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In 2015, the United Nations Member States 
set ambitious goals for the world with the 
adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, which offers a unique 
framework to come together around a 
renewed effort at preventing human 
suffering. The Agenda, which is universal, 
integrated and indivisible in nature, not 
only aims to end poverty and hunger, to 
ensure healthy lives and quality education 
and to protect the environment—but also 
to reduce inequalities and promote peaceful, 
just and inclusive societies.

Violent conflict is increasingly 
recognized as one of the big obstacles to 
reaching the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) by 2030. Its dramatic 
resurgence over the last few years has caused 
immense human suffering and has 
enormous global impact. Violent conflicts 
have also become more complex and 
protracted, involving more non-state 
groups and regional and international 
actors. And they are increasingly linked to 
global challenges such as climate change, 
natural disasters, cyber security and 
transnational organized crime. It is 
projected that more than half of the people 
living in poverty will be found in countries 
affected by high levels of violence by 2030. 
This is utterly contrary to the promise 
contained in the 2030 Agenda to leave no 
one behind.

As the human, social and financial 
costs and complexity of violent conflict 
and its global impact grow, we must ask 

ourselves: how can the global community 
more effectively prevent violent conflict?

At the United Nations, we believe that 
prevention means doing everything we 
can to help countries avert the outbreak of 
crises that take a high toll on humanity, 
undermining institutions and capacities 
to achieve peace and development. We 
mean rededicating ourselves to the United 
Nations Charter, the mandate of Agenda 
2030, protecting and respecting human 
rights, and ensuring that our assistance 
goes to those who need it the most. 
Prevention should permeate everything 
we do. It should cut across all pillars of the 
United Nations’ work, and unite us for 
more effective delivery. This study is a 
contribution to our internal reflection on 
the broader challenges of prevention.

At the World Bank Group, we believe 
that preventing fragility, conflict and 
violence is central to reducing poverty 
and achieving shared prosperity. Social and 
economic development have important 
roles to play in this effort, so we are doubling 
the amount of resources to address issues of 
fragility, conflict and violence as part of the 
18th replenishment of the International 
Development Association (IDA), our fund 
for the poorest countries. We are ensuring 
that all of our operations can contribute to 
this effort in several ways: by introducing 
more flexibility and adaptability in our 
programs; by increasing our focus on the 
risks of fragility, conflict and violence, and 
on various crises faced by our clients; by 
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vi Foreword

improving our regional efforts; and by 
addressing some of the worst consequences 
of conflict such as forced displacement.

Each of our institutions brings a unique 
and complementary set of expertise and 
tools to the table in accordance with its 
mandate. We can already see the results 
of our intensified collaboration around 
conflict, violence and fragility in several 
countries. But we can achieve more together. 
We need to better harness our institutions’ 
instruments and resources to support this 
shared agenda.

This joint study on the prevention of 
violent conflict—a first in the history of our 
institutions—was initiated in 2016 and 
conducted by a team of staff members from 
the United Nations and the World Bank 
Group, in a spirit of fostering closer 
collaboration to deliver at the country level. 
It reflects a process of research and intense 
global consultation aimed at providing 
ideas on how development approaches can 

better interact with other tools to prevent 
violent conflict.

This study, principally based on 
academic research, benefited immensely 
from consultations with a variety of actors 
including Governments. It is therefore our 
hope that some of the findings will usefully 
inform global policy making.

This study is one element of a much 
broader partnership and a first step in 
working jointly to address the immense 
challenges of our time. We look forward to 
continuing the pursuit of knowledge 
together, and to applying that knowledge 
together in support of the people we serve.

António Guterres
Secretary-General

United Nations

Jim Yong Kim
President

The World Bank Group
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 Main Messages and Emerging Policy Directions 1

I. Introduction
Since 2010, the number of major violent 
conflicts has tripled, and fighting in a 
growing number of lower intensity con-
flicts has escalated.1 In 2016, more coun-
tries experienced violent conflict than 
at any time in nearly 30 years.2 Much of 
this violence remains entrenched in low- 
income countries, yet some of today’s 
deadliest conflicts are occurring in coun-
tries at higher income levels with stronger 
institutions. At the same time, more con-
flicts are internationalized, as countries 
intervene in support of a party or parties 
in another country’s conflict.3

This upsurge in violence occurs in a vol-
atile global context where the balance of 
geopolitical power is in flux, and transna-
tional factors like advances in information 
and communications technology, popula-
tion movements, and climate change create 
risks and opportunities to be managed at 
multiple levels.

Taken together, these trends challenge 
the long-standing assumption that peace 
will accompany income growth,4 and the 
expectations of steady social, economic, and 
political advancement that defined the end 
of the 20th century.5 By 2030, the horizon 
set by the international community for 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
more than half of the world’s poor could be 
living in countries affected by high levels of 
violence.6

Because violent conflict tends to persist 
once it takes root,7 its impacts accumulate. 

Infrastructure and institutions are quickly 
destroyed and take decades to rebuild.8 
Exposure to violence can have devastating, 
lifelong impacts on psychosocial well- being.9 
When basic service delivery is halted or 
 quality is diminished, the generations that do 
not receive those services carry the impacts 
for the rest of their lives in detriments to 
physical and psychosocial health, forgone 
education, and limited job  opportunities. 
Drops in investment, together with the cost of 
responding to violence, put intense strain on 
state capacity. Countries at war lose an aver-
age 8.5 percentage points in economic growth 
in the first year of civil war and 4.5 percent in 
subsequent years. These effects persist for 
 several years following the end of hostilities.10

Conflict and dispute are inherent in devel-
opment and social progress. Any change may 
disrupt the status quo and create perceived 
winners and losers, be it the construction of a 
road, an election, or a shock like the collapse 
of foreign exchange revenues. Navigating con-
flict peacefully is the cardinal challenge of 
every society. Most countries manage it suc-
cessfully most of the time. The same is true to 
some extent of the international system. Since 
the end of World War II, a global multilateral 
system has contributed to a decline in violent 
conflicts and helped manage the risks of 
nuclear, chemical, and biological warfare.

Preventing entry and relapse into a cycle 
of conflict holds the potential to save lives 
and avoid the immense losses in human 
and economic capital that accompany 
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2 Pathways for Peace: Inclusive Approaches to Preventing Violent Conflict

conflict—and safeguard considerable develop-
ment gains. It is also cost-effective: according 
to a background paper commissioned for this 
report, targeting resources toward just four 
countries at high risk of conflict each year could 
prevent $34 billion11 in losses (see box 1).12 
In comparison, spending on peacekeeping 
and humanitarian operations in 2016 was 
$8.2 billion and $22.1 billion, respectively.13

Currently, spending on prevention 
 amounts to a fraction of the quantity spent 
responding to crisis or on rebuilding after-
ward.14 To some extent, this reflects the dif-
ficulty of predicting violent conflict 
onset—even the most sophisticated early 
warning systems offer only short time 
frames for averting crisis, and by then win-
dows of opportunity for preventing the 
worst have already narrowed. Prevention 
requires a shift in approach to address risk 
factors long before violence starts. Yet, to a 
much greater degree, the problem is one of 
incentives. Actors, at all levels, do not always 
have the incentives to act effectively, effi-
ciently, and collectively to prevent conflict 
from becoming violent.

This report presents some of the early 
findings of a broader study prepared jointly 
by staff of the World Bank and United 
Nations (UN).15 The study originated from 
the conviction on the part of both institu-
tions that the attention of the international 
community needed to be urgently refocused 
on prevention. While the two institutions are 
governed by different, and complementary, 
mandates, they share a commitment to pre-
vention of conflict, as is expressed in the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
the recent commitments expressed in the 
UN General Assembly and Security Council 
Resolutions on Sustaining Peace,16 and the 
18th replenishment of the World Bank 
Group’s International Development 
Association (IDA).

This study recognizes that the two insti-
tutions bring separate comparative advan-
tages to approach conflict prevention, and 
that they do not have the same role and 
responsibility in the international archi-
tecture. Therefore, while a holistic frame-
work is essential to implement prevention, 
the findings and recommendations that 

will be further developed in the full study 
do not apply to all organizations in the 
same way.

Through the 2030 Agenda, the UN 
Member States committed themselves to 
build peaceful, just, and inclusive societ-
ies that are free from fear and violence; to 
eradicate poverty and hunger; to combat 
inequalities; and to protect and respect 
human rights.17 In terms of peace, the 
Agenda states that “there can be no sus-
tainable development without peace and 
no peace without sustainable develop-
ment.”18 The 17 SDGs and 169 targets are 
seen as “integrated and indivisible, and 
balance the three dimensions of sustain-
able development: the economic, social 
and environmental.”19 This Agenda pro-
vides an overarching framework for 
action for States and actors to work 
together toward conflict prevention and 
peace. The SDGs contained in the 2030 
Agenda offer entry points for the imple-
mentation of the recommendations of 
this study.20

This study focuses on conflict preven-
tion consistent with the activities outlined 
in the General Assembly and Security 
Council resolutions on Sustaining Peace, 
that is, as “activities aimed at preventing 
the outbreak, escalation, continuation and 
recurrence of conflict, addressing root 
causes, assisting parties to conflict to end 
hostilities, ensuring national reconcilia-
tion and moving towards recovery, recon-
struction and development.”21 Its 
objective is to improve the way in which 
domestic development processes interact 
with security, diplomatic, justice, and 
human rights efforts to prevent conflicts 
from becoming violent. Its key audiences 
are national policy makers and staff of 
 multilateral, bilateral, and regional 
institutions.

The sustainable development challenge 
goes well beyond conflict, and thus the 
scope of this report. But the fundamen-
tal premise of this report is that the SDGs 
simply cannot be attained without due 
attention to the effects of conflict. In turn, 
the SDGs provide a blueprint to address the 
root causes of conflict.
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 Main Messages and Emerging Policy Directions 3

The prevention challenge also goes well 
beyond conflict, encompassing all manner 
of avoidable artificial and natural crises that 
cause significant human suffering and 
undermine development. The sources of 
vulnerability to crisis are complex and 
interrelated. While this study focuses specif-
ically on conflict, many of its insights have 
broader applicability.

The study follows eight key messages:

 • Violent conflict is surging after decades 
of relative decline. Direct deaths in war, 
refugee numbers, military spending, 
and terrorist incidents, inter alia, have 
all reached historic highs in recent 
years. A rapidly evolving global context 
presents risks that transcend national 
borders and add to the complexity of 
conflict. This places the onus on policy 
makers at levels—from local to global—
to make a more concerted effort to bring 
their tools and instruments to bear in an 
effective and complementary way.

 • The human and economic cost of 
conflicts around the world requires us 
to work more collaboratively. The SDGs 
should be at the core of this approach. 
Development actors need to provide 
more support to national and regional 
prevention agendas, through targeted, 
flexible, and sustained engagement. 
Prevention agendas, in turn, should be 
integrated in development policies and 
efforts as prevention is cost effective, saves 
lives, and safeguards development gains.

 • The best way to prevent societies from 
descending into crisis—including but 
not limited to conflict—is to ensure 
they are resilient through investment in 
inclusive and sustainable development. 
For all countries, addressing inequalities 
and exclusion, making institutions more 
inclusive, and ensuring that development 
strategies are risk-informed are central 
to preventing the fraying of the social 
fabric that could erupt into crisis.

 • States are central to efforts to prevent 
conflict, but, in today’s shifting global 
landscape, they are one actor among 
many. The primary responsibility for 
prevention rests with states, and they 

can call upon other actors to assist their 
efforts to keep their countries on the 
pathway to peace.

 • Exclusion from access to power, 
opportunity, and security creates fertile 
ground for mobilization to violence, 
especially in areas with weak state capacity 
or legitimacy or contexts of human 
rights abuses. The report points to specific 
ways in which state and other actors can 
seek to avert violence, including through 
more inclusive policies.

 • Growth and poverty alleviation are 
crucial but alone will not suffice. 
Preventing violence requires departing 
from traditional economic and social 
policies when risks are building up, or 
are high, and seeking inclusive solutions 
through dialogue, adapted macro-
economic policies, institutional reform in 
core state functions, and redistributive 
policies.

 • Enhancing the meaningful participation 
of women and youth in decision making, 
as well as long-term policies to address 
the economic, social, and political 
aspirations of women and young people 
are fundamental to sustaining peace at 
all levels in a very fast-changing world.

 • In order to achieve more effective 
prevention, new mechanisms need to be 
established that will allow the various 
tools and instruments of prevention, in 
particular diplomacy and mediation, 
security, and development, to work in 
much greater synergy, and much earlier on.

