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Abstract
Informal networks persist after conflict and undermine liberal peace-building. While 
these adverse effects are well-known, how informal networks survive beyond con-
flict is less understood. Scholars explain informal networks’ persistence by their sta-
bility and cohesion, attributed to solidarity of ascriptive bonds such as ethnic ties. In 
these accounts, networks are approached as actors and not as relational structures. 
We address this gap in the peace-building scholarship and conduct a longitudinal 
study of relations within an informal network in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Drawing 
on the political approach to networks, and applying Social Network Analysis, we 
investigate actors’ relational power and reveal how network actors use their connec-
tions to create strategic coalitions and opportunistic collaborations enabling them to 
exploit different stages of the peace-building process. We demonstrate that unequal 
distribution of relational power creates vested interests in sustaining the network and 
in seeking access to it, and how dynamic reconstitution of relational power within 
the network ensures continuity of network action from war to peace. From a policy 
perspective, this structural account of informal network persistence suggests a need 
for a better understanding of the dynamics among co-ethnics within an informal 
network that allows network members to subvert efforts to counter informality and 
undermines post-conflict institution-building.
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Introduction

After the end of the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1995, the international com-
munity oversaw the reconfiguration of the country’s political and economic sys-
tem. The transition to liberal democracy and open market economy was accompa-
nied with an expansion of informality. Defined as a practice of extra-institutional 
exchange, informality involves various forms of disregard for formal rules such as 
evasion, avoidance, and rule bending (Feige and Ott 1999). The Bosnian case is not 
unique. It represents a paradox of Western interventionism in post-war countries, 
where liberal peace-building coincides with the growth of informality most evident 
in widespread informal economy (Belloni and Strazzari 2014; Stewart and Knaus 
2011; Efendić et al. 2011).

Unintended consequences of post-war liberal peace-building are commonly 
explained by the resistance of local actors and their networks in post-conflict zones 
as diverse as Sub-Saharan Africa, the Balkans, South Caucasus, and Central and 
Southeast Asia (Mac Ginty 2011: 17; Alley 2015: 114). The study of informal net-
works brings together a multitude of actors including politicians, armed groups, 
criminals, civil society representatives, religious leaders, and businessmen. It is a 
part of the ‘local turn’ in liberal peace-building scholarship, which is motivated by 
a need to better understand and address peace-building challenges (Mac Ginty and 
Richmond 2013; Autesserre 2014). In the existing scholarship, the persistence of 
informal networks after a conflict is attributed variously to ethnic solidarity among 
its members, commercial links forged through the participation in war economy, or 
their parallel existence to post-conflict states rooted in patronage and clientelism 
(Sexsmith 2009: 85; Staniland 2012: 159; Maley 2013: 260; Harkness 2016: 596; 
Kingston and Spears 2004; Carayannis et al. 2018). These explanations focused on 
prominent players in post-conflict contexts, usually at the apex of political, mili-
tary, economic and criminal structures, and their observable relations, assume that 
network members along with their incentives and interests are static. By doing so, 
they neglect the question of whether or not informal networks change along the war-
to-peace continuum, which according to Donais’s (2005: 69‒70, 73‒76) account of 
those networks leaves the ‘mechanics of their operation’ (ibid.: 85) underexplored.

This blind spot in the liberal-peace building scholarship is a result of studying 
networks-as-actors, as opposed to networks-as-structures.1 Liberal peace-building 
scholars have not studied relations between network members as a unit of analysis 
(Bojicic-Dzelilovic and Kostovicova 2012). Consequently, they have overlooked the 
actors’ relational power, which derives from their position within a network (Was-
serman and Faust 1994), and how their power changes as a potential explanation 

1  While the former leads to a normative study of multi-actor entities as delegated agents, the latter 
focuses the empirical study on opportunitiess and constraints residing in the relations between network 
members (Kahler 2009).
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of network persistence. A lack of understanding of actors’ relational power and the 
associated power-dynamics inside networks has stymied efforts to counteract their 
disruptive impact on liberal peace. As Jackson and Nexon argue (2019: 595), rela-
tions can function as causal powers making possible certain outcomes rather than 
others. A study of network relations can reveal how actors use power that derives 
from their interactions with other actors and offer a novel insight into a survival of 
an informal network during peace-building.

We leverage a political perspective on social network transformation theories 
(Wood 2008; Meagher 2005), and apply Social Network Analysis (SNA), to inves-
tigate the relational structure of a Bosnian Croat informal network that has survived 
since the end of the Bosnian war. We define network structure as a configuration 
of social relations (Cook and Whitmeyer 1992), which represent actors’ everyday 
purposive exchanges of valued items. These can be both material and immaterial, 
and are embedded within concrete, ongoing systems of social relations (Granovetter 
1985: 487; Jackson and Nexon 2019: 585‒86), and are not immutable or culturally 
derived.

We show how the distribution of relational power changes in different phases of 
the peace-building process impacting on network actors’ incentives and interests. 
The empirical evidence exposes a spectrum of influential actors who are overlooked 
when focusing on actors’ attributes (such as seniority or rank), and reveals how con-
nections are used to mobilise different resources in state structures, the commercial 
sphere and in civil society to the benefit of network members all the while ensur-
ing that an informal network’s social base is renewed and adjusted. Ultimately, we 
demonstrate how dynamic reconstitution of relational power within the network 
preserves the network’s common purpose, ensuring continuity of network action 
from war to peace. As we show, an informal ethnic network does not persist sim-
ply because of inherent solidarity and trust among co-ethnics involved in recipro-
cal transactions. There is rivalry among co-ethnics which is driven by differences 
in their relational power determined by the density and the form of ties in actors’ 
possession. The benefits of network membership are unequally distributed, which 
creates incentives to sustain an informal network and to seek access to it. In contrast 
to understandings of informal networks as stable and cohesive entities that under-
mine peace-building—a perspective rooted in the analysis of groups in conflict ‒ our 
empirical evidence drawn from studying network relations shows that key to their 
durability is inner fragmentation, and a changing distribution of relational power 
over time.

The article proceeds with an overview of the existing explanations of persistence 
of informal networks in liberal peace-building scholarship and introduces a political 
approach. The subsequent section provides the background information, data, and 
method used in this study. Next, the results and the analysis of the Bosnian Croat 
network data are presented. The concluding section summarises the findings and 
reflects on their theoretical and policy implications.
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Informal networks in peace‑building: the need for a political 
approach

Current understanding of the persistence of informal networks in the liberal peace-
building scholarship is underpinned by three research paradigms: (1) the stickiness 
of ethnic ties arising from primordial loyalties; (2) networks’ rootedness in the war 
economy; and (3) their existence as an alternative authority to the state. Below, we 
discuss these paradigms as ideal-type arguments, focusing on analytical constructs 
that explain network persistence, and outline their limits. We then propose a politi-
cal approach to the study of networks that pivots on the relational power of network 
members to explain how networks persist from war into peacetime.

