degree of rationality in 

the Reconciling Context process.   In summary, emotion is a dominant consideration in 

examining decision-making in UNMISS.   

The Collective Sub-System 

The decision-making process in UNMISS was a collective effort.  While individuals would form 

opinions on matters, it was a collective effort to provide information, analyze it, and then weigh 
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options before rendering a decision.  Having just described the individual sub-system, I will now 

turn to describing the group sub-system by describing how an individual’s inputs are processed 

in order to render decisions.  Again, the individual lived experience is given a position of 

privilege in this description.  Even though it is described as a group or collective effort, the 

individual forms the basis of that effort.  Figure 18 below is a focused view of the nodes and 

connections in the collective sub-system of decision-making in UNMISS. 

Figure 18 – Collective Sub-System of UNMISS Decision-making 

 

The last node of the individual sub-system, Participating Socially, is the first node in the 

collective sub-system.  As mentioned above, it receives input from the numerous individual 

actions and it relies upon a co-creation of shared understanding among group members.  It also 

receives input from the UNMISS decisions in the sense that once a leader makes a decision, this 

becomes feedback to the social process.  This feedback, when positive, can enhance group 

cohesion.  When negative, it can decrease group cohesion as people look to lay blame.  Or it can 

galvanize a group in opposition to the prevailing decision.  It is a messy phenomenon that is 
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sometimes self-organizing.  At other times, it is influenced by dominant personalities in the 

group.   

The outputs of Participating Socially become inputs into the collective decision-making 

process, which begins its path by passing through the “hardware,” the decision-making 

architecture, or in other terms, the category of Contributing to the Decision-Making Process.  

This node also receives inputs from “real life events” in the operating environment as it is 

influenced by day-to-day activities and pressures.  Once entering the collective process, there is 

an interplay between the three categories of Contributing to the Decision-making Process, 

Determining Focus and Managing Decisions.  Each receives feedback from the other and 

adjusts, as if in a dance aimed at achieving equilibrium.  The hardware, the software, and the 

leadership approach each provide a piece of the decision-making puzzle.  Individuals can be part 

of one, two, or all of these phenomena, and they can find the experience unsettling as it can be 

difficult to follow inputs and outputs from one phenomenon to the next.   There is a degree of 

“churn” in this interconnected process, or put another way, there can be a series of iterations that 

take place before equilibrium is achieved and a decision made.   

The output of the above process is a decision.  If properly managed, this leads to group 

agency.  If equilibrium is not achieved in the above process, group agency can be undermined by 

a lack of common vision.  The United Nations Senior Mission Leader’s Course previously taught 

a model of the 4 C’s: Coordination, Cooperation, Consensus, and Communication.  This model 

of leadership is emblematic of effective equilibrium in the collective phenomenon of decision-

making.  This is mentioned as the category of Managing Decisions and appears to be the exiting 

point for the collective effort.  Ultimately, it is a leader that makes a decision and accepts 

responsibility.  Thus, this node or category is primus inter pares in the collective process.  
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From the group action, a feedback path is created to Participating Socially.  This is a 

critical feedback mechanism that can unbalance the entire process if there is discord within the 

group. On the extreme end, a seemingly innocuous decision poorly communicated can be fed 

back into the social process and be amplified by pre-existing tensions.  As such, all decisions 

need to be considered both in terms of their impact on the operating environment and 

Participating Socially.  Furthermore, as this node can feed back into the individual sub-system 

categories of Perceiving the World and Manifesting Self, leaders need to be aware of the 

emotional disposition of their team members or risk a cascading negative impact through the 

entire system. The conclusion is that Participating Socially and the level of social capital in the 

group is a critical aspect of this sub-system.   

4.6 – Chapter Summary 

The decision-making process in UNMISS was comprised of two subsystems: the 

individual and the collective.  The lived experience as an individual navigates through those 

systems is important to understand, as without the contribution of the individual there would be 

no individual or group agency.  The system as a whole has a series of feedback mechanisms that 

operate both overtly and covertly.  While the overt mechanisms are important, attention must 

also be paid to those that remain below the surface of awareness, as they can masquerade as 

other issues and be a significant impediment to decision-making.  All considered, decision-

making is challenging when one is functioning in the context that is a UN peacekeeping 

operation in a conflict zone. 

 The above descriptions were not an attempt at explaining or justifying why various things 

occurred.  Those questions will, in several of the categories and connections, remain conjecture 

for some time.  Rather, the descriptions were an attempt at laying bare what was being done and 
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how the process was conducted.  Through increased awareness of the various mechanisms, one 

can work towards improving process, or perhaps at least ensure that there are not unintended 

consequences to individual and group actions.  A discussion that addresses a few of the possible 

explanatory perspectives is presented in Chapter Five.   

 Moving forward in the discussion, there are a few salient points that merit repeating.  The 

first is that the complexity of the operating environment needs to be addressed.  Findings from 

the research indicate that, at both the individual and collective levels, complexity was poorly 

understood.  Second, social capital and the dimensions of the Participating Socially category 

appear to have a significant role in the overall system.  The connections to and from this node 

indicate that it has the ability to shift levels of social cohesion and undermine decision-making in 

UNMISS.  Third is the role of emotion.  As outlined in the category of Experiencing Emotions, 

the disposition of the individual is the deciding factor in their agency.  And, given the relative 

hostility and complexity of the operating environment, as well as the possibility that many of the 

participants may have lingering issues from their experiences in previous deployments, the 

category of Experiencing Emotions merits greater attention.  These salient points can be viewed 

from the analytical levels of Macro (the operating environment), Meso (the group or team), and 

Micro (the individual), and this will be discussed next in Chapter Five.   

Chapter 5 – Discussion of the Research Findings - Looking Up and Out, and Down and In 

South Sudan is okay until it is not okay. 

-Colloquial Expression among the International Community 

 

The above quotation was, and I assume still is, a common saying among those who work 

in South Sudan (I suspect it is applied elsewhere too).  The intent of this expression is, in my 
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opinion, two-fold.  First, it speaks to the dynamics of a complex adaptive system that can quickly 

change from one state to the next. Second, it conveys the sentiment of how people try to cope 

with the complexity of the external world.  These aspects will be discussed in this chapter as I 

move from the specific analytical findings from the crisis period in South Sudan, to the more 

general views of contemporary thought and literature.  Returning to the idea of transdisciplinary 

research, I will conduct this examination starting from the problem set and working my way out 

to the literature.  The point of reference throughout is the lived experience of the participants, 

and the literature will be used to illuminate this experience.   

The use of categories and relationship to describe the system of decision-making in 

UNMISS assists in understanding the experience of those who participated in it. That being said, 

given that this is a grounded theory – i.e., uniquely grounded in the data – this structure does not 

necessarily conform to theories, frameworks or ideas in contemporary thought.  In order to 

present a discussion of the research findings, I will shift the perspective away from the system of 

decision-making in UNMISS and onto a framework that will permit the inclusion of literature 

that has yet to be mentioned.  Again, I am attempting to open up the “black box” of decision-

making in UNMISS and unpack its contents. 

The framework that I will be using follows the generic social sciences’ levels of analysis: 

macro, meso, and micro.  In terms of the macro level of analysis, I will examine the operating 

environment that was discussed above.  In doing so, I will introduce new literature related to 

complexity, systems thinking and resilience. 

At the meso level, I will explore groups and teams by looking at the forces that impact 

them and how they are managed.  This discussion will focus on how individuals experienced 

groups and teams, as well as the critical aspect of leadership.  More specifically, I will present 
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literature that illuminates thought paradigms, group cohesion, and the role of the leader in 

complex adaptive systems. 

The final level of analysis is that of the individual, or the micro level.  Considering that 

the focus of the research was on the lived experience of the individual in the UNMISS decision-

making process, potential explanations of the various phenomena will be introduced.  I will also 

briefly discuss linkages to the other levels and how they impact the individual and the individual 

impacts them.  This discussion will include literature related to culture, critical thinking and the 

role that emotions play in influencing the individual in the decision-making process.   

The objective of the following discussion is to connect the findings of this research to 

contemporary thought, with a view to providing potential explanatory mechanisms for the 

phenomena that were encountered by the peacekeepers.  In some fields there may exist 

conflicting views of these explanatory mechanisms; however, it is not my aim to resolve those 

conflicts nor to indicate a preference.  My aim is to provide an explanatory mechanism and to 

discuss its relation to the emergent grounded theory of decision-making in UNMISS.   

At the end of the discussion, I will present possible responses at each of the three 

levels.  These possible responses are not intended to be stand-alone recommendations; rather, 

they offer a potential direction in which authorities could proceed.  Specific recommendations 

are presented in Chapter Six. 

5.1 - Macro Level – The Operating Environment 

 Personnel in UNMISS, particularly at the beginning of the crisis, had a difficult time 

interpreting and responding to events in the operating environment.  This was due, in large part, 

to a lack of understanding of complexity and systems dynamics at the individual level, and a 

misalignment of mission structure at the organizational level.  The following sections will 
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introduce complexity, systems thinking and resilience as a means of describing potential 

explanations for these phenomena.  

Complexity Science 

The terms complexity science, complexity theory, and chaos theory seem to be almost 

interchangeable in the popular literature.  For the purpose of this discussion, I will be employing 

the term “complexity” as an amalgam of meaning from the various perspectives.  My intent is to 

present basic principles and concepts.  I do not want to engage in a detailed conversation about 

complexity as this would detract from the objective of this discussion, which is: linking 

contemporary thought to the phenomenon experienced by participants in UNMISS decision-

making.   My personal use of the term “complexity” is related to perspective, and not necessarily 

a definition.  The perspective shift from linear thinking to complexity is one that corresponds 

directly to the context of UNMISS.  Complexity in this sense opens up a field of view that is 

hidden when one tackles systems from a linear standpoint.  

Since its popularization in the best-selling work by James Gleick, Chaos (Gleick, 2008), 

“complexity” has almost taken on buzzword status, and it is difficult to escape it when 

examining literature across a variety of fields.  As it pertains to management and organizations, 

there is a growing field of popular works that are extoling the virtues of complexity thinking 

(Ball, 2006; Barabasi, 2003; Khalil, 2014; Strogatz, 2004).  The various conceptions of 

complexity can be perplexing, but a helpful view of complexity is provided by Lissack: 

Complexity theory deals with systems which show complex structures in time or space, 

often hiding simple deterministic rules. Complexity theory research has allowed for new 

insights into many phenomena and for the development of a new language. The use of 

complexity theory metaphors can change the way managers think about the problems 
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they face. Instead of competing in a game or a war, they are trying to find their way on an 

ever changing, ever turbulent landscape.  (Lissack, 1997) 

 Complexity allows practitioners to better understand the systems they are working in.  It 

stands in contrast to the mechanistic and reductionist view of the world that has dominated the 

sciences since Enlightenment.  While not a complete list, the below principles help elucidate the 

concept:   

-Self-Organisation (Heylighen, 2008) – In complexity, there does not appear to be a single entity 

in control of behaviour or action; and hierarchy, if any, is not recognizable.  The process of 

organizing is continuous and is contingent upon the individual contributions of the actors; and 

the relationships between these actors typically follow simple rules.   

-Emergence (Colchester, 2016) – Behaviour that emerges from complexity is not predictable.  It 

is only in hindsight that causality can be determined.  Taken from a wide perspective, patterns 

may be seen; however, they emerge from interactions and then inform the behaviour of the 

broader system.   

-The ‘edge of chaos’ (Lewin, 1999) – At the edge between complexity and chaos exists a zone of 

turbulence where systems are in transition and there is opportunity for creativity.  It can be seen 

as a transitional stage where systems can move from one state to another.   

-Diversity (Page, 2010) – Diversity in complexity creates opportunity and resilience.  Actors can 

interact in contradictory ways, creating new patterns that may influence or shift the system.  

Differences are a characteristic of complexity and they facilitate change.   

-History (Majdandzic et al., 2016, 2014) – It is difficult if not impossible to return to a previous 

state or stage.  Complexity moves forward in time, and actions in one system will not produce 

the same result in another due to historical antecedents.  Path dependency is related to the notion 
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of history in complexity; it determines the ever-evolving state of the system and prevents it from 

returning to previous states.   

-Unpredictability (Kemp, 2016) – Complexity is unpredictable in the sense that actions in one 

location may create consequences in an unanticipated area of the system.  Due to the level of 

complexity in relationships between actors, behaviour is not predictable, and the apparent order 

of the system is an emergent property and not governed by patterns or laws.  Actors strive for 

best “fit” as the conditions evolve.   

-Causality and Pattern Recognition (Duin & Pekalska, 2005; Wagner, 1999) – There is not a 

simple pattern of cause and effect.  The coupling of actors ensures that there is a cascading effect 

across the system.  In a sense, it is these relationships that determine broader system behavior 

and not the individual actor.  Novel patterns of behavior are a consequence of these ever- 

changing dynamics.   

 Relating complexity to UNMISS, the insights that complexity offers can help the 

organization become more responsive to the operating environment (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & 

McKelvey, 2007).  The analytical findings indicate that UNMISS approached decision-making 

in a linear fashion and was often overwhelmed by complexity.  This is perhaps due in part to 

how UNMISS was seeing the operating environment.  There is a difference between viewing the 

system as a hierarchal, ordered system where properties are predictable, and viewing the system 

as a complex system where properties are emergent.  Bar-Yam offers insight regarding this 

dilemma, using the lens of the historical evolution of human organizations:  

There is evidence that a transition in the structure of human organizations is occurring 

with intriguing consequences. Historical and contemporary evidence suggests that human 

organizations are undergoing a transition away from hierarchical control. From a 
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complex systems perspective, a hierarchical system implies that the complexity of the 

behavior of the entire organization (at its own scale) must be less than the complexity of 

the controlling individual. Thus, the transition away from hierarchical control is 

consistent with a transition in complexity – previously human organizations behaved in a 

manner that is simpler than an individual, now they are more complex. (Bar-Yam, 1997b) 

Figure 19 – Schematic Historical Progression of Complexity in Human Organization (Bar-Yam, 
1997a) 
 

The research findings indicate that both the organization (UNMISS) and the individuals 

that comprised it were, for the most part, incapable of understanding the complexity of the 

system within which they were working.  Decisions were made based on linear thinking and 

planning, with the consequence that UNMISS appeared to be functioning “one step behind 

events.”  In discussing a new paradigm for an integrative study of management, which is directly 

applicable to the UNMISS operating environment, Amaral and Uzzi state that:  
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In management contexts, complex systems arise whenever there are populations of 

interacting agents (persons, organizations, or communities) that act on their limited and 

local information. That is, the agents and the larger system in which they are embedded 

operate by trading their resources without the aid of a central control mechanism or even 

a clear understanding of how actions of (possibly distant) agents can affect them. (Amaral 

& Uzzi, 2007) 

Systems Thinking 

 Closely related to complexity are the concepts related to systems thinking.  Popularized 

in the field of management studies by Peter Senge (The Fifth Discipline, 2006) and Barry Oshry 

(Seeing Systems, 2007), systems thinking has taken on almost a cult status.  Donella Meadows, a 

critical contributor to the systems thinking movement in the 1970s, noted that “systems thinkers 

see the world as a collection of stocks along with the mechanisms for regulating the levels in the 

stocks by manipulating flows.  That means systems thinkers see the world as a collection of 

‘feedback processes’” (Meadows, 2008).   

My observations during the crisis period in South Sudan indicated that UNMISS did not 

view its operating environment in this manner.  In fact, I believe that what transpired was a 

phenomenon referred to as “synchronous failure” (Homer-Dixon et al., 2015) across multiple 

systems boundaries, none of which UNMISS understood.   

I view systems thinking, much in the same way as I view complexity, as an approach or 

mindset.  Leyla Acaroglu (2017) describes a “systems mindset” in terms of shifts; a shift from 

linear to circular; disconnection to interconnectedness; silos to emergence; parts to wholes; 

analysis to synthesis; and, isolation to relationships. At its root is the notion of the “system.”  

There exist numerous definitions for a system; however, the Wikipedia definition captures many 
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of the common aspects: “A system is a regularly interacting or interdependent group of units 

forming an integrated whole.  Every system is delineated by its spatial and temporal boundaries, 

surrounded and influenced by its environment, described by its structure and purpose, and 

expressed in its functioning.” (“System,” 2018) 

 In conducting a broad scan of various definitions, Arnold and Wade (2015) determined 

that there are three common elements to definitions of systems thinking: function, purpose, or 

goal; elements; and interconnections. They defined systems thinking as: 

Systems thinking is a set of synergistic analytic skills used to improve the capability of 

identifying and understanding systems, predicting their behaviors, and devising 

modifications to them in order to produce desired effects. These skills work together as a 

system. The terms included in the definition are themselves defined as the following: 

-Systems: Groups or combinations of interrelated, interdependent, or interacting elements 

forming collective entities.  

-Synergistic: Characteristic of synergy, which is the interaction of elements in a way that, 

when combined, produce a total effect that is greater than the sum of the individual 

elements.  

-Analytical skills: Skills that provide the ability to visualize, articulate, and solve both 

complex and uncomplicated problems and concepts, and make decisions that are sensible 

and based on available information. Such skills include demonstration of the ability to 

apply logical thinking to gathering and analyzing information, designing and testing 

solutions to problems, and formulating plans. 

-Identify: To recognize as being a particular thing.  
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-Understand: To be thoroughly familiar with; apprehend clearly the character, nature, or 

subtleties of. 

-Predict: To foretell as a deducible consequence. 

-Devise modifications: To contrive, plan, or elaborate changes or adjustments. (Arnold & 

Wade, 2015) 

 I offer this rather lengthy description of systems thinking as it stands in stark contrast to 

how UNMISS approached the operating environment.  As discussed above, the operating 

environment was one of complexity, and systems thinking would have been an appropriate 

approach.  Unfortunately, however, and related to the shifts described by Acaroglu above, the 

UNMISS approach was typically linear, disconnected, siloed, partial, analytical and isolating. 

 A frequently heard phrase is that of “complex adaptive systems.”  Some systems are 

either simple or complicated, but others, such as the UNMISS operating environment, are 

complex and adaptive.  These types of systems are also known as “complex dynamic systems” or 

simply “complex systems.”  A complex adaptive system is a broad-scale system whose 

properties emerge as the system evolves, impacting both actors and relationships.  Behaviors 

may change over time and they are complex (difficult to understand) and adaptive (changing 

based on conditions). 

 In the application of systems thinking to complex adaptive systems, particularly in a 

peacekeeping context, it is paramount for participants to understand where, when and how they 

might be able to intervene in order to influence system behavior.  Meadows provides a useful list 

of potential intervention points in a system (in increasing order of effectiveness): 

9. Constants, parameters, numbers (subsidies, taxes, standards). 

8. Regulating negative feedback loops. 
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7. Driving positive feedback loops. 

6. Material flows and nodes of material intersection. 

5. Information flows. 

4. The rules of the system (incentives, punishments, constraints). 

3. The distribution of power over the rules of the system. 

2. The goals of the system. 

1. The mindset or paradigm out of which the system — its goals, power structure, rules, 

its culture — arises. (Meadows, 1999) 

One of the criticisms that participants raised during the research was the sentiment that 

UNMISS did not seem to be able to understand the evolving systems in which it was operating.  

Expressions such as “lost,” “one step behind,” or “blind” were used in describing the overall 

understanding of the crisis.  UNMISS was, in a direct sense, simply tracking events as they 

unfolded.  One potential explanation for why this might have been the case is that UNMISS was 

using a reductionist or linear assessment methodology.  A systems thinking perspective would 

have better served the authorities in UNMISS in terms of allowing them to see below the surface 

of events. 