In the following sections, this report 
presents a framework for understanding 
how societies forge pathways toward peace, 
or violence, and highlights key arenas of 
contestation where sustained, targeted, 
and flexible intervention can have a signifi-
cant impact. It then reviews the experience 
of conflict prevention across different 
countries and institutions to highlight ele-
ments that have contributed to peace. 
Finally, it presents guiding principles and 
an agenda for action to frame a shift 
toward prevention, and discusses the 
changes in incentives that are needed to get 
there.
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BOX 1 The Business Case for Prevention

The expected returns on prevention will 
be positive so long as the costs of 
prevention are less than the damages 
and/or losses due to violence. War is so 
destructive that this is almost always the 
case, provided that prevention is 
minimally effective. Table 1 below 
demonstrates the returns on prevention 
for optimistic, pessimistic, and neutral 
scenarios. It compares, on one side, the 
negative growth effects of war, 
expenditures on post-conflict aid, and 
peacekeeping to, on the other side, 
expected costs and efficacy of the three 
scenarios for prevention (following 
Mueller 2017). This analysis shows that 
everyone benefits from prevention.

The analysis highlights four points:

• Prevention is economically beneficial. 
Even in the most pessimistic scenario 
(expensive interventions, minimally 
effective) the average net savings is 
close to $5 billion per year. (The lost 
growth from a year of conflict means 
that every subsequent year’s 
economic growth starts from a lower 
base, leading to compounded savings 
over time.)

• The bulk of the savings is at the 
national level where the direct costs of 
conflict in terms of casualties and 
forgone economic growth are greatest. 
In the neutral scenario, over $34 billion 
in damages would be prevented per 
year in countries that avoid war.

• Prevention is good for the international 
community. It saves on post-conflict 
humanitarian assistance and 
peacekeeping interventions, which are 
much more expensive than prevention. 
In the neutral scenario, yearly savings 
for the international community would 
be at least $1.2 billion per year.

• The benefits of prevention increase 
over time whereas the costs fall. This 
means that the net savings displayed in 
table 1 are much lower than the 
benefits reached after 15 years. For 
example, according to the neutral 
scenario, prevented damage annually 
reaches over $140 billion after 15 years. 

In addition, yearly cost savings would 
be almost as high as the additional 
costs due to prevention.

Preventing conflict before it starts 
also has a profound, lasting impact on the 
future of a country. Conflict is persistent 
and leads to high post-conflict risks. 
Every country that enters a war today 
is effectively sidelined from the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and unlikely to make any progress 
on development, poverty reduction, 
health, or education for a generation. In 
particular, a country caught up in violent 
conflict today is unlikely to achieve 
Sustainable Development Goal 16 for 
“peaceful and inclusive societies for 
sustainable development, the provision 
of access to justice for all, and building 
effective, accountable institutions at all 
levels.”

Table 1 shows the business case 
under different assumptions regarding 
effectiveness and the growth damage 
caused by conflict and the cost of 
prevention. The three scenarios in 
table 1 are based on assumptions 
regarding lost gross domestic product 
(GDP) growth due to conflict (see 
Mueller 2017, Lomborg 2013), the costs 
of prevention, and the effectiveness 
of prevention (see Dunne 2012). The 
optimistic scenario assumes that 
costs of prevention are low ($100 million 
per intervention, per year); prevention 
is highly effective (succeeds in avoiding 
a conflict 75 percent of the time); and 
prevention avoids very high losses due 
to conflict (GDP growth is 5.2 percent 
lower during conflict). The pessimistic 
scenario, which uses the most 
conservative assumptions, assumes 
that prevention is rarely effective 
(25 percent of the time); very expensive 
($1 billion per intervention, per year); 
and war affects GDP with lower growth 
of 2.5 percent per year. The neutral 
scenario uses assumptions between 
these two extremes: prevention is 
effective 50 percent of the time; it is 
moderately expensive ($500 million per 
intervention, per year); and war affects 

(Box continued next page)
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GDP by –3.9 percent per year of active 
conflict.

The effects of prevention for 
each scenario are described in terms 
of economic damages and loss of 
life avoided (prevented damage) 
and in terms of saved post-conflict 
reconstruction and peacekeeping 
(saved costs). For example, in the 
neutral scenario, prevented damage 
is $34 billion and saved costs are 
$1.18 billion. The costs of prevention 
in the neutral scenario are $2.1 billion 
on average per year over 15 years. 
This scenario assumes an estimated 
seven prevention efforts in the first 
year, declining in later years to four 
preventions per year as the number of 
high-risk countries decreases, thanks to 
prevention. Under the neutral scenario, 

the net returns from prevention are 
$33 billion per year, or the sum of 
prevented damage plus saved costs 
minus costs of prevention.

The numbers in table 1, however, 
are conservative estimates. They do not 
include many additional costs of wars such 
as displacement. Military expenditure to 
fight civil wars (Collier and Hoeffler 2006) 
also diverts from productive activities 
in developing countries. Additionally, 
“ungoverned spaces” can contribute 
to opportunities for violent extremism, 
organized crime, and trafficking. The 
numbers in the table also do not include 
some of the persistent legacy effects of 
conflict (box 5) and spillover effects across 
countries due to refugees, interrupted 
trade, illicit trade, and conflict, among 
others.

BOX 1 The Business Case for Prevention (continued)

TABLE 1 Modeling the Returns on Prevention under Three Scenarios

Scenarios

Optimistic Neutral Pessimistic

Assumptions:

5.2 3.9 2.5Lost GDP growth per conflict year (percent)

Cost of prevention (US$, millions) 100 500 1,000

Effectiveness of prevention (percent) 75 50 25

Prevented damage (US$, millions) 68,736 34,251 9,377

Saved costs (US$, millions) 1,523 1,176 698

Additional cost (US$, millions) −352 −2,118 −5,247

Net savings per year (US$, millions) 69,907 33,309 4,828

Sources: Collier and Hoeffler 2006; Dunne 2012; Lomborg 2013.
Note: Prevented damage is the prevented economic damage and deaths; saved costs are the saved costs from late 
intervention costs related to peacekeeping and humanitarian assistance that become unnecessary with prevention; and 
additional costs are the additional costs needed for prevention efforts.
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II. A Surge and Expansion of Violent Conflict
Following the end of the Cold War, the 
number and intensity of most types of 
 violent conflict have declined (see 
 figure 1).22 In particular, conflict between 
states is rare, though it has not disappeared 
completely and the threat of use of weapons 
of mass destruction remains real.

Since 2010, there has been a reversal of 
this trend. Battle-related deaths,23 the num-
ber of armed conflicts, civilian casualties, 
and the number of refugees and people dis-
placed by violence have all increased.24 The 
increase in battle-related deaths and dis-
placement is largely due to a handful of 
high-intensity conflicts. Afghanistan, Iraq, 
and Syria accounted for 76 percent of all 
fatalities in 2016.25

This rapid increase in the number of 
conflicts and related deaths occurs along-
side a proliferation of armed groups, tech-
nological advances, and the direct targeting 

of civilians. In 1950, there were an average 
of eight armed groups in a civil war; by 
2010 the average had jumped to 14.26 In 
2014, more than 1,000 active armed groups 
were estimated in Syria alone.27 Many of 
today’s armed groups have no (or little) 
formal connection to a state, and are cate-
gorized loosely as non-state armed 
groups.28

This proliferation of non-state armed 
groups challenges state-based models of 
conflict prevention, mediation, and peace-
keeping. Many of today’s armed actors 
 operate in areas where state presence is lim-
ited, and they are too fragmented or diffuse 
for traditional, leader-based approaches 
to negotiated political solutions.29 Others 
explicitly reject international humanitarian 
law as well as the international institutions 
established to uphold it,30 placing them-
selves outside the ambit of traditional 

Source: UCDP 2017.
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peacemaking processes. Many thrive in 
environments of weak rule of law or profit 
from illicit economies, meaning they have 
little incentive to engage in processes to end 
violence.31

II.a. Violent conflict is 
increasingly a regional 
phenomenon

Conflict today is fluid, spreading across 
borders to affect broader regions.32 In part, 
this is a deliberate strategy,33 but it is also a 
result of the greater interconnectivity of 
countries; the same networks that allow for 
increased trade and information flow can 
be exploited by organized crime and con-
flict entrepreneurs to spread violence.34 The 
regional impact of conflict and the flow of 
refugees from conflict situations35 add 
another international dimension.

The Middle East and North Africa have 
seen the most rapid expansion and escala-
tion of violent conflict. Although home to 
only 5 percent of the world’s population, in 
2014 the region accounted for 45 percent of 
the world’s terrorist incidents, 68 percent of 
battle-related deaths, 47 percent of inter-
nally displaced people, and 58 percent of 
refugees.36 By 2020, it is estimated that 
almost three out of four Arabs could be 
“living in countries vulnerable” to violent 
conflict.37

Violent conflicts in many contexts in the 
Middle East and North Africa take place 
against a background of domestic griev-
ances, particularly a breakdown in the pre-
vailing social contract in these countries in 
which citizens had access to jobs in a large 
public sector, free education and health 
care, and subsidized food and fuel, while 
experiencing limits on free expression 
and a certain degree of elite capture of 
the economy.38 These bargains began to 
break down in the early 2000s, aggravated 
by persistent fiscal imbalances that made 
them difficult for states to sustain. Mass 
protests provoked a political transition in 
Tunisia; quickly spread to the rest of the 
region, enabled by shared grievances, a 
common language, and technology; and 
turned into violent conflict in a number of 

countries.39 These conflicts have been 
intensely exploited by extremist groups,40 
and have drawn in regional and global 
powers, who may “influence or support—
but rarely fully control—those fighting on 
the ground.”41

Violent conflict in Africa has also 
increased against the backdrop of the conti-
nent’s rapid economic and political 
changes.42 Poverty, and to some extent 
inequality, is decreasing and economic 
growth has enabled a number of countries 
to reach middle-income status.43 Many 
countries have adopted more open political 
systems, although with some reversals in 
2015.44 In some countries, tensions have 
risen around competition for political 
power, sometimes deepening inter-group 
divisions and contributing to the eruption 
of open violence.45

Some of the most virulent extremist 
groups in the region have exploited these 
divisions, connecting them to transnational 
ideologies. Localized conflicts have fed into 
regional conflict systems, facilitated by com-
mon ethnic, linguistic, commercial, and cul-
tural relationships,46 as in the Lake Chad 
Basin and in the fringes of the Sahara.47

The internationalization of many intra-
state conflicts, in which an outside state 
intervenes on behalf of a party to the con-
flict, also aids the spread of violence. In 
2015, more conflicts (20) were internation-
alized than in any year since 1946.48 
Internationalized conflicts declined slightly, 
to 18, in 2016 (figure 2).49

The increased complexity and reach of 
today’s violent conflict contribute to its 
intractability. While conflicts that ended in 
1970 tended to last an average of 9.6 years, 
conflicts that ended in 2014 had lasted an 
average 26 years, and those that ended in 
2015 lasted 14.5 years.50 On their way out of 
conflict, most societies experience periods 
of peace punctuated by episodes of recur-
ring violence. In a global study of 259 con-
flicts involving at least 25 battle deaths per 
year, 61 percent of violent conflicts between 
1946 and 2015 involving state forces have 
stopped and started again, and over 38 per-
cent of them “dragged in a new disputant or 
quarrel.”51
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II.b. The impacts of violent 
conflict are vast, long lasting, 
and fall heaviest on civilians

Civilians overwhelmingly bear the brunt of 
today’s violent conflict (box 2). Much of the 
violence occurs in urban areas52 often tar-
geting civilian spaces, including those con-
sidered sanctuaries under international 
humanitarian law, such as schools, hospi-
tals, and places of worship.53 This is facili-
tated by the increasing use of “remote 
violence”54 both in civil wars and in acts of 
terrorism in countries far from conflict. 
Between 2010 and 2016 alone, the number 
of civilian deaths in violent conflicts dou-
bled.55 Many more civilian deaths result 
from indirect effects of conflict,56 such as 
unmet medical needs, food insecurity, inad-
equate shelter, or contamination of water.57

An estimated 65.6 million people are 
now forcibly displaced from their homes, 
driven primarily by violence.58 Between 
2005 and 2016, the number of Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDPs) increased more 
than five-fold.59 The number of refugees 
nearly doubled over the same period, with 
the majority (55 percent) of refugees com-
ing from just Afghanistan, South Sudan, 
and Syria.60 Over half of the world’s 

refugees are children, many of whom have 
been separated from family.61 Extreme pov-
erty is now increasingly concentrated in 
vulnerable groups displaced by violent 
conflict.62

The impacts of conflict are gendered, and 
affect people differently throughout the life 
cycle. While men make up the majority of 
combatants during conflict and are more 
likely to die from the direct effects of vio-
lence, women also face a continuum of inse-
curity before, during, and after conflict.63 
Sexual and gender-based violence tends to 
be higher in conflict and post-conflict set-
tings, as does recruitment of girls into traf-
ficking, sexual slavery, and forced marriage.64 
Girls’ mobility is often highly restricted, lim-
iting their access to school, employment, 
and other opportunities.65 For children and 
youth, the long-term effects of exposure to 
violence, combined with the adversities of 
daily life in a high-violence context, are 
associated with a range of challenges.66 
These include increased risk of perpetrating 
or being a victim of violence later in life, 
psychological trauma, and negative effects 
on cognitive and social development.67

On a macro level, the cost of responding 
to conflict, and the economic losses that 
accompany conflict, put incredible strain 

Source: UCDP 2017.
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on state capacity. Afghanistan’s per capita 
income has remained at its 1970s level due 
to continued war, and Somalia’s per capita 
income dropped by more than 40 percent 
over the same period.68 Such effects can 
spread to surrounding countries in the 
region. On average, countries bordering 

a high-intensity conflict experience an 
annual decline of 1.4 percentage points in 
GDP and an increase of 1.7 points in infla-
tion.69 These losses, coupled with the direct 
costs of responding to security challenges, 
drain the resources available for basic 
 service delivery.