Explanations that foreground considerations of ascriptive identity of network 
members embed informal networks in local culture and history. Attributing their 
resilience to the stickiness of ethnic ties highlighted in the analysis of contemporary 
wars, these accounts put networks on a normative scale ‒ as either positive organisa-
tional forms that generate social capital, or negative sources of clientelism ‒ which 
are deemed useful for overcoming the collective action problem in a society (Cox 
2009: 2; Sexsmith 2009: 82; Sharan 2011: 1120). In both cases, cooperation and 
solidarity derived from ethnic or other identity ties bind network members ensur-
ing trust, information sharing and mutual obligation, during and after a conflict. 
Focusing on the so-called ‘ethnic kin effect’ (McDoom 2014; Fuji Lee 2008), schol-
ars have argued that ethnic ties are ‘activated’ and deployed during the war (Kila-
vuz 2009: 694; Carayannis 2003: 233; Reno 2007: 326). After the war ends, these 
ascriptive ties, hardened by the brutality of war, empower ethno-nationalist political 
elite networks that undermine peace-building (Toal and Dahlman 2011: 303). While 
these networks may coalesce around identity axes, we cannot simply infer that the 
solidarity of ethnic ties accounts for these networks’ durability from the war into 
the post-war period.2 Such inferences result from what Wimmer (2013: 6) refers to 
as the ‘ethnic lens’ of interpretation, which in turn calls for ‘a more systematic dis-
entangling of ethnic and nonethnic processes’ and questioning of the assumption of 
solidarity among co-ethnic actors within a network.

Another set of explanations of network persistence emphasises path depend-
ent survival of informal networks rooted in war economy. Proliferation of transna-
tional militarised conflict networks is identified as the most prominent feature of 
contemporary wars (Duffield 2002a: 1059; Carayannis 2003: 235; Carayannis et al. 
2018: 19–21; Smicek 2010; Kaldor 1999; Jung 2003). Evidence across the world’s 
conflict zones abounds of the linkages between political, military, economic, and 
criminal actors which enable access to global commercial flows to fund combat 
and other needs (Nitzschke and Studdard 2005: 222; Andreas 2004; Stuvøy 2002: 
9, 13; Eaton, 2019). In the war economy scholarship, informal networks are con-
ceptualised as criminal, cross-border formations capable of surviving the reach of 

2  Conversely, factionalism in the ethnic body politic that is observable ought not to assume the discon-
tinuity of all connections between members of different factions, which also requires empirical verifica-
tion.
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liberal reforms in institutionally fragile post-war contexts (Palma 2015). Criminali-
sation of the war economy reinforces economisation of its protagonists’ war motives 
(Münkler 2004: 22, 92; Dziedzic 2016), which in turn explains the density of cross-
cutting linkages among different types of actors and across different scales at which 
the war economy operates. These linkages through profitable economic transactions 
trump ascriptive ties, which can be ethnic or inter-ethnic, and explain the durability 
of informal networks after the end of war (Pugh 2002: 467; Peterson 2015; Studdard 
2004). Kurtenbach (2010: 100) argues that ‘war economies build political and social 
power structures [that] overall limit peace-building efforts as well as economic and 
political transformation’ (see also Dziedzic et  al. 2002: 2 on the Balkans). Most 
importantly, these path dependency accounts of informal networks assume—with-
out providing empirical evidence—that ties rooted in the war economy endure into 
peacetime. They point to prominent war economy actors who continue to play a role 
in post-war peace-building.3 However, this falls short of providing evidence of the 
existence, nature, and durability of ties forged through war economy along the war-
to-peace continuum.

Lastly, from the rationalist-institutionalist perspective, also known as a Webe-
rian or neo-Weberian perspective, informal networks are seen as existing in paral-
lel to formal institutions, which represent rules ‘officially and publicly codified by 
the state in written form’ (Hale 2011: 581). As parallel/informal governance struc-
tures, depicted by concepts of captured states or states-as-empty-shells (Wennmann 
2009: 2011; Cheng and Zaum 2012; Chayes 2015), informal networks operate 
through personal connections rather than formal bureaucratic channels and proce-
dures (Reno 2009: 55; Barma 2017: 25, 152). Some scholars go further. They equate 
informal networks with informal institutions, as the collection of norms, conven-
tions and moral values which shape actors’ behavior. Such institutions are embodied 
in patronage networks, commonly used as shorthand for informality in the liberal 
peace-building scholarship (Philip 2008: 314; Börzel and Risse 2015).4 Their argu-
ment is illustrated by the ability of local strongmen emboldened in the context of 
armed conflict to use their personal networks to hold on to their fiefdoms and ‘spoil’ 
formal institutions built by external peace-builders through a combination of corrup-
tion and intimidation (Rayemeakers 2013: 612; Maley 2013: 256; Jones 2010: 548). 
Thus, from the Weberian institutionalist perspectives, informal networks are stable 
formations characterised by transactional exchanges and vertical power hierarchy 
of patron-client relations, exemplified by governance in post-Taliban Afghanistan 
which according to Sharan (2011:110) follows the ‘logics of ethnoregional solidar-
ity and patron relations’. Informal network persistence is explained on the grounds 

3  For example, in the Bosnian Croat case, scholars detail the continuity of actors who are prominent 
actors both in the conflict and the post-conflict phase (Zdeb 2016; Grandits 2007). However, public 
prominence of these individuals does not attest to the existence of ties with other actors, or to the durabil-
ity of those ties from war to peace.
4  The concept has been criticised for its lack of precision in capturing locally specific manifestations 
(Hale 2011; Mkandawire 2015; Ilkhamov 2007; Semenova 2018), and its narrow understanding as a 
transactional phenomenon (Piliavsky 2014).
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of who network members are and how their attributes affect choices they make, 
while the salience of common ethnicity or other ascriptive ties is implied.

Overall, structural properties of informal networks constituted by relations 
between different actors are absent in these descriptive, categorical perspectives on 
informal networks prevalent in liberal peace-building scholarship. Neglecting the 
configuration of network relations, such accounts overlook the dynamics and pat-
terns of change within a network as peace-building alters its operational context 
and with it, actors’ positional power, interests and incentives.5 By contrast, scholars 
of the social processes of war have pointed to the transformation of social actors, 
structures and norms, which impact on post-war transition (Wood 2008; Ilkhamov 
2007: 70; Büscher 2012; Duffield 2002b). For instance, Wood (2008: 540) contends 
that networks are dynamic and change in many ways, including ‘creating new net-
works, dissolving some, and changing the structure of others’. Although these schol-
ars reject the static understanding of network configurations that beguiles much of 
the descriptive discussion of networks in the liberal peace-building literature, their 
explanations stop short of engaging with inequalities of power, strategic coalitions, 
and opportunistic collaboration arising from the structure of relations within a net-
work. In particular, explicit or implicit reference to solidarity of ethnic ties in vari-
ous accounts of informal network persistence in peace-building scholarship, disre-
gards power inequalities which exist even in very basic social ties.6 Meagher (2005: 
225) specifies that ‘kinship ties are likely to be characterized by power asymmetries 
as well as a sense of moral obligation’,7 which is why the assumption of intra-ethnic-
solidarity must be questioned (Christia 2008; Pearlman and Galaggher-Cunnigham 
2012; Kim 2010). Consistently with a relational perspective, the intra-ethnic rivalry 
within a network needs to be inferred from considering actors’ power that derives 
from the pattern of their relations within a network.

