Economics 3321









Economics of Conflict









Professor Michael Spagat









Spring 2006

Lecture 6, Part II – Computer Coding of Conflict Data


The CERAC Colombia conflict database is hand coded and requires many man-hours to maintain.  Is there an easier way?  Machine coding could be the answer.

The paper, Schrodt, Philip A., Simpson, Erin M. and Gerner, Deborah J., “Monitoring Conflict Using Automated Coding of Newswire Reports: a Comparison of Five Geographical Regions,” http://www.ku.edu/~keds/papers.dir/KEDS.Uppsala.pdf, gives a wide-ranging exposition of the field of machine coding.  There is some other interesting material at: http://vranet.com/approach.html which is the website of a private firm that does machine coding of conflict data.

The basic approach here has been to take a news feed from Reuters and program the computer to extract information according to specified parameters.  Of course, it is far from trivial to write the computer program.  But Schrodt, and others, do post code on their websites that can be adapted for various purposes.  

The field has benefited from the way that Reuters stories are written in which all the key information is summarized in the first sentence.  Unfortunately, it has become very expensive to subscribe to Reuters in recent years and so some computer coders have had to switch to AFP.  This seems to be a reasonable alternative.  Experiments of Schrodt et al suggest that it is necessary to search entire AFP stories rather than just opening sentences.  They also find that AFP, which is smaller than Reuters, may have weaker coverage of some areas than Reuters does.  Specifically, they find no coverage difference for the Levant (Israel-Palestine) but substantially more coverage for Reuters in the Balkans.  On the other hand, they found that the types of stories covered did not differ much in the Balkans for Reuters vs. AFP so it could be that AFP can be used there with no distortion.  More research is needed in this area.  

This approach has been used primarily for coding data on relations between nations and for social turmoil leading to crisis.  Moreover, the Schrodt et al. article explains that civil war data will be relatively difficult to code with this approach compared to international relations data.  This is because each conflict has some peculiar terms and concept attached to it.  For example, the Colombian conflict has illegal right-wing paramilitaries and lots of drug smuggling.  The conflict in Sierra Leone had diamond struggling.  Schrodt et al argue that this is not a fundamental reason to shy away from machine coding.  They argue that these specifics can be adequately covered with a sufficient investment in building a special “dictionary” for each particular application.  

The main arguments for machine coding are speed and accuracy.  Machines can code international relations datasets, where standardized dictionaries work quite well, in a matter of minutes (or even seconds).  A subtle advantage of this speed is that if a researcher decides that he wants to make slight changes in coding criteria then he can just reprogram a few lines of code and have a new dataset almost instantly.  In, on the other hand, if we wanted to make fundamental changes to the CERAC Colombia conflict database we would have to invest hundreds of man-hours in making the changes.


Machines also do not make mistakes due to fatigue as humans do.  Of course, they do make “mistakes” that can be easily spotted by a human in the sense that they can interpret a sentence in an improper way.  We all have experience with the rigidity of computers.  


I have not seen a machine coded dataset on civil conflict that can compare in its level of detail to the CERAC Colombia conflict database.  I have seen a dataset on the Afghan conflict done by VRA.  This had an interesting classification of events and could enable interesting research.  I major shortcoming of the dataset is that it had no information on the number of people killed or injured in the conflict events.  This information could be retrieved by hand by going through all the underlying news stories. However, Doug Bond of VRA told me that they could not reliably machine code this information.  On the other hand, Philip Schrodt told me that these problems could be overcome.  He thought that the main weakness of machine coding relative to hand coding would be in georeferencing and was rather pessimistic about the potential for machine coding to robustly record locational information.  As long as this remains true there will always be a role for hand coding.

I have some further reservations about machine coding after reading the Schrodt et al paper, although it is possible that these concerns relate more to that specific paper than to the whole field.  All the analysis presented there converts the data into two summary measures of conflict and cooperation.  Typically, I am interested in more disaggregated variables and I am not sure how successful machine coders have been at generating insights at this more disaggregated level.  Second, most of the discussion of these conflict-cooperation pictures is limited to verifying that these pictures do (or do not) make sense, given what we know about the situations that they cover.  I do not have the sense that these discussions have really yielded new insights.  For me the potential of machine coding remains an open question.