BOX 2 The Impact of the Syrian War

The Syrian war is one of the defining 
crises of the contemporary era. At least 
400,000 have been killed, about 5 
million have fled the country,a and 
according to the United Nations Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (UNOCHA), 6.3 million are 
internally displaced.b Many individuals 
cannot access the help they need, as 
more than 50 percent of hospitals have 
been partially or completely destroyed, 
and the country has few doctors, 
nurses, and medical supplies.a Children 
have been intensely affected: the United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
reported over 1,500 grave human rights 
violations against children in 2015 alone, 
of which more than a third occurred 
while children were in or on their way to 
school.c The proportion of children 
under 15 being recruited by armed 
groups has increased from 20 percent in 
2014 to over 50 percent in 2015, and 
there has been alarming increase in child 
marriage: a 2017 United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA) survey 
estimates the number of child brides 
(under 18 years of age) in Syria has 
quadrupled since the war began.d 
Women have taken on a large burden 
not only of dealing with the impacts of 

conflict—caring for injured or orphaned 
family members—but also of providing 
humanitarian assistance and 
participating in processes to resist and 
transform the conflict.

The economic impacts of the conflict 
are enormous. In real terms, Syria’s 
GDP was estimated to have contracted 
by 63 percent between 2011 and 2016. 
In cumulative terms, the loss in GDP 
amounted to an estimated $226 billion 
between 2011 and 2016—approximately 
four times the 2010 GDP. According to 
World Bank (2017c), even if the conflict 
ends this year, the cumulative losses in 
GDP will reach 7.6 times the pre-conflict 
GDP by the 20th year after the beginning 
of the conflict. With a continued conflict, 
this loss will stand at 13.2 times the pre-
conflict GDP.a

The impacts of the war spread to 
neighboring countries, which feel the 
brunt of the crisis acutely. Jordan, for 
example, has registered 659,593 Syrian 
refugees, while Lebanon has registered 
1,001,051.e Neighboring Turkey has 
registered 3,106,932 Syrian refugees.f 
Quality of care for basic public services 
in healthcare and education has also 
decreased, for both refugee and host 
communities.

Notes:
a. World Bank 2017c.
b. OCHA 2017.
c. UNICEF 2015c.
d. UNFPA 2017a.
e. As of June 2017; UNHCR 2017.
f. As of July 2017; UNHCR 2017.
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III. The Need for Prevention in an 
Interdependent World
Greater interdependence in today’s world, 
facilitated by greater connectivity, contrib-
utes to volatility across several dimensions. 
The massive levels of international flows of 
capital, information, and people across bor-
ders that accompany globalization bring 
immense benefits, and present important 
opportunities for the prevention of violent 
conflict. They also create additional realms 
of stress that aggravate the vulnerabilities 
societies face, and make it harder to manage 
conflict constructively. At the international 
level, systemic challenges require global 
coalitions to collectively manage the associ-
ated risks (see box 3).70

Political openness creates opportunities 
and risks. A general and progressive shift 
across the world toward more open political 
systems opens new avenues for expressing 
grievances, demanding inclusion, and deal-
ing with conflict, at all levels of governance, 
which has helped reduce the risk of civil 
wars and military coups.71 In under- 
resourced or nascent democracies, the new 
openness of the political and economic 
environment can raise expectations. If these 
remain unmet due to constrained resources, 
and/or lack of political will, they can 

contribute to increased tensions across 
groups and/or with the state.72

Slow and uneven economic growth will 
also have an impact. Substantial growth in 
world trade value, merchandise exports, 
and commercial trade services in the past 
70 years has contributed to consolidating 
peace in the aftermath of World War II. Yet 
slower, uneven growth today will be insuffi-
cient to create jobs at the scale needed to 
absorb the estimated 600 million new work-
ers entering the market in the next 10 
years.73 Lower levels of Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI) and advances in technol-
ogy such as automation aggravate these 
challenges and, unless appropriately man-
aged, may perpetuate unequal distributions 
of wealth and exacerbate inequality.74

Advancements in information and com-
munications technology (ICT) both enable 
and inhibit the spread of violent conflict. 
While more people are connected to ICT 
than ever before—with 3.2 billion people 
now estimated to be using the Internet75— 
access remains uneven, exacerbating ten-
sions around exclusion.76 ICT tools for 
monitoring and managing conflict—for 
example, early warning systems and 

BOX 3 The Centrality of Systemic Prevention

Former United Nations Secretary-General 
Kofi Annan defined systemic prevention 
as “measures to address global risk of 
conflict that transcend particular states.”a 
Systemic prevention addresses 
transnational risks than can contribute to 
violent conflict, and can be dealt with 
effectively only by global partnerships. It 
includes, for example, measures to deal 
with illicit economies, including 
trafficking and the use and trade of arms 

and weapons of mass destruction; 
address war crimes and crimes against 
humanity; respond to health epidemics 
such as HIV/AIDS and Ebola; and create 
broad coalitions to address climate 
change. System-level norms and 
institutions play a crucial but often 
overlooked role in conflict prevention, 
especially insofar as they legitimize 
national and local peacemaking efforts.

Notes:
a. UN General Assembly. A/60/891, 18 July 2006.
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crowdsourcing technologies—can improve 
the flow of information and, in some ways, 
bring the state closer to the people.77 Social 
media offers new platforms for expressing 
grievances and finding common ground.78 
Yet these tools and platforms also create 
new mediums where grievances can be 
channeled toward violence. By lowering the 
cost of collective action, advances in ICT 
enable armed groups, and in particular vio-
lent extremist groups, to recruit globally on 
an unprecedented scale.79

Demographic changes create potential 
opportunities, as well as vulnerabilities. 
From 1993 to 2015, the world’s population 
increased by 2 billion.80 Half of global pop-
ulation growth during 2015-50 will be con-
centrated in just nine countries, including 
several conflict-affected countries such as 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo and 
Nigeria.81 Already there are more young 
people than at any other time in  history— 
1.8 billion people between the ages of 10 
and 24.82 The proportion of youth to the 
national population is the highest in some 
of the poorest countries with the least 
resources, such as in the Sahel.83 Recognizing 
and supporting young women and men’s 
contributions to peace, security, and devel-
opment is a critical challenge.84

Migration can yield significant economic 
benefits for migrants and countries of origin 
and destination. Today many factors drive 
increased international migration flows 
(which reached 244 million in 2015, up from 
173 million in 2000),85 including lack of 
decent jobs, poverty, demographics, unregu-
lated labor markets, inequality, and conflict. 
Most of the 65.6 million forcibly displaced 
people have moved to other regions within 
the same country or to neighboring coun-
tries.86 Unregulated migration is an import-
ant source of tension;87 violent conflicts in 
various countries have been associated with 
competition for natural resources.88

Climate change contributes to tensions 
that can provoke violent conflict, especially 
around drought, food insecurity, and 
migration.89 Direct resource competition 
from relative scarcity or abundance of a 
specific natural resource—arable land, for 
example—can create tensions within and 
among groups.90 This may be particularly 

poignant in ethnically fractionalized coun-
tries, for which data from 1980 to 2010 sug-
gest climate-related disaster coinciding with 
approximately 23 percent of armed conflict 
outbreaks.91

Trafficking and organized crime contrib-
ute both directly and indirectly to violence. 
Armed groups often rely on illicit econo-
mies for direct financing, which can prolong 
conflict; a study of 128 conflict-affected 
countries found that conflicts financed at 
least partially by illicit trafficking (primarily 
in drugs and diamonds) lasted six times lon-
ger, on average, than conflicts without these 
factors. Illicit trafficking indirectly contrib-
utes to violent conflict by undermining gov-
ernance, both through the disincentives it 
creates for law and order and by facilitating 
corruption.92 The growth in illicit markets 
can enable the creation of parallel econo-
mies and governance structures that sup-
plant the state, further undermining 
governance.93 Illicit financial flows also 
drain state resources: developing countries 
lost an estimated $7.8 trillion to illicit finan-
cial outflows from 2004 to 2013.94 Increased 
mobility and interconnectedness mean that 
the impacts of trafficking are global and can 
threaten the stability of many countries.95

New global risks and opportunities 
put pressure on the multilateral 
architecture to adapt
The framework of global multilateralism, 
international law, and treaties dedicated to 
managing peace and security has weathered 
many storms over the past 70 years, and 
global institutions continue to adapt to new 
challenges.

At the same time, the global balance of 
power is shifting. Today, growing economic 
power for emerging economies, and the 
achievement by many countries of mid-
dle-income status, brings demand for redis-
tribution of global political influence.
Long-standing alliances, such as the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and 
the European Union (EU), are increasingly 
being questioned and many countries seek a 
renegotiation of power sharing in multilat-
eral fora, such as the UN and international 
financial institutions.96 States that gained 
independence in the years following the 
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establishment of the UN took part directly in 
the development of its core documents and 
norms; some have since pushed to see that 
their values and interest are reflected in the 
foundations of the multilateral system. Some 
of these states, and some others, are increas-
ingly seeking to redraw normative boundar-
ies in key areas, (such as human rights or the 
status of women). It is widely argued that a 
transition to a multipolar world is under 
way, with new centers of military and eco-
nomic power emerging.97 In the face of such 
geopolitical fluidity, tensions inevitably arise 
and risks can be difficult to manage.

Violent conflict has regional dimen-
sions, and there has been enhanced regional 

action in response. However, regional 
responses have been uneven in their abil-
ity to sustain peace. In some cases, regional 
competition fuels unilateral action, pro-
longing and aggravating conflicts and 
weakening the capacity of regional orga-
nizations to play a role in prevention of 
 violent conflicts.

In this challenging global framework, the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
(box 4) provides an organizing frame-
work for achieving global development 
goals that are sustainable in part because 
they recognize the deep complexity and 
interconnectedness on the path to peace 
and progress.

BOX 4 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development

In September 2015, UN Member States 
adopted the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and a new set 
of development goals as successors to 
the Millennium Development Goals. The 
2030 Agenda is a universal agenda which 
commits all countries to work toward a 
peaceful and resilient world through 
inclusive and shared prosperity and 
upholding human rights. It puts people at 
the center and pledges to leave no one 
behind, to empower women special 
attention to countries in protracted crisis.

The 2030 Agenda emphasizes that 
peace, development, human rights, and 
humanitarian responses are inextricably 
linked and mutually reinforcing. It 
includes a focus on building peaceful, 
just, and inclusive societies, not only as 
an enabler but also as a fundamental 
component of development outcomes. 
SDG 16 is dedicated to ensuring equal 
access to justice; reducing corruption; 
combatting illicit financial flows and 
organized crime; creating effective, 

accountable, inclusive, and transparent 
institutions; and ensuring inclusive, 
participatory, and representative decision 
making.

The 17 SDGs are integrated and 
indivisible in nature. Efforts to achieve 
one goal should also help achieve other 
goals. For example, actions to address 
goals such as eradicating poverty 
(SDG1), reducing inequalities (SDG10), 
promoting quality education (SDG4), 
achieving gender equality (SDG5), 
addressing climate change (SDG13), 
strengthening institutions (SDG16), and 
promoting partnerships (SDG17) can 
have mutually reinforcing effects.

The SDGs provide a blueprint for 
scaling up investments to transform 
economies, build resilience and 
strengthen institutions, and bolster 
capacities. By integrating sustainability 
in all activities and promoting inclusivity, 
partnerships, and accountability, it 
contributes to peace, stability, human 
rights, and development.