Lake and Wong (2009) point to several facts that underscore the necessity of the 
political approach to networks as organisational forms: network nodes can make 
utility-improving choices; different outcomes have different distributional impli-
cations; and the influence and power of different nodes vary depending on their 
position within a network. Given these dynamics, they argue, ‘nodes will attempt 
to manipulate others in the network to produce desired outcomes, requiring a more 
political approach’ (ibid.: 130). Consequently, politics within a network emerges 
from exchanges between individual actors. From the relational perspective, the 
structure emerging from their interactions both constrains and empowers network 
members, who are socially embedded actors. Power is about holding an advanta-
geous position within a network that enables an actor to influence or dominate oth-
ers, or to use other actors to promote certain interests and behaviours (Hanneman 
and Riddle 2005). Different positions inside a network confer different opportunities 

7  However, this claim, too, has not been put to the empirical test by analysing network ties.

5  According to Jackson and Nexon (1999), focusing on interaction among actors and its effects allows us 
to imagine that a process is mutable in space and time, as are the mechanisms to promote it.
6  This is explicitly demonstrated by the anthropological studies, e.g. Piliavsky (2014) and Meagher 
(2005).
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and impose different constraints on their ‘occupants’ in how they facilitate or urge 
collective action on one another to navigate uncertainties of the changing politi-
cal, socio-economic and cultural context in war to peace transitions. The political 
approach to networks allows us to go beyond culturalist and rationalist-individualist 
explanations of network relations as stable and cohesive entities independent from 
the context in which they operate, and to examine the network’s inner structure and 
exploitation of entrepreneurial opportunities in the course of peace-building that 
sustain it over time.

We apply the political approach while emphasising a relational understanding of 
power as positional power to study how an informal network transforms and sus-
tains itself along the war-to-peace continuum, using the results of the SNA analy-
sis of the Bosnian Croat network. First and foremost, we seek to provide empirical 
evidence for a commonly accepted but untested claim in the liberal peace-building 
scholarship that informal networks persist from war to peace, that needs to be veri-
fied by the longevity of network relations. We then investigate whether or not there 
are power inequalities within a network, and how a changing peace-building context 
affects the distribution of power within a network over time. Lastly, we examine how 
positional power is used within a network to advance private interests of network 
members while increasing their stakes in the network’s survival and ensuring conti-
nuity of network action.

Data and method

Post-conflict Bosnia is characterised by widespread rule evasion common in coun-
tries emerging from inter-ethnic violence where the war economy played a promi-
nent role in conflict dynamics (Heupel 2006; Andreas 2004; Donais 2005). Of many 
forms of everyday informality crucial ‘in the pursuit of life projects’ in the country 
(Jansen 2015: 208; Brković 2016), our focus is on institutional transgression. We 
applied a single-case research design, which allows an in-depth, longitudinal empiri-
cal investigation of a phenomenon over a delimited period of time (Gerring 2008: 
342; Yin 2009: 14). The collection of data, interviews and fieldwork were conducted 
from 2009 to 2017. To address the limitations of the categorial analysis of informal 
networks as actors in the peace-building scholarship, we apply SNA to study net-
works as (relational) structures. We investigate how dominant exchanges between 
the members of a Bosnian-Croat informal network change over time and the con-
sequences this has for the network’s internal power dynamics. The SNA results are 
explained by grounding them into the context through a qualitative interpretative 
analysis to show how relations are used to sustain the network.

SNA requires data in a matrix form showing the ties between the actors. Com-
monly, social network analysts measure a tie as an aggregation of the intensities 
of observed exchanges between the actors such as participants’ self-reporting on 
friendship, advice seeking, or other types of interactions (Granovetter 1973). How-
ever, this method has been criticised for being susceptible to different kinds of cog-
nitive bias, especially in the longitudinal study of networks (Bignami-Van Assche 
2005; White and Watkins 2000; Goldsmith and Lysaght 2012; Raab and Milward 
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2003). In the study of informal practices in a peace-building context, inferring net-
work ties through a survey or self-reports is not feasible or productive, as ‘actors 
that are unobservable to the researcher’ cannot be identified in the traditional socio-
metric analysis’ (Burt and Lin 1977: 225). Krackhardt (1992) suggested that esti-
mating interactions in an interpretive way by a third party could lead to more relia-
ble and consistent observations compared to self-reporting. Accordingly, we derived 
the exchanges between actors using an archival method, which allows us to examine 
‘measurements taken from the record of interactions’ (Wasserman and Faust 1994: 
50). The archival method ‘uses the content analysis of archival records to describe 
the relations between actors in terms of their joint involvement in events of con-
sequence for actors in the social system’ (Burt and Lin 1977: 226). It is particu-
larly conducive to longitudinal study of networks and their transformation (Burt and 
Lin 1977: 226; Padgett and Ansell 1993: 1262), and especially of ‘covert networks’ 
(Raab and Milward 2003: 435; Helfstein and Wright 2011).

To study the development of relations over time, we examined three phases along 
the war-to-peace continuum as specified by scholars of liberal peace-building:8 (i) 
the 1992‒1995 war period, when Bosnian Croats took up armed struggle under the 
pretext of protecting Bosnian Croat political and social interests; (ii) the initial post-
war introduction of liberal political and economic institutions from 1995 to 1999 
under the terms of the Dayton Peace Agreement; and (iii) the institutional consoli-
dation (post-1999) during which Bosnian Croats self-rule was initiated through the 
establishment of the Croatian Peoples’ Council. Next, we selected a range of differ-
ent exchanges that would allow us to operationalise a tie for each period.

Ties are established through a multiplicity of interwoven exchanges (Kapferer 
1969) leading to the emergence of a structure, which, in turn, constrains actors’ 
exchanges. An exchange can be defined as a result of an actor’s motivated interest 
to interact with another actor to exchange a valued item. The exchanges may refer to 
a wide spectrum of interactions such as communication, economic transactions, and 
political influence and each context prioritises certain forms of exchanges. Drawing 
on the approach in the study of covert networks focused on a significant event, in 
each period we identified a significant event and actors involved as a starting point 
to map relations (Basu 2014). From the archival material, other open-sources and 
field interviews, we constructed personal biographies for each actor and systemati-
cally mapped connections among actors contemporaneously and longitudinally.

For the first period, we traced exchanges among the group of actors involved 
in the operations of the military logistics centre supporting Bosnian Croat combat 
activities, which was based in the town of Grude. Grude’s proximity to Croatia’s 
border and uniform support for the Bosnian Croat political agenda among its eth-
nically homogenous Bosnian Croat population afforded this small provincial town 
the role of the central logistical hub for the Bosnian Croat military effort, and 

8  On the periodisation of the war-to- peace continuum, see: Ghani and Lockhart (2008), Paris (2004), 
Doyle and Sambanis (2006).
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supporting environment for the network’s activity.9 The group consisted of mili-
tary and civilian personnel, all of whom were members of the Croatian Democratic 
Union of Bosnia and Herzegovina (HDZBiH), the strongest political party among 
the Bosnian Croats at the time. Some hailed from Grude area itself and in some 
cases the personal relationships predated war-time collaboration. We considered 
the following exchanges to be essential for the maintenance of the group during an 
armed struggle: (i) political directives issued by the top Bosnian Croat political lead-
ership to the members of the group based in the logistics centre; (ii) military orders 
regarding the organisation of logistical support for Bosnian Croat armed troops, and 
(iii) friendship among group members. For the second period, we traced the set of 
economic exchanges enabling the network to direct the financial flows in Bosnian 
Croat majority areas of Bosnia and Herzegovina. To estimate these exchanges, we 
used data on the shareholder structure of the companies linked to network members 
and the composition of their management and executive boards, and on the financial 
transactions (e.g. share swaps, commercial loans, cash transfers) among the compa-
nies, government offices, non-governmental organisations, and individuals. Finally, 
for the third period, we mapped the following exchanges: (i) political orders to net-
work members in joint central Bosnia and Herzegovina state- and Federation-level 
institutions; (ii) commercial transactions among public and private companies, cash 
transfers to non-governmental organisations, cash payments to the individuals sup-
porting the self-rule initiative, and iii) friendship among the actors involved in the 
self-rule initiative.