The illustration below provides a model of systems thinking that highlights the gaps in 

the UNMISS approach – an approach where it was only able to react to events. 
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 Figure 20 – Iceberg Systems Thinking Model (Northwest Earth Institute, n.d.) 

 

Resilience 

The third concept, resilience, is related to the previous two, and like them, is a commonly 

used term.  A variety of definitions have been proposed; however, I will present two.  The first is 

from Walker and Salt (2012), who believe that it is “The capacity of a system to absorb 

disturbance and re-organize while undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the same 

function, structure, identity and feedback.” The second definition is from Folke et al. (2002), and 

they delineate resilience according to three factors: “the magnitude of shock that the system can 

absorb and remain within a given state; the degree to which the system is capable of self-

organization; and the degree to which the system can build capacity for learning and adaptation.” 

These three factors are particularly useful when examining decision-making in UNMISS.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
This material has been removed due to copyright restrictions. 
 
The figure is an outline of the various characteristics of systems thinking mapped 
onto an image of an iceberg.   
 
The following is a citation for the material that was removed: 

 
Northwest Earth Institute. (n.d.). A Systems Thinking Model. Retrieved December 

22, 2018, from https://nwei.org/iceberg/ 
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 While resiliency has its roots in ecology studies, its concepts and principle have been 

applied to organizations and other human systems.  Edwards (2009) describes organizational 

resilience as an ability to absorb and respond to challenging circumstances. In a detailed report 

published by Resilient Organizations, McManus et al. detailed a rigorous framework for 

assessing the resilience of organizations (McManus, Seville, Brunsden, & Vargo, 2007).  This 

type of assessment provides a “resiliency” lens through which UNMISS as an organization can 

be examined.  Based on findings from the research, indicators point to UNMISS as an 

organization lacking resiliency (see below). 

Figure 21 – Organizational Resilience Indicators (“What is organisational resilience?,” n.d.) 

 

One of the leading think tanks in the area of resilience, the Stockholm Resiliency Centre, 

has developed seven principles that are applicable to the UNMISS organizational context as well 

as its operating environment: 

-Principle one: Maintain diversity and redundancy - Systems with many different 

components, be they species, actors or sources of knowledge, are generally more resilient 

than systems with few components.  
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-Principle two: Manage connectivity - Well-connected systems can recover from 

disturbances more quickly, but overly connected systems may lead to rapid spread of 

disturbances. 

-Principle three: Manage slow variables and feedbacks 

-Principle four: Foster complex adaptive systems thinking - A complex adaptive systems 

approach means accepting that within a social-ecological system, several connections are 

occurring at the same time on different levels.  

-Principle five: Encourage learning - Social-ecological systems are always in 

development so there is a constant need to revise existing knowledge and stimulate 

learning.  

-Principle six: Broaden participation - An informed and well-functioning group has the 

potential to build trust and a shared understanding – both fundamental ingredients for 

collective action. 

-Principle seven: Promote polycentric governance - Polycentricity, a governance system 

in which multiple governing bodies interact to make and enforce rules within a specific 

policy arena or location, is considered to be one of the best ways to achieve collective 

action in the face of disturbance and change.  

(“Applying resilience thinking - Stockholm Resilience Centre,” 2015) 

In the context of UNMISS, these principles help to explain areas that may have been, or 

were, deficient, and where leverage points may exist in order to make the organization more 

adaptable and more resilient to shocks.  Understanding where a system can be leveraged is 

critical, as not knowing these points may lead to fruitless efforts or create unintended new 

problems.   
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 Returning to some of the original work on resiliency thinking, as a concept it can be seen 

as the capacity to absorb shocks and stress.  If an organization has this capacity, not only does it 

remain viable; it maintains its operating capacity and structures (Gunderson & Holling, 2001; C. 

Holling, 1973; Walker, Holling, Carpenter, & Kinzig, 2004).   

Equilibrium points exist within the system; however, they are bounded by limits. These 

create “basins of attraction,” and the danger for an organization (or system) is that the limits may 

be surpassed and equilibrium tipped to a new phase or state.  Furthermore, this could induce 

what has been referred to as a “cascading regime shift” (Rocha, Peterson, Bodin, & Levin, 2018).  

The collapse of South Sudan during the crisis may be an example of a system moving beyond its 

new limits to a new phase state (conflict), that had a cascading effect on another system 

(UNMISS). 

UNMISS Decision-making through the Macro Level Lens 

 At all levels of the organization, UNMISS was challenged in sensing its place in the 

operating environment.  People tended to look for simple explanations to complex issues and 

viewed events through a linear lens of cause and effect when they were by no means linear.  The 

emergent properties of the evolving system were neither appreciated nor understood.  The 

operational posture of UNMISS and of its military force were static and unable to respond to 

events much beyond the confines of their camps; and any reporting outside of UN camps was 

second- and third-hand information, which led to a further corruption of understanding.  Key 

nodes in the various systems were seen as predictable actors, and when an unseen force acted 

upon them, through a relationship or dynamic in the system, and thus changed their behaviour, 

UNMISS would attempt to explain it through a retrospective analysis.   



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

167 

 

Decision makers looked for predictions, and they based planning on the simple planning 

structure of analysing a single factor to derive a single conclusion.  As evidenced in my personal 

experience and in the analytical findings, the operating environment, apart from major 

movements, was not well understood, and this had an impact on the effectiveness of decisions 

rendered.  The frameworks employed, if ever they were, were typical decision-making processes 

found in Western militaries (e.g., the Operational Planning Process, the Military Decision-

making Process, or the 7-Question Combat Estimate).  These were inadequate, given the level of 

complexity in which UNMISS operated. A decision-making, or sense-making framework that 

was tailored to working with complexity was needed.  Potential responses to this need are 

explored at the end of this chapter. 

In total, UNMISS was simply unprepared to confront the level of complexity that the 

crisis embodied.  It was not structured to – and nor did it possess the organizational culture to – 

function within a complex adaptive system.  For example, one dimension of the systemic crisis 

was the level of complexity in the cultural and ethnic composition of the country.  (Appendix I of 

this thesis provides an overview of the various ethnic groups in South Sudan.)   

Another example of complex dynamics was the regional actors that directly and 

indirectly intervened in South Sudan.  Each country and each regional organization had its own 

set of interests (and political agendas, domestic or otherwise), sometimes working in favour of 

South Sudan, while at other times directly working against the peace effort. Few, if any, 

UNMISS personnel understood these complex and multi-faceted dynamics, and this impacted 

their ability to analyze and make decisions.  
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5.2 - Meso Level – The Group/Team 

 Group cohesion has been shown to have a positive relationship with team performance 

(Evans & Dion, 2012; Muyia Nafukho & Brooks, 2006).  Accordingly, at the meso level, this 

discussion will focus on possible explanatory mechanisms related to the phenomena that 

participants experienced while making decisions in UNMISS.  The obvious point of focus for 

this discussion is the group or team, and as indicated in the analytical findings, the category of 

Participating Socially provides insights that can act as a point of departure.  The experience of 

the participants indicates that there were several forces functioning at the meso level.  The first 

was the dominance of certain ideas, concepts, theories, or more generally, paradigms, that, at 

times, acted as a form of dogma for group behaviour and thought.  The second was how well 

groups and teams coalesced, and to what extend did trust play into this process.  The third is the 

role of the leader in the decision-making process and the difference between leadership and 

management.  Each of these areas will be discussed in the following sections.   

Thought Paradigms 

 Arthur Schopenhauer is credited with stating: “All truth passes through three stages.  

First, it is ridiculed.  Second, it is violently opposed. Third, it is accepted as being self-evident.” 

(Chu, 2016).  I saw each of these stages in UNMISS, and thought paradigms significantly 

determined the tenor of decision-making in UNMISS.  These thought paradigms were typically 

artifacts inherited through an individual’s formal education, and in the case of UNMISS, they 

dominated operational policies and covered a range from notions of “security” to notions of 

“development.”   

Examples of the thought paradigms that dominated decision-making at UNMISS were 

the realist notions of international relations and security studies.  Standing in contrast to these 
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dominant paradigms at UNMISS were concepts such as new regionalism (Soderbaum & Shaw, 

2003), positive peace theory (Hewko, 2016), and human security (Tadjbakhsh & Chenoy, 2007).  

The dominant paradigms were taken as self-evident, while the latter were ignored or opposed 

and at times ridiculed.   

 The Oxford English Dictionary defines a paradigm as “A typical example or pattern of 

something; a pattern or model. A world view underlying the theories and methodology of a 

particular scientific subject.” (Oxford Dictionaries | English, 2018)  It was Thomas Kuhn with 

the publication of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Kuhn, 1962) who raised our collective 

awareness of how science and theory develop.  His view of scientific revolutions, and the now 

ubiquitous “paradigm shift,” has guided debate on these matters for the past half century.  At the 

50th anniversary of its publication, there was a flurry of writing on the subject and a series of 

works published, essentially confirming Kuhn’s view (Blum, Gavroglu, Joas, & Renn, 2016; 

Devlin & Bokulich, 2015; Kindi & Arabatzis, 2012; Richards & Daston, 2016). 

In an effort to characterize paradigms, author and futurist Joel Barker has identified five 

aspects, and these are relevant to the context of UNMISS: 

Paradigms are common. They are all around us and we all have them. 

Paradigms are useful. They show what is important and help keep us safe. 

People who create new paradigms are almost always outsiders. 

People who switch paradigms have to have courage, because the documentation or 

evidence is not there. 

Everyone can choose to change their paradigms.  (Barker, 1993) 
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When one examines the last two aspects, it is clear that there is a leadership component.  

This matter will be discussed later in this section; however, the point is that leaders are in a 

constant process of managing the influence and impacts of dominant thought paradigms.   

One of the challenges that plagued UNMISS was the simplification of theory(s), or 

paradigms, and their application in the decision-making framework.  Donald Dewsbury 

(1998) has provided a useful schema for examining simplification data and theory.  He indicates 

that there are three types of simplification: primary, secondary, and tertiary (Dewsbury).  At the 

primary level, there is a condensing of data when an analyst or author renders findings or results.  

In secondary simplification, there is a further refinement as authors build upon the original 

findings in follow-on research or analysis.  Aspects that were either reinforced or subdued in the 

primary simplification are amplified in the secondary simplification.  Tertiary simplification 

occurs when other people use the original research but in a manner that is not necessarily 

consistent with the original findings or results.  In the case of UNMISS, as one participant noted, 

individuals would “cherry pick” aspects of a paradigm that suited their particular disposition in 

order to advance their cause.   

While the above discussion indicates how paradigms might have influenced decision-

making in UNMISS, that is not to say that peoples’ beliefs remained static.  Ideas were 

“diffused” across UNMISS at different times and in different places.  Rogers’ “diffusion of 

innovation” theory describes a mechanism of how this process takes place.  His theory is based 

on a five-step process:   

-Knowledge – person becomes aware of an innovation and has some idea of how it 

functions. 

-Persuasion – person forms a favorable or unfavorable attitude toward the innovation, 
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-Decision – person engages in activities that lead to a choice to adopt or reject the 

innovation. 

-Implementation – person puts an innovation into use. 

-Confirmation – person evaluates the results of an innovation-decision already 

made. (Rogers, 2003) 

Another aspect of Rogers’ theory is related to who adopted innovations and when.  In 

UNMISS, thought innovation (creativity) was at a premium and the innovators were sometimes 

castigated (ridiculed?) for their original ideas.  Rogers’ (2003) full spectrum of adoption is: 

innovators; early adopters; early majority; late majority; and laggards. The adoption cycle of 

novel thinking was to a great extent truncated by the crisis in South Sudan.  Innovators, where 

they did exist, were relegated to the sidelines under the guise of operational expedience.  The 

impact of this approach was that dominant paradigms persisted as there were no challengers 

permitted. 

Returning to Barker’s five aspects and the leadership component, the issue of creativity in 

decision-making must be addressed.  At a time of crisis, particularly in a complex adaptive 

system, creativity is required in order to generate novel ideas that respond to the emergent 

system properties.  Glăveanu (2010) has presented several paradigms in his study of creativity: 

the He-paradigm (the lone genius); the I-paradigm (the creative person); and the We-paradigm 

(towards a social psychology of creativity).   UNMISS was dominated by the “He-paradigm” as 

evidenced by the analytical code of “Loudership.”  Therefore, the impact on creativity in 

decision-making was dramatic, both in the sense that it stifled creativity and that it permitted the 

perpetuation of dominant paradigmatic thinking.  In a complex adaptive system, I would argue 
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that an organization needs to move to the “We-paradigm” in order to combat the impact of 

dominant thought paradigms and spur thinking that is adaptive to the operating context.  

 Participants’ adherence to a particular paradigm is understandable.  That said, however, 

given the context of UNMISS, these paradigms should have been challenged.  I realize that the 

desire to hold on to a thought paradigm can be a powerful force as its loss can create discomfort 

and instability.  David Barash has described this sentiment well: 

But the loss of any paradigm is disorienting, and to be deprived of many can be 

downright disheartening. Perhaps we mourn the loss of certainty, of the sort that most 

religions offer to their followers. Perhaps it’s more a search for authority, of the sort once 

provided by our parents. Or a universal yearning for any reliable port – even if conceptual 

rather than maritime – in the storms of life’s unknowns. Whatever the underlying cause, 

people have difficulty accepting the unstable, shifting, impermanent reality of how the 

world is put together. And this difficulty, in turn, renders us uncomfortable with precisely 

the only stability and certainty that science offers: that paradigms come and go.  (Barash, 

2015) 

Group Cohesion and Social Capital  

As I indicated previously in this thesis, there appeared to have been a missing component 

in the teams in UNMISS.  As one participant described it: “the whole is less than the sum of its 

parts.”  This portion of the discussion will look at several aspects of teams that may provide 

some explanation to this sentiment. 

In their seminal work, The Speed of Trust, Covey and Merrill identified several different 

types of trust.  The two that are most relevant to the context of UNMISS and its teams are what 

they referred to as “self-trust” or credibility and “relationship trust.”  The second, “relationship 
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trust,” is a result of consistent behavior on the part of the team. These two types of trust build off 

of each other and are self-supporting (Covey & Merrill, 2006).  In teams, trust is critical, as, 

according to Jessica Rohman (2016), organizations that invest in and cultivate a high-trust 

culture have greater return on investment, lower personnel turnover rates, and increased levels of 

innovation.    

In 2012, Google initiated a project (Project Aristotle) that aimed to examine how teams 

worked (Duhigg, 2016).  One of the key findings was that trust plays a critical role both in the 

formation and performance of teams.  Google describes it this way: 

In a team with high psychological safety, teammates feel safe to take risks around their 

team members. They feel confident that no one on the team will embarrass or punish 

anyone else for admitting a mistake, asking a question, or offering a new idea.  (People 

Analytics Team, 2016)   

 This statement stands in contrast to some of the remarks made by participants during the 

research, particularly as related to the leadership culture, in UNMISS.   

In her report, Rohman provides a framework for estimating an organization’s level of 

trust (see image below). 
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Figure 22 – Estimating Trust in a Workplace (Rohman, 2016) 

  

Rohman believes that the characteristics of these typologies are as follows: 

-Culture of Comfort - vulnerable; easy-going; personal; anti-competitive; and talent 

repellant. 

-Culture at Risk - high turnover; apathetic; fear-driven; talent repellent; and vulnerable.  

-Trust Fuels Performance - transparency; innovation; customer satisfaction; talent 

attraction; and strategic. 

-Culture of Burnout - political; self-seeking; dead end; no work/life balance; and high 

turnover. (Rohman, 2016) 

Based on my personal experience with UNMISS, and on the testimony of the research 

participants, UNMISS appears to have been located on the boundary between a “culture of 

burnout” and a “culture at risk.”  This presents a significant challenge for an organization in a 

high-risk operating environment.  How can such an organization generate trust? 

Reina and Reina provide insight into the matter of trust-building in organizations, and 

they have developed a model called the “3 Cs” model of trust (Reina & Reina, 2015).  They view 
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these three dimensions as interconnected and they emphasize that there is a necessity to balance 

the three.  This model is a useful tool for examining the leadership context of UNMISS and again 

points to the challenges with overall levels of trust in UNMISS teams.  The dimensions of their 

model are: 

-Trust of character - This reflects dependability, the degree to which someone can count 

on you and the support you give to others.  This dimension of trust is foundational.  

-Trust of communication - The willingness to share information (not confidential 

information) with others, the channel you choose to communicate a concern, and the art 

of giving and receiving constructive feedback is what defines trust of communication.  

-Trust of capability - Capability here refers to the skills and competencies you have to 

perform your job and responsibilities. In the case of a leader, the art of distributing the 

right tasks to the right people, providing appropriate training, and the openness to accept 

input from others reflects trust of capability. (Reina, Reina, & Hudnut, 2017) 

 While trust is clearly an important factor in the effectiveness of teams, other, broader and 

deeper forces may also be at play.  One such mechanism, among other forms of capital, is social 

capital (R. Putnam et al., 2004).  Social capital is a concept that was popularized in the 90s, both 

in the social sciences and in policy circles.  There are many definitions of social capital. 

Claridge, for example, places social capital in three broad categories: 

external/bridging/communal; internal/bonding/linking; and, containing both dimensions 

(Claridge, 2004).  For the purpose of this discussion on groups and teams, I will take as a point 

of refence the internal/bonding/linking view of social capital, as this is most applicable to the 

examination of teams in UNMISS.  Robert Putnam, who introduced the concept to popular 

culture with his book Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, refers 



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

176 

 

to social capital as the “connections among individuals – social networks and the norms of 

reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (R. D. Putnam, 2001); and he defines social 

capital as “…features of social organizations, such as networks, norms and trust that facilitate 

action and cooperation for mutual benefit. Social capital enhances the benefits of investment in 

physical and human capital” (R. Putnam, 1993).   

 While some have argued that social capital as a concept and as a field of study possesses 

several unresolved issues (Abbasi, Hossain, & Wigand, 2011; Waldstrøm, 2003), there is 

evidence to suggest that social capital is positively related to individual performance (Basu, 

2016) and organizational effectiveness (Andrews, 2010; Harrington, 2001).  The lack of social 

capital in some of the teams in UNMISS may explain the lack of performance noted by many of 

the research participants (see the explanation of the Participating Socially analytical category).  

It appears that the nurturing of social capital in teams may be a mechanism to increase individual 

performance and thus the effectiveness of decision-making. 

 The final aspect of group cohesion that will be discussed is power.  There are numerous 

definitions and perspectives of power, and for the purpose of this discussion I will employ the 

view of power that is espoused by Bertrand Raven.  He defines social power as “the  ability  of  

the  agent  or  power  figure  to  bring  about  change, using resources available to him or her.” 