Source: UN General Assembly. A/RES/70/1, September 25, 2015.
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IV. Pathways to Peace
Much of the focus on conflict prevention 
has traditionally been on building and 
strengthening state institutions, or inter-
vening to manage immediate crises; yet 
entry points can be limited, and many vio-
lent conflicts today transcend state territo-
ries and are resilient to negotiated 
settlement. Increasing interdependence 
means that local and global risks are linked. 
Societies evolve rapidly under the pressure 
of economic and technological change; 
and, in a very connected world, aspirations 
often become global and very difficult to 
satisfy by institutions that tend to evolve 
much less rapidly.

The increase in violence in middle- 
income countries shows that while economic 
development and capable institutions are 
important in managing these risks, they are 
not at all a guarantee against violent con-
flicts. To improve prevention of violent con-
flict, it is important to better map what leads 
societies toward peace or toward violence.
Each country or regional situation is 
extremely context specific, but pathways to 

peace and violence in today’s world also 
share common elements.

IV.a. Societies forge pathways 
as they negotiate risks and 
opportunities

A society’s ability to manage conflict con-
structively is tested continuously by risks 
that “push” toward violence, and opportu-
nities to “pull” a society on a pathway 
toward peace. Risks and opportunities exist 
at various levels and can reinforce one 
another. The majority of violent conflicts 
today originate from instability within 
states, either as a result of tensions across 
groups, or between groups and the state.98 
However, geopolitical dynamics and global 
factors have a strong influence, particularly 
on major violent conflicts, and violence and 
instability locally can impact international 
or regional stability.

Pathways for peace and violence are not 
linear (see figure 3). Societies follow virtu-
ous or vicious cycles over long periods 

FIGURE 3 Pathway between Sustainable Peace and Violent Conflict
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of time. In almost all societies, large- scale 
outbreaks or escalations of violence are 
rare. Societies will often move in and out of 
violence as long as underlying grievances 
remain unaddressed. As a result, in some 
countries, violence is recurrent and some-
what predictable, taking place, for example, 
seasonally during cattle migrations over 
access to water points99 or around elections 
in countries with a history of political vio-
lence.100 However, in some societies, pres-
sure could build up over long periods of 
time without violence and can erupt sud-
denly into major episodes of violence.

Outbreaks of violence are slower to esca-
late than often assumed, tending to evolve 
over a period of months, years, or even 
decades (box 5). Once violence has taken 
root within a society, incentives are in most 
cases reconfigured in ways that sustain vio-
lence. Many actors—the state, private sec-
tor, and communities—then start to 
organize themselves with the view that vio-
lence will be sustained. Self-defense militias 
may appear. Illicit economies that finance 
armed groups or contribute to instability 
may become more entrenched. External 
actors may intervene directly or through 
financing.

The pathway that a society takes at any 
given time is a product of the interaction 
of the decisions of actors, whose behavior, 
in turn, is influenced by the institutions 
and structural factors that define the envi-
ronment for their decision making (see 
figure 4).

Structural factors shape the environ-
ment in which institutions operate and 
actors make decisions. Societies that possess 
more cohesion, higher income levels, more 
inclusive economic and political regimes, 
a more diversified economy, and a history 
of peaceful cooperation across groups, and 
that are located in more stable regions, 
experience less violence.101 Institutions can 
incentivize peaceful collaboration, while 
sanctioning violence,102 to channel conflict 
onto more constructive pathways.

Capable institutions and favorable struc-
tural factors can make peaceful pathways 
more likely and easier to maintain. But at 
the end of the day, it is actors—working 
together or individually—who determine 
the direction a society will take.103 Actors 
can put in place mechanisms that can help 
prevent conflict from escalating to violence 
by resolving disputes over structural factors 
or reforming institutions. For example, 

BOX 5 Violent Conflict Escalates Slowly, Is Persistent, and Is Path Dependent

An analysis was commissioned for this 
study to look at the dynamics of violent 
conflict (Mueller 2017).a Assuming that 
future likelihoods follow past incidence, 
a brief summary of main findings is 
presented in this box.

From sustainable peace, the likelihood 
of a country moving into lower-intensity 
armed conflict is 2.3 percent per year.

Of countries experiencing low-intensity 
armed conflict, 4.2 percent will move into 
high-intensity conflict (civil war).

After the first year of civil war, 
57 percent of countries will remain 

in civil war. For countries that remain in 
civil war after the first year, the chance 
of ending the civil war is only 22 percent 
per year.

Once the civil war ends, the likelihood 
of relapse into civil war following the first 
year of recovery is almost 18 percent.

As risks increase and violence 
increases, the probability of high-
intensity conflict increases but not as 
quickly or discretely as often assumed. 
Violence often escalates over a period 
of months or years rather than weeks 
before it becomes persistent.

Source: Mueller 2017.

Notes:
a. The analysis is based on UCDP data from 1975 to 2014. Low-intensity conflict is more than 25 
battle-related deaths a year, high-intensity (civil war) is more than 0.08 battle-related deaths per 
1,000 population.
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actors can enable power sharing (including 
subnational arrangements); resource redis-
tribution (including service delivery and 
extractives); and dispute settlement (includ-
ing justice, land issues, mediation, and 
negotiation/diplomacy); and put in place 
sanctions and deterrence to the use of vio-
lence (including the security sector).104

Institutions can be reformed on the basis 
of new agreements by actors. Often griev-
ances mount where institutions produce 
public or private goods that are not address-
ing populations’ needs. Bargaining failures 
between individuals and groups, and the 
exclusion of individuals and groups from 
vital resources and from political influence, 
can reinforce grievances. The use of repres-
sion against populations with grievances is 
one predictor of the outbreak or escalation 
of violence, as it risks creating a cycle of 
violence.105

The state remains a critical actor in influ-
encing the pathway a society takes. The 

state’s role is not always a positive one; his-
tory is full of examples of states perpetrating 
violence directly through state forces, or fail-
ing to quell violence within their borders.106 
However, in today’s shifting global climate, 
the state is only one among a broad range of 
actors, and in some cases it is not the most 
influential one.107 Where state presence and 
influence are limited, other actors may step 
in. Some of these may have the objective of 
taking over state power, while others may be 
more interested in maintaining territorial 
control and economic networks. As one 
example, with the growth in illicit networks 
in recent years, some drug cartels now com-
mand financial flows that rival those of 
national governments, capture political pro-
cesses and institutions,108 and control the 
provision of basic services.109

All three of these elements—actors, insti-
tutions, and structures—are determinant in 
the pathway a society takes to peace or 
 conflict. As this report will show, therefore, 

FIGURE 4 Three Core Elements of the Pathway

ACTORS

INSTITUTIONSSTRUCTURAL 
FACTORS

ACTORS are leaders or social groups 
who make decisions, in competition 
or cooperation with one another, that 
determine how a society moves forward.

INSTITUTIONS comprise 
political and institutional 
rules that can change only 
in the medium term, and 
that strongly shape actors’ 
behavior, incentives, and 
capacity to work together. 

STRUCTURAL FACTORS 
are elements that are hard 

to change except in the long 
term and that affect the 

fundamental nature of the 
sociopolitical system.
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a successful strategy for prevention must 
holistically address all three of them.

IV.b. Risk factors and 
opportunities for prevention 
influence trajectories on the 
pathways

Certain risk factors increase the vulnerabil-
ity of a society to conflict. Understanding 
these factors and how they interact is key to 
shaping and reinforcing the pathways 
toward peace. But these defy easy measure-
ment and probably always will.

Horizontal inequalities are differences in 
access and opportunities across culturally 
defined (or constructed) groups based on 
identities such as ethnicity, region, and reli-
gion. They create fertile ground for griev-
ances, especially when they accumulate 
across different realms (economic and 
political, for example).110

The path from grievance to violence is 
not direct or automatic. Some societies 
coexist relatively peacefully even with strik-
ing levels of horizontal inequality, while 
others that are comparatively more egalitar-
ian experience violence.

Perceptions around exclusion appear to 
be central for building up grievances, even 
when these perceptions do not align with 
objective inequalities.111 Frustrated aspira-
tions—due to the impossibility of reaching 
an economic or social status that individuals 
or groups feel they deserve—can fuel a 
strong sense of exclusion, especially in 
today’s world where technology gives people 
more information than ever about how 
other people live. Some groups, especially 
extremist groups, have been able to con-
struct global narratives and identities within 
which local perceptions of exclusion can be 
understood in order to expand their reach.112

If leaders in a group can propagate a nar-
rative that frames inter-group inequality as 
unfair, and they can assign blame to another 
actor that is usually a different identity 
group or the state, the chances of violence 
are higher.113 Narratives that foment resent-
ment, especially around perceptions of sta-
tus reversal (e.g. a better off group that 
might see its position contested or even 
reversed) or exclusion, are especially 

powerful. These narratives tend to resonate 
most deeply with those who already feel the 
strongest affiliation with the group.114

Some youth feel these perceptions 
acutely (see box 6). Resentments related to 
frustrated ambitions for social and eco-
nomic mobility, and experiences of discrim-
ination and humiliation in many countries 
that are struggling with rapid demographic 
changes, emerge as key push factors toward 
violence. Charismatic leaders know how to 
exploit these unmet needs. At the same time, 
youth are making immense contributions to 
peacebuilding, oftentimes despite narrow 
space for their participation.115

In today’s evolving conflict terrain, a 
multiplicity of actors and competing global 
and regional dynamics shape grievances 
and their mobilization. In some cases, 
 non-state actors have been highly success-
ful in defining narratives and actions that 
have collectively mobilized local grievances. 
A focus on grievances, perceptions of exclu-
sion, and narratives is a crucial element in 
a shift toward a more holistic approach to 
prevention, as this report discusses.

IV.c. Inclusive approaches help 
prevent violence, but options 
vary with the degree of risk 
present

Measures to prevent violent conflict can 
take two main directions. First, they can 
address the sources of grievance directly, 
acting to correct horizontal inequalities and 
perception of exclusion. The second option 
is to address the process by which grievances 
are mobilized to violence.

The state bears responsibility for address-
ing these grievances and in ensuring that 
resultant conflicts are managed within the 
constraints of the law. Simultaneously, how-
ever, the state’s own development trajectory 
is closely related to the management of these 
arenas of contestation—development path-
ways in all countries have involved not just 
patterns of growth, but equally attempts to 
resolve key issues related to the distribution 
of public and private goods, which affect 
development progress.

Economic reforms that increase oppor-
tunity and redistribute resources in an 
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inclusive way are key entry points, since 
exclusion from access to resources and eco-
nomic opportunities often underlies strong 
grievances.116 In societies where economic 
activity is heavily penetrated by illicit and 
criminal networks, such as trafficking in 
drugs or illegal exploitation of natural 
resources, measures to curb illicit activities 
are needed to avoid undermining the State 
and legal private sector activities.117

Addressing grievances is rarely straight-
forward. While greater equality across 
groups is a worthwhile goal, a society’s 

pathway to reach that goal is often fraught 
with setbacks and backlashes that must be 
managed. For example, measures to pro-
mote economic inclusion of certain groups 
may provoke a backlash against that group 
from those who perceive themselves to be 
losing out.118

One clear lesson is that overly coercive 
tactics carry a high risk of compounding 
grievances.119 Experiences of humiliation 
and human rights abuses by security actors 
are one of the strongest motivating factors 
for engaging in violence,120and can lead 

BOX 6 Youth Aspirations and Exclusion

Half of the global population is aged 
24 years or under.a Young people face a 
wide array of development challenges. 
They are often victims of multiple and 
interlocking forms of discrimination that 
sometimes lead to an imbalance of 
power that excludes young people from 
being recognized socially as adults, 
undermining their needs and aspirations. 

Intergenerational inequality, youth 
perception of a lower status and less 
opportunity than their parents at the 
same age, can also contribute to 
important frustration.b

Youth exclusion is often highlighted as 
a key factor in violent conflict.c Programs 
around the world have focused on 
increasing employment opportunities for 
youth, but they have had mixed results. 
Evidence shows that employment can 
in some cases contribute to protecting 
youth against mobilization to violence, 
but that the motivations for joining armed 
groups are not limited to economics. 
They often stem from frustration with 
the rigidity of intergenerational social 
structures;d frustrated aspirations 
for social and economic mobility; 
discrimination; and unmet needs for 
recognition and respect.e While it is true 
that the majority of fighters in all types of 

armed groups are young men, these only 
ever represent a minority of the youth 
population in any given country. At the 
same time, youth groups are important 
parts of civil society and forces for 
effective prevention of violent conflict.