We traced the relations between the pairs of actors in terms of identified 
exchanges using the following sources. The first set of sources included articles in 
18 print media outlets (daily newspapers and weekly magazines) in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina and in Croatia from 1992 to 2015.10 The second set comprised transcripts 
of verdicts of the Bosnia-Herzegovina Court’s Special Department for Organised 
Crime and Corruption, the Herzegovina-Neretva Canton Court, and the Interna-
tional Criminal Tribunal for former Yugoslavia (ICTY). The third set consisted of 
financial reports issued by Bosnia and Herzegovina’s Office for Budget Revision, the 
Federation Defense Ministry, and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina Finan-
cial Police. The fourth set consisted of a sample of original documents including the 
minutes of the meeting to establish Hercegovačka Banka (the Bank)—a financial 

9  On the support of the Bosnian Croat autonomy project in Grude and several other towns in Western 
Herzegovina, see Grandits (2007). This support was manifested vividly during the events surrounding 
the raid of the Hercegovačka Banka offices by SFOR troops on 6 April, 2001, in those towns, Grude 
included. A group of around 1,000 Grude citizens, led by local war veterans, clashed with SFOR soldiers 
in the attempt to prevent the search of the Bank’s local office, wounding one of SFOR soldiers and hold-
ing hostage some ten of them for several hours. Three vehicles belonging to SFOR and Bosnia and Her-
zegovina Federation Ministry of Interior were damaged during the riots, the main transport routes in and 
out of the city were blocked, and local schools closed. Source: https://​www.​grude-​online.​info/​16-​godina-​
od-​“teror​ističkog”-​napada-​jajima-​na-​SFOR-u-​Gruda​ma/ (last accessed on 20 November, 2020).
10  These are: Banke u Bosni i Hercegovini, Dani, Dnevni avaz, Dnevni list, Feral tribune, Global, 
Globus, Infokom, Jutarnji list, Ljiljan, Nacional, Nezavisne novine, Oslobodjenje, Reporter, Slobodna 
Bosna, Slobodna Dalmacija, Start, Večernji list, and internet portals: index.hr, bhmagazin.com and aim.
org.

https://www.grude-online.info/16-godina-od-“terorističkog”-napada-jajima-na-SFOR-u-Grudama/
https://www.grude-online.info/16-godina-od-“terorističkog”-napada-jajima-na-SFOR-u-Grudama/
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institution central to the network’s commercial operations (see Bojicic-Dzelilovic 
2006; Grandits 2007), and the meeting to set up Bosnian Croat self-rule institutions 
provided by our informants. Finally, we analysed European Union Annual Progress 
Reports on Bosnia and Herzegovina, documents issued by the Office of the High 
Representative (OHR), and reports by Bosnia and Herzegovina Transparency Inter-
national. To ascertain network members and network boundaries, and while rec-
ognising that data on informal networks may never be complete (Goldsmith and 
Lysaght 2012: 3), we triangulated the information from the sources listed above with 
a series of field interviews. For this purpose, we conducted 20 semi-structured, in-
depth interviews with civil society members, government officials, businessmen, 
academics, and investigative journalists in Mostar and in Sarajevo with expertise in 
informal economy and corruption.11 These procedures helped us to identify who is 
connected to whom according to what type of exchange and yielded a network of 36 
nodes.12

We compiled three network data sets consisting of three different exchange matri-
ces for the first and the third period each, and one exchange matrix for the second 
period. An exchange matrix shows connections among actors in an exchange that is 
estimated through the procedure described above. The cell content is denoted Xij; 
when there is a connection between two actors Xij = 1; otherwise Xij = 0. Since we 
postulated a tie as a combination of different exchanges for a period, we aggregated 
exchange data for each period by calculating their sums and dichotomised them as 
binary variables where the mean is the cut-off value. This aggregation is neces-
sary for scaling the data to implement a more ecologically representative process 
(Budescu 2006), since subjectively collected data can skew estimates (Harvey et al. 
1994). We selected the arithmetic mean because it usually performs better than the 
median value (Stock and Watson 2004). A networked data set was created consist-
ing of three network matrices showing the ties among 36 network members over the 
three socio-historic periods between 1992 and 2002: war (P1), post-war institution-
building (P2), and institutional consolidation (P3). The total number of ties, density, 
and average degree for each respective period is presented in Table 1.

11  A number of these interviews were repeated two or three times to verify and follow up on information 
as it emerged during the research process.
12  In establishing network boundaries and limiting the number of actors to 36 was ultimately guided by 
judgement sampling (Acedo et al. 2006).

Table 1   Descriptive statistics of ties in the Bosnian Croat network

Number of ties Density Average degree

Period 1: War 336 0.267 9.333
Period 2: Post-war institution-building 554 0.637 18.470
Period 3: Institutional consolidation 362 0.287 10.056
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With a caveat that there is no absolute measure whether a network is dense or not 
(Osei 2015: 547), calculated network density scores indicate high level of connec-
tion which varies over time. Network density scores are the highest in the second 
period (post-war institution building) when the task complexity increases and cross-
cutting ties multiply. The average degree scores show that the number of connec-
tions per each node is significantly higher in this period compared to period one 
(war) and period three (institutional consolidation).13

To analyse the structure of the network and its transformation over time, we used 
three SNA measures: coreness, centrality, and betweenness (Tables  2, 3, 4). The 
coreness measure allows us to identify which nodes are part of a densely connected 
core and which nodes belong to the periphery that includes network members with 
ties to the core group and fewer ties among themselves. Using the core-periphery 
measure formulated by Borgatti and Everett (2000), we can establish empirically 
whether or not an informal network persists from war to peace, and glean whether or 
not there is a more densely connected solidary group within a network over the three 
periods.

Using centrality measures, we investigate the distribution of power within the 
network in order to understand the network’s structural transformation over time.14 
Centrality is different from coreness,15 as it also incorporates the connections of an 
actor with weaker, less connected actors (coreness measures only connections within 
a tightly interconnected group of actors). Centrality measures the strength and num-
ber of direct ties to an actor; it captures the advantages of having many ties which 
allows an actor to use alternative ways to pursue his objectives, and affords multiple 
means of getting information, punishing deviances and urging collective action on 
one another (Cook and Whitmeyer 1992: 120; Pavan 2012). Because central actors 
may draw on the resources of the network as a whole, the centrality measure is use-
ful for identifying which actors are important in maintaining network cohesiveness 
in different periods (Knoke and Burt 1983).

However, this conceptualisation of power was challenged by Bonacich (1987), 
who argued that power is contingent on the nature of the exchange relations. In the 
context of ‘positive’ exchanges such as communication, power is equal to central-
ity since being connected to more connected actors increases an actor’s power. Col-
laboration is an act of ‘positive’ exchange, since all parties extend their efforts to 
reach a common goal or to accrue individual benefits with the expectation that these 
efforts will be reciprocated for all members of the group (Staub 2013; Hanneman 

14  According to Foster (1978–1979), the structural transformation inside the networks is a result of inter-
nal power dynamics.
15  Network analysts have traditionally associated power with centrality measures because more central 
actors can obtain better bargains in exchanges, access and disseminate information, and connect to others 
(Hafner-Burton et al. 2009; Hanneman and Riddle 2005).