(Raven, 2008) The “resources” that Raven refers to are the six “bases of power”: informational,  

reward,  coercion,  legitimate,  expertise,  and referent ( 2008).  It is beyond the scope of this 

thesis to discuss the use of these various forms of power; however, it merits noting that based on 

insights gained from the field observations, this would be an interesting and important aspect of 

peacekeeping missions to explore.   
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 One of the findings regarding power, particularly as it relates to the analytical category of 

Managing Decisions, is that there were, in the Rwanda situation, frequent gestures of displaying 

power or posturing in front of a group in order to establish dominance.  Raven (2008) would 

characterize this type of behaviour as “preparatory devices for implementing the bases of 

power,” a precursor to the implementation of a power strategy.  In doing so, the person may (as I 

witnessed on numerous occasions in UNMISS) employ tactics such as: 

-Establishing informational power  

-Intimidation  

-Ingratiation  

-Emphasizing communality  

-Self‐promotion  

-Authorization for legitimate position power  

-Favor‐doing to establish legitimate reciprocity  

-Guilt induction for legitimacy of equity  

-Demonstrating effective surveillance (Raven, 2008) 

In terms of the mechanism through which power may be exercised, Greer has indicated 

that team power structures such as level, dispersion and variety of power have an impact on team 

conflicts and outcomes (Greer, 2014).  My analytical findings indicated that, as they pertain to 

UNMISS, in each of these structures there were negative mechanisms impacting team 

performance.  The theoretical model below explains how these mechanisms may have impacted 

team dynamics. 
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Figure 23 – Model of Effects of Intrateam Power Structures (Greer, 2014) 

  

Greer, Van Bunderen and Yu have outlined three potential negative outcomes of power 

struggles in teams. First, these struggles can be a distraction from the primary purpose of the 

team.  Second, these struggles can erode the foundations of the team and thus impact 

cooperation, increase tension, and corrode trust and safety. Third, these struggles can spread to 

other members of the team (Greer, Van Bunderen, & Yu, 2017).  The mechanisms mentioned 

above were present in a variety of teams in UNMISS, as were the negative outcomes.  As such, it 

can be surmised that power relations in teams should be a point of concern for UNMISS senior 

management.     

 Conflict is an inevitable by-product of power struggles in teams, and Thomas and 

Kilmann (1992) have developed a practical framework for delineating conflict management 

styles that is useful in the study of teams.  They have outlined five conflict resolution modes: 

avoiding; accommodating; compromising; competing; and, collaborating (Thomas & Killman). 
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The figure below is a graphic representation, and field observations indicate that there was a 

preponderance of avoiding and competing strategies employed within UNMISS.  	

Figure 24 – Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (Schaubhut, 2007) 

 

 The role that power played in the team dynamics of UNMISS was significant and merits 

further attention.  As well, the notion of trust and the concept of social capital help to explain 

some of the phenomena that participants experienced.  However, these ideas are little understood 

in terms of a peacekeeping mission.  These missions are teams of teams, and as such this line of 

inquiry deserves more attention.  Michal West provides a pertinent summary of the idea of teams 

when he states: 

We are captivated by the rhetoric of organizations in the 21st century, by emotive or 

media-inspired phrases like ‘dotcom,’ ‘high-involvement management,’ ‘thinking outside 

the box,’ ‘people management,’ and ‘total quality management.’ Teamwork itself is a 

word that seems redolent of the post-industrial, digital revolution, mass media culture. 

Yet humans have worked, lived, and loved in groups and teams throughout evolutionary 
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history. There is little that is new within teamwork, despite the tsunami of books that 

press upon us the ways and advantages of working in teams. What is new is the 

complexity of the context within which humans now work in teams. The emotional 

stresses and benefits of teams are amplified by the complex organizational contexts 

within which they reside. (M. A. West, 2001) 

Role of the Leader 

 A common critique from the research participants was related to a “lack of leadership” 

amongst UNMISS senior staff.  It is clear from the analytical category of Managing Decisions 

(“Loudership”) that leadership merits discussion. Participants felt that they, as teams, were not 

achieving all that they could due to a ‘lack of leadership.’  As stated in the findings, there were, 

however, shining examples of good leaders, and their example should be studied carefully to 

determine how their approach might be emulated.  Nevertheless, a discussion on the role of the 

leader is in order.  This discussion will be brief as I do not want to enter into a debate around 

various views and theories of leadership.  The purpose of this discussion is simply to present a 

preliminary view of leadership in UNMISS at the time of the crisis.   

 While it may seem controversial to say, the position with which I enter this discussion is 

that the UN peacekeeping operations privilege management above leadership, and that there may 

be some confusion between authority and leadership, as well as leadership as a formal role 

versus it being a function.  This position was developed based on my field observations from 

four tours, and from the interview data.  A dominant view expressed by some of the participants 

was that the team leaders were those people who had demonstrated capability within a technical 

field and had thus been promoted into a leadership position.   
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As well, it is interesting to note that when the International Peace Institute published The 

Management Handbook for UN Field Missions, only one of the 12 chapters is dedicated to 

Leadership and it follows “Organization and Coordination” (Mancini & Smith, 2012).   This 

observation is perhaps an indication as to the relative importance or lack thereof assigned to 

“leadership” in the “management” of UN peacekeeping missions.  Of course, this is just 

anecdotal evidence, but considering the significant role that leaders play in the decision-making 

process, it would seem that the issue of leadership deserves more attention. 

 The typical profile of the “leader” in UNMISS was the out-in-front leader (see comments 

on “loudership” in Chapter Four) who employs a linear form of analysis and problem solving.  

However, given the operating environment (a complex adaptive system), it seems that other 

forms of leadership would be more appropriate.  A common refrain amongst UNMISS staff was 

“the system is broken.”   Heifetz, Linsky, and Grashow (2009) would say: “There is no such 

thing as a broken system. Each system is perfectly aligned to produce the results it currently 

gets.” This quotation comes from their book The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and 

Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World.  In it, they discuss a leadership approach 

that embraces a process of diagnosing the system, mobilizing the system, seeing yourself as a 

system and deploying yourself.  This deceptively simple approach is complimentary to 

Snowden’s Cynefin framework and the approach in the complex domain: probe, sense, respond 

(discussed later in this chapter).  Contrasting the adaptive leadership approach to that of actual 

practice by certain UNMISS leaders may offer an explanation as to why participants felt that 

leadership was lacking. 

In describing adaptive leadership, Stacey Shively provides an example that is definitely 

applicable to the UNMISS context: 
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Let’s start with what it’s not. It’s not about simply being flexible and agile.  This conjures 

up notions of leaders ready and willing to cope with whatever comes their way.  A 

flexible mindset is always a good thing, but Adaptive Leadership asks much, much more 

from leaders. The adaptive leader is one who faces complex challenges for which there 

are no easy answers.  The adaptive leader recognizes that meeting these challenges will 

require more than organization change; it will require real change from people – changes 

in values, attitudes and behaviors.  An adaptive leader sees beyond the outdated notion 

that we should look to those at the top for the answers.  Adaptive leaders know that when 

people look above for answers, they inadvertently become part of the status quo and are 

living in old paradigms of leadership.  Real change only occurs when people close to the 

action get involved in the work of leading. (Shively, 2016) 

UNMISS Decision-making through the Meso Level Lens 

If the basic building block of decision-making in UNMISS was the individual, then the 

basic unit was the team.  As indicated in the analytical findings, how people contributed to and 

experienced teams was an important determinant of the decision-making process.  Most 

participants expressed frustration and a lack of a sense of purpose in discussing their respective 

teams.  This was due in part to a lack of trust and social capital.  Given the extraordinary 

circumstances in South Sudan, “team building” was considered a luxury; however, in hindsight 

this was a short-sighted assessment.   

As the crisis persisted, the lack of resilience within the UNMISS teams began to 

manifest, and negative dynamics began to hold sway over teams.  Without a stock of trust or 

social capital to draw upon, teams relied on individual contributions and the brute influence of 

dominant personalities.  While operations were nonetheless conducted to the extent possible, 
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their level of effectiveness was sub-optimal as a result of the lack of bonding and trust within the 

teams.  There is a direct correlation between levels of team performance and levels of trust and 

social capital.  A conclusion from this discussion is that building and nurturing teams should be a 

primary concern for policy makers in the United Nations. 

Power, the third of the aspects discussed in this section, was, in a manner of speaking, the 

“dark horse” in the analytical process.  Functioning most of the time below the surface of 

awareness, power dynamics were operating almost constantly in the teams.  This is not to say 

that power is strictly a negative aspect of teams.  On the contrary, power dynamics can have a 

positive influence on the effectiveness of teams.  However, in the case of UNMISS, with its 

complex operating environment, lack of trust, and diminished social capital, power was 

exercised in ways that negatively impacted team performance.  The role of the “leader” is crucial 

in this type of situation, and as discussed, the United Nations must embrace a concept of 

leadership beyond that of a competent manager.   

As a closing note to this section, I will mention an aspect that has, to this point in the 

thesis, been missing, and that is gender.  Since the publication of UN Security Council 

Resolution 1325 in the year 2000, a series of gender-related initiatives has been launched 

(Government of Canada, n.d.) as well as numerous research efforts (Smit & Tidblad-Lundholm, 

2018).  There have also been positive impacts in UN peacekeeping operations and the 

communities they serve.  For example, UN peacekeeping operations have Gender Advisors, and 

their role is to:  

…facilitate the implementation of gender equality, and women, peace and security 

mandates through: 
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-Leading and guiding a gendered contextual analysis that informs the various stages of 

peacekeeping planning, particularly in mission start-ups, strategic reviews, mandate 

renewals, transitions and drawdowns; 

-Advocating and promoting the inclusion of women in political and electoral processes, 

in national governance and security sector structures, in peace processes, as oversight 

observers in ceasefire agreements and in conflict management and prevention; 

-Coordinating efforts to promote a protective environment for women and girls regarding 

the prevention of sexual and gender-based violence; 

-Advocating for strengthening and developing gender responsive security, justice and 

corrections institutions. (Department of Peacekeeping Operations, n.d.) 

As one can see from the description above, much of the role of these advisors is looking 

outward from the mission.  My observations and those of the participants indicate that there may 

be a need for additional focus inwards – to the mission structures, processes and leadership.  In 

her report, Not Just a Numbers Game, Sahana Dharmapuri, a senior advisor on women, peace 

and security, discusses some of the gaps in terms of UN goals for gender equality in 

peacekeeping operations.  She provides several compelling reasons why the UN is not meeting 

its targets, and in particular, she mentions an aspect that I find salient to the UNMISS context: 

“the UN and member states’ focus on increasing the numbers of female uniformed personnel has 

obscured the equally important goal of integrating a gender perspective into the work of peace 

operations” (Dharmapuri, 2013).  

Finally, I will mention that I have observed the role of “masculinity” in the decision-

making process, and it has also been commented on by other participants.  My observations and 

their comments were aligned with a more negative view of masculine influence on team 
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dynamics, and thus, decision-making in general.  Masculinity, in this sense, creates tension in 

teams and cultivates a particular dynamic that is not necessarily aligned with creative or novel 

thinking. 

5.3 - Micro Level – The Individual 

This section of the discussion will address the cluster of analytical categories that 

comprise the individual sub-system described in Chapter Four.  These analytical categories are: 

Perceiving the World; Manifesting Self; Reconciling Context; and, Experiencing Emotions.  I 

recognize at the outset that this discussion will be a conceptual and theoretical minefield.  There 

is no simple or direct way to bridge the analytical categories to existing theory and literature.  

Furthermore, some of the contemporary literature in this area is contested and there does not 

appear to be a unifying theory of “self” to guide debates.  As I attempt to provide brief 

explanatory notes to some of the phenomenon experienced by the participants, I will not enter 

into a lengthy discussion about these matters.  Rather, I will simply present several frameworks 

that “fit” the analytical findings.  These include thoughts on culture, critical thinking and 

emotions as they relate to individual participation in the decision-making process.   

Culture 

This portion of the discussion is closely related to the analytical category of Perceiving 

the World, a category that I link to the thinking on culture.  In the introduction to this thesis, I 

offered a view of culture from Clifford Geertz, as I base my view of culture on his work.  Geertz 

defines culture as "a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of 

which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward 

life." (Geertz, 1977)  Despite this concise definition of culture, the field has not yielded a unified 

theory of culture.  For me to attempt to provide such a framework in this discussion could lead to 
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distractions from the issue at hand: how and why did participants experience the phenomena that 

they did? 

 The lack of a unified view of culture has been lamented by various authors.  In outlining 

his book, Meaning in Action, Outline of an Integral Theory of Culture, Rein Raud states that: 

…the concept of culture, defined sloppily or not at all, is occupying an increasingly 

central place in social and political debate.  Globalization, culture shocks, multiculturality 

and ‘civilization conflicts’ are being discussed by the general public almost daily – but 

with the help of a conceptual apparatus from about fifty years ago, which has been 

simplified to the extreme. (Raud, n.d.)   

I believe that this is a critical point in relation to decision-making in UNMISS as it was 

an inherently inter-cultural process.  As Raud notes, the conceptual apparatus has been simplified 

to the extreme and this took the form of cultural tropes that would be invoked when there 

appeared to be friction in the decision-making process. 

Much of the above discussion is culturally mediated in the sense that meaning, as 

imparted through culture, influences almost every aspect of the individual’s contribution to the 

decision-making process.  But what does culture mean, how is it obtained, and what does it 

influence?  Entire chapters are dedicated to the disputes over attempts to define culture (Jandt, 

2009) so I will not repeat those arguments here.  As well, I think it is important to differentiate 

between organizational culture and national culture.  What I will be discussing is national 

culture.  Furthermore, what I will be discussing is not, strictly speaking, culture: I will discuss 

intercultural communication and then present broad characteristics and a simple framework. 

 Communication is at the centre of the decision-making process, and in UNMISS this was 

conducted in a context of multiple cultures.  Intercultural communication can be defined as 
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follows: “…intercultural communication involves interaction between people whose cultural 

perceptions and symbol systems are distinct enough to alter the communication event.” 

(Samovar, Porter, McDaniel, & Roy, 2016)  These “cultural perceptions” are not static, however, 

and they can change with time and experience.   

Miller et al. take a cultural anthropological perspective in describing what they see as 

some of the characteristics of culture: 

Culture is adaptive 

Culture is not the same as nature 

Culture is based on symbols 

Culture is learned 

Cultures are integrated 

Cultures interact and change (B. Miller et al., 2001) 

The above list of characteristics is “good news” in terms of intercultural communications.  

What it suggests is that culture has a degree of elasticity to it and that there may be leverage 

points to enhance communications.  These potential leverage points can be contrasted against 

Barna’s view of “stumbling blocks” to intercultural communications: assumption of similarities; 

language differences; non-verbal misinterpretations; preconceptions and stereotypes; tendency to 

evaluate; and, high anxiety or tension (Barna, 1997).  Reversing these stumbling blocks or 

describing them in more positive terms, (e.g., assuming differences), offers potential mechanisms 

that can be built on top of culture’s elasticity in order to enhance intercultural communication.  

 Part of the process of enhancing intercultural communication is also unpacking and 

attempting to understand how various dimensions of culture impact communication.  As 

previously mentioned in Chapter Two, Geert Hofstede has developed a practical framework for 



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

188 

 

examining national culture.  Called the “6-D Model,” it outlines various national cultures 

according to six dimensions: power distance; individualism vs collectivism; masculinity vs 

femininity; uncertainty avoidance; long term orientation vs short term normative orientation; 

and, indulgence vs restraint (Hofstede, 2011).  For a full description of these dimensions, see 

Appendix J. 

 In order to illustrate how these dimensions might impact communication and decision-

making, I have provided a country comparison below with Argentina, Canada and Ethiopia (all 

of whom participated in UNMISS). For example, in the individualism category, one can see a 

significant difference between the three scores.  Hofstede sees the differences between countries 

in this dimension as: “society’s position on this dimension is reflected in whether people’s self-

image is defined in terms of ‘I’ or ‘we.’” (Hofstede, n.d.)  This fundamental difference in 

perspective has significant impact on an individual’s contribution to the decision-making 

framework.  How the individual sees the problem and determines what is important in terms of a 

solution is infused with this dimension.  And the same can be said for the other five dimensions.   

Figure 25 – Country Comparison in the 6-D Model of Culture (“Culture Compass,” 2018) 

 
 
 
 
 
This material has been removed due to copyright restrictions. 
 
The figure is a graph that compares the six dimensions of culture with data from Argentina, Canada, 
and Ethiopia.   
 
The following is a citation for the material that was removed: 

 
Culture Compass. (2018, December 25). Retrieved December 25, 2018, from https://www.hofstede-

insights.com/product/compare-countries/ 
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 At the beginning of this section, I mentioned the potential futility of defining culture.  It 

is nevertheless an important factor in the decision-making process.  In discussing culture in terms 

of political science, Chabal and Daloz offer a view that is appropriate to the UNMISS context: 

Culture is best understood as an environment, a constantly evolving setting, within which 

human behaviour follows a number of particular courses – a number of which are 

contradictory. … Our view is that culture is not merely an additional dimension of 

politics that requires attention.  It is quite simply one of the key fundamentals of social 

life, the matrix within which that which we understand as political action takes place.  

(Chabal & Daloz, 2006) 

Critical Thinking 

During the construction of the analytical codes Manifesting Self and Reconciling 

Context, the term “critical thinking” was used on numerous occasions by participants.  They 

used this term in relation to people’s ability to rationally approach a problem set and work 

through it with logic.  It was noted frequently that critical thinking and rationality were lacking 

in various decision-making processes.  This portion of the discussion will address aspects of 

critical thinking such as cognitive bias and cognitive processing.  

To begin, however, one must address the definition of critical thinking and why it is 

important in the UNMISS context.  The Foundation for Critical Thinking defines critical 

thinking as a mode of thinking: 

…about any subject, content, or problem — in which the thinker improves the quality of 

his or her thinking by skillfully analyzing, assessing, and reconstructing it. Critical 

thinking is self-directed, self-disciplined, self-monitored, and self-corrective thinking. It 

presupposes assent to rigorous standards of excellence and mindful command of their 
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use. It entails effective communication and problem-solving abilities, as well as a 

commitment to overcome our native egocentrism and sociocentrism. (Paul & Elder, 

2014) 

 The ability for individuals, and consequently groups, to think critically was identified in 

this research as a key component of the decision-making process.  However, there appeared to be 

impediments to this type of thinking.  The ability to use logic in deliberations even when this 

logic may counter our beliefs (e.g., from our cultural upbringing) is paramount to maintaining 

rationality in decision-making.  Without it, emotions can take the reins and direct responses that 

could impact negatively on the team and the operating environment.  Participants noted 

numerous occasions when this took place during the crisis. 

 One of the concepts that seemed to take a pronounced place while I was conducting field 

observations was that of “bounded rationality.”  This term was introduced by Herbert Simon in 

the 50s as a response to the assumptions contained in the dominant model of homo economicus 

(Simon, 1955).  Since its introduction, however, the term “bounded rationality” has taken on 

different meanings, with most seeming to settle upon the notion that humans are not strictly 

rational decision makers.  Kahneman et al. provided empirical evidence to support the 

proposition that humans are not rational decision makers and that we are “satisficers”  that seek 

adequate or satisfying responses rather that maximizing efficiency or effectiveness (Kahneman, 

Tversky, & Slovic, 1982). 

 Daniel Kahneman was awarded the Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in 

Memory of Alfred Nobel in 2002, for “having integrated insights from psychological research 

into economic science, especially concerning human judgment and decision-making under 

uncertainty." (“The Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel 
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2002,” n.d.)  His work with Amos Tversky in the 70s was ground breaking in terms of its 

contribution to our understanding of cognitive bias and decision-making.  Heuristics have been 

defined as “approximate strategies or ‘rules of thumb’ for decision-making and problem solving 

that do not guarantee a correct solution but that typically yield a reasonable solution or bring one 

closer to hand” (Todd, 2001).  They can be seen as cognitive shortcuts that help us navigate our 

hectic lives.    When considered reasoning is not an option, heuristics can help us in the essential 

decision-making process.  