Empowering youth is essential for 
prevention and peacebuilding efforts. 
In 2015, the UN Security Council 
unanimously adopted its Resolution 
2250 on Youth, Peace and Security, 
recognizing the important and positive 
contribution of young people in efforts 
for the maintenance and promotion of 
peace and security. The Security Council 
called for active engagement of youth as 
they represent “a unique demographic 
dividend that can contribute to lasting 
peace and prosperity” if inclusive 
policies are put in place. These policies 
include, for example, those related to 
youth employment, vocational training, 
and education opportunities, and to 
promoting youth entrepreneurship and 
meaningful participation in decision 
making. The Security Council highlighted 
that the disruption of young people’s 
access to education and economic 
opportunities has a dramatic impact on 
durable peace and reconciliation.

Notes:
a. UNFPA 2017b; UN DESA 2015b.
b. Honwana 2013; Idris 2016; Höhne 2013; Ginges et al. 2007; Atran and Ginges 2012; 
UNDP 2016b.
c. Hilker and Fraser 2009.
d. Idris 2016; Höhne 2013; Ginges et al. 2007; Atran and Ginges 2012.
e. Idris 2016; Devarajan and Ianchovichina 2017.
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social and economic groups that feel 
excluded to violent action.

Similarly, high levels of gender inequal-
ity and gender-based violence in a society 
can be associated with increased vulnerabil-
ity to civil war and interstate war,121 with 
more severe forms of violence used in con-
flict.122 Acknowledging this, and recogniz-
ing gender equality as a worthwhile end in 
itself, an increasing number of development 
programs focus on gender equality and 
interventions in various sectors that involve 
gender targets. Yet most of the focus remains 
on achieving the target rather than the 
messy and contentious process of address-
ing the “sticky”123 social structures and 
norms needed to get there. Norms do not 
change quickly, or easily. When they are in 
flux, those who step outside the older, more 
rigid norms into new roles—women who 
leave their households or communities to 
study or work in the city, for example, or 
men taking on more domestic responsibili-
ties—face a heightened risk of violence if 
their communities persist in enforcing 
more traditional norms.124 This under-
scores the importance of focusing not only 
on the objective of equality but also on the 
processes that lead there.

At different points in time on the path-
way and according to the risks present, the 
range of options available to prevent vio-
lence changes.

In environments of emerging risks, 
the greatest number of options is still 
on the table, and medium- to long-term 
policies can have an important impact. 
Institutional reform and change are pos-
sible, and various forms of dialogue are 
still available among the population and 
with the state. In these moments, conflict- 
sensitive development policies will have 
the most impact.125 However, prevention 
may be more difficult to sell politically 

because actors see the risk often as rela-
tively low.

In high-risk contexts, a failure to prevent 
will lead to permanent losses in social and 
economic development. In these contexts, 
the prevention challenges are high. Often by 
the time violence is visible, short-term 
incentives to reverse course are hard to per-
ceive and diffusely spread among a popula-
tion while incentives for violence are often 
tangible and specific. This is where diplo-
matic efforts and local-level mediation are 
central, and where development interven-
tion can also play a strong role by signaling 
the state’s willingness to change its stance 
and restore confidence among the popula-
tion. This is also where do-no-harm efforts 
are extremely important.

Once violence is present, preventing 
escalation of violence takes priority. In 
many cases, efforts are focused on mitigat-
ing the impact of violence on civilians, the 
economy, and institutions, noting that once 
a state has collapsed or atrocities have been 
committed violence is often irreversible in 
the short term. It is also the time when 
action to protect civilian and essential insti-
tutions from an escalation is necessary. 
Development actors have a big role to play 
in keeping essential institutions working 
and creating incentives to reduce the risk of 
escalation.

Finally, once violence is halted, prevent-
ing recurrence is paramount. This is the 
time when the window of opportunity 
reopens so that more structural risk factors 
can be addressed. During this time, restor-
ing trust and confidence, rebuilding the 
core functions of the state, and taking on 
illicit economies that can fuel the resur-
gence of conflict are essential. At this 
moment, it is also essential to start address-
ing relatively quickly the deep-seated griev-
ances that are at the origin of the conflict.
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V. Managing Conflict to Reinforce Pathways to Peace
Each conflict is unique, rooted in local 
grievances and resentments. Yet the con-
flicts that have the greatest risk of escalating 
to violence tend to play out in arenas where 
access to power, resources, justice, and secu-
rity are negotiated. These arenas represent 
spaces where livelihoods and well-being are 
determined.

The unique structural factors, institu-
tions, and actors in society define the arenas 
of access to power, security, services, and 
resources. The state manages many of these 
arenas. This does not mean, in practice, that 
the state must be active and present in all 
the arenas. In many cases, community 
structures, traditional leadership, civil soci-
ety, and the private sector are better placed 
than the state to mediate and address risks 
in these arenas.

V.a. Access to justice and 
security

Justice and security are interdependent are-
nas of risk and societal contest. While insti-
tutional support is critical in this arena, 
security and justice reforms require bot-
tom-up approaches. Such approaches, 
owned locally and aligned with community 
and cultural practices, are more likely to be 
sustained over the long term and address 
the challenge of security and justice for 
communities. These have many advantages: 
quicker identification of risks; more direct 
and visible results; building on existing 
capability; improving trust and legitimacy 
of local governance; and improving respon-
siveness in security and justice provision to 
different groups, especially women.126

Ensuring inclusive representation of 
identity groups in security forces and justice 
processes helps address grievances rooted in 
discriminatory experiences with law 
enforcement, and it helps bolster the legiti-
macy of security forces.127 One study of 40 
countries showed a positive relationship 
between the proportion of female police 

officers and reporting rates for sexual 
assault.128 For example, greater inclusion of 
women in the police force in Bougainville 
(Papua New Guinea) aligned with women’s 
traditional conflict resolution role and 
strengthened trust in the police.129 In 
Nigeria and Kyrgyzstan, local security 
accountability fora representative of social 
groups, civil society, non-state and custom-
ary actors, and the police improved com-
munity-level conflict resolution as well as 
police accountability to communities.130

Like any structural change, reform of 
security institutions can take time before 
significant improvements are evident—
between 5 and 10 years, according to some 
estimates.131 Sensitive justice processes, 
such as those addressing conflict-related 
abuses, require effective and accountable 
institutions regarding all conflict parties 
involved.132 Otherwise, transitional justice 
processes could fuel further conflict 
antagonisms, deepen grievances, and 
jeopardize security.133 Inconsistent finan-
cial support can set efforts back, as in the 
Central African Republic (CAR), where 
the uneven approach from both govern-
ment and donors contributed to conflict 
escalation.134

V.b. Access to power

Arrangements that foster political inclusion 
can help to ensure a durable peace by offer-
ing different groups a stake in governance 
(see box 7).135 In both the long and the short 
term, inclusive arrangements that give voice 
and access to power to different groups can 
defuse tensions and create space for dia-
logue.136 Over time, these changes help 
transform and build trust in institutions, 
including the police and security forces.137

In societies transitioning from authori-
tarian regimes to more inclusive and open 
systems, violence can flare up around elec-
tions or constitutional changes because 
some groups fear being excluded and 



20 Pathways for Peace: Inclusive Approaches to Preventing Violent Conflict

BOX 7 Incentives, Means, and Opportunity for Political 
Inclusion: Northern Ireland

Improving political inclusion: Northern 
Ireland’s path away from decades of 
conflict and related armed violence has 
gradual political inclusion at its core. The 
Anglo-Irish Agreement struck in 1985 
gave the Republic of Ireland input into the 
administration of Northern Ireland, 
pending the development of devolved 
institutions accepted by both Catholic 
and Protestant communities. The Good 
Friday Agreement of 1998 saw the 
Republic of Ireland deleting its territorial 
claim to Northern Ireland from its 
constitution, and the British government 
acknowledged it would “stay out of the 
way” if both parties were for Irish unity 
and the creation of those devolved 
entities. An elected assembly was 
established in Northern Ireland with a 
power-sharing executive chosen on the 
basis of on proportional allocation of 
seats. In addition, a North-South 
ministerial council was established to 
promote cross-border cooperation.

Incentives for more inclusive 
politics: Arriving at an eventual power-
sharing arrangement was motivated to 
a large degree by the mutual experience 
of trying other avenues for influence and 
control, for example by using ongoing 
violent tactics and internationalizing the 
struggle. Over time, resources on both 
sides were being drained, the military 
conflict had reached a deadlock, and the 
international community was not going 
to take sides to resolve it. Inclusion in 
realistic settlement talks was a powerful 
incentive to consider abandoning 
violence since exclusion from power or 
self-determination in fact was a cause of 
conflict. Once realization of the need for 
alternative approaches eventually took 
hold at government and non-government 
levels, enough momentum for change 
was created to consider compromise.

At the community level, one critical 
example of important trust-building 
opportunities came through the newly 
formed Police Service of Northern 
Ireland. A policy of equal recruitment and 
a completely new identity—including a 
new name and uniforms—helped balance 

power institutionally and symbolically and 
opened doors for overcoming divisions.

International resources 
substantially strengthened means for 
prevention. The EU’s commitment over 
recent decades of some €2 billion, made 
through investments of money and time, 
created shared incentives. The first EU 
program, PEACE I, was an investment 
over five years (1994–99); PEACE II was 
a seven-year investment (2000–07); 
and PEACE III was a 13-year investment 
(2007–20). These programs reflect the 
gradual strengthening over two and 
half decades—the minimum timeframe 
in which transition toward sustainable 
peace can be expected, according to 
analysis conducted for the 2011 World 
Development Report.

Short-term change with long-term 
vision: Both the Anglo-Irish Agreement 
and the EU support combined near-term 
changes with a vision for longer-term 
change, leading from greater political 
and social inclusion toward devolving 
power and resources. Education and 
community development projects 
created visible, relevant, and tangible 
changes that strengthened incentives 
to support ceasefires. Interim bodies 
were established not only to manage 
certain governance functions but also 
to enable transfer or responsibilities 
over time. Transitioning away from EU 
funding will still have its challenges into 
the future. Dependency on aid funds 
instead of the government for certain 
areas of social spending is heavy. Deep 
divisions remain, especially on housing 
and education. The United Kingdom vote 
in June 2016 to leave the EU is a further 
test of political and economic dynamics. 
Reestablishing a hard border between 
the Republic of Ireland and Northern 
Ireland could undermine a key pillar of the 
Good Friday Agreement and would bring 
into question funding Northern Ireland 
receives from the U.K. government.

Trade-offs: Improving political 
inclusion necessitated trade-offs for 
both sides. Once incentives were 
strong enough, a key compromise to 

(Box continued next page)



 Main Messages and Emerging Policy Directions 21

achieve non-violent progress was the 
British conceding on principle to include 
“terrorists” in negotiations. The Irish 
Republican Army (IRA) had to relinquish 
use of violence and, therefore, their main 
source of power. Early demands for 
decommissioning weapons, however, 
proved a step too far, resulting in a 
further brief resurgence of IRA violence. 
Progress became possible again once 
decommissioning was renegotiated 
as a gradual process, rather than a 
prerequisite to talks. This aligned better 
with the time necessary to gradually build 
trust and establish alternative institutions 
for conflict resolution.

Global norms were powerful in 
both propelling the conflict early on 
and helping improve political inclusion 
to prevent further violence later. The 
original protests against Unionist rule 

from which the Troubles emerged 
drew inspiration from the U.S. civil 
rights movement. Global events such 
as the political and social changes that 
followed the fall of the Berlin Wall in 
1989 caused a rethink of dogmatism. 
Peace negotiations in other major 
conflicts such as South Africa and 
the Middle East in the 1990s, and the 
terrorist attacks in the United States 
on Sept. 11, 2001, also delegitimized 
revolutionary violence. This in turn 
lent legitimacy to Nationalists moving 
away from violence toward peace talks, 
retaining the support of their base for 
the cause and avoiding major splits 
in the movement. In the Good Friday 
Agreement, the parties opted to let 
electoral processes determine Irish 
unity. It stated that only a vote by the 
majority would change the situation.

Source: Walsh 2017.

BOX 7 Incentives, Means, and Opportunity for Political Inclusion: Northern 
Ireland (continued)

grievances around existing exclusion may 
intensify. Embedding inclusive arrange-
ments into constitutions, and ensuring bal-
ance of power across branches of 
government, can help reduce the risk of vio-
lence.138 In addition, measures to prevent 
intimidation and violence against particular 
groups is critical; one global study using 
data compiled from 2006 to 2010 shows 
that female voters were four times as likely 
as men to be targeted for intimidation in 
elections in fragile and transitional states.139

Subnational governance arrangements 
include decentralization, devolution, local 
self-governance, and federation, to name 
but a few. They are widely adopted in polit-
ical settlements in intrastate conflicts, par-
ticularly where groups strive for greater 
self-governance or when political power is 
overly concentrated at the center.140 Despite 
the danger of possible fragmentation and 
power capture,141 the more provisions 
anchoring inclusive access to power that are 
included in an agreement, the better the 
chances that peace after a negotiated settle-
ment will last. 142

V.c. Access to land and natural 
resources

Land is deeply connected to economic 
well-being and livelihoods, and is often 
woven into the social fabric of communi-
ties. Unequal access is a key area of exclu-
sion in conflict-affected countries, especially 
for women.