13  However, we should note that density figures here are included for descriptive purposes. To make 
inferences about how the changing nature of exchanges affects the network characteristics in terms of 
power relations, we need to consult centrality measures.
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and Riddle 2005).16 By contrast, for ‘negative’ exchanges such as bargaining, where 
exchange in one relation excludes exchange with others, power comes from being 
connected to those who have fewer options to connect to other actors (Cook et al. 
1983). To investigate bargaining/brokering power dynamics within the network, we 
use two measures: Bonacich negative centrality and betweenness. Bonacich negative 
centrality allows us to detect actors who are powerful because they have weak neigh-
bours dependent on them to access opportunities available through a network.17 
Betweenness is a measure of the degree an actor lies on the shortest paths among 
other pairs of actors and signifies that actor’s influence over the information flow 
in a network. This measure identifies actors who can arbitrate and coordinate infor-
mation in the network, or either withhold or distort it. This gives them bargaining 
power to isolate actors or prevent connections, as well as the capacity to broker con-
tacts. The two measures taken together help capture the struggle within a network to 
take advantage of entrepreneurial opportunities and extract personal benefits, and to 
identify powerful actors with an incentive to preserve the network.

Results and analysis

We now present and analyse the SNA results across the three distinctive periods of 
post-conflict peace-building, and contextualise them interpretatively by drawing on 
data and sources used to produce relational matrices for insight into the network’s 
operation and persistence from war to peace.18 We explain the network positions 
involving nodes with high SNA measure scores in each period in line with the 
nature of prevalent exchanges (broadly labelled as military, economic, and politi-
cal).19 Lastly, we scrutinise their ties to illustrate how they exercise their positional 
power to steer and coordinate operations that mobilise resources enabling the infor-
mal network’s sustenance over time (Fig. 1).

18  We used UCINET SNA software to calculate network measures (Borgatti, Everett and Freeman 
2002). For ethical reasons we anonymised the data presented in Tables  2‒4. The coding was done 
according to an individual’s primary affiliation: M-military; P-civilian government; E-economic; S-civil 
society.
19  The selected nodes differ for each SNA measure. Among actors with similar scores, we select those 
that best illustrate a given dynamic.

16  Modelled with an ‘attenuation factor (B)’ with positive values (between 0 and 1), while higher scores 
in absolute value reflect an actor’s network wide influence from having many and right kind of connec-
tions (Bonacich 1987).
17  Modelled with an ‘attenuation factor (B)’ with negative values (between 0 and -1), while centrality 
scores reflect power a network member derives from connecting actors dependent on him (Bonacich 
1987).
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Maintenance of a core solidary group

The analysis of coreness scores produced through SNA of the Bosnian Croat net-
work data presented in Table  2 (higher scores denote the coreness of an actor) 
indicates the existence of a stable core group of actors across three socio-historic 

Period 1: war Period 2: post - war ins�tu�on- building Period 3: ins�tu�onal consolida�on

Fig. 1   Bosnian Croat network from war to peace

Table 2   The Bosnian Croat 
network: coreness measure

The table shows actors with the highest scores based on SNA analy-
sis

Node Period 1 Period 2 Period 3

M2 0.47 0.22
M6 0.39 0.22 0.27
M5 0.37 0.21 0.21
M1 0.35 0.22 0.35
M3 0.30 0.22
M7 0.25
M9 0.21
M11 0.21
M10 0.20
P7 0.22
M12 0.22
S1 0.21
E6 0.21
E1 0.32
P2 0.28
S2 0.25
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periods spanning war and peace and of a variety of peripheral actors (lower coreness 
scores) who change over time.

Our findings confirm that the Bosnian Croat network operating during the war 
persists into peacetime. However, it is only its core that remains intact in the war’s 
aftermath, while the actors occupying peripheral positions change in subsequent 
periods. The core group consists of actors (M1; M5; M6; Table 2), all high-ranking 
military officers in the wartime Bosnian Croat para-state Croatian Community of 
Herzeg Bosnia who interacted through the activities to coordinate logistical support 
for the Bosnian Croat armed forces during the 1992–1995 war (Case KPV-10/04;20 
Malić 2001; Suljagić 2004; Fazlić and Mijatović 2004 2004; Đuričić 2006). Their 
task was to ensure that Croatia’s official and covert financial and material assistance 
to the Bosnian Croats was managed according to the directives they received from 
the Bosnian Croat political leadership.

The fragmentation of the network into core and periphery reveals that the degree 
of solidarity among network actors is not evenly distributed. While our findings 
based on longitudinal data confirm empirically the claims in the peace-building 
scholarship that informal networks endure beyond the war’s end,21 we demonstrate 
that these claims need to be qualified. Common claims assume the survival of the 
entire network structure. The presented evidence shows that only the network’s 
densely connected core survives intact into the post-war period, while relations with 
the members in the periphery change. The prevailing arguments in the peace-build-
ing scholarship do not differentiate which types of network relations are durable and 
which are not. Consequently, they are unable to explain how relations among actors 
in an informal network are reconstituted in a changing political, economic, social, 
and governance context in the aftermath of war which alter actors’ incentives and 
motives while renewing its social base.

Internal cohesiveness and collaboration

To understand how changes in the type of exchanges along the war-to-peace con-
tinuum influence the distribution of positional power, we now turn to the analysis 
of Bonacich centrality measures. We first analyse the results of Bonacich positive 
attenuation factor to identify powerful actors in terms of collaborative positive 
exchanges, which contribute to network cohesiveness. Respective network mem-
bers’ variable scores in the three periods demonstrate the change in their positional 
power during the peace-building cycle (Table 3).

20  www.​sudbih.​gov.​ba/​files/​docs/​presu​de/​2005/​Jelav​ic_​ENG_​KPV_​10_​04.​pdf (last accessed on 10 Janu-
ary, 2016).
21  See, for example, Duffield (2002b); King (2001); Berdal (2009); Andreas (2004); Jung (2003).

http://www.sudbih.gov.ba/files/docs/presude/2005/Jelavic_ENG_KPV_10_04.pdf
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War period

During this socio-historic period, the central actors in terms of positive exchanges 
(the highest Bonacich score) were P1; P7; S2; M1; M2 (Table 3). They belonged to 
the Bosnian Croat politico-military elite. Their exchanges with the core actors and 
other network members were conducted through the activities to mobilize Bosnian 
Croats for the war effort. The central institution in charge of those activities was the 
Croatian Defense Council (HVO), which was set up as a combined civilian and mili-
tary structure and acted as the highest authority in the Bosnian Croat majority areas 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina. In the context of all-out mobilisation for war, group 
solidarity, loyalty, trust, and mutual obligation in upholding the network’s common 
cause of protecting Bosnian Croat interests held the network together and ensured its 
cohesiveness. For this period, the distinction between coreness and centrality is ana-
lytically irrelevant, which is why we do not discuss central actors identified accord-
ing to their positive Bonacich centrality scores.