 That said, cognitive bias can creep into the decision-making process and infiltrate our 

heuristics.  The tendency, when cognitive bias is operating, is that we can take actions based on 

illogical decisions or missed opportunities.  Cognitive bias is what West et al. refer to as a 

“systematic error” in our cognitive processes, and can also be considered heuristics (R. F. West, 

Toplak, & Stanovich, 2008).  Returning to the notion of critical thinking, it is clear that heuristics 

that are infused with cognitive bias can inhibit the ability to weigh evidence and argue based on a 

position that is uninfluenced by belief or assumption.  Baron argues that “good thinking involves 

an optimal search for possibilities, evidence, and goals, and fairness in the search for evidence 

and in inference. These criteria are designed to maximize the expected desirability (utility) of the 

outcome of thinking in terms of the thinker’s goals - not just the immediate goals but all the 

goals that are affected by the thinking in question.” (Baron, 1991)  This view stands in stark 

contrast to the sentiments of the participants in this research.   

 If these factors are influencing decision-making, then there is a dilemma. At times these 

heuristics allow us to make decisions faster and with less cognitive burden, but they may also 

lead us down a path that is not logical or beneficial.  Benson has described this dilemma as the 

“four conundrums” or problems (see Appendix K for details):  
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Problem 1: Too much information (we do not see everything) 

Problem 2: Not enough meaning (our search for meaning can conjure illusions) 

Problem 3: Need to act fast (quick decisions can be seriously flawed) 

Problem 4: What should we remember (our memory reinforces errors) (Benson, 2016) 

Within each of these “problems,” there are a variety of biases.  In total, Benson has 

identified over 150 individual biases that can impact how we make decisions.  For a full view of 

these biases, see Appendix L.  For the purpose of this discussion, I will highlight three that 

appeared to function as part of the decision-making process in UNMISS: confirmation bias; 

anchoring bias; and, the Dunning-Kruger Effect. 

 Confirmation bias is a straight-forward, yet powerful influence in the conduct of our daily 

lives.  This bias confirms what we have learned and believed in the past.  It does so by looking 

for and selecting evidence that fits the schema from our past experience and creating a feedback 

loop (Nickerson, 1998).  This bias was evident in decision-making processes when individuals 

would openly, and at times violently, discount evidence being presented.  A typical expression 

that could be considered a marker of this bias was “that was an anomaly.” 

Anchoring bias has a subtler influence on the decision-making process.  It can be 

considered as a bias that directs our attention to a specific or particular aspect of a problem.  This 

may be as a result of past experience or recency; however, that particular aspect may not be the 

most salient to the decision that needs to be made and is typically based on the first pieces of 

information presented (Lieder, Griffiths, M. Huys, & Goodman, 2018).  This bias was evident in 

the decision-making process when individuals would direct the deliberations away from the 

agreed-upon goal in order to focus on a seemly irrelevant detail.  A typical expression that could 

be considered a marker of this bias was “I thought you said…”  
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The Dunning-Kruger effect has a paradoxical impact on decision-making (Kruger & 

Dunning, 1999).  “Experts” typically understand the limits of their knowledge and proceed into 

decision-making processes with caution.  This is in contrast to individuals who do not know the 

limits of their knowledge (Pennycook, Ross, Koehler, & Fugelsang, 2017).  At the risk of 

seeming to accuse some in UNISS of incompetence, the Dunning-Kruger effect was nonetheless 

present as confirmed by participant testimony.  Dunning wrote:  

…incompetent people do not recognize—scratch that, cannot recognize—just how 

incompetent they are. Logic itself almost demands this lack of self-insight: For poor 

performers to recognize their ineptitude would require them to possess the very expertise 

they lack.  Poor performers—and we are all poor performers at some things—fail to see 

the flaws in their thinking or the answers they lack.  (Dunning, 2014) 

This bias was evident in the decision-making process when individuals would appear to 

become frustrated when their opinions were not being accepted or when others could not 

understand why they were presenting certain solutions.  A typical expression that could be 

considered a marker of this bias was “Just trust me on this one.” 

Daniel Kahneman developed a schema of cognitive processing that is based on the 

elegantly simple typology of “System 1 and System 2” thinking.  While this schema was 

developed over the course of his analytical career, it was encapsulated and presented to mass 

audiences in the form of his book, Thinking Fast and Slow (Kahneman, 2013).  In overly 

simplistic terms, System 1 refers to cognitive processing that is typically fast.  Usually, it is also 

automatic and works below the level of consciousness, being instinctive and based on emotion 

(and bias).  System 2 refers to cognitive processing that is typically slower and more deliberate.  
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It demands cognitive effort and appeals to logic and reason, and it can act as a filter to some of 

the challenges encountered in System 1 type thinking.   

Other observations are that System 1 is constantly running in the background of our 

cognitive processing, and that System 2 is deliberately called into action for problem solving 

activities.  System 1 thinking attempts to develop a “story line” that is consistent with past 

experience and available information and is susceptible to many forms of bias.  System 1 

thinking saves cognitive effort, as it would be next to impossible to employ System 2 type 

thinking for every task during the course of a day (Kahneman, 2013).  Figure 26 is a graphical 

representation of this schema.  In Kahneman’s words: 

Systems 1 and 2 are both active whenever we are awake. System 1 runs automatically 

and System 2 is normally in a comfortable low-effort mode, in which only a fraction of 

its capacity is engaged. System 1 continuously generates suggestions for System 2: 

impressions, intuitions, intentions, and feelings. If endorsed by System 2, impressions 

and intuitions turn into beliefs, and impulses turn into voluntary actions. When all goes 

smoothly, which is most of the time, System 2 adopts the suggestions of System 1 with 

little or no modification. You generally believe your impressions and act on your desires, 

and that is fine—usually. (Kahneman, 2013) 
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Figure 26 – Process and Content in Two Cognitive Systems (Kahneman, 2003) 

 There were times when I, and research participants, noted instances where System 2 

thinking could or should have been employed in UNMISS.  The challenge is that it is easy to 

look back at events in retrospect; whereas, in the moment, we may not have recognized the 

influence of System 1 thinking on our decisions. 

The notion of “bounded rationality” seems to be a component in the analytical categories 

of Manifesting Self and Reconciling Context.  Coupled with the impact of cognitive bias, it is 

clear that many of the decisions that people made or contributed to were not rational in the 

strictest sense.  Additionally, the impact of the interplay between System 1 and System 2 type 

thinking renders critical thinking challenging in a context such as UNMISS.    When one 

superimposes the stresses and operational demands encountered in UNMISS, there is little doubt 

that emotions also contributed to the diminishment of rationality. 

Emotions 

 Herbert Simon, mentioned above in relation to bounded rationality, stated in his book 

Reason in Human Affairs: “in order to have anything like a complete theory of human rationality, 

we have to understand what role emotion plays in it…emotion has particular importance because 

 
 
 
This material has been removed due to copyright restrictions. 
 
The figure is a graphical depiction of content and process as it relates to intuition 
(System 1) and reasoning (System 2).   
 
The following is a citation for the material that was removed: 

 
Kahneman, D. (2003). A Perspective on Judgment and Choice, Mapping Bounded 

Rationality. American Psychologist, 58(9), 697–720. 
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of its function of selecting particular things in our environment to focus on.” (Simon, 1990)   

Perhaps we are witnessing a paradigm shift in terms of decision-making theory.  As advances in 

neuropsychology progress (Vaidya & Fellows, 2017), challenges to existing notions of how 

decisions are made may emerge.  In particular, the role of emotions in decision-making seems to 

be taking a more prominent stance in the literature (Nadurak, 2016; Sołtys, Sowińska-

Gługiewicz, Chęć, & Tyburski, 2017; Treffers & Klarner, 2016).   

It is clear that emotions played an important role in the decision-making processes of 

UNMISS.  As was articulated in the analytical category of Experiencing Emotion, this 

phenomenon influenced an individual’s contribution to decision-making more than any other 

aspect of the individual sub-system.  Empirical research is emerging that helps us understand 

why this might be.  For example, in researching receptivity to advice, Gino and Schweitzer 

(2008) demonstrated that a person who is in a state of anger is less likely to heed advice.  

 In order to help understand the role of emotions, it is first necessary to discuss 

explanations as to what emotions are and their operative mechanisms.  Of course, there are 

various views and frameworks for the discussion of emotions. For example, social scientists such 

as Paul Ekman, Robert Plutchik and Henry Kellerman have contributed to our understanding of 

“basic emotions” (Ekman, 1992; Plutchik & Kellerman, 1980).  For the purpose of this 

discussion, I will employ Ekman’s framework of six basic emotions: fear, anger, disgust, 

sadness, happiness and surprise.  These six basic emotions provide the basis for a suite of over 

70 potential emotional responses.  See Appendix M for a similar yet alternative view of core 

emotions: Plutchick’s “Wheel of Emotions.”  At various times in decision-making processes in 

UNMISS, many of these emotions were displayed; however, in particular, fear and anger were 

noteworthy emotions that influenced decision-making.   
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   The next question to address is how the individual experiences these emotions – what 

were the mechanisms?  Ekman and Ekman (n.d.) provide a framework for this discussion in what 

they refer to as the “Emotional Episode Timeline.” The figure below provides a graphical 

depiction of this mechanism and Appendix N provides further details. 

Figure 27 – Emotional Episode Timeline (Ekman & Ekman, n.d.) 

 

It is important to note the feedback from “post-condition” to “pre-condition.”  This was 

witnessed at various points during the crisis with UNMISS decision makers.  In a sense, a 

previous emotional experience primed them (the pre-condition) for a particular emotional 

response.  Lerner et al. provide a model of decision-making that takes this priming into account.  

The diagram below is a graphical representation of their integrated model (Lerner, Li, Valdesolo, 

& Kassam, 2015). 
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Figure 28 - Affect Integrated Model of Decision-making (Lerner et al., 2015) 

 

Of particular interest in this model of decision-making is the feedback loop between 

expected outcomes and current emotions.  In a sense, cause and consequence can become locked 

in a cycle of production that may render group decision-making processes challenging.  

Participants noted this feedback loop and one participant characterized it as the “downward 

spiral to mediocrity.” 

 I have only offered a few perspectives of the impact of emotions on decision-making.  

The literature suggests that there is a suite of potential emotional responses and that these can 

trace their roots to “basic emotions.”  Of these, fear and anger appeared to play a prominent role 

in the decision-making processes of UNMISS.  How these emotions were experienced by the 

participants can be explained in part by Ekman’s emotional episode timeline that produces either 

a modification, amplification or suppression of subjective feelings.  Combined with all of the 

other forces functioning in the operating environment, the teams, and within the individual, it is 

clear that the decision-making processes were at risk of being degraded.   
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 Mary Lamia provides a perspective of emotions in decision-making that is appropriate to 

the UNMISS context: 

Your emotional system can give you an advantage in decision-making if you make 

proper use of it. Many people think of their emotions as something they have to manage 

or control rather than something upon which they could capitalize. Evolution has given 

you a particular information system that you can use – a summary of information about 

the environment and an aggregate of a huge amount of data about a situation. Emotions 

can tell you something about the world that you may not have accurately perceived in 

another way. They are something to interpret and use rather than an annoyance that you 

should ignore or control. (Lamia, 2010) 

UNMISS Decision-making through the Micro Level Lens  

As it concerns individuals’ decision-making in UNMISS, there are a variety of external 

factors (complex operating environment, dominance of particular paradigms, and a lack of social 

capital) and internal factors (culture, cognitive bias and emotion) that conspire against the 

rendering of logical decisions.  To a certain extent, UNMISS and its operating environment 

created a “perfect storm” that would place individuals in a compromised disposition.  That 

UNMISS continued to function during the crisis was a testament to the fortitude of those 

peacekeepers.   

It was a challenge for participants to express how they experienced decision-making in 

UNMISS in personal terms.  They were able to discuss rather openly about the macro and meso 

levels; however, at the micro level, participants felt a degree of unease when turning the gaze 

inwards.  As one participant noted, “Apart from knowing that I was angry or frustrated, I have 

never really thought about how my prejudices were affecting me.”  These subjective dynamics 
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no doubt played a role in how decisions were made; however, it remains to be seen exactly what 

mechanisms compelled these dynamics.  Theories and concepts related to culture, critical 

thinking and emotions help to explain some of it; however, questions persist regarding the inner 

world of peacekeepers, how they navigate through it, and how to deal with problems that 

confront them.   

5.4 - Potential Responses to Enhance Decision-making 

 Following from the literature presented in Chapter Two, and through the analytical 

findings to the above discussion, one can surmise that there exist potential responses to the issues 

highlighted.  While gaps have been identified in terms of both the process and structure of 

decision-making in UNMISS, opportunities also exist.  These opportunities represent points of 

leverage that may be utilized in order to maximize the comparative advantages of a peacekeeping 

mission.   

The following section of the discussion presents a series of potential responses that the 

United Nations could explore in order to redress some of the dilemmas discovered in this 

research.  The responses that I present are not recommendations or conclusions.  They are simply 

potential responses.  (Note: I view recommendations as specific devices that are based on 

deductions derived from the findings of the research and I present these recommendations later 

in Chapter Six.  What follows here are potential approaches that exist amongst a suite of other 

approaches.)   

The potential responses that I outline below are, however, based on my experience and 

the analytical findings, and these responses fit well within the peacekeeping context. Below is a 

graphical depiction of the potential responses to the analytical levels I presented above:  
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Figure 29 – Potential Responses to Enhance Decision-making 

Macro Level Response - Cynefin Framework 

As mentioned in the findings, there was a sense that both individual and group decision-

making at times “oversimplified the complicated” and at times “overcomplicated the simple.”  At 

the same time, there existed the dual threat of, on the one hand, responding too quickly under the 

assumption that the context was understood; and, on the other hand, “paralysis by analysis.”  The 

consequence of responding as if the context was known has the potential to create unintended 

consequences that become future problems.  The consequence of “paralysis by analysis,” on the 

other hand, has the potential to allow the mission to be overtaken by events.   

“Making sense” of one’s context (in the case of UNMISS – complexity) was a paramount 

concern for participants.   The fields of leadership and management are littered with a variety of 

decision-making frameworks that are intended to assist people in navigating their operating 

environment: for example, the SCAN Framework (Graves, 2014); the Stacey Matrix (Stacey, 

1996); and the OODA Loop (Shepherd, Woods, & Marchisio, 2013).  In this discussion I will 

present one framework which I believe is applicable to the context of UNMISS: the Cynefin 

Framework.   
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The Cynefin Framework was first proposed by David Snowden in 1999 (Kurtz & 

Snowden, 2003), and unlike the ubiquitous 2x2 matrices that exist in management lore, the 

Cynefin Framework is not a categorizing tool.  It is considered a sense-making device.  Below is 

a graphical depiction of the framework:  

Figure 30 – Cynefin Framework (Snowden, 2010) 

 

 There are five dimensions or domains to this framework: Obvious; Complicated; 

Complex; Chaotic; and Disorder.  They are considered domains and not categorizations as the 

objective is to avoid simple categorizations of context that prompt automatic responses.  The 

concern is, linking back to the discussion on cognitive bias and in particular the anchoring bias, 

that individuals may be too quick to categorize a context and apply learned responses as “leaders 

are susceptible to entrained thinking” (Snowden & Boone, 2007).  This sentiment is related to 

the adage of “if your only tool is a hammer, every problem looks like a nail” (McRaney, 2012).  

Snowden describes the difference between categorization and sense-making by noting that in 

categorization, the framework proceeds the data (and this is applicable to “exploitation”), 
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whereas in sense-making, data proceeds the framework (and this is applicable to “exploration” or 

during period of change) (CognitiveEdge, 2010). 

 The obvious domain (“the domain of best practice”) is the domain where there is no 

requirement for specific expertise and that solutions to problems are obvious (Snowden & 

Boone, 2007).  Typically, once the problem set is determined, historical “best practice” can be 

applied to solve it, as the behaviour is predictable.  The approach taken in this domain is: sense, 

categorize, and respond.   

 In the complicated domain (“the domain of expertise”), cause and effect are still 

knowable and predictable; however, expert knowledge is required as there may be more than one 

way to address the problem set (Snowden & Boone, 2007).  The range of responses are in the 

realm of “good practice” and the approach taken in this domain is: sense, analyze, and respond.  

In both the obvious and complicated domains, the patterns are ordered and solutions are 

repeatable.   

 In the complex domain (“the domain of emergence), patterns are not predictable and can 

only be understood in retrospect (Snowden & Boone, 2007).  The systems in this domain are 

adaptive, and patterns are emergent through evolution.  In other terms, this is the domain of 

“wicked problems” (Churchman, 1967).  A key challenge in this domain is remaining open to 

patterns and not pre-judging and responding with methods that may create unintended 

consequences as the system reacts and new properties emerge.  Here, “emergent practice” is 

required in order to address an unpredictable problem set.  The approach taken is: probe, sense, 

respond.   

In my opinion, a significant portion of issues that UNMISS was dealing with during the 

crisis fell into the complex domain.  “Probing” in this domain is key to response.  In Snowden’s 
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words, one must build “safe to fail” experiments in order to orient oneself to the problem set 

(CognitiveEdge, 2010).  Some elements of a probe include: 

1-indicators of success 

2-indicators of failure 

3-methods of exploiting success 

4-methods of mitigating failure 

5-coherence of evidence prior to proceeding with a solution (Brougham, 2015; Keogh, 

2018) 

In the domain of chaos (“the domain of rapid response”), “The relationships between 

cause and effect are impossible to determine because they shift constantly and no manageable 

patterns exist – only turbulence.”  (Snowden & Boone, 2007)  Many of the events in the opening 

stages of the crisis in South Sudan were in this domain.  Here, there is a need to apply “novel 

practice” and the approach to be taken is: act, sense, respond.  This is a transient domain and 

events frequently resolve themselves by transitioning to the complex realm.  Decisive action is 

required in order to address urgent opportunities (Snowden, 2010). 

The border between the domains of chaos and obvious can be deceiving.  Figuratively 

depicted as a cliff, it is intended to convey the sense that a mis-categorization of a problem in the 

obvious domain can fall into the chaotic zone.  This is the result of seeing causality where it does 

not exist, leading to the application of a “best practice” that is inappropriate.  A challenge with 

this border zone is that it works quickly, moving from the seemingly obvious to the chaotic; 

however, it is difficult if not impossible to transition from the chaotic to the obvious (Snowden, 

2010). 
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Disorder is the domain that exists in the middle of the framework and it represents an 

area where a person does not know or understand where they are (Snowden, 2010).  Again, 

challenges exist, particularly when one considers cognitive bias, that can lead to misinterpreting 

the context and applying inappropriate solutions.  The priority in this domain is ascertaining or 

locating oneself in one of the four other domains.  An approach in this domain is to get a sense of 

who knows what regarding the situation.   

While I believe that the Cynefin Framework could assist peacekeeping operations in 

making sense of their operating environment, it is not without its detractors.  Criticisms include 

the need for more rigour and that it is too simple and vague to address a variety of contexts 

(Firestone & McElroy, 2011).  In discussing both a strong and weak point of the framework, 

Williams and Hummelbrunner indicate that “the terms used within Cynefin—sense, categorize, 

patterns, knowable, known—are capable of many meanings. While this ambiguity allows users 

the freedom to use the framework as a heuristic, it can create problems when using it in a strictly 

ontological way.” (B. Williams & Hummelbrunner, 2010)  Notwithstanding these observations, I 

believe the application of Cynefin Framework is an appropriate response to the complex 

operating environment that UNMISS found itself in. 