Efforts to manage and prevent violent 
conflict related to land and natural 
resources tend to be most effective where 
they combine the reform of land ownership 
with more immediate conflict-resolution 
and mitigation measures. Some countries 
pursue shorter-term measures to buy time 
for  longer-term reforms, such as increasing 
autonomy of communities in governing 
land ownership, improving administration 
of land titling, and strengthening  dispute- 
resolution mechanisms.143

Access to water, described as the “petro-
leum of the next century,”144 has become 
an increased risk both for intra- and inter-
state conflict.145 Water in itself has rarely 
acted as a sole source of violent conflict, 
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and indeed can be an impetus for interna-
tional  cooperation.146 However, population 
growth, climate change, and environmental 
deterioration are increasing the stakes for 
disputes around access.147 At the local level, 
water disputes have been most effectively 
managed by dialogue between stakehold-
ers, often with the facilitation of civil soci-
ety groups.148 National-level disputes 
between riparian states can be best man-
aged via international treaties.149

Discovery and management of 
extractives, especially hydrocarbons, is 
another significant arena of contestation.150 
Research suggests that 40–60 percent of civil 
wars over the past 60 years have been trig-
gered, funded, or sustained by extractives.151 
If developed and managed appropriately, a 
country’s oil, gas, and mineral resources can 
fund government programs and transform 
natural assets into human, social, and physi-
cal capital, helping to drive sustainable 
development. However, the misappropria-
tion of resource revenues and exacerbation 
of inequalities can also occur, especially 
when government capacity is low and 
divisions between communities are deep.152 
A wide range of international agreements 
and instruments have been developed in 
recent years to increase transparency and 
accountability in extractives industries, and 
have had important successes.153 However, 
there are challenges in assessing their 
impact, and as voluntary arrangements they 
are by nature non-binding.

V.d. Access to basic services

The quality of service delivery can be an indi-
rect conflict risk through its relationship with 
state legitimacy.154 Supporting core state 
functions such as transparency and fiscal 
management to ensure equitable and quality 

service delivery is critical, especially in 
 conflict- affected environments. Grievances 
can accumulate where service provision is 
poor and/or inequitable or where state 
 budgets and their management are not 
 transparent.155 However, there is an import-
ant balance to be struck between, on the one 
hand, the quick wins of supporting service 
delivery where the state is unable or unwilling 
and, on the other hand, contributing to par-
allel delivery systems that can undermine 
state capacity and legitimacy.156

How basic services are delivered matters 
at least as much as, if not more than, what is 
delivered. It especially matters whether the 
population regards service delivery as fair, 
and whether accountability mechanisms are 
in place. Mechanisms that provide a plat-
form for inclusion, participation, and voice 
to citizens play a significant role in improv-
ing perceptions of the state. In Nepal, 
Pakistan, and Uganda, including citizens in 
the process of service delivery through 
grievance mechanisms reinforced feelings 
that both local and national government 
actors care about citizens’ opinions. In Sri 
Lanka, community meetings have had the 
same effect.157

Partnerships with the private sector for 
the delivery and development of services 
are also important in the context of low 
government capacity and complex soci-
etal divisions. In education, for example, 
the private sector can act as an enabler 
through public-private partnerships in 
a broad spectrum of activities including 
infrastructure maintenance, learning mate-
rials, and  software. In challenging environ-
ments where the state is not able to provide 
services, it can support the full delivery of 
education services, including to minorities 
and ethnic communities, which can prevent 
perceptions of exclusion from escalating.
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VI. What Works to Prevent Conflict
Just as the causes of violence are complex 
and interrelated, so too are the pathways 
that steer societies toward peace. There is no 
prescription for prevention. Rather than an 
intervention or an action, preventing vio-
lent conflict for countries is the process of 
managing short-term imperatives while 
mitigating longer-term risks (see box 8).

Through analysis of 20 case studies,158 
this report identifies patterns in the experi-
ence of countries that have addressed risks 
early, prevented violence escalation, and/or 
avoided recurrence. While the strategies 
vary by context, three overarching elements 
emerge as important:

 • First, prevention efforts were generally 
nationally led and addressed some 
critical, immediate risks. National 
actors may be state or non-state actors, 
groups or individuals, and formal or 
informal leaders.159 It is national actors 
who can make meaningful changes 
that address underlying grievances, 
though international support can also 
be critical.

 • Second, whether before or after violence, 
all countries addressed grievances 
related to power, services, security, 
and resources. They directly addressed 
grievances through changing incentives 
of actors, investments, and medium-
term and longer-term institutional 
reforms.

 • Third, effective prevention involved the 
formation of coalitions—local to global, 
government and nongovernmental, 
public and private—to ensure that 
prevention, like conflict, was a collective 
effort.

All of these actions took leadership. 
Preventive actions were not always popular 
in situations where short-term, concrete 
incentives prioritized security-driven 
approaches over addressing grievances or 
working out political settlements. 
Preventing violence required that leaders 
personally supported peaceful settlement 
and compromise, and committed to man-
age the associated political and resource 
trade-offs (see box 9).

BOX 8 Prediction and Early Warning: Act Early or Act Quickly

In search of improved forecasting models 
that have sufficient levels of accuracy 
and reliability, scholars and practitioners 
have introduced over the last decade a 
number of technical tools and models in 
developing new predictive systems.

Converging qualitative and quanti-
tative evidence suggests that both can 
provide fairly accurate information of 
impeding violent conflict in the short 
term to medium term. Short-term 
prediction works relatively well through 
local-level qualitative reporting and 
political economy analysis.

Over longer time scales, however, 
errors and false alarms reduce the value 
of either system in determining when or 

why a conflict would break out. Unlike 
other types of political, economic, 
or environmental event forecasting 
(e.g., macroeconomic, election, or 
meteorological forecasts), the relative 
rarity and nonlinearity of violent crises 
make it inevitably and continuously 
challenging to predict them.

Early warning is an important 
component of prevention. But in most 
cases, the lack of timely and coordinated 
action, not the lack of knowledge and 
early warning, has affected effective 
prevention. As shown, early action to 
address the risk factors of conflict is key. 
Once there is early warning of impending 
crisis, it is also imperative to act quickly.

Sources: Mueller 2017; Yi 2017a, 2017c; Brandt et al. 2011.
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VI.a. Addressing risks and 
grievances, and mobilizing 
coalitions

Nationally led processes that 
address critical immediate risks
The decisions of national actors, including 
whether or how to engage international 
 support, have the most influence on long-
term peace and development.160 Negotiations 
were most successful when focused on a 
roadmap for parties to a conflict to address 
grievances without violence. In some cases, 
the mere existence of a mediation process 
was sufficient to limit the escalation of 
violence.161

When risky situations involve high lev-
els of polarization between social groups, 
maintaining macroeconomic stability and 
avoiding shocks were critical to mitigating 
these immediate risks. Much like the period 
following violent conflict, the lead-up to 
violent conflict often saw predictable 
 macroeconomic trends, particularly with 
respect to inflation and vulnerability to 
external developments.162 A fiscal shock in 
these environments—for example linked 
to terms of trade adjustments, a collapse 
in commodity prices, or a fall in tax 
 revenues—can lead to rapid depletion of 
budgets and force the government to 
make unexpected fiscal adjustments, cut 
consumption subsidies, or reduce the civil 
 service wage bill.

In unstable environments, where state 
resources may be constrained and external 
sources of financing either dry up or move 
slowly, these adjustments need to be carried 
out very carefully. Cuts in subsidies, for 
example, need to be done progressively, if 
possible, with clear explanation to the 
 population and the business community. 
Adequate safety net programs to target the 
most vulnerable, and compensatory actions 
like increasing transparency in budget 
expenditures, should accompany adjust-
ments. At the same time, reluctance to 
adjust in the face of external shocks may 
accelerate the onset of the fiscal and finan-
cial dimensions of the  crisis, or raise their 
eventual cost.163

The timing of cuts also needs to be care-
fully chosen, for example when prices are 
already low, and the country should receive 
adequate support from the international 
community and multilateral institutions to 
be able to do these adjustments with suffi-
cient flexibility. Maintaining stability in 
civil service wages, especially in the justice 
and security sectors, is also crucial. 
Improvements in management of payroll 
and timing of payments can sometimes 
compensate for the impact of short-term 
wage adjustments.

Analysis of the country case studies 
shows that, once violence was used, the 
voices of security actors became more 
prominent in decision making, and it was 
important to promote balance in the struc-
ture of power (see box 10). Key to the 
direction of this process was ensuring the 
accountability, cohesion, and integrity of 
the security  sector. In many countries, the 
immediate cause for the escalation of vio-
lence was the perceived use of force by state 
security forces without any accountability 
accepted by political or other leaders.164 In 
countries where security institutions sub-
sequently fragmented, escalations of vio-
lence were often unavoidable. Where 
security sectors remained intact and 
accountable they represented a potentially 
stabilizing force, particularly when they 
ensured the space for political dialogue. 
This reinforces the lessons on ensuring sta-
bility of critical government functions 
while managing a crisis.

BOX 9 Windows of Opportunity

While changing the underlining 
causes of conflict requires long-term 
investments, decisive action at 
critical moments is critical to 
changing incentives. Windows of 
opportunity are difficult to identify in 
advance, and take many different 
forms. From elections, political 
agreements, and economic shocks 
to natural disasters, they are 
moments when coalitions can be 
formed, leadership demonstrated, 
and reforms launched, thus 
harnessing or consolidating 
pathways for peace.
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BOX 10 Indonesia: Prevention in Practice

Indonesia is a prevention story of settling 
four secessionist conflicts between 1999 
and 2004, as well as transitioning from 
decades of authoritarian rule and deep 
economic crisis toward democracy, 
economic recovery, and political stability. 
The conflicts were due to an array of long-
standing historical issues. Each was 
intensified by Indonesia’s deep economic 
crisis in the late 1990s and widespread 
political uncertainty following President 
Suharto’s sudden resignation. The highest-
profile of these secessionist conflicts, 
Timor Leste, involved a violence-scarred 
referendum, some military miscalculation, 
temporary UN administration, and 
independence in 2002. The other three—
Aceh, Maluku, and Central Sulawesi—are 
considered relatively successful 
negotiated peace processes, although not 
without violence. At the same time, 
Indonesia faces continuing challenges of 
communal violence, including in Papua 
and criminal and other violence in “post-
conflict” areas.

Political and fiscal decentralization, 
especially in Aceh. Simultaneously 
with a broader decentralization effort in 
the country, Aceh enacted political and 
fiscal autonomy provisions as part of 
the peace agreements, including laws 
for “balanced formulae for previously 
marginalized areas, direct election of 
regional heads, and high levels of local 
discretion in managing regional budgets.” 
The decentralization measures were 
implemented in districts instead of 
ethnically bounded provinces to mitigate 
the chance of separatist sentiment 
and ethnic politics. Maluku and Central 
Sulawesi were given recovery aid of an 
estimated $300 million from the central 
government that was placed outside 
the government’s regular disbursement 
mechanism. This allowed for local-district 
heads to allocate resources at their 
discretion.

Reform of security forces. As part 
of democratization, Indonesia took the 
important step of ensuring political 
impartiality of the armed forces by 
splitting the police and military and 
establishing independent parliamentary 
oversight. In exchange for conceding 
domestic security tasks to the newly 
formed police force, the military 
was allowed to retain its territorial 
command structure. At first this was 
further destabilizing. However, follow-
through on the changes and eventual 
institutional clarity were critical to the 
government’s subsequent ability to 
form and enforce peace deals in other 
areas over the longer term, and to 
leveling the balance of power between 
the military and the government. 
Together, these pushed violence as a 
tactic further down the line of options 
for conflict resolution.

Decisive action by political elites 
to tackle difficult constitutional issues 
upfront to restore confidence (especially 
investor confidence) was key. The 
Aceh Memorandum of Understanding 
granted combatants general amnesty 
if they complied with disarmament 
protocols. Although this made the deal 
more attractive for rebel groups, it also 
undermined truth and reconciliation 
efforts that would investigate excesses 
committed by either side and provide 
closure to traumatized communities and 
survivors. Similar instances occurred in 
the Malino Accords, where most leaders 
of communal violence have not been 
brought to trial. International support was 
also relatively limited in Indonesia, mostly 
because the government limited the 
international community’s involvement 
to mediation in Aceh and Timor Leste 
and to the financing of community-based 
programs around the country to support 
decentralization.