Post‑war institution‑building

In the immediate post-war period, when the political and economic context in Bos-
nia and Herzegovina changed, particularly the access to funding through the war 
economy, the network focused on securing its economic base through alternative 
means. This entailed using the HVO’s funds (comprised of allocations from the 
budgets of Bosnia and Herzegovina Federation and the Republic of Croatia) to set 
up companies and purchase company shares in the Bosnian Croat majority areas, 

Table 3   The Bosnian Croat 
network: Bonacich power (B+)

The table includes the actors with the highest scores. Full results are 
reported in supplementary material

Node Period 1 Period 2 Period 3

P1 1.65
P7 1.65 − 1.45
S2 1.63 − 1.08 1.49
P2 1.64
P5 − 1.42
M8 − 2.01
M11 − 1.97
M10 − 1.85
M2 1.55 − 1.45
M6 1.41 − 1.45 1.60
M3 1.37 − 1.35
M12 − 1.34
M1 1.55 1.35 2.00
E1 1.86
P11 1.48
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taking advantage of emerging opportunities opened through economic liberalisa-
tion and privatisation.22 Having network members in post-war political and eco-
nomic institutions was instrumental in facilitating the commercial exchanges. The 
front company for the exchanges involving the HVO funds was a commercial bank 
(Bank), which served as the depositary institution for the funds of the Bosnian Croat 
component of the Federation Ministry of Defense. The Bank’s head and the major-
ity of its various boards’ members were connected to the core of the network. The 
commercial loans approved by the Bank, and backed up by the HVO monies, were 
used to purchase shares in other companies, in which former HVO members con-
nected to the core were appointed to management and supervisory boards (Fazlić 
and Mijatović 2004; Case KPV-13/04;23 Pavić 2002; Jelinić 2003).

Subsequently, exchanges among those actors were pivotal in conducting commer-
cial operations involving those companies that benefited the network. The central 
actor M8 (2.01; Table 3) was appointed head of a company that was instrumental 
in the transactions that afforded the network ownership in some of the most lucra-
tive companies in Bosnia and Herzegovina at the time (in oil distribution, bank-
ing, insurance and telecommunications) and hence access to substantial economic 
resources. M8 owed his directorship to his connection to a core member who was 
his superior in the military during the war. To facilitate commercial transactions, 
M8 relied on his ties to a Federation Ministry of Defense employee who was also a 
member of supervisory and management boards of the three companies including 
the Bank. Thus, M8 was able to take advantage of that actor’s strong connections 
in the government as well as in the business sector to organise complex financial 
transactions according to the network members’ interest. M8’s connection chaired 
the Bank’s supervisory board and had direct link to the chair of the credit commit-
tee that approved the loans. These connections provided M8 with the information 
and loans to acquire shares in other companies under the network’s control. Further-
more, through his connections in the Federation Ministry of Defense, M8’s com-
pany was granted contracts to supply various services to the Bosnian Croat armed 
forces, which afforded it a privileged market position and, by extension, strength-
ened interests in the network’s preservation (Malić 2005; NA 2010;24 Đuričić 2006; 
Šoštarić 2004).

The planning and implementation of complex inter-linked transactions including 
company shares acquisition, shares swaps, debt swaps, and fictitious supplier con-
tracts to the HVO, which sustained the network’s economic base, relied on mutual 
trust and commitment among the actors involved in this collaboration. Likewise, 
mutual trust and commitment were important in concealing irregularities in the 
use of public money through the exchanges among the network members that, if 

24  ‘Tajni računi za pljačku državnog proračuna’, www.​bhmag​azin.​com/​bih/​2296-​afera-​herce​govac​ka-​
banka-​tajni-​racuni-​za-​pljac​ku (last accessed on 23 June, 2017).

22  The HVO armed force was formally integrated into Bosnia and Herzegovina Federation Defense 
structures and funded by public revenue raised in Bosnia and Herzegovina and by donations from Croa-
tia.
23  www.​sudbih.​gov.​ba/​files/​docs/​presu​de/​2004/​Prce_​ENG_​KPV_​13_​04.​pdf (last accessed on 10 Janu-
ary, 2016).

http://www.bhmagazin.com/bih/2296-afera-hercegovacka-banka-tajni-racuni-za-pljacku
http://www.bhmagazin.com/bih/2296-afera-hercegovacka-banka-tajni-racuni-za-pljacku
http://www.sudbih.gov.ba/files/docs/presude/2004/Prce_ENG_KPV_13_04.pdf


198	 V. Bojicic‑Dzelilovic et al.

detected by international authorities overseeing the peace-building process in Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, could have led to disruption in the network and potentially to 
its dissolution.

Institutional consolidation

When the international community stepped up its engagement in institutional con-
solidation to further the peace-building process, the network’s objectives shifted 
toward reasserting openly its political influence through a self-rule. The shift was 
prompted by the loss of elections by the Croatian Democratic Union of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (HDZBiH) and its parent party HDZ in Croatia. A new government in 
Croatia pledged to reduce financial support to Bosnian Croats and to increase trans-
parency around the support it did give. Implementation of the self-rule involved the 
withdrawal of Bosnian Croat staff from all Federation government offices and from 
the Federation armed forces, and the provision of funding. The prominent central 
actor E1 (1.86; Table 3) was a Federation government official whose connections 
to the core actors and their connections in the public, commercial and non-state 
institutions, facilitated exchanges among network members supporting the self-rule 
project. Through those connections, funds from the Federation Ministry of Defense 
budget were transferred to the Ministry’s branch office in the town of Mostar—the 
proclaimed seat of Bosnian Croat self-rule (Bećiragić 2001; Jukić 2001; Case KT 
291/0425). The Mostar office employed former Croatian Defense Council staff, some 
of whom interacted with E1 as a Ministry official, while some others had connec-
tions to the core network members, so that through those webs of connections a 
further chain of exchanges was enabled. Those exchanges involved cash payments 
through the Mostar office to individuals and various organisations in civil society, 
religious institutions and local authorities connected to E1 and his connection’s 
connections, using money from the Federation Defense Ministry budget (Mijatović 
2005; Case KPŽ-21/0426). To illustrate, during E1’s term in office, three Bosnian 
Croat municipal governments received cash payments which they used to purchase 
shares in the companies in which actors connected to E1’s connections and to E1 
himself were the directors or board members. The three government heads were 
connected to the core members through their service in the wartime HVO structures, 
their interactions as government officials, or their exchanges as board members of 
companies linked to the network. Those three municipalities covered only part of 
the Bosnian Croat majority areas but were of strategic importance to the Bosnian 
Croat autonomy project, and hence for the network’s preservation, which testifies to 
the politics driving E1’s exchanges. The example of S2 (1.49; Table 3), a head of a 
civil society organisation whose members were war veterans, is another illustration 
of the political motive behind network members’ interactions. S2, who served as a 

25  http://​www.​slobo​danpr​aljak.​com/​MATER​IJALI/​SVJED​OCI/​BATIN​IC%​20ZDR​AVKO?​65.​pdf (last 
accessed on 15 March, 2016).
26  http://​www.​tuzil​astvo​bih.​gov.​ba/?​opcija=​presu​de&​godina=​2004&​odjel=​2&​jezik=h (last accessed on 
20 May, 2016).

http://www.slobodanpraljak.com/MATERIJALI/SVJEDOCI/BATINIC%20ZDRAVKO?65.pdf
http://www.tuzilastvobih.gov.ba/?opcija=presude&godina=2004&odjel=2&jezik=h
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high-ranking official during the war, owed his influence to having strong connec-
tions to the core members, and to actors in civil society and commercial sphere. 
War veterans were influential lobbyists for Bosnian Croat self-rule and obstructed 
international peace-building efforts, including by violent protests and attacks on 
returning refugees (Jelinić 2003; Pavić 2002; NA 200427). Through S2’s connec-
tions, multiple debt and share swaps among companies and local governments were 
performed to raise funding for his organisation. Those funds financed activities sup-
porting Bosnian Croats indicted for war crimes by the International Criminal Tri-
bunal for War Crimes in the Former Yugoslavia. For the network’s core, keeping 
the issue of Bosnian Croat war crime indictments at the forefront of political action 
served to rekindle a sense of Bosnian Croat unity in support for the Bosnian Croat 
autonomy project, and as an important affective resource (Pavić 2002). S2 would 
eventually use his influence and authority derived from his connections in the politi-
cal, economic, and civil society strata of Bosnian Croat society to try to position his 
organisation as the key force in the destruction of the politico-administrative set-up 
of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina in which network members actively 
participated (ibid.).