As a final note on the application of the Cynefin Framework in an organizational context, 

I submit that it can be used at both the individual and collective levels.  Leadership, as was seen 

in the findings, is a key component of the decision-making process, and as Snowden and Boone 

note: 

Good leadership requires openness to change on an individual level. Truly adept leaders 

will know not only how to identify the context they’re working in at any given time but 

also how to change their behavior and their decisions to match that context. They also 
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prepare their organization to understand the different contexts and the conditions for 

transition between them. Many leaders lead effectively—though usually in only one or 

two domains (not in all of them) and few, if any, prepare their organizations for diverse 

contexts.  (Snowden & Boone, 2007) 

Meso Level Response – Emotional Intelligence 

The findings of this research indicate that Participating Socially is a critical category.  It 

is here that an individual’s agency meets that of others’ in the group or team.  It is here that 

cohesion can either be enhanced or diminished.  This is the realm of social capital.  Since the 

1990’s there has been increasing interest in the concept known as ‘emotional intelligence.’  First 

coined by John Mayer and Perter Salovey in 1990 (Salovey & Mayer, 1990) it rapidly rose to 

pop culture status through articles in magazines such as the Harvard Business Review (Druskat 

& Wolff, 2001) and Psychology Today (Ni, 2012).  It has become so popular a concept that the 

Harvard Business Review recently published a “box set” of four books on emotional intelligence 

(Harvard Business Review, 2018). 

Emotional intelligence is a framework that can be used to explore how people relate 

socially and this is particularly useful in contexts such as UNMISS.  With high turnover rates 

and little to no opportunity for traditional team building activities, emotional intelligence could 

be considered an aptitude that would help team members build social capital and trust.  

Furthermore, it can also be applied to leadership, standing in direct contrast to the characteristics 

found in “loudership.” 

One individual in particular has taken great strides to advance the concept of emotional 

intelligence: Daniel Goleman.  In 1996 he published Emotional Intelligence: Why it Can Matter 

More than IQ. Goleman, and those of that era, used emotional intelligence as a concept to 
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synthesize a variety of other findings, particularly from advances in affective neuroscience 

(Goleman, n.d.).  While I employ the framework espoused by Goleman, there are other views of 

emotional intelligence.  For example, there is EQ2 that was developed by David Corey and the 

Emotional Intelligence Training Company (The Emotional Intelligence Training Company, 

2013) or Emotional Intelligence 2.0 from Bradberry and Greaves (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009).  

Goleman’s framework, however, is the most recognized and he has continued to deepen its core 

concepts through new advances in neuroscience (Goleman & Davidson, 2017). 

According to Goleman, emotional intelligence “refers to how well we handle ourselves 

and our relationships (Big Think, 2012).  In his framework, he has identified four domains and 

12 competencies: 

 

Figure 31 – Emotional Intelligence Domains and Competencies (Goleman & Boyatzis, 2017) 

 

The competencies have been defined as follows: 

-Emotional Self-Awareness: The ability to understand our own emotions and their effects 

on our performance. 
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-Emotional Self-Control: The ability to keep disruptive emotions and impulses in check 

and maintain our effectiveness under stressful or hostile conditions. 

-Achievement Orientation: Striving to meet or exceed a standard of excellence; looking 

for ways to do things better, set challenging goals and take calculated risks. 

-Positive Outlook: The ability to see the positive in people, situations, and events, and 

persistence in pursuing goals despite obstacles and setbacks. 

-Adaptability: Flexibility in handling change, juggling multiple demands, and adapting 

our ideas or approaches. 

-Empathy: The ability to sense others’ feelings and perspectives, taking an active interest 

in their concerns, and picking up cues about what others feel and think. 

-Organizational Awareness: The ability to read a group’s emotional currents and power 

relationships, identifying influencers, networks, and organizational dynamics. 

-Influence: The ability to have a positive impact on others, persuading or convincing 

others in order to gain their support. 

-Coach and Mentor: The ability to foster the long-term learning or development of others 

by giving feedback, guidance, and support. 

-Conflict Management: The ability to help others through emotional or tense situations, 

tactfully bringing disagreements into the open and finding solutions all can endorse. 

-Inspirational Leadership: The ability to inspire and guide individuals and groups towards 

a meaningful vision of excellence, and to bring out the best in others. 

-Teamwork: The ability to work with others towards a shared goal; participating actively, 

sharing responsibility and rewards, and contributing to the capability of the team. 

 (Goleman, Boyatzis, Davidson, & Druskat, 2017) 
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Given the UNMISS operating environment, it is evident that there was no shortage of 

potential stressors.  Awareness of emotional intelligence helps prevent or mitigate triggers that 

could initiate a “primitive emotional response,” and according to Goleman, emotional 

intelligence is related to a set of trainable skills (Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2013).  In his 

seminal work, Goleman discusses the interrelations between the limbic system and the cortex, 

noting that the cortex provides executive and coordination functions and the limbic system is 

where the primitive emotions are seated.   Goleman portrays the skills associated with emotional 

intelligence as being a moderating force against the “primitive impulses of the mind” (Goleman, 

1996). 

The concept, however, is not without criticism.  One criticism is that there are no 

standardized tests for measuring emotional intelligence, making it difficult to conduct 

comparative studies (Psychology Today Canada, n.d.).  Others have noted a “dark side” of 

emotional intelligence with enhanced awareness of emotions in others leading to their potential 

exploitation (Grant, 2014).  Further, one study noted that in some individuals, increased 

knowledge of emotional regulation corelated with increased “Machiavellian” behaviour (Côté, 

Decelles, McCarthy, Van Kleef, & Hideg, 2011).   

Notwithstanding these observations, it appears that emotional intelligence is directly 

related to social capital in groups and teams, and there is increasing evidence to support its 

original claims (Goleman & Davidson, 2017). One aspect that is relevant to a context such as 

UNMISS is how the concepts of emotional intelligence translate across cultural contexts 

(Emmerling & Boyatzis, 2012).   
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There is a leadership component that is appropriate to UNMISS and to decision-making 

in complex adaptive systems.  In discussing how networks and social capital relate to collective 

intelligence, Zhen Goh indicates that: 

 In a resilient organisation, individuals should be able to mobilise different aspects of 

their identities to respond to a certain level of unpredictability, and tap into their informal 

networks to respond in a more organic and natural manner. Networks provide 

organisations with the ability to enhance and build on their social capital – the social 

networks within which the person is placed, and more importantly, takes part. Social 

capital is generally defined as those relationships which provide people with a sense of 

trust and community. This social capital and networking has been shown to be important 

in the organisation and in the mobilisation of collective intelligence. (Goh, n.d.) 

 An interesting note about the trainable skills of both leadership and emotional 

intelligence is where the centre of focus is placed.  In typical leadership training, focus is placed 

on motivating others to perform well.  Emotional intelligence, however, places emphasis on self-

awareness as being the spring from where external agency begins.  In Goleman’s framework, 

placed on a 2 x 2 matrix of recognition and regulation, and self and social, one can see how 

typical leadership training examines relationship management, and that this should flow from 

self-awareness (see figure 32 below).  This is particularly significant for UNMISS where 

Participating Socially was a key node in the decision-making process.  Cultivating emotional 

intelligence can lead to increased social capital and trust, which will increase not only the 

effectiveness of decision-making, but perhaps more crucially, group resilience. 
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Figure 32 – Goleman’s Emotional Intelligence Framework (M. Williams, n.d.) 

 

Micro Level Response – Mindfulness 

 The hidden forces that influence human behavior in the decision-making process were 

found to be a significant aspect of this research.  Culture, personality, and perhaps more 

significantly, emotions, were found to be matters that impacted decision-making in subtle, yet 

powerful, ways.  Additionally, these forces tended to work below the surface of awareness, and 

most people were only aware of them after their effects were felt.  Recognition of and ability to 

manage these dynamical forces is a skill that few possessed; however, that ability would be 

beneficial to all individuals and to the teams.  This is particularly important to consider in the 

context of UNMISS and its complexity and stressors.   

 At this level of analysis, the individual and their behaviour hold a privileged position.  

Responding to the challenges highlighted in the analytical findings is a concern for the United 

Nations, as the individual is the fundamental unit of decision-making: without able individuals, 

 
 
 
 
 
This material has been removed due to copyright restrictions. 
 
The figure is a 2x2 matrix mapping: self; social; recognition; 
and, regulation. 
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decision-making is undermined.  Being able to respond to these challenges will enable 

individuals to better contribute to the decision-making process and potentially possess more 

resilience in the face of a threatening operating environment.   As was presented in the meso 

level response, emotional intelligence builds from self-awareness.  The practice of mindfulness is 

a potential response to the micro level and builds this self-awareness as a foundation for 

emotional intelligence.   

 Perhaps the most cited definition of mindfulness is from Jon Kabat-Zinn: “Paying 

attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally.”  

(Kabat-Zinn, 1994).  Other definitions exist; however, most share similar characteristics (J. M. 

G. Williams & Kabat-Zinn, 2011).  While Zinn’s definition is distinctly secular, the roots of 

mindfulness are also found in eastern philosophical traditions, and in particular Buddhism.  After 

the Zen movement’s growth in the United States in the 60s, meditation and mindfulness 

underwent a transformation and began to respond to a broader population of practitioners that 

were searching for a practice that was not necessarily associated with a “religious” tradition 

(McCown, Reibel, & Micozzi, 2011).  This transformation, and growth, appears to continue 

today with mindfulness now being imbedded in the mainstream discourse as evidenced by 

articles in significant publications such as Forbes (Cho, 2016) and The Guardian (Crossland-

Thackray, 2012). 

The reported benefits of a mindfulness practice are:  reduced rumination (Chambers, Lo, 

& Allen, 2008); stress reduction (Farb et al., 2010; J. M. G. Williams, 2010); boosts to working 

memory (Jha, Stanley, Kiyonaga, Wong, & Gelfand, 2010); focus (Moore & Malinowski, 2009); 

less emotional reactivity (Ortner, Kilner, & Zelazo, 2007); and more cognitive flexibility (R. J. 

Davidson et al., 2003; Siegel, 2007).  Linking these reported benefits to the analytical findings in 
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the individual sub-system, one can extrapolate the potential that mindfulness has as a response to 

the positions that peacekeepers find themselves in.     

In terms of how mindfulness works to achieve the above benefits, Hözel et al. (2011) 

have proposed four mechanisms that enable mindfulness: attention regulation; body awareness; 

emotion regulation; and, change in perspective on the self.  The table below provides details of 

these mechanisms: 

Figure 33 – Mechanisms through which Mindfulness Works (Hölzel et al., 2011) 

  

These mechanisms function thanks to neuroplasticity and the processes of sculpting and 

growth encountered when an individual confronts a new challenge.  Sculpting occurs when 

neural pathways are pruned in order to make them more efficient, and new challenges prompt 

new growth of neural connections.  These pathways are reinforced with continued stimulus, 

indicating that mindfulness can be considered a trainable skill that can be cultivated over time 

(R. J. Davidson & Dahl, 2017).  Some of the possible outcomes of this type of cultivation are 

increased general well-being and enhanced pro-social skills such as empathy, compassion and 

 

Table 2. Components Proposed to Describe the Mechanisms Through Which Mindfulness
Works

© 2011 by Association for Psychological Science
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gratitude (Dahl & Davidson, 2019).  These trainable and cultivatable skills literally change the 

wiring of the brain (Weng et al., 2013) and can boost levels of happiness and productivity (Coo 

& Salanova, 2018).   

 The above aspects are particularly salient to the UNMISS context, given the demands that 

are placed on the mission.  As well, considering that the “default mode” of the mind is one of 

wandering (Corballis, 2015), one should be concerned about how the individual is managing 

their mental states in relation to their well-being and professional demeaner.  Furthermore, 

studies have suggested that an individual can spend more than 40% of their waking hours 

occupied in mind wandering, and that there is a direct correlation between mind wandering and 

unhappiness (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010).  Mindfulness can assist in this regard, and as 

proposed by Garland, who supports a “broaden and build” theory of positive emotions, it can 

also lead to increased personal resilience (Garland et al., 2010). 

 As with the other two responses that I proposed, mindfulness is also subjected to 

criticism.  Some point to the commoditization of the mindfulness movement and its degradation 

into “snack-sized” soundbites (Barnettt, 2015).  It is evident from its proliferation in the popular 

media that there is now an “industry” that supports and promotes mindfulness (Kim, 2018).  This 

raises some concerns in terms of the quality of research and evidence that supports various 

claims (Farias & Wikholm, 2016).  As well, there exists definitional as well as methodological 

concerns surrounding the study of mindfulness (Van Dam et al., 2018).  However, there is a 

series of considered responses to criticism (Brensilver, 2017), and Dahl and Davidson have 

meticulously responded to various critiques and have insisted on increased research in the field 

(R. J. Davidson & Dahl, 2018).  
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 As I have previously suggested in this thesis, I contend that the majority of research on 

decision-making in UN peacekeeping operations largely ignores the role of the individual and 

the significance of their lived experience.  At this micro level of analysis, one can see that 

influencing forces such as culture, personality and emotions play a significant role in 

determining the disposition of the individual in the decision-making process.  Therefore, this 

disposition is of utmost concern in terms of the efficiency and effectiveness of decision-making.  

Mindfulness is one potential response to these challenges at this level. 

5.6 – Chapter Summary 

 I used the analytical levels of macro, meso and micro as a lens through which to view and 

discuss the analytical findings of this research.  The role of the individual is emphasized as it is 

clearly the basic building block of any collective action.  Despite the use of discrete levels of 

analysis, one of the conclusions from this discussion is that there is an ongoing and critical 

interplay between these levels.  This is particularly evident in the potential responses presented 

above, where one builds off and supports the other.   

 This discussion also presented new literature as it related to the analytical findings.  This 

literature was presented with a view to offering potential explanatory notes related to the 

phenomena experienced by the participants.  As previously mentioned, other directions could 

have been explored, and those that were explored in this discussion could have been presented in 

greater detail.  Neither of these avenues was possible, however, within the scale and scope of this 

thesis, and the discussion in this chapter should be considered exploratory at best.  This is an 

aspect for future research that will be further elaborated upon in Chapter Six.   
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Chapter 6 – Conclusion and Recommendations 

The United Nations was created not to lead mankind to heaven, but to save humanity 

from hell 

-Dag Hammarskjöld, University of California Convocation Address 

	

As a conclusion to this thesis, I would like to return to my original statements about the 

“things we could think if only we try.”  The crisis of imagination in decision-making is as a 

result of the confluence of internal and external factors.  The UNMISS staff, for the most part, 

were dedicated and passionate individuals.  However, given the circumstances and the lack of 

institutional support, participants believed that the decision-making architecture was sub-optimal 

in terms of its results.  While this statement may appear to be dramatic, or even drastic, there is a 

positive side to this story.  Clearly, amongst participants, there is a desire to “make things 

better,” and this is a solid foundation for action.   

This chapter will provide answers to the research questions and discuss the potential 

implications of this study; and it will present a series of recommendations that are derived from 

the Grounded Theory of decision-making in UNMISS.  The limitations of the thesis and an 

evaluation of the method are also presented, as are criteria related to the quality of the study.  

The chapter, and this thesis, concludes with suggestions for future research and a personal 

reflection on the research process.   

6.1 - Answering the Research Questions 

The question I set out to answer was:  How was mid-level integrated decision-making in 

the United Nations Mission in South Sudan conducted during the initial stages of the civil war 

(January to September 2014)?  In order to respond to this question, I used four framing 
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questions.  These questions provided the general framework for the collection of data in the 

interviews and the e-dialogue.  As well, they acted as an analytical lens as I progressed through 

data analysis.  Returning to these questions is also a way of summarizing the results of the 

research from a different perspective than expressed in Chapters Four, Five and Six.   

A word of caution, however: the responses to the research questions are expressed in 

broad, general terms and do not reflect exceptions or special circumstances.   

Question 1  

What was the process used to formulate and make decisions about operational policy in 

UNMISS?  Based on field observations and findings from interviews, it appears that, in general 

terms, there were no defined parameters and that the majority of decision-making processes were 

ad-hoc.  There were few-to-no procedures written or in place to guide decision-making.  

Furthermore, there was little-to-no discussion in decision-making form as to what the modalities 

or guidelines should be.  The category of Contributing to the Decision-Making Process, and its 

relationship with the other two categories in that sub-system, is a deeply critical view of what 

happens when a well-intentioned group of individuals does not have a touchstone or reference to 

guide collective practice.   

The above assertion is not an attempt to disparage those that contributed to decision-

making.  The individuals, for the most part, were professionals wanting to ameliorate a situation.  

Most felt that there was a certain “je ne sais quoi” that was missing from the collective process of 

decision-making.  Where there did exist a decision-making process, it was either imposed by a 

dominant personality, or it emerged as a process of social integration between like-minded 

individuals.  In both cases, benefits could include expediency, and costs might include a lack of 

consensus or social exclusion.   
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In summary, there were few prescribed or formal decision-making processes.  While 

there were a few routine meetings (e.g., a Crisis Management Team meeting), most if not all 

decisions were made in an ad hoc fashion.   

Question 2   

What influenced UNMISS decision-making processes?  Based on field observations and 

findings from the interviews, there were a variety of factors that influenced the decision-making 

processes.  This response to the question is presented from three different perspectives or levels: 

macro; meso; and micro. 

From the macro perspective, the conflict environment created an operating context that 

was complex, and that was difficult if not impossible to understand.  Superimposed upon this 

nebulous operating context was the ever-present set of risks ranging from disease to physical 

attack.  On one hand, participants in the decision-making process were simply incapable of fully 

understanding the evolving dynamics due to lack of information; and on the other hand, they 

were also living with fear of harm.  The result was a near perpetual state of uncertainty. 

From the meso level perspective, the “architecture” of the mission was under tremendous 

stress and did not provide the institutional functions and services that it should have.  

Considering that the events of December 2013 dramatically changed the operating environment, 

UNMISS changed its mandate and, consequently, its operational posture.  This was not an easy 

process to undertake, and in doing so, many of the “old” operating procedures were jettisoned 

and replaced by ad-hoc organizations and processes.  Without structure to guide process, people 

in the decision-making processes floundered.   

From the micro perspective, participants in the decision-making process were also 

beholden to their emotional states.  While some processed a degree of awareness of their 
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emotions and processed strategies to address them, most participants did not.   Emotion 

controlled many individuals’ contributions to decision-making processes to the point that it 

undermined the role of evidence.  Furthermore, ignorance of individual emotional states also 

impacted interpersonal relationships that could, at times, create a negative feedback loop, further 

degrading the quality of the decision-making processes. 

In summary, there was a confluence of external, organizational and personal factors that 

conspired against the efficiency and effectiveness of decision-making in UNMISS. 

Question 3 

To what extent did the decision-making processes include alternative and/or local 

perspectives and views?  Both the field observations and the interview findings indicate that the 

decision-making processes in UNMISS were insular in nature and did not proactively seek 

alternative or local perspectives.  Categories such as Perceiving the World and Managing 

Decisions indicate a pattern of behavior that was resistant to the inclusion of any view that 

strayed from orthodoxy or from group norms.  Furthermore, the operating procedures typically 

narrowed the aperture of the decision-making processes to the extent that decisions were, at best, 

incomplete, or at worst, inaccurate.   

At times, particularly when championed by practitioners of “loudership,” decision-

making processes bordered upon hubris.  Participants in these types of processes felt hostage to 

dominant personalities and felt that their contributions were stifled.  Furthermore, and 

compounding the narrow scope of these decision-making processes, participants felt trapped in 

the “now” and could not push their planning gaze beyond that which was occurring in the 

moment.  While there were a few shining examples of positive and productive decision-making 
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processes, in general, participants became numb to the churn of discussion and arguing and the 

lack of pertinent information to work with.   

In summary, the decision-making processes rarely included pertinent alternative or local 

perspectives, and in fact, many times they worked against their inclusion.   