Source: Jaffrey 2017.
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Addressing grievances and their 
mobilization
In almost all country cases reviewed for this 
study, government efforts went beyond 
simply averting violence. Sooner or later, 
governments stepped in to address griev-
ances. In some countries, these reforms 
were undertaken before violence had esca-
lated; in others, these reforms were under-
taken following violence. As seen in the 
previous sections, the most common strate-
gies have focused on land issues, on devolu-
tion and decentralization as means to share 
power, and on the reform of security forces 
to improve accountability.

The technical aspects of these strategies 
differ by context, but the common theme is 
the willingness to engage competing inter-
ests, transform institutions, restore trust, 
and sustain this engagement over time.165 
Interventions in the arenas described in sec-
tion V were key in many cases.

Redistributive policies tended to be 
important for addressing the sources of 
grievance. Specifically, three measures seem 
to matter in implementing these policies. 
First is establishment of a formula for redis-
tribution that is viewed as fair by different 
groups. Second, mechanisms are needed to 
ensure funds are distributed as the state says 
they will be. Third, mechanisms are needed 
to ensure that the funds or services are 
delivered in an inclusive way that the local 
population views as appropriate. These are 
complex mechanisms that represent major 
challenges for countries with limited fiscal 
space and with limited capacities. They also 
require political will from the top level 
down to the local level. Some countries such 
as Indonesia have found ways to mobilize 
political will as the reforms were being 
implemented,166 and some of the oppo-
nents progressively have seen the benefit of 
implementing them.

Some actors had important successes by 
empowering local mechanisms for conflict 
management. Local peace committees have 
been highly successful at lowering conflict 
vulnerability, and in particular in reducing 
the risk that localized insecurity could 
 escalate.167 Such committees “have provided 
an alternative institutional framework for 
mediating local disputes, responding to 

crises, harnessing a range of local capacities 
through peacebuilding networks,”168 map-
ping resources and issues, and linking local 
and national contexts and processes. For 
such programs, civil society and the private 
sector have proven indispensable as inter-
locutors and mediators, particularly where 
there is a high degree of political corrup-
tion, organized crime, and dysfunctional 
state institutions.

Inclusive national peace and develop-
ment plans were used to facilitate prioriti-
zation and clarification of roles. These 
processes were used to determine outcomes 
and budgets, as well as to generate consen-
sus or ensure buy-in. But given the obvious 
difficulties in forming such plans, they have 
often proven elusive. Peace and security 
plans have been adopted in Nepal, Niger, 
Philippines, and Sierra Leone, to cite only a 
few, with varying degrees of effectiveness.169

Promoting norms against violence. 
Norms are one of the most powerful tools 
of conflict prevention. Whether enshrined 
in law or followed as societal practice, they 
provide a framework that can mitigate risks 
throughout a conflict cycle, including man-
aging grievances equitably to avoid conflict 
in the first place, reducing the risks that 
conflicts will become violent, and acting as 
a limiting factor on violence. Societal toler-
ance for violence appears in several cases 
where prevention has proven difficult, due 
to either collapsed legal or societal institu-
tions. Reflexively rights and protection of 
citizens have appeared to be important in 
cases where prevention was successful. For 
example, the restraint shown by the mili-
tary force in Burkina Faso contributed to 
the perception that the dispute had not 
undermined the country’s civic culture and 
social cohesion.170 This helped reverse a sit-
uation from deteriorating, despite high risk 
factors being present. Space, therefore, was 
maintained for relatively peaceful progress.

Mobilizing coalitions
Because the risks for violence span multiple 
levels of governance, mitigating them 
requires coalitions that bring together actors 
at the local, national, regional, and interna-
tional levels. In the case studies reviewed for 
this study, states that managed to avoid or 
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recover from violence often made meaning-
ful efforts to forge partnerships with groups 
across society and externally, drawing on 
the comparative advantages each brings to 
the table.

More inclusive processes and coali-
tions contribute to lasting solutions. Given 
the strong role that perceptions of exclu-
sion play in increasing the risk of violence, 
bringing excluded groups into decision- 
making processes goes a long way toward 
cementing peaceful pathways. When women 
take leadership roles, and are able to partic-
ipate meaningfully in decision making, 
peace agreements tend to last longer, and 
there is greater satisfaction with the out-
comes (see box 11).171 Many peace negotia-
tions are not only still missing women at 
the table but are also still missing the mean-
ingful participation of women needed to 
create change. Nevertheless, there has been 
some progress: in 2015 senior women were 
present in the delegations of 13 negotiating 
parties, in 9 out of 11 active processes, com-
pared with 4 out of 14 processes in 2011, 
that the United Nations led or co-led. At the 
same time, consultations with women’s 
civil society organizations were conducted 
in all processes.172

Coalitions that involve a range of civil 
society173 actors also have positive impacts 
on every point in the conflict arc, 
from mediating disputes to fostering envi-
ronments for sustainable peace.174 While 
their roles and degree of accountability 
vary immensely, in the best-case scenario 
civil society groups play a critical role in 
supporting communities as they engage 
with the state,175 including in facilitating 
peace processes.176 More important, a 
number of cases highlight that in confron-
tations with states, it often falls on civil 
society to prevent escalation of violence, 
with social movements actively attempting 
to prevent confrontations of violence and 
de-escalating within movements following 
violence.177 A global study of transitions 
from authoritarianism between 1972 and 
2005 illustrates that nonviolent civil resis-
tance was a key factor in driving 50 of 67 
transitions; it finds that transitions driven 
by civic resistance led to more and greater 
increases in political rights and civil liber-
ties than did transitions that were elite-
driven or transitions in which the political 
opposition engaged in violence.178 In 
Tunisia, the National Dialogue Quartet—
comprising the Tunisian General Labor 

BOX 11 Mobilizing Women’s Leadership for Peacebuilding

The United Nations recognized, and 
therefore, in October 2000 the UN 
Security Council adopted Resolution 
1325. Recognizing women’s important 
role in peace and the disproportionate 
effects of violence on women during 
conflict, Resolution 1325 on Women, 
Peace and Security urges states to 
ensure increased representation of 
women at all decision-making levels in 
national, regional, and international 
institutions as well as in mechanisms for 
the prevention, management, and 
resolution of conflicts. Empirical studies 
have documented the positive role 
women can play:

• Paffenholz (2015) established that 
meaningful participation of women in 

peace negotiations results in 
participants being more satisfied with 
the outcomes, and thus the agreement 
tends to be longer lasting.

• Stone (2015) shows that the inclusion 
of women as negotiators, mediators, 
signatories, and witnesses increases 
the probability of an agreement lasting 
at least two years by 20 percent, and 
the probability of an agreement lasting 
at least 15 years by 35 percent.

• Increasing the number of women at 
the negotiation table, although 
necessary and helpful, is not enough; 
rather increasing number of women 
with quality participation should be 
the target (Paffenholz 2015; Anderlini 
2007).
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Union; Tunisian Confederation of 
Industry, Trade, and Handicrafts; Tunisian 
Order of Lawyers; and Tunisian Human 
Rights League—helped negotiate a politi-
cal settlement among the political parties 
during some of the most tense moments 
of the Arab Spring.179

Inclusive coalitions also mobilized the 
comparative advantages of the private 
 sector in supporting stability and address-
ing grievances. Small and medium-sized 
companies, formal and informal, have the 
flexibility to provide services and jobs to the 
population, and can be collectively power-
ful in shaping peace incentives in local 
 communities. If adequately supported, they 
are essential to restoring confidence among 
the population and ensuring normalization 
of everyday life even during violent 
 conflict.180 In Kenya, the Kenya Private 
Sector Alliance (KEPSA), together with 
other civil society groups, played an import-
ant role in stopping electoral violence in 
2007 and preventing it in 2013.181

Still, it is the large domestic and multina-
tional firms that can drive major progress, 
as well as significant setbacks, in societies at 
risk. Leadership from businesses—setting 
examples of conduct, developing standards, 
negotiating concessions, and consolidating 
international partnerships—can go a long 
way toward mitigating tensions. New global 
partnerships such as the IDA Private Sector 
Window and the European Commission’s 
External Investment Plan are catalyzing 
these efforts.182

Conflict-sensitive business practices have 
been particularly relevant for international 
firms engaging in markets at high risk of 
conflict. Adopting Conflict-Sensitive 
Business Practices (CSBP), and acknowl-
edging that the impact of private sector 
involvement is rarely neutral in conflict 
 settings, “enables companies to carry out 
their legitimate activities in a manner that 
prevents conflict and promotes peace.”183 
These are practices that require firms to 
desist from contributing to conflict dynam-
ics, human rights violations, and corruption 
or any other type of criminal activity. 
Application of these practices is mutually 
beneficial because, through CSBP, multina-
tional firms manage risk better by securing 

social as well as a political license to operate; 
they also lower their operational costs, 
engage with other stakeholders in a more 
constructive manner, and enhance their 
reputation, credibility, and social good will. 
However, many smaller firms and firms 
from emerging economies do not apply 
conflict sensitive practices yet.184

VI.b. The international 
architecture for prevention

Prevention as a purpose is at the heart of 
the international global order. Following 
World War II, the foundations for a global 
platform for prevention were put in place 
through a framework of international law 
instruments and multilateral institutions 
rooted in the UN Charter and customary 
international law. These were established 
to “to take effective collective measures 
for the prevention and removal of threats 
to the peace.”185 The UN Security Council 
was the most visible of these institutional 
forums (see box 12).186

Since the creation of this platform, how-
ever, the world has changed. Global gover-
nance is increasingly fragmented.187 There 
are four times as many state actors and a 
much larger number of non-state actors as 
compared to 1945.188 In 1951, there were 
only 123 intergovernmental organizations. 
By 2013, the number had grown to 7,710.189 
Meanwhile, the prevention of violent con-
flict has evolved to accommodate actors 
other than states and state-based organiza-
tions. Private individuals and other non- 
government actors, local and national 
mediators, civil society organizations, and 
the private sector all may be engaged. 190

This fragmentation shapes how risks to 
stability are managed. Preventive platforms 
have evolved significantly to reflect this 
increasingly diverse governance at the 
national, regional, and global levels. 
Successful efforts have managed an array of 
cross-sector partnerships that extend across 
multilateral organizations, regional actors, 
women’s groups and other NGOs, and the 
private sector. Frequently, national govern-
ments and stakeholders draw on global and 
regional organizations and depend on a 
growing diversity of expertise.191 If a national 
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parliament is in place whose legitimacy and 
mandate are widely respected, there may 
exist a ready-made forum for national dia-
logue with established procedures for open 
debate and the public dissemination of 
deliberation and conclusions.

The state-, regional-, and global-
level foundations of prevention

The centrality of states
The foundation and point of reference for 
prevention lie with the state, which is recog-
nized as holding primary responsibility for 
conflict prevention and sustaining peace.192 
National governments have the authority 
and capacity to establish the institutions 
and allocate the resources necessary to 
tackle the causes of violence and to address 
the processes by which the risks of violence 
become manifest. When successful, preven-
tion enhances sovereignty, demonstrating 
national capacities to address grievances 
and averting international interventions to 
halt or exploit conflicts.

Third-party states influence preven-
tion both through their direct bilateral 
relations and aid and through multilateral 

architecture, which reflects principally state 
interests and decisions. Yet while the state 
remains foundational in managing con-
flict, the governance of key risks for violent 
conflict is increasingly multilevel and net-
worked.193 States are increasingly expected to 
respond to security threats that are simulta-
neously subnational and transnational, such 
as international terrorist and rebel groups, 
piracy, cybersecurity risks, and pandemics.194 
In other contexts, states are asked to respond 
to grievances mobilized by cross-border or 
global narratives and identities over which 
they have limited influence or control. As a 
result, the role of regional and global actors 
has grown significantly (see box 13).

Regional arrangements
Chapter VIII of the UN Charter recognizes 
the importance of regional arrangements in 
support of the maintenance of international 
peace and security, and stresses that “no 
enforcement action shall be taken under 
regional arrangements or by regional agen-
cies without the authorization of the 
Security Council.”195

While long recognized as key partners to 
global institutions, in the last 30 years, many 

BOX 12 The Contribution of the Main United Nations Intergovernmental 
Bodies to Preventing Conflict

As the primary organ of the UN 
responsible for the maintenance of 
international peace and security, the 
Security Council has a critical role in 
offering support to preventive action. The 
Council has at its disposal an important 
set of tools, among them, peace 
operations. The Council mandates a wide 
range of UN peace operations—including 
peacekeeping operations, special political 
missions, and, among the latter, regional 
offices. All these serve a variety of 
preventive functions.