These results provide evidence of a shifting distribution of power within the net-
work in different stages along war-to-peace trajectory. Besides dense ties among 
the core actors forged during the war, other actors in different segments of Bosnian 
Croat society became influential by using their connections to pursue exchanges 
that benefited a wide spectrum of actors, enhancing network cohesiveness. Using 
their politico-economic links to take advantage of the opportunities under the eco-
nomic and governance reforms implemented in post-war Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
the opportunistic collaboration those central actors facilitated, helped steer the com-
mercial activities in some of the major companies according to their interests. In this 
way, the network strengthened its economic clout as well as secured political capital 
needed for its survival throughout peace-building process.

Internal rivalry: bargaining and brokerage

Having analysed the distribution of relational power essential for maintaining the 
network through positive (collaborative) exchanges, we now turn to examine the 
rivalry among the network members to draw benefits from connecting peripheral 
actors. As evident from the results presented in Table  4, in each period different 
actors were able to leverage the information available through their connections to 
arbitrate among the actors seeking access to the opportunities available to the net-
work members, which demonstrates a profoundly political dynamics in network 
longevity.

27  Sudjenje akterima hrvatske samouprave, http://​www.​index.​hr/​vijes​ti/​clanak/​sudje​nje-​akter​ima-​hrvat​
ske-​samou​prave-u-​bih-​krajem-​godine/​223013.​aspx?​mobile=​false (last accessed on 20 February, 2017).

http://www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/sudjenje-akterima-hrvatske-samouprave-u-bih-krajem-godine/223013.aspx?mobile=false
http://www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/sudjenje-akterima-hrvatske-samouprave-u-bih-krajem-godine/223013.aspx?mobile=false
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War period

In the war period P1 (Bonacich negative centrality 2.59; betweenness (9.97); 
Table 4) owed his capacity to broker relations between more peripheral actors and 
the network core, and among peripheral actors themselves, to his connections as 
a top official in the Croatian Defense Council (HVO). His dual political-military 
role enabled P1 to act as a focal point in control of crucial information concerning 
political, security, and socio-economic developments in the Bosnian Croat major-
ity areas, which he used in linking selectively less connected network actors. He 
exerted influence over appointments in all main institutions set up in the parts of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina within the imagined Bosnian Croat state. Having access to 
P1 was indispensable for key appointments in Bosnian Croat wartime institutions, 
public company management structures, higher education, hospital directorship, and 
so on. This made him an influential actor when arbitrating who to include in the 
implementation of interlinked exchanges to extract resources (financial, symbolic, 
economic goods and services, provision of information), implement political direc-
tives, and conduct military affairs, and to facilitate those actors’ inter-connections 
(Karup-Druško 2010). Considered by some as the ‘mastermind’ behind the creation 
of war-time Bosnian Croats para-state (Suljagić 2002), P1 benefited personally from 
exchanges with some of those less-connected actors in running his own lucrative oil 
business.

Table 4   The Bosnian Croat 
network: Bonacich power (B-) 
and betweenness (in brackets)

Node Period 1 Period 2 Period 3

P1 2.59 (9.97) 1.54(3.38)
P7 2.59 (9.97) (1.79) 1.67 (4.5)
S2 2.45 (7.7) (1.97) 1.26 (2.42)
M1 1.80 (4.04) 1.94 (9.3) 3.07 (23.2)
M2 (3.8)
M3 1.94(9.3) (2.2)
M10 2.03
S1 1.12 (7.22)
M5 1.12 1.13
M7 1.07
P8 1.07
M11 0.97
E1 0.93 2.53 (14.11)
M4 0.93
M6 (1.79) 1.73 (7.6)
P2 1.46 (2.87)
P11 1.46
P12 1.11
P13 1.11
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Post‑war institution building

In this period, several actors who joined the network in a military capacity dur-
ing the war and subsequently became public and commercial actors were able to 
use their connections to act as brokers among weakly connected network members 
and exploit entrepreneurial opportunities in the business sector. M3 (1.94 (9.3); 
Table 4) headed a company that served to conceal irregularities in financial transac-
tions involving a major insurance company which in turn was implicated in dubious 
financial transactions that the network members facilitated. The insurance company, 
established by the Bank, provided services to the Bosnian Croat armed forces and a 
string of business and public entities in Bosnian Croat majority areas. The connec-
tion between the insurance company director and M3 was instrumental in transfer-
ring the insurer’s shares in another company to M3’s company. M3 possessed infor-
mation and the right kind of connections to facilitate the complex set of transactions 
involving those shares which prevented a collapse of the elaborate system of finan-
cial operations run by the network. M3’s strategic brokering position yielded per-
sonal benefits; through the transactions with the insurance company, the company he 
headed indirectly acquired shares in the insurance company and the Bank, the two of 
the most lucrative businesses at the time. M3 subsequently set up his own company, 
which owing to M3’s connections gained access to commercial opportunities in the 
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s expanding post-war private sector (AIM 2001).

Institutional consolidation

During the period of institutional consolidation mandated by the Dayton Peace 
Agreement, when the network focused on the mobilisation of material and symbolic 
support from broad sections of Bosnian Croat society to establish self-rule institu-
tions, it was important to get a backing from the Catholic Church, educational insti-
tutions, and civil society organisations. Consequently, this created entrepreneurial 
opportunities for actors with the connections in those societal domains, from which 
they were able to benefit personally while facilitating transactions among the less 
connected actors. P7 (1.67(4.5); Table 4) played a brokering role thanks to his con-
nections throughout Bosnian Croat society in his past roles in the Bosnian Croat 
political and governance structures. P7’s connections facilitated Franciscan prov-
ince’s acquisition of company shares, including in the banking and insurance sector, 
as well as secured preferential contracts with public and commercial entities in the 
Bosnian Croat majority areas for the printing press owned by the Franciscan order. 
Purchasing company shares enabled the Catholic Church to benefit economically 
from participation in the business dealings among companies, public institutions, 
and civil society through connections facilitated by P7 (Mijatović 2004). While the 
Catholic Church openly supported Bosnian Croat politico-military leadership since 
the onset of war, benefiting economically from the network activities served to rein-
force the incentives and hence the Church’s support for the self-rule initiative.
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P7 was also directly involved in fund-raising schemes in support of the self-rule 
(Case KPV-14/04 200428). For example, through P7’s ties to local government and 
civil society actors, a financial donation from one of the companies for the salaries 
of the HVO soldiers who defected from the Federation Army as part of the self-
rule project was arranged alongside a donation to an endowment fund the Francis-
can order set up in support of Bosnian Croat self-rule government structures (Case 
KPV- 13/0429). Company directors’ and civil society organisations’ dependence on 
connections to P7 for access to the network’s commercial activities was a significant 
factor in his successful solicitation of donations. P7’s connections in the Federation 
Ministry of Defense, in the Bank’s supervisory board (of which he was a member), 
and in the companies the Bank co-owned or had as clients, facilitated transactions 
that required exchanges between local government, companies, and civil society 
organisations (Case KPV-13/0430). P7 benefited from his brokering power including 
a personal payment from one of the companies involved in transactions he facilitated 
through his connections (Đuričiċ 2006).