Question 4   

How were UNMISS decision-making processes characterized by the members that 

participate in them?  This was perhaps the most difficult question to respond to.  The simple 

answer is “it depends.”  From the analysis of the field observations and interview findings, the 

decision-making processes are characterized as being “uncharacterizable.”  This response can be 

examined from four perspectives: preparation for decision-making; the structure/process of 

decision-making; follow-up to decision-making; and participants’ contributions.   

In terms of the preparation for participation in a decision-making process, there were 

examples where those responsible for particular meetings ensured that all steps were taken so 

that participants could be as prepared as possible.  As well, there were individuals who exhibited 

the tendency to proactively engage in preparation for a decision-making process.  That said, 

however, this preparation was typically based on individual habits and proclivities.  There was 

little evidence to suggest that there was institutional consideration as to how to be prepared to 

make a decision.  Furthermore, on many occasions, meetings happened with relatively little 

notice, and even if an individual was inclined to prepare on their own volition, the time 

constraints were prohibitive.   

As most meetings were organized in an ad hoc fashion, there was little guidance as to 

what preliminary steps were needed prior to the rendering of a decision.  Attempts were made to 

“institutionalize” decision-making processes and to draft “terms of reference” for participants of 
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a particular forum (e.g., the Joint Coordination Mechanism between UNMISS and the IGAD 

Monitoring Mission).  However, this was an exception to the typical practice.   Most of the time, 

a simple meeting notification containing only a vague description of the subject was distributed 

to stakeholders. For those meetings that were part of the daily or weekly operation cycle, terms 

of reference were either absent, out of date, or ignored.   

After a meeting was conducted and decisions were made, there was little effort to ensure 

follow-up regarding these decisions.  At times, a record of discussion or decisions would be 

produced, but this would only be done if the individual responsible was proactive in this regard.  

The habit in most meetings, both ad hoc and routine, was to conduct the meeting, make 

decisions, and not follow up until something went wrong and there was a need to lay blame.   

From the point of view of the participants themselves, as has been demonstrated by this 

research, impressions of individual contributions to the decision-making process varied from 

“making a difference” to “helpless.”  Notwithstanding these general observations, participants 

expressed near universal frustration regarding the style and content of decision-making processes 

in UNMISS.  The categories related to the collective sub-system (Contributing to the Decision-

making Process, Determining Focus, and Managing Decisions) exemplify the negative 

sentiments directed at decision-making as a whole in UNMISS. 

In summary, the decision-making processes in UNMISS were characterized as messy, 

cumbersome, and lacking focus.  There was deep concern on the part of participants that, for a 

variety of reasons, UNMISS was unable to make effective decisions, even though this should 

have been possible.   

In concluding the responses to the research questions, I would like to stress again that my 

objective was not to conduct an evaluation of the impact of UNMISS decision-making.  Nor do I 
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wish to have the above answers construed as an affront to any particular individual or group.  

Quite the contrary.  Having lived through the experience that was the start of the civil war, I can 

personally attest that simply remaining functional as a mission was a massive achievement.  My 

comments above do not indicate a failing on the part of the UNMISS decision-making; rather, 

they highlight where it could have been improved, or could be improved in the future.  UNMISS 

was functioning under extraordinary circumstances, and many individuals performed 

extraordinarily well despite the many difficulties and unknowns.   

6.2 - Implications of the Research Findings 

One of the challenges of researching the decision-making context in UNMISS was the 

inherent vagueness of events.  For example, knowing when something was a “crisis,” or not, was 

difficult to determine, and even when this was articulated, knowing what action to take was 

sometimes elusive.   

In describing the Sorites Paradox, philosopher Timothy Williamson articulates the impact 

of seemingly inconsequential events: 

Imagine a heap of sand. You carefully remove one grain. Is there still a heap? The 

obvious answer is: yes. Removing one grain doesn’t turn a heap into no heap. That 

principle can be applied again as you remove another grain, and then another… After 

each removal, there’s still a heap, according to the principle. But there were only finitely 

many grains to start with, so eventually you get down to a heap with just three grains, 

then a heap with just two grains, a heap with just one grain, and finally a heap with no 

grains at all. But that’s ridiculous.  There must be something wrong with the principle.  

Sometimes, removing one grain does turn a heap into no heap.  But that seems ridiculous 

too. How can one grain make so much difference? …There would be no problem if we 
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had a nice, precise definition of ‘heap’ that told us exactly how many grains you need for 

a heap. The trouble is that we don’t have such a definition.  The word ‘heap’ is vague. 

There isn’t a clear boundary between heap and no heap.  (Williamson, 2016) 

In the context of UNMISS, there were no clear boundaries; for example, between crisis 

and no crisis; or emergency and no emergency.  This was at times an impediment and at other 

times an excuse to avoid making difficult decisions.   

 I mention the Sorites Paradox as I used it as a lens through which to view the potential 

implications of this research.  As a social process, decision-making in UNMISS was an 

inherently vague process, fraught with challenges.  Many of these challenges were imposed by 

the context, and others were consequences of the participants’ inner worlds.  “Vagueness,” in 

almost all cases, pervaded the process, and as a result, delimiting the potential implications of 

this research is problematic and elusive.  So in order to articulate the potential implications of 

this research, I will discuss three fields: theory; policy; and practice. 

 In terms of implications for theory, while not contradicting existing theory, the findings 

of the research indicate that there exists a gap in the literature and that the social process of 

decision-making in contexts such as UNMISS is under-theorized.  That is to say, studies that do 

look at the “black box” of decision-making in UN peacekeeping operations typically rely upon 

interview data.  While these studies are not necessarily inaccurate, they are nonetheless limited to 

surface level issues.  There is a requirement for theory to dig past the immediate impressions of 

decision-making and uncover the often hidden and unknown undercurrents that shape 

contributions.   

 The findings of this study indicate that orthodox views of decision-making are adequate 

to describe models that may be applicable to peacekeeping context, but they are inadequate 
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explanations as to the relationships and mechanisms that underpin these processes.  In this 

regard, this study implies that existing theory is lacking due to the limitation of traditional 

approaches to research, and that transdisciplinary approaches should be explored.  Rather than 

working from one’s disciplinary perspective towards a problem (a typical multidisciplinary or 

interdisciplinary approach), the research findings indicate that the researchers should immerse 

themselves in the problem set and then work their way out to their particular disciplinary 

perspective. 

In order to move beyond surface level discussions of decision-making, methodology and 

methods must be tailored in order to obtain “thick description” of these processes.  The resulting 

implication for theory is that methodologies, such as Grounded Theory, ethnography, or 

combinations of the two should be used to explore the interconnected nature of the dynamics 

impacting decision-making in peacekeeping contexts.  While efforts have been made to improve 

the reliability of interview data (Condie, 2012), the challenges with relying upon interview data 

are well known (Potter & Hepburn, 2012), and this study demonstrates that lived experience is a 

richer source of data that can be contrasted and compared to interview data.   

The implications for policy are numerous and can be seen at two levels: UN Headquarters 

level; and mission level.  The implications of these findings on policy at and from UN 

Headquarters level are related to mission mandates and mission structure.  The challenges with 

mandate implementation are known, to the extent that the UN Secretary General is openly 

calling upon the Security Council to “sharpen and streamline” mandates (Guterres, 2018; United 

Nations, 2018b).  This research indicates that the demands on the mission in terms of mandate 

expectation were unrealistic, and that in the rush to respond, conditions may have been set that 

undermined the mission’s decision-making processes. 
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At the mission level, there are two implications of this research.  The first is found in the 

level of rigour that mission leadership applies to and the demands of the various decision-making 

processes.  The findings of this research indicate that there was a lack of rigour in the overall 

decision-making architecture and that key gaps existed in such rudimentary aspects as terms of 

reference for decision-making bodies.  The research findings are important in that they highlight 

these gaps and point to simple policy solutions.  The second implication of this research at the 

mission level is found in human resource management policy.  The findings indicate a general 

feeling of a lack of support for personal well-being, particularly at a time of great turmoil.  

Again, the good news is that policy tools are available to address these deficiencies.  

The implications for practice are too numerous to mention.  As such, I will focus my 

comments on implications for practice at the level of the individual peacekeeper and their inner 

world.  The findings of this research are evidence that there is much opportunity to be found 

concerning the role of emotions and cognitive bias in contributions to decision-making 

processes.  This is important in so far as it provides awareness of this critical, and as yet 

underdiscussed, component of decision-making as a social process.  If individuals are able to 

generate awareness of and responses to these potential impediments, their contributions and thus 

the overall product of the decision-making process will be improved.       

6.3 – Recommendations 

In relative terms, it is easy to conduct a retrospective analysis of a crisis (although it is 

quite another experience to live in it).  A retrospective analysis is a straightforward process of 

highlighting gaps/mistakes and then making recommendations to ameliorate them.  However, 

this was not the objective of this research.  The objective of this research was to take a critical 

view of the orthodox approaches to decision-making in peacekeeping.  In doing so, the study 
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uncovered the social process that underpins the decision-making process.  Furthermore, it 

highlighted several areas that appear to be critical in the process, and as such, indicate areas 

where changes could be made to improve the overall impact of the decision-making process.   

I hesitate to make recommendations for fear of appearing condescending, and as such, I 

only consider these as points of departure for more in-depth conversations.  In addition to 

potential responses presented in Chapter Five, the following are specific institutional 

recommendations:  

-Investigate non-linear forms of strategic planning 

-Adopt a systems approach to analysis 

-Implement an Emotional Intelligence programme for senior leadership 

-Introduce quality control mechanisms for decision-making (reduction of bias in 

decision-making processes) 

-Institutionalize wellness programs 

-Encourage the practice of mindfulness. 

6.4 - Limitations of the Study 

This research is a retrospective analysis of a specific case (UNMISS) during the period of 

January to September 2014.  There are some inherent limitations to an inquiry of this nature.  

First, as the case is unique (a specific mission in a specific country at a specific time), the 

generalizability of the results is limited.  Second, as I was attempting to uncover the social 

process that underpins the decision-making process, I did not address the effectiveness of the 

resulting policies.  The effectiveness of the decision-making process is an important aspect that 

should be addressed, however, and I would like to do so at some future point.  This future 

research should, however, be built upon a foundation of understanding how those decisions were 
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rendered.  Given the limited scope of this study, many questions remain regarding decision-

making in UN peacekeeping operations.  As well, the study generated new questions that could 

not be answered within the scope of this research.   

6.5 - Evaluation of Method 

 In general, I was satisfied with the overall approach and its effectiveness.  There were no 

significant surprises or changes that needed to be dealt with during the course of the study, and  I 

believe that the findings reflect the lived experience of the participants.  Moreover, I learned a 

tremendous amount both in terms of the substantive academic aspects of the inquiry and the 

methodology and methods.  As such, I am confident in characterizing the study as a success and 

confident that the methodology and methods were appropriate to the purpose.  That being said, I 

will offer a few observations on specific aspects of the process that either could have been 

avoided, or could be strengthened, or could be addressed in future work.   

 As mentioned at several points in the thesis, this study took a long time to complete (the 

program was started in 2012).  While a significant amount of this time can be attributed to the 

personal challenges associated with PTSD, some of the time lapse can be accounted for in the 

research design.  I purposefully designed the research using methods that would create space for 

participants to reflect.  This extended the overall length of time to complete the research, and 

sometimes this proved personally challenging in matters as simple as recalling who said what, 

when.  While this was mitigated through the judicious application of data management 

techniques, I do recognize that there is, to a large extent, a “shelf life” for some of the aspects of 

this inquiry.    

 In hindsight, the time I spent in the field was invaluable to this study, and I should have 

included “field work” in the research design.  As I did not, I was able to include my field notes 
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only as data for analysis.  If I had designed the research with the intent to conduct field work, I 

believe I would have been able to obtain richer data, and also capture interviews as events 

transpired.  That being said, the period of reflection between my tour in South Sudan and the 

initiation of the research provided opportunity to coalesce ideas and concepts that were the 

foundation for the research design.   

I relied primarily on e-interviews, and there are advantages and disadvantages to this 

technique.  While I had pioneered e-interviews when I did my master’s degree research, the 

context in which I was applying them was different with this research.  A few of the individuals 

remarked on how much time the e-interviews took and indicated that they might have preferred 

to conduct in-person interviews in order to save time.  For the most part, participants continued 

to work in the field and the demands on their time were significant.  On the other hand, however, 

the majority of participants appreciated the non-obtrusiveness of the interview technique and 

indicated that they were able to respond in a more fulsome manner as they could choose when 

and where to reply.  In retrospect, I could have combined e-interviews with in-person interviews 

in order to cater to individual preference, and thus leverage the comparative advantages of these 

two methods.   

The e-dialogue was a resounding success in terms of the depth of data collected and the 

ability to member-check the emerging categories and grounded theory.  Fashioned, in part, on a 

focus group approach, the e-dialogue meant that I was able to synthesize multiple streams of 

thought.  Participants felt in control of the process and contributed freely.  This was sometimes, 

however, a disadvantage, as monitoring/chairing an online dialogue is challenging, particularly 

when one considers the multiple time zones of the participants.  Maintaining a presence on-line 

to respond to emerging tangents or disagreements proved difficult.  Thankfully, the participants 
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were all very respectful, and insightful.  They were able to self-organize despite any of the 

challenges I had as a moderator.    

With both the e-interviews and the e-dialogue, I was preoccupied with encouraging 

openness. Absent the ability to connect physically with a person (e.g., through non-verbal cues), 

these electronically mediated methods were “cold.”  Effort was required in order to ease the 

participants onto the platform and to acquaint them with discussion in an online forum.  For 

some, this was natural; for others, it was not.  At several points in various interviews, I would 

contact the participants by phone in order to reinforce the fact that there was a real-live person 

conducting the interview.  I was preoccupied with the level of openness of the participants as this 

would have a direct impact on the quality of the data.  When I asked several of the participants 

about this after the interviews, some responded by saying that it took some time to “warm up” 

but that once they were settled, they felt more likely to share in that forum, as there was a degree 

of anonymity associated with it.   Despite any challenges with cultivating openness online, the 

data obtained from the e-interviews and e-dialogue were surprisingly frank and insightful.   

In my mind, it appeared as if I had generated a mountain of data.  It was at times 

overwhelming for me, particularly considering the overriding anxiety that I was suffering.  

Thankfully, Grounded Theory provided a flexible framework in which to analyze the data I had 

collected.   While the process is described in a straightforward fashion, its application was 

everything but straight.  Perhaps as a result of my relative inexperience with Grounded Theory, 

the analytical path I followed was riddled with missteps, retreats, and dead ends.  At times it felt 

like I was making little to no progress with that mountain of data. Thankfully, by remaining as 

close to the guiding principles of Grounded Theory as I could, the process did yield results.  In 

retrospect, however, I question my decision to manually code the data – perhaps my decision to 



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

230 

 

abandon software-aided data analysis was premature.  In future work, I will be sure to carefully 

consider the use of qualitative data analysis software as a tool to increase the efficiency and 

effectiveness of the analytical process.   

6.6 – Quality of the Study 

The value of qualitative research has, at times, been challenged due to a lack of objective 

measures and generalizability (Myers, 2000).  This research was conducted using a constructivist 

approach, and as a researcher, I have a natural tendency to approach inquiry from an 

ontologically relativist and epistemologically subjectivist approach.  As such, I place emphasis 

on the construction of meaning (Birks & Mills, 2011), and I used the specific criteria of 

credibility, originality, resonance, and usefulness as described by Charmaz (K. C. Charmaz, 

2006).  Charmaz also states that when there is a strong combination of credibility and originality, 

the criteria of resonance and usefulness are enhanced (Charmaz, 2014).  In other words, 

transparency and trustworthiness are important to acknowledge regarding any potential 

applications in the future.  For further details on Charmaz’s criteria for Grounded Theory studies, 

see Appendix O. 

In discussing credibility, Charmaz (2006) states that the critical requirement is familiarity 

with the data.  Insights from the data can only be gained once an intimate relationship is 

established with the data.  This relationship permits the exploration of phenomena that the 

participants experienced.  This process was somewhat easier for me as I had experienced the 

same and similar phenomena and I possessed a shared history with the participants in the 

problem set.   

During the process of constant comparison, the categories rendered were grounded in the 

data first and foremost.  In Chapter Three, I accounted for, in a transparent fashion, the data 
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collection methods as well as the analytical process.  Throughout Chapter Four I used examples 

from participants’ testimonies as a link back to the data.  The rationale for the determination of 

the relationship between the categories, as well as its underlying logic, was made explicit.    

 In discussing originality, Charmaz asks: “Are your categories fresh? Do they offer new 

insights?” (K. C. Charmaz, 2006).  As I indicated in Chapters One and Two, while the field of 

decision-making is well defined, the lived experience of peacekeepers in that social process is 

not.  This thesis provides a new way of understanding how individuals contribute to and are 

impacted by the decision-making processes in a UN peacekeeping operation.  Several novel 

insights are presented in this thesis.  First is the role of culture as a critical filter through which 

each individual will filter their information, and how this plays out at the group level.  Second is 

the critical role of emotions in the decision-making process and how little understood this is by 

those that participate in the process.   Third is how much dominant actors can influence 

organizational culture and also the feedback mechanism back to the individual actors.  Fourth is 

just how underappreciated social capital is in setting the conditions for effective decision-

making.  The findings of this thesis are particularly significant to both the United Nations and the 

communities they serve, as in taking a systems perspective, they point to an unexplored and 

misunderstood dimension of the decision-making process and the relations between the 

phenomena that support it.  Finally, the findings of this research may well serve to simulate 

debate in these critical areas. 

Resonance is the criteria that discusses the fullness of the studied experience, and how it 

was portrayed. Charmaz asks: “Does your grounded theory make sense to your participants, or 

people who share their experiences? Does your analysis offer them deeper insights into their 

lives and worlds?”  (K. C. Charmaz, 2006).  Listening to the voice of the participants was 
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essential to ensure that their perspectives were ingrained into the analytical process.  Time and 

space were provided for them to do so, and frequent “member checks” were conducted so as to 

ensure that shared meaning was being developed.  Furthermore, I had already developed a 

sensitivity to the experience of the participants by having lived it with them.  The criteria of 

resonance also addresses the extent to which the research ‘makes sense’ of the narrative, and in 

particular necessitates the co-construction of meaning in the social process (K. Charmaz, 2014).   

The use of an electronic discussion forum permitted extended interviews and negated the 

potential impact of emotional responses or incomplete interpretations.  By having sufficient time 

during the interviews, the participants were able to assemble a deep and meaningful 

representation of their lived experience; and during the e-dialogue, I was able to deepen my 

understanding of the emergent categories and relationships.  The feedback from the participants 

was supportive of my initial insights, and perhaps more significantly, several participants 

indicated that the discussion permitted them to see their experience in a new light and from a 

different perspective.  This was aptly described in an email following the conclusion of the e-

dialogue: “Jason, thank you for organizing this conversation; the themes we have been 

discussing resonate with me at a deep level.  I do not agree with every single detail, but the 

conversation reflects what it felt like to participate in decision-making in the mission.” 

(Anonymous E-Dialogue participant, 2017) 

 The criterion of usefulness is particularly important in an applied context.  This criterion 

speaks to how the study could potentially impact the people that are experiencing the 

phenomenon or those that might.  Charmaz is keen to stress the importance of “making a better 

world” and she summarizes this by stating that: “When born from reasoned reflections and 

principled convictions, a grounded theory that conceptualises and conveys what is meaningful 
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about a substantive area can make a valuable contribution” (K. Charmaz, 2014). The emphasis, 

for me, is on the potential impact of the findings.   

This study examined a particularly tumultuous time during UNMISS’ history and many 

of the people inside (and out) suffered as a result of the tumult.  The study elucidated a theory of 

the social process of decision-making by developing analytically grounded codes, then categories 

and relationships.  The categories and relationships point to critical gaps in our understanding of 

the lived experience of peacekeepers.  It is my hope that, with this awareness, decisions can be 

taken at both the policy and individual levels to strengthen these aspects of decision-making.    

Chapters Five and Six further detailed these categories and relationships in terms of 

contemporary thought.  The usefulness of the theory that emerged from this study lies in the 

identification of the critical aspect of emotions in decision-making.  The findings had resonance 

with those who participated in the e-dialogue; and they also had resonance with several 

individuals (not related to UNMISS but with previous peacekeeping experience) who reviewed 

the findings.  However, despite this resonance, I have identified that further study in other 

peacekeeping contexts would need to be conducted in order to maximize the usefulness of this 

grounded theory of decision-making.  

6.6 - Suggestions for Future Research 

As with the recommendations above, I hesitate to make pronunciations as to where future 

research should be conducted.  That being said, the findings of this study did illuminate several 

gaps in the existing literature and our general understanding of the lived experience of 

peacekeepers.  Therefore, I highlight the following areas as potential directions to take in future 

research in order to develop a deeper understanding of decision-making in UN peacekeeping 

operations. Given that the stakes are so high in UN peacekeeping, an ability to understand how 
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decisions are made is critical in order to maximize comparative advantage and deliver 

meaningful effect to those that our peacekeepers serve.   

The research I conducted was limited in scale and scope.  Additional research needs to be 

conducted in the same general area (lived experience of those participating in decision-making 

processes) in order to broaden and deepen the emergent grounded theory.  Furthermore, 

additional research should be conducted in other peacekeeping contexts in order to increase the 

generalizability of the findings.  Finally, research should be conducted in other complex adaptive 

systems to see if there is shared experience between those participants and peacekeepers.   

In specific terms, I foresee the potential for future research into the following areas: 

-Leadership in complex adaptive systems is a growing field of study.  That being said, 

portions of the leadership community remain entrenched in the linear model of thinking 

(Heifetz, Linsky, & Grashow, 2009).  Additional research is required in applied context 

in order to demonstrate the need for a shift in leadership perspective. 

-Organizational design and development has long been a concern of the UN, both in 

terms of how to best deliver on mandates and in terms of achieving efficiencies in times 

of budgetary constraint.  While new work is emerging on “adaptive peacebuilding” (de 

Coning, 2018), the focus appears to be on the need for a shift in institutional approach. 

Additional research is required in terms of how to shape the mission architecture in order 

to respond to complex adaptive systems.  In a sense, “form follows function,” and 

additional research will be needed to substantiate how to move from the linear model of 

operations to adaptive operations and the structures that support it.   

-Personal resilience is also a topic of concern for many organizations in many 

fields.  Certainly, the UN is aware of its significance (Shigemura et al., 2016).  Given the 
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unique nature of peacekeeping operations and  the individuals who serve in these 

situations, additional research is required in order to determine the needs of peacekeepers 

and how they can be supported in developing personal resilience. This potential research 

focusing on how to support personal resilience could be institutionalized into the 

structure of UN missions.  As individuals are the foundation of the organization, a fuller 

understanding of how to cultivate and nurture personal resilience is an essential 

component of operations.   

A fascinating aspect of this research for me, as the researcher, was the value obtained 

from my own period of field work in South Sudan.  As previously mentioned, the majority of 

research on peacekeeping operations relies on interviews and surveys.  While appropriate in 

some contexts, I believe that this type of data collection is limited in its ability to discover the 

meaning and scope of the experience.  For me at least, the ability to reflect upon my own 

experience in South Sudan was a key component in both data collection and analysis.  Future 

research on the use of ethnographic techniques of research “in” (not “about”) peacekeeping 

operations may help shed light on previously obscure aspects of these operations.  This research 

should explore how prospective researchers should enter the field and how they should be placed 

within the mission.  This extends beyond the traditional approaches to ethnography with the 

researcher as observer, and the traditional approaches to participant action research with the 

researcher as participant.  New relationships can be explored, such as the researcher as 

stakeholder; however, research would need to be conducted in order to determine how best to do 

this without disrupting operations.   
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6.6 – Personal Reflection 

Almost exactly five years after the unleashing of tensions that set into motion the current 

civil war, Alan Boswell, the International Crisis Group’s senior analyst for South Sudan, has 

noted: 

On the night of 15 December 2013, shots rang out on the edge of South Sudan’s capital 

where the elite presidential guard slept. Juba was already a tinderbox. This was the spark 

that started the fire. South Sudan’s army disintegrated. The next morning, bands of 

soldiers loyal to President Salva Kiir combed the streets, hunting for ethnic Nuer deemed 

loyal to the recently sacked vice-president, Riek Machar, who was challenging Kiir for 

leadership. Word of the massacre spread. So too did the revolts. South Sudan’s war has 

raged ever since, expanding into different corners of the country, as more groups 

succumbed to the desperate power struggle. A recent study estimates the death toll to be 

as high as 400,000. Diplomats are quick to proclaim that South Sudan’s leaders ‘lack the 

political will’ to end the war. The affliction appears contagious. Five years into South 

Sudan’s war, the world too appears to have lost the will to help draw the country’s 

nightmare to a close.  (Boswell, 2018) 

These apparent failings are certainly not due to any lack of effort on the part of individual 

peacekeepers.  The sons and daughters of our nations dedicated to the service of peace deserve to 

hear their stories told.  We must learn from their example if we are to improve their situation. 

Those who serve in the interest of peace are true heroes and I can only hope this research sheds 

light on a previously under-examined area of their daily lives.   
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As for me personally, the challenges of South Sudan and previous operational 

experiences are ever present; however, my ability to reconcile that suffering with daily life is 

improving.  In a manner of speaking, I feel stronger for having completed this research.   

I will end this thesis by quoting the preamble to the United Nations Charter: 

WE THE PEOPLES OF THE UNITED NATIONS DETERMINED 
-to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war, which twice in our lifetime has 
brought untold sorrow to mankind, and 
-to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human 
person, in the equal rights of men and women and of nations large and small, and 
-to establish conditions under which justice and respect for the obligations arising from 
treaties and other sources of international law can be maintained, and 
-to promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom, 
 
AND FOR THESE ENDS 
-to practice tolerance and live together in peace with one another as good neighbours, 
and 
-to unite our strength to maintain international peace and security, and 
-to ensure, by the acceptance of principles and the institution of methods, that armed 
force shall not be used, save in the common interest, and 
-to employ international machinery for the promotion of the economic and social 
advancement of all peoples, 
 
HAVE RESOLVED TO COMBINE OUR EFFORTS TO ACCOMPLISH THESE AIMS. 
Accordingly, our respective Governments, through representatives assembled in the city 
of San Francisco, who have exhibited their full powers found to be in good and due form, 
have agreed to the present the Charter of the United Nations and do hereby establish an 
international organization to be known as the United Nations. (United Nations, 1945) 

  

I have drawn inspiration from these words on many occasions.  At the beginning of this 

thesis, I mentioned the crisis of imagination in UN decision-making.  Using the UN Charter as a 

target to aim for is a potential way of working through the contradictions that emerge in 

peacekeeping. 

After having completed this research, I am confident that this crisis can be resolved.  

There is nothing to indicate that there is an existential force creating this crisis of imagination.  

All that is needed is awareness and effort and it can be resolved.  As for the crisis of confidence 
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that I suffered (suffer) due to PTSD, this too is surmountable.  Countless brave women and men 

have gone before me and countless will follow.  There is no doubt that there will be suffering 

that comes from service in these environments; however, again, with awareness and effort these 

issues can be mitigated.  I thank those peacekeepers who have supported and inspired me.  You 

are an inspiration and a bright light in the darkness. 

 

“Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, 
there is a field. I’ll meet you there. 

When the soul lies down in that grass, 
the world is too full to talk about. 

Ideas, language, even the phrase “each other” 
doesn’t make any sense. 

The breeze at dawn has secrets to tell you. 
Don’t go back to sleep. 

You must ask for what you really want. 
Don’t go back to sleep. 

People are going back and forth across the doorsill 
where the two worlds touch. 
The door is round and open. 

Don’t go back to sleep.” (Rumi) 
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Appendices 

Appendix A - UNMISS Organization Chart (circa February 2014) 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
This material has been removed due to copyright restrictions. 
 
The figure is an organizational chart to the section level of the United Nations Mission in South Sudan. 
 
The following is a citation for the material that was removed: 

 
United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations. (2014). UNMISS Organization, dated January 2014. 

New York, NY, USA: United Nations. 
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Appendix B - Map of South Sudan 

(Map #4450 Rev 1.1, United Nations Department of Field Support, Cartographic Section, 
October 2011) 
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Appendix C - South Sudan – Timeline 

Reprinted from BBC (“South Sudan profile,” 2018) 

1899-1955 - South Sudan is part of Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, under joint British-Egyptian rule. 

 

1956 - Sudan gains independence. 

 

First Civil War 

1962 - Civil war led by the southern separatist Anya Nya movement begins with north. 

 

1969 - Group of socialist and communist Sudanese military officers led by Col Jaafar 

Muhammad Numeiri seizes power; Col Numeiri outlines policy of autonomy for south. 

 

1972 - Government concedes a measure of autonomy for southern Sudan in a peace agreement 

signed in Addis Ababa. 

 

1978 - Oil discovered in Unity State in southern Sudan. 

 

Second Civil War 

1983 - Fighting breaks out again between north and south Sudan, under leadership of John 

Garang's Sudanese People's Liberation Movement (SPLM), after Sudanese President Jaafar 

Numeiri abolishes South Sudan's autonomy. 
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1988 - Democratic Unionist Party - part of Sudan's ruling coalition government - drafts cease-

fire agreement with the SPLM, but it is not implemented. 

 

1989 - Military seizes power in Sudan. 

 

2001 - Sudanese Islamist leader Hassan Al-Turabi's party, the Popular National Congress, signs 

memorandum of understanding with the southern rebel SPLM's armed wing, the Sudan People's 

Liberation Army (SPLA). Mr. Al-Turabi is arrested the next day. 

 

2002 - Talks in Kenya lead to a breakthrough agreement between southern rebels and Sudanese 

government on ending the civil war. The Machakos Protocol provides for the south to seek self-

determination after six years. 

 

North-South Peace Deal 

2005 January - North/South Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) ends civil war; deal 

provides for a permanent ceasefire, autonomy for the south, a power-sharing government 

involving rebels in Khartoum, and a south Sudanese referendum on independence in six years' 

time. 

 

2005 July - Former southern rebel leader John Garang is sworn in as first vice-president. A new 

Sudanese constitution that gives the south a large degree of autonomy is signed. 
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2005 August - South Sudanese leader John Garang is killed in a plane crash. He is succeeded by 

Salva Kiir Mayardiit. 

 

2005 October - Autonomous government is formed in South Sudan, in line with the January 

2005 peace deal. The administration is dominated by former rebels. 

 

Fragile Peace 

2006 November - Hundreds die in fighting centred in the southern town of Malakal - the heaviest 

between northern Sudanese forces and former rebels since the 2005 peace deal. 

 

2008 March - Tensions rise over clashes between an Arab militia and SPLM in the disputed oil-

rich Abyei area on the north-south divide - a key sticking point in the 2005 peace accord. 

 

2009 July - North and South Sudan say they accept ruling by arbitration court in The Hague, 

shrinking disputed Abyei region and placing the major Heglig oil field in the north. 

 

Independence Referendum 

2009 December - Leaders of North and South reach deal on terms of referendum on 

independence due in South by 2011. 

 

2011 January - The people of South Sudan vote in favour of full independence from Sudan. 
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2011 February - Clashes between the security forces and rebels in southern Sudan's Jonglei state 

leave more than 100 dead. 

 

2011 May - North occupies disputed border region of Abyei. 

 

2011 June - Governments of north and south sign accord to demilitarize the disputed Abyei 

region and let in an Ethiopian peacekeeping force. 

 

New State Born 

2011 9 July - Independence Day. 

 

2011 August - UN says at least 600 people are killed in ethnic clashes in Jonglei state. 

 

2012 January - South Sudan declares a disaster in Jonglei State after some 100,000 flee clashes 

between rival ethnic groups. 

 

2012 April - After weeks of border fighting, South Sudan troops temporarily occupy the oil field 

and border town of Heglig before being repulsed. Sudanese warplanes raid the Bentiu area in 

South Sudan. 

 

2012 August - Some 200,000 refugees flee into South Sudan to escape fighting between 

Sudanese army and rebels in Sudan's southern border states. 
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2012 September - The presidents of Sudan and South Sudan agree on trade, oil and security deals 

after days of talks in Ethiopia. 

 

2013 March - Sudan and South Sudan agree to resume pumping oil after a bitter dispute over 

fees that saw production shut down more than a year earlier. They also agreed to withdraw 

troops from their border area to create a demilitarised zone. 

 

2013 June - President Kiir dismisses Finance Minister Kosti Manibe and Cabinet Affairs 

Minister Deng Alor over a multi-million-dollar financial scandal, and lifts their immunity from 

prosecution. 

 

2013 July - President Kiir dismisses entire cabinet and Vice-President Riek Machar in a power 

struggle within the governing Sudan People's Liberation Movement. 

 

Civil War 

2013 December - Civil war erupts as President Salva Kiir accuses his former vice-president, 

Riek Machar, of plotting to overthrow him. 

 

Rebel factions seize control of several regional towns, thousands are killed and many more flee. 

Uganda troops intervene on the government's side. 

 

2014 January - A ceasefire is signed but broken several times over subsequent weeks, and further 

talks in February fail to end the violence that displaces more than a million people by April. 
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2014 April - UN says pro-Machar forces sack the oil town of Bentiu, killing hundreds of 

civilians. 

 

2014 August - Peace talks begin in Ethiopian capital Addis Ababa and drag on for months as 

fighting continues. 

 

2016 April - Riek Machar finally returns to Juba and is sworn in as first vice-president in a new 

unity government - but he is sacked in July after further conflict and goes back into exile. 

 

2016 November - UN sacks Kenyan commander of its peacekeeping mission over the failure to 

protect civilians in Juba during July violence. Kenya withdraws its troops from the peacekeeping 

mission. 

 

Japanese peacekeepers arrive in South Sudan, the first time in nearly 70 years that Japan has 

deployed its soldiers overseas with a broad mandate to use force if necessary. 

 

2016 December - A UN commission on human rights states that a process of ethnic cleansing is 

underway in several parts of the country, a claim that President Salva Kiir denies. 

 

2017 February - A famine is declared in parts of South Sudan in what the UN describes as a 

man-made catastrophe caused by civil war and economic collapse. 
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2017 May - President Kiir declares unilateral ceasefire, launches national dialogue. 

 

2017 August - The number of refugees fleeing violence in South Sudan and trying to get to 

Uganda passes the one million mark, according to the UN. 

 

2018 August - President Kiir signs power-sharing agreement with Riek Machar and other 

opposition groups in a bid to end the civil war. The deal will see Machar return to government as 

one of five vice-presidents. 

Appendix D - Solicitation Letter 

Introduction to Stage Two and Three Research Interviews 

(sent in an email to individual participants) 

 

Hello, my name is Jason Steeves and I am conducting research into decision-making in United 

Nations peacekeeping operations.  The specific title of my research is: Decision-Making in UN 

Peacekeeping Operations: Understanding the social processes that influenced decision-making in the 

United Nations mission in South Sudan from January to September 2014.  This research is part of my 

Doctoral studies at Royal Roads and its purpose is to uncover and illuminate the social process of 

decision-making in order to understand why particular views of operational requirements are established 

and reflected in policy decisions.   

My academic supervisor is Professor Timothy Shaw and he may be contacted should you wish to 

verify the authenticity of my request (Timothy.Shaw@umb.edu).  Furthermore, this project has received 

clearance from the RRU Research Ethics Board. If you have any questions regarding your rights as a 

research participant, please contact the ethics office at ethicalreview@royalroads.ca; 1-250-391-2600 ext. 

4206.  
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Based on your experience with UNMISS, I would like to invite you to participate in this research.  

This first stage of the research will consist of an asynchronous interview that is conducted in an online 

discussion forum.  As this is asynchronous, you can respond at any time.  The nature of the questions will 

be related to the social aspects of the decision-making process in UNMISS and will be focused on mid-

level and integrated decision-making bodies.  At any point in the process, you are free to terminate the 

interview.  I imagine that the interview will take place during the course of 2-3 weeks, and the total 

amount of time that you may need to dedicate would be 1-3 hours during this period.   

Should you agree to continue, an invitation will be sent to you to join a discussion forum.  By 

joining the discussion forum, it is assumed that you are giving consent to participate in the interview.  

Once you are in the discussion forum you will see the interview questions.  You are free to respond to the 

questions in any order you see fit and at a time you deem appropriate.  Once you start responding, I will 

follow up periodically with questions of clarification.  There will be only 2-3 questions of clarification 

prior to terminating the interview.   

Given the nature of the interviews, I do not foresee any harm to individuals or institutions. Should 

you have any questions about any aspect of the research, I am available to respond at any time. 

Once the interview has been completed, I will take your responses and transcribe them into a 

Word document and save it as a transcript.  Your transcript will be analysed in conjunction with other 

interview results in an effort to develop a mid-range theory of decision-making in UN peacekeeping 

operations.  Your name will not be included in this transcript in order to ensure anonymity.  The 

transcripts will be saved as a code number in an encrypted file, and your name will not appear in any 

documentation following on from the interview.  The results of this research project will be published in 

public outlets, including a doctoral dissertation that will be published in RRU’s Digital Archive, Pro-

Quest and Library and Archives Canada. The results might also be disseminated at public and academic 

conferences and presentations. 