The analysis based on the Bonacich negative attenuation factor and betweenness 
demonstrates bargaining dynamics within the network, as some actors were able to 
exploit opportunities which were created by a shift in dominant exchanges—from 
military to commercial and political—during the transition from war to peace to 
enhance their status and influence. While pursuing the network’s common purpose 
of Bosnian Croat political autonomy, various peripheral actors in the Bosnian Croat 
network (illustrated by the examples of P1; M3; P7) whose connections cut across 
political, economic and societal scales were able to benefit personally by exploit-
ing other actors’ dependence on them for access to the opportunities and benefits 
derived from the network’s control of commercial flows and from its political influ-
ence in the Bosnian Croat majority areas. Despite uneven distribution of benefits 
conferred by the network’s fragmented structure and the rivalry among the co-eth-
nics, those actors who emerged as local power holders, played a role in maintaining 
the network.

Conclusion

In this article we align the relational turn in the liberal peace-building literature with 
a methodology that enables examination of the network’s structural properties by 
studying patterns of relations and their change over time, to offer a structural expla-
nation of the persistence of informal networks from war to peace. Taking relations 
as a unit of analysis helps further understanding of how informal networks work. 
This perspective is missing in categorical analyses of networks in the peace-building 

28  http://​www.​tuzil​astvo​bih.​gov.​ba/?​opcija=​presu​de&​godina=​2004&​odjel=​2&​jezik=h (last accessed on 
10 January, 2016).
29  www.​sudbih.​gov.​ba/​files/​docs/​presu​de/​2004/​Prce_​ENG_​KPV_​13_​04.​pdf (last accessed on 15 Janu-
ary, 2016).
30  Ibid.

http://www.tuzilastvobih.gov.ba/?opcija=presude&godina=2004&odjel=2&jezik=h
http://www.sudbih.gov.ba/files/docs/presude/2004/Prce_ENG_KPV_13_04.pdf
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scholarship grounded in the assumptions of fixed identities, boundaries and choices 
actors make and of power as ‘hierarchical, pre-given and enacted according to for-
mal and unambiguous rules’ (Talmud and Mishal 2000: 176). The application of 
SNA allowed us to verify empirically that an informal network persists from war 
to peace and to gain insight into its changing structure. A political approach to net-
works has revealed how strategic coalitions and opportunistic collaboration through 
network connections enabled network members to take advantage of emerging 
opportunities in the peace-building process thus preserving a degree of network 
cohesion that also yields private benefits to its members. We show that a post-con-
flict informal network is fragmented and adaptable, rather than a stable structure 
held together by solidarity and shared loyalty of its members, as misconstrued by 
culturalist and rational-individualist perspectives on network persistence.

Our analysis of the Bosnian Croat network shows that relations within an infor-
mal ethnic network are constantly rearticulated. The network’s core remains stable 
over time while the remaining structure changes as the peace-building process intro-
duces new norms, institutions, and rules, providing opportunities to non-core mem-
bers from different societal spheres and endowed with right types of connections to 
become more influential and active in maintaining the network. The reconfiguration 
of relations among the network members makes some actors more powerful than 
others. In each period, different actors other than the core members, and crucially, 
other than those under scrutiny of international peace-builders for malpractice, are 
able to exercise power and influence by drawing on connections with other actors. 
What these connections are—to whom and what essential resources those con-
nections convey—determines opportunities and constraints those actors encounter 
in pursuit of their objectives. The network’s uneven internal distribution of power 
understood relationally over the three periods (war; introduction of liberal institu-
tions; institutional consolidation) is key to its adaptability, and hence its persistence. 
Thus our evidence demonstrates that the transformation of the network structure 
occurs despite the ‘stickiness’ of ties based on kinship or other ascriptive ties (Eil-
strup-Sangiovanni and Calvert 2008: 6), which are a common feature of clandestine 
informal networks encountered in peace-building.

Our study contributes to the debate on informal networks in peace-building ana-
lytically and empirically. By widening the analytical lens beyond observable actors 
and relations, it helps identify key actors who yield their power based on the struc-
ture of their relations to other actors and play a role in stabilising the network over 
time, including a range of social strategies they use in different historical contexts. 
The relational analysis shows how the phenomena of institutional transgression 
attributed to the agency of informal networks which undergirds informal practice, 
and the symbiosis of political-commercial and military elites, occur on the ground; 
and how what Jansen (2015: 208) calls this ‘meshing’ contributes to pervasive and 
sustained informality in conflict-affected societies such as Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Having conducted a single case-study, here we make a claim only to ‘contingent 
generalizations that apply to a subclass of cases that are similar to those under study 
[.]’ (George and Bennett 2005: 33). This limitation has been considered in the pro-
cess of selection of a Bosnian Croat network as a typical case of informal network 
persistence, which allowed us to use the relational information to test the existing 
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explanations of this phenomenon (Wasserman and Faust 1994: 21). We, therefore, 
expect that a network structure will hold the answer to the question of persistence of 
informal networks in other geographic contexts. Our theoretical contribution, based 
on a consistent application of a relational perspective without reducing a network 
to static properties of individual nodes (Hafner-Burton et al. 2009: 581), has policy 
implications.31 Studying relations between network members provides a different 
perspective on the obstacles to liberal peace-building and the shortcomings of the 
existing policy instruments for tackling informality.

In policy practice, the international responses to persistent informality have been 
constrained by siloed and disjointed interventions focused on building market and 
political institutions, and strengthening legal and regulatory frameworks in conflict-
affected countries. To counteract informal networks, international interveners have 
focused on identifying ‘powerful’ actors according to their institutional and organi-
sational roles at the expense of understanding relational dynamics which determines 
what an actor can or cannot do. Such understanding of informal networks is a poor 
guide for policy practice as it underestimates complex ways in which politics, econ-
omy, and ideology mix in countries emerging from protracted armed conflicts. As 
Kleibrink (2015) suggests, locating power in perturbed and fluid contexts, such as in 
post-conflict countries, is an empirical question. Hence favouring legal instruments 
and capacity building approaches is bound to fail (Gordy 2018:7). What is needed 
is a change in the frame of understanding informality that can capture a wider range 
of social relations. Networks are dynamic arrangements in which relations between 
members define the ability of different members to take advantage of opportunities, 
broadly understood as commercial and political incentives, that emerge within the 
peace-building process and by-pass constraints imposed by the international politi-
cal and economic institutional reforms. Scrutinising how network members use their 
connections to mobilise requisite instrumental (economic, political) and expressive 
(loyalty, solidarity) services and resources is indispensable in crafting more effec-
tive strategies to combat informal networks. A consequence of overlooking rela-
tional power (and its different modalities) in designing policy response has been that 
even when ‘a spider leaves, the web remains’.32 Ultimately, informality attributed to 
informal networks in peace-building is more aptly described as a manifestation of a 
particular social condition that requires comprehensive responses to establish alter-
native material, institutional and ideational basis of post-conflict society that would 
reduce incentives to informality and increase its costs for those involved.

Acknowledgements  The authors thank anonymous reviewers and editors for their useful comments. We 
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31  Also, for a discussion of research methods and the study of peace, with a particular focus on state-
building, see Woodward et al. (2012).
32  We credit our colleague Nathaniel Olin for this quote.
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