I hope that you may agree to participate in this exciting research.  If you are interested, please 

reply to this email and you will be sent an invitation to join the discussion forum.   
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Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Jason Steeves 

Doctoral Research Candidate 

Royal Roads University 

+1-613-266-2298 

jason.steeves@beyond-boundaries.ca 

 

 

  



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

294 

 

Appendix E - Research Sample 

 Component Organization Region of 

Origin 

Gender Level (of 

Management) 

Stage 2, February to October 2016 

E-Interviews, total participants -16 (18 solicited) 

01 Military Battalion Asia M High-Level 

02 Military Military 

Liaison 

Officers 

North 

America 

M Mid-Level 

03 Military Operations 

Centre 

Africa M Mid-Level 

04 Military Operations 

Centre 

Europe F Mid-Level 

05 Police Operations 

Centre 

Eastern 

Europe 

F Mid-Level 

06 Police Headquarters 

Staff 

Africa M High-Level 

07 Civilian Joint 

Operations 

Centre 

North 

America 

M Mid-Level 

08 Civilian Joint Mission 

Analysis 

Centre 

Asia F Mid-Level 
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09 Civilian Headquarters 

Staff 

Europe and 

Asia 

F High-Level 

10 Civilian Civilian Affairs Europe F High-Level 

11 Civilian Relief, 

Reintegration,  

and Protection 

Oceania M High-Level 

12 Civilian Safety and 

Security 

Africa M Mid-Level 

13 Civilian Headquarters 

Staff 

North 

America 

M Mid-Level 

14 Civilian Human Rights Oceania M Mid-Level 

15 Military Joint 

Operations 

Centre 

Europe M Mid-Level 

16 Military Joint Mission 

Analysis 

Centre 

Europe F Mid-Level 

Stage Three, January to June 2017 

E-Interviews, total participants -10 (12 solicited) (2 had participated in Stage Two) 

17 Military Operations 

Centre 

Africa M Mid-Level 

18 Military Battalion Africa M Mid-Level 
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19 Military Headquarters 

Staff 

Europe F Mid-Level 

20 Police Headquarters 

Staff 

Africa M Mid-Level 

21 Civilian Joint 

Operations 

Centre 

North 

America 

M Mid-Level 

22 Civilian Civilian Affairs Europe F High-Level 

23 Civilian Human Rights North 

America 

F Mid-Level 

24 Civilian Relief, 

Reintegration,  

and Protection 

Eastern 

Europe 

F Mid-Level 

25 Civilian Headquarters 

Staff 

Europe M High-Level 

26 Civilian Joint 

Operations 

Centre 

Europe M Mid-Level 

Stage Four, September to December 2017 

E-Dialogue, total participants -7 (8 solicited)  

(all had participated in either Stage Two or Three) 

27 Military Operations 

Centre 

Africa M Mid-Level 
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28 Military Military 

Liaison 

Officers 

North 

America 

M Mid-Level 

29 Police Operations 

Centre 

Eastern 

Europe 

F Mid-Level 

30 Civilian Human Rights North 

America 

F Mid-Level 

31 Civilian Relief, 

Reintegration,  

and Protection 

Eastern 

Europe 

F Mid-Level 

32 Civilian Headquarters 

Staff 

Europe and 

Asia 

F High-Level 

33 Civilian Civilian Affairs Europe F High-Level 
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Appendix F - Interview Process and Questions 

Welcome Post 

Dear ???, 

Thank you again for taking time to do this interview.   

As mentioned, this interview will be asynchronous and you are free to respond at any time you 

like. This is an open and semi-structured interview so it will move in different directions based 

on your responses. 

This "Teamwork.com" platform is fairly simply to learn...at any point if you have a question 

about its use, please let me know. 

As each interview is unique, I am not sure how long it will take. I imagine that it will take 2-4 

weeks with intermittent participation on your part.   

The interview will be divided into three parts. During the first part a few preliminary 

questions will be asked. These questions will be focused on you, your role and experience in 

UNMISS. The second part will be the "meat" of the interview and questions will focus on the 

social process of decision-making in UNMISS, with a particular focus on what I am calling 

"mid-level integrated decision-making." The third and final part of the interview will a bit of a 

cool down where final thoughts may be shared. It will also be an opportunity for you to offer 

your own recommendations.   

You will see that from time to time I may respond to one of your answers/posts with a 

"probing question." Any time I reply to one of your posts, this system will send you an email 

notification. All you need to do is follow the link in the email and it will take you directly to the 

thread. 
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At any point in this process you are free to limit or terminate the interview. 

You will notice that I have already posted the first "Preliminary Question." 

 

Thanks again ???. 

 

Jason 

Preliminary Question 

Dear ???, 

I was wondering if you could take a moment to tell me a bit about your background and 

how you came to be engaged with UNMISS. As well, could you describe the job that you held 

during the crisis in South Sudan between from when you arrived and September 2014 (and 

beyond). I am specifically looking at the period from January to September 2014 but I appreciate 

any insights you might have from other periods.   

 

Jason 

Interview Guide 

Stage: Question: Sub-Question: 

Preliminaries  

 

Thank you for taking the time…  

 I think the interview will take…  

 Informed consent…  

 Please let me know at any point...  

 Are you still OK with recording…  
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Warm-Up  

 

I recognize the challenges with an asynchronous on-line 

interview… 

 

 Purpose of the interview…  

 I am trying to understand the processes that drive…  

 To start I was wondering if you could tell me a bit about 

yourself… 

Origins 

  Family 

  Education 

  Profession 

  UN experience 

Questions  How long have you been working with the UN?  

 What is your role? Geography 

  Thematic functions 

  Reporting 

  Deliverables 

 What has been you experience to date? Highlights 

  Challenges 

 I am interested in how decisions were made in UNMISS. Can 

you describe how this was done? 

Standardized process 

  Routines 

 Who is involved in the process? Team 

  Other teams 

  Supervisors/Superiors 

  External resources? 

 How do you contribute to the decision-making process? Background 

  Satisfied 

  Unique perspective 
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 What is your overall impression of the decision-making 

process? 

Worked well 

  Worked not so well 

  How to change 

Cool-down Thank you for sharing thoughts…  

 Would you like to add anything…  

 Any suggestions…  

 Other people to interview…  

 If I have additional questions…  

Closing  Confidentiality…  

 Your follow up questions…  

 Thank you…  
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Appendix G – Initial Concepts 

1-Me myself and I 

2-Two ends of the spectrum 

3-Patterns of life 

4-Who’s my friend 

5-Ahh...the Tukel 

6-Two-faced (Honne and 

Tatemae) 

7-Who’s that guy 

8-They are only here for 6 

months 

9-With all due respect 

10-Swimmers and non-

swimmers 

11-The mafia 

12-I see it differently 

13-What are they doing 

14-That is really annoying 

15-Where are the incentives 

16-Enthusiastic, well-

intentioned amateurism 

17-Elephant in the room 

18-Open and Closed 

19-MSA 

20-I am an ENTJ 

21-That is not important to 

me 

 

22-#Toby said so 

23-Tensions 

24-In the rush to simplify we 

complicate 

25-Sexiness of the now 

26-Intellectual masturbation 

27-One step behind 

28-Managing our way out 

29-(Not) Change 

management 

30-The broken system 

31-The plan is nothing, 

planning is everything 

32-Forcing a decision through 

agendas 

33-Garbage in, garbage out 

34-Show your math 

35-Why are we discussing 

that 

36-Bounded Rationality 

37-Entropy 

38-Emotions-based decision-

making 

39-Discussionmaking 

framework 

40-Bias everywhere 

41-Sense of meaning or 

purpose 

42-Getting things done 

43-That is not the way we do 

things 

44-Purposefully vague 

45-Jekyll and Hyde 

46-Information as currency 

47-Sarcastic as hell 

48-Orthodoxy above all else 

49-Isolating for the sake of 

expediency 

50-One step behind 

51-Hope for peace 

52-But JMAC said... 

53-Dealing with turmoil 

54-Starting fresh 

55-Zero Authority 

56-Emotions are contagious 

57-Malaria 

58-Do my opinions matter 

59-Sense of accomplishment, 

or not 

60-Two faced (Honne and 

Tatemae) 
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Appendix H – Analytical Concepts to Codes to Categories 

Individual Sub-System - Concepts to Codes to Categories: 

 

Collective Sub-System - Concepts to Codes to Categories: 

 

 

 UNMISS Decision 
 Making

 Individual Sub-System

 Manifesting self..."The cult of 
 personality"

 Focusing effort

 Communicating priorities

 Processing information

 Where are the incentives
 Enthusiastic, well-intentioned amateurism

 Elephant in the room
 Open and Closed

 MSA
 I am an ENTJ

 That is not important to me
 Two faced (Honne and Tatemae)

 Reconciling context... "The edge 
 of understanding"

 Experiencing unease and anxiety

 Hoping for hope

 Stumbling along

 One step behind
 Hope for peace
 But JMAC said...

 Dealing with turmoil
 Starting fresh
 Zero Authority

 Experiencing emotions..."This is 
 your brain on emotions"

 Reacting to others emotions

 Searching for purpose

 Surrendering to emotions

 Emotions are contagious
 Malaria

 Do my opinions matter
 Sense of accomplishment, or not

 Bias everywhere
 Sense of meaning or purpose

 Perceiving the world..."Culture 
 wars"

 Filtering Information

 Sorting reactions

 Othering 


 I see it differently
 What are they doing
 That is really anoying

 UNMISS Decision 
 Making

 Collective Sub-System

 Managing decisions..."
 Loudership"

 Reinforcing ignorance

 Challenging alternatives

 Brokering information

 Getting things done
 That is not the way we do things

 Purposefully vague
 Jekyll and Hyde

 Information as currency
 Sarcastic as hell

 Orthodoxy above all else
 Isolating for the sake of expediency

 Determining focus..."Tyranny of 
 the now"

 Ignoring the future

 Simplifying complexity

 Assuming details

 #Toby said so
 Tensions

 In the rush to simplify we complicate
 Sexiness of the now

 Intellectual masturbation
 One step behind

 Managing our way out
 (Not) Change management

 Contributing to the decision 
 making process..."The whole is 
 less that the sum of its parts"

 Giving in

 Avoiding risk

 Focusing on  form

 The broken system
 The plan is nothing, planning is everything

 Forcing a decision through agendas
 Garbage in, garbage out

 Show your math
 Why are we discussing that

 Bounded Rationality
 Entropy

 Emotions based decision making
 Discussion making framework

 Participating socially..."The glue 
 that binds, and the forces that 

 break"

 Signaling virtues

 Differentiating status

 Relying on trust

 Me myself and I
 Two ends of the spectrum

 Paterns of life
 Who’s my friend
 Ahh...the Tukel

 Two faced (Honne and Tatemae)
 Who’s that guy

 They are only here for 6 months
 With all due respect

 Swimmers and non-swimmers
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Appendix I - South Sudan Ethnic Groups Map 
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This material has been removed due to copyright restrictions. 
 
The figure is a map of Sudan with an overlay of the geographical location of various ethnic groups.  
 
The following is a citation for the material that was removed: 

 
OCHA South Sudan. (2014). Distribution of Ethnic Groups in South Sudan. Juba, South Sudan: Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. Retrieved from https://reliefweb.int/map/sudan/distribution-
ethnic-groups-southern-sudan-24-dec-2009 
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Appendix J – Hofstede’s Six Dimensions of National Culture 

(Hofstede, n.d.) 

DIMENSIONS OF NATIONAL CULTURE: 

The Hofstede model of national culture consists of six dimensions. The cultural dimensions 

represent independent preferences for one state of affairs over another that distinguish countries 

(rather than individuals) from each other.  The model consists of the following dimensions: 

POWER DISTANCE INDEX 

This dimension expresses the degree to which the less powerful members of a society accept and 

expect that power is distributed unequally. The fundamental issue here is how a society handles 

inequalities among people.  People in societies exhibiting a large degree of Power Distance 

accept a hierarchical order in which everybody has a place and which needs no further 

justification. In societies with low Power Distance, people strive to equalise the distribution of 

power and demand justification for inequalities of power. 

INDIVIDUALISM VERSUS COLLECTIVISM 

The high side of this dimension, called Individualism, can be defined as a preference for a 

loosely-knit social framework in which individuals are expected to take care of only themselves 

and their immediate families.  Its opposite, Collectivism, represents a preference for a tightly-

knit framework in society in which individuals can expect their relatives or members of a 

particular ingroup to look after them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty. A society’s position 

on this dimension is reflected in whether people’s self-image is defined in terms of “I” or “we.” 

MASCULINITY VERSUS FEMININITY 

The Masculinity side of this dimension represents a preference in society for achievement, 

heroism, assertiveness, and material rewards for success. Society at large is more competitive. Its 
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opposite, Femininity, stands for a preference for cooperation, modesty, caring for the weak and 

quality of life. Society at large is more consensus-oriented.  In the business context, Masculinity 

versus Femininity is sometimes also related to as “tough versus tender” cultures. 

UNCERTAINTY AVOIDANCE INDEX  

The Uncertainty Avoidance dimension expresses the degree to which the members of a society 

feel uncomfortable with uncertainty and ambiguity. The fundamental issue here is how a society 

deals with the fact that the future can never be known: should we try to control the future or just 

let it happen?  Countries exhibiting strong UAI maintain rigid codes of belief and behaviour, and 

are intolerant of unorthodox behaviour and ideas. Weak UAI societies maintain a more relaxed 

attitude in which practice counts more than principles. 

LONG TERM ORIENTATION VERSUS SHORT TERM NORMATIVE ORIENTATION  

Every society has to maintain some links with its own past while dealing with the challenges of 

the present and the future. Societies prioritize these two existential goals differently. 

Societies who score low on this dimension, for example, prefer to maintain time-honoured 

traditions and norms while viewing societal change with suspicion.  Those with a culture which 

scores high, on the other hand, take a more pragmatic approach: they encourage thrift and efforts 

in modern education as a way to prepare for the future. 

In the business context, this dimension is referred to as “(short-term) normative versus (long-

term) pragmatic” (PRA). In the academic environment, the terminology Monumentalism versus 

Flexhumility is sometimes also used. 

INDULGENCE VERSUS RESTRAINT  
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Indulgence stands for a society that allows relatively free gratification of basic and natural 

human drives related to enjoying life and having fun. Restraint stands for a society that 

suppresses gratification of needs and regulates it by means of strict social norms. 
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Appendix K – Cognitive Bias Simplification 

(Benson, 2017) 

 

Problem 1: Too much information: 

-We notice things that are already primed in memory or repeated often.   

-Bizarre/funny/visually-striking/anthropomorphic things stick out more than non-bizarre/unfunny 

things.   

-We notice when something has changed.  

-We are drawn to details that confirm our own existing beliefs.   

-We notice flaws in others more easily than flaws in ourselves.   

 

Problem 2: Not enough meaning: 

-We find stories and patterns even in sparse data.   

-We fill in characteristics from stereotypes, generalities, and prior histories whenever there are 

new specific instances or gaps in information.   

-We imagine things and people we’re familiar with or fond of as better than things and people we 

aren’t familiar with or fond of.  

-We simplify probabilities and numbers to make them easier to think about.   

-We think we know what others are thinking.   

-We project our current mindset and assumptions onto the past and future.   

 

Problem 3: Need to act fast: 
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-In order to act, we need to be confident in our ability to make an impact and to feel like what we 

do is important.   

-In order to stay focused, we favor the immediate, relatable thing in front of us over the delayed 

and distant.   

-In order to get anything done, we’re motivated to complete things that we’ve already invested 

time and energy in.   

-In order to avoid mistakes, we’re motivated to preserve our autonomy and status in a group, and 

to avoid irreversible decisions.   

-We favor options that appear simple or that have more complete information over more complex, 

ambiguous options.   

 

Problem 4: What should we remember: 

-We edit and reinforce some memories after the fact.   

-We discard specifics to form generalities.  

-We reduce events and lists to their key elements.   
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Appendix L – Cognitive Bias Codex 

(Benson, 2017) 
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Appendix M – Plutchick’s Emotions Wheel 

(“Robert Plutchick, 2019) 
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Appendix N – Emotional Episode Timeline  

(Ekman & Ekman, n.d.) 

 

 

 

PRE-CONDITION This describes the context or situations which may influence the 

way we enter the emotion. For example, our pre-condition could 

be physiological: being hungry, tired or emotional; or having had a 

very enjoyable day or stressful day, or coming out of a prior 

emotional episode. 
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EVENT This describes a person, place, situation, image, thought, memory, 

smell, sound, taste or idea that we encounter from the outside 

world or from our own mind. We are constantly, automatically 

appraising, or assessing our inner and outer world. For example, 

when we hear a new song, we are instantly overlaying our 

knowledge of instruments and categories of music as we listen 

without even thinking. This is automatic appraisal. 

TRIGGER This describes the combination of the automatic appraisal 

matching to some universal/hardwired or acquired script in our 

database. 

PERCEPTION 

DATABASE 

This describes our universal/hardwired responses and our 

individually acquired emotional memories. For example, if the 

event is a smell and in the database is the stored memory of the 

shampoo our mother used in our childhood, and we are triggered 

to experience an emotion of warm nostalgia of a happy childhood. 

When the appraised event resembles something in our database, it 

may be a highly accurate or could create a distorted perception of 

the trigger. For example. if we had an intimidating experience with 

a police officer when we were young, and we are then pulled over 
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as an adult, we could misperceive the situation with a distorted 

sense of fear. 

PHYSICAL 

CHANGES 

This describes the autonomic changes in our body that occur as 

our emotion arises. We can experience these changes as sensations 

in our body, feeling heat in our face, feeling tightness in our jaw or 

shoulders, etc. 

STATE This describes the emotion itself, inclusive of physical and 

psychological changes. 

PSYCHOLOGICAL 

CHANGES 

This describes the qualitative experience of the emotion, how 

sadness feels sad, or anger feels angry. 

ACTION This describes our emotional responses. This could be an external 

behavior such as yelling in anger, or it could be internal, such as 

suppressing anger. Each emotion in the atlas shows a range of 

immediate actions, as well as intrinsic or intention actions. The 

action can be either constructive or destructive. It can lead to 

further collaboration with others or to difficulty in collaborating. 
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POST-CONDITION This describes the result or impact of our emotional actions. This 

could be external: if we have yelled at someone they may then yell 

back; or internal: if we have suppressed our feelings, we could be 

feeling some ongoing irritation. The post condition could lead to 

our next episode of emotion; if someone is yelling back at us we 

are triggered once again to either anger, fear or sadness/regret for 

our actions. Our post condition is an opportunity for us to build 

emotional awareness through reflecting on our emotion, in order to 

understand the trigger, identify the felt experience and consider its 

impact it has had. 

SELECTIVE 

FILTERING 

PERIOD 

The Selective Filtering Period is initiated with the onset of actions 

and signals — perception is narrowed and distorted, filtering and 

interpreting information relevant to and consistent with the 

prevailing emotion. For example, when fear is aroused, there is a 

heightened sensitivity to real and imagined threats. 

Learned display rules (to regulate signals) and learned feeling rules (to modify, amplify or 

suppress subjective feelings) arise. We don’t know how quickly these occur. Do they occur 

before signals and actions, or immediately during the onset of signals and actions? Impulses 

are translated into actions and signals. 



DECISION-MAKING IN UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS 

 

318 

 

The gap between Step 2 (impulses) and Step 4 (actions/signals) is variable, depending on the 

individual characteristics of each person and the person’s emotional profile, the intensity of 

the appraised trigger, and the momentary psychological state of the individual when the 

trigger is appraised (how much sleep the person had the night; what, if any, emotion the 

person last experienced or is currently experiencing, etc.). 

 

Appendix O – Cathy Charmaz’s Criteria for Grounded Theory Studies 

(exceprt from: K. C. Charmaz, 2006) 

Credibility: 

- How has your research achieved intimate familiarity with the setting or topic? 

-Are the data sufficient to merit your claims? Consider the range, number, and depth of 

observations contained in the data. Have you made systematic comparisons between 

observations and between categories? 

-Do the categories cover a wide range of empirical observations? 

-Are there strong logical links between the gathered data and your argument and analysis? 

-Has your research provided enough evidence for your claims to allow the reader to form an 

independent assessment – and agree with your claims? 

 

Originality: 

-Are your categories fresh? Do they offer new insights?  

-Does your analysis provide a new conceptual rendering of the data? 

-What is the social and theoretical significance of this work? 
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-How does your grounded theory challenge, extend, or refine current ideas, concepts, and 

practices? 

 

Resonance: 

-Do the categories portray the fulness of the studied experience? Have you revealed both liminal 

and unstable taken-for-granted meetings? 

-Have you drawn links between larger collectivities or institutions and individual lives, when the 

data so indicates? 

-Does your grounded theory makes sense to your participants or people who have shared their 

circumstances? Does your analysis offer them deeper insights about their lives and world? 

 

Usefulness: 

-Does your analysis offer interpretations that people can use in their every day worlds?  

-Do your analytical categories suggest any generic processes?  

-If so, have you examined these generic processes for tacit implications?  

-Can the analysis spark further research in other substandard areas?  

-How does your work contribute to knowledge? How does it contribute to making a better 

world? 

 

 