The General Assembly has broad 
authority to consider conflict prevention 
within the framework of the UN 
Charter. The Assembly has a dedicated 
item on peace and has held special 
sessions or emergency special 

sessions on a wide range of prevention-
related thematic and geographic issues. 
It has also adopted declarations on 
peace, the peaceful settlement of 
disputes, and international cooperation. 
In debating and adopting Agenda 2030, 
the General Assembly provided a 
universal agenda for prevention.

As the lead intergovernmental body 
guiding specialized agencies and for 
policy and coordination on economic, 
social, and environmental issues, the 
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) 
is the central UN platform for reflection, 
debate, and innovative thinking on 
sustainable development. It has made 
particularly notable contributions 
through its country-specific Advisory 
Groups.
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BOX 13 Preventing Violent Extremism in the Context of the United Nations Plan 
of Action and the Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy

Prevention of violent extremism is 
increasingly a priority of many 
governments, donors, and multilateral 
organizations, and it is challenging. No 
violent extremist profile is the same. 
Multiple push and pull factors in terms of 
psychology and the environment play 
roles in motivating individuals toward 
violence and extremism. In addition, the 
empirical evidence base is small: most 
programs are relatively new and were 
conducted in high-income countries. This 
means they are not directly applicable in 
lower-income countries experiencing 
violent extremism. There is a growing 
recognition that security-focused 
interventions may have limited effect in 
countering the grievances that often aid 
in recruitment and fuel expansion of 
violent extremist groups, especially 
because such groups can be adept at 
embedding themselves in local social 
networks. By exploiting development 
challenges, such as inequalities, poverty, 
and poor governance, violent extremism 
further exacerbates these grievances and 
thereby creates a vicious cycle of decline, 
which affects marginalized groups in 
particular.

Both the UN General Assembly 
and the UN Security Council have 
acknowledged that violent extremism 
has reached a level of threat and 
sophistication that requires a 
comprehensive approach encompassing 
not only military or security measures, 
but also preventive measures that directly 
address development, good governance, 
human rights, and humanitarian 
concerns. The implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development and the establishment of 
just, inclusive, and peaceful societies, 
based on the full respect of human rights 
and with economic opportunities for all, 
represent therefore the most meaningful 
alternative to violent extremism.

The UN Plan of Action to Prevent 
Violent Extremism (A/70/674) reinforces 
the first Pillar of the UN Global Counter-
Terrorism Strategy (A/RES/60/288), 
which focuses on addressing the 
conditions conducive to the spread of 
terrorism. The Plan recognizes that the 
risk of violent extremism often increases 
in the same conditions that lead to 
heightened risk of conflict. Where 
conflict already exists, efforts must 
be redoubled to promote and sustain 
dialogue between warring parties, 
since persistent, unresolved conflict is 
proving to be a major driver of violent 
extremism. Therefore, the first of the 
seven strategic priority areas for action 
of the Plan is focused on dialogue and 
conflict prevention.

The UN General Assembly in 
Resolution 70/291 adopted on July 1, 
2016, recommends that “Member States 
consider the implementation of relevant 
recommendations of the Plan of Action, 
as applicable to the national context” and 
invites “Member States and regional and 
subregional organizations to consider 
developing national and regional plans 
of action to prevent violent extremism 
as and when conducive to terrorism, 
in accordance with their priorities and 
taking into account, as appropriate, the 
Secretary-General’s Plan of Action.” 
A growing number of Member States and 
regional and sub-regional organizations 
are now developing national and regional 
plans to address the drivers of violent 
extremism, drawing on the UN Plan of 
Action to Prevent Violent Extremism 
(PVE) and are requesting UN support in 
their efforts. A High Level PVE Action 
Group, chaired by the Secretary-General 
and consisting of the heads of 21 UN 
agencies, funds, and programs, is taking 
the lead in implementing the PVE Plan of 
Action in support of Member States, at 
their request.

Source: Rosand 2016; UNDP 2016a; World Bank 2015; ICG 2016a.
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regional organizations have advanced legal 
frameworks, explicitly building capacities 
for preventive action at the regional level 
(see, for example, box 14). In particular, the 
emergence of regional economic organiza-
tions has brought a unity between eco-
nomic frameworks of cooperation, on 
one hand, and peace and security frame-
works on the other—a unity that rarely 
exists at the global level. Approximately 33 
regional  economic organizations have been 
founded since 1989, and 29 regionally based 
intergovernmental organizations have an 
established agenda related to international 
peace and security.196

A number of regional organizations, such 
as the African Union (AU), the Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
(OSCE), and Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS), are very import-
ant actors in peace and security and have 
become lynchpins of stability and security in 
their regions. In many cases, the preventive 
capacities of regional organizations remain 
tightly linked to security and military 
 solutions. In some cases, regional organiza-
tions work across the fields of economic 
cooperation, conflict prevention, and peace 
 operations. In other cases, regional competi-
tion and the absence of institutional and legal 
frameworks and capacity have hamstrung 
regional preventive efforts.

Global arrangements
Traditionally, systemic prevention includes 
the legal frameworks and institutions that 
regulate the tools and conduct of war, inter 
alia the use and trade of arms, including 
weapons of mass destruction.197 The UN 
Security Council, the General Assembly, the 
UN Secretariat, and specialized agencies 
like the International Atomic Energy 
Agency have all played a central role in sys-
temic conflict prevention as has the emer-
gence of the international human rights 
regime, regulating how states treat their cit-
izens (see box 15). Treaties, multilateral 
institutions, and transnational  advocacy 
networks have created a global infrastruc-
ture that transmits and promotes norms 
against violence.198

Increasingly, the global fora of prevention 
are recognizing the importance of broader 
systemic issues in areas as diverse as financial 
markets, infectious diseases, food supply, and 
ecosystem resources. The emergence of global 
fora such as the Group of Twenty (G-20) 
speaks to the need for wider global steering 
groups, while, among others, the creation of 
the Peacebuilding Commission (see box 16) 
and the UN Security Council debates high-
light the recognition of the connection 
between risks.199

The SDGs encapsulate the increased 
emphasis on systemic prevention. The SDGs 

BOX 14 Regional Organizations and Prevention: The Success of ECOWAS

Among the regional organizations, the 
Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS) stands out for its 
successes in conflict mitigation and 
peacekeeping in West Africa. In the 
post-Cold War era, ECOWAS expanded 
its institutional structures to respond to 
the security threats emanating from the 
intrastate conflicts in the region. Under 
the 1999 Protocol Relating to the 
Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, 
Management, Resolution, 
Peacekeeping and Security and the 
2001 Protocol on Democracy and Good 
Governance, ECOWAS became 
engaged in conflict prevention and 

management in West Africa. In 2002, 
the Observation and Monitoring Centre 
(OMC) of ECOWAS partnered with the 
West African Network for Peacebuilding 
(WANEP), a civil society organization 
established in 1998 in Ghana, to 
implement a regional early-warning and 
early-response system (ECOWARN). 
Since 2006, ECOWAS has maintained a 
standby force, a 6,500-strong rapid-
response brigade known as ECOBRIG. 
In 2008, the organization also 
established the ECOWAS Conflict 
Prevention Framework (ECPF) aimed at 
addressing the structural causes of 
violent conflict.
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BOX 16 Peacebuilding Commission

The Peacebuilding Commission was 
established on December 20, 2005, by 
resolution 60/180 of the UN General 
Assembly and resolutions 1645 of the 
UN Security Council. Its mandate is to:

• Bring together all relevant actors to 
marshal resources and to advise on 
and propose integrated strategies for 
post-conflict peacebuilding and 
recovery.

• Focus attention on the reconstruction 
and institution-building efforts 
necessary for recovery from conflict 
and support the development of 
integrated strategies in order to lay 
the foundation for sustainable 
development.

• Provide recommendations and 
information to improve the 
coordination of all relevant actors 
within and outside the UN, develop 
best practices, help to ensure 
predictable financing for early 
recovery activities, and extend the 
period of attention given by the 

international community to post-
conflict recovery.

In resolutions A/RES/70/262 and 
S/RES/2282, the General Assembly and 
Security Council also stress the 
importance of the Peacebuilding 
Commission to fulfill the following 
functions in this regard:

• Bring sustained international attention 
to sustaining peace and to provide 
political accompaniment and advocacy 
to countries affected by conflict, with 
their consent.

• Promote an integrated, strategic, and 
coherent approach to peacebuilding, 
noting that security, development, and 
human rights are closely interlinked 
and mutually reinforcing.

• Serve a bridging role among the 
principal organs and relevant entities 
of the UN by sharing advice on 
peacebuilding needs and priorities, in 
line with the respective competencies 
and responsibilities of these bodies.

(Box continued next page)

BOX 15 Human Rights as a Basis for Normative Change

The universal, inter-related, and 
interdependent rights set out in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and the universal treaties that derive 
from it, as well as a range of regional 
human rights instruments, have been 
used by many countries as a shared 
foundation for normative and legal 
change. All 193 UN Member States have 
ratified at least two of the nine core 
human rights treaties and over 80 
percent of States have ratified seven. 
The primary responsibility for respecting, 
protecting, and promoting human rights 
rests with States, who translate the 

international norms into laws, policies, 
and programs. In many states, human 
rights have also underpinned institutional 
reforms—for example, constitutional 
reforms, creation of national human 
rights institutions (NHRIs), or transitional 
justice mechanisms. NHRIs serve as 
mechanisms, independent from 
government, for monitoring respect for 
human rights nationally. Civil society 
organizations have made 
vital contributions to human 
rights instruments and their 
implementation.

Source: OHCHR 2010 ; Payne et al. 2017.
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call for integrated solutions extending across 
 development, peace, environment, and 
humanitarian realms200—and so require the 
mobilization of substantially greater 
resources from domestic, external, public, 
and private sources—and recognize the 
importance of investing in global (and 
regional) public goods.201 The SDGs 
also confirm that building resilience 
through investment in inclusive and sus-
tainable development— including address-
ing inequalities, strengthening institutions, 
and ensuring that development strategies 
are risk informed—is the best means of 
prevention.

The tools for international prevention
Since the 1990s, the international order 
has evolved to provide support to a grow-
ing diversity of conflict-prevention 
efforts, providing support when domestic 
actors are too fractured, inclined by their 
own interests or history, or incapable of 
acting.202 A significant role for external 
actors has been to reshape incentives and 
create space or provide critical interna-
tional support as a “safety net,” whether 
in fiscal/economic, security, or human/
social capacity terms, with the consent of 
the state concerned, which can help dif-
ferent domestic actors step forward and 
exercise leadership. 

The greatest concern for this system is the 
growing resistance of today’s conflicts to res-
olution through traditional tools. The num-
ber of new onsets in the 1990s was twice that 
of the 1980s. The overall drop came about 
because many more wars ended than started. 

Today a rapid upsurge in the number of new 
conflicts has not been met with a corre-
sponding surge in conflict cessation.203

Preventive diplomacy and mediation have 
significant roles to play in altering the 
incentives and calculations of key actors 
who make decisions that propel societies 
toward violence. They can help identify and 
advocate for alternatives to violence, bridge 
divides, de-escalate actions and  rhetoric, 
promote confidence, and help parties work 
toward lasting political settlements.204

Preventive diplomacy has been a central 
practice of the UN for many decades.205 It 
refers to diplomatic action taken at the ear-
liest possible moment “to prevent disputes 
from arising between parties, to prevent 
existing disputes from escalating into 
 conflicts, and to limit the spread of the lat-
ter when they occur.”206 It relies on both the 
long-term cultivation of relationships 
against future need and the more crisis- 
 oriented and visible engagements of the UN 
Secretary-General and his special represen-
tatives and special envoys.207 Building dip-
lomatic coalitions, whether informally or 
through identified structures such as groups 
of Friends or Contact Groups, is one partic-
ularly effective conflict-prevention tool.208

Mediation is usually more formal and 
involves bringing third-party confidence 
building and technical support to bear to 
try to bridge between disputing parties at 
the negotiating table (see box 17). The 
explosion of mediation efforts since 1990 
has resulted in an accumulation of experi-
ence across a wide range of prior cases and 
experiments, increasing knowledge about 

• Serve as a platform to convene all 
relevant actors within and outside the 
United Nations, including from 
Member States; national authorities; 
United Nations missions and country 
teams; international, regional, and 
sub-regional organizations; 
international financial institutions; civil 
society; women’s groups; youth 

organizations; and, where relevant, 
the private sector and national human 
rights institutions, in order to provide 
recommendations and information to 
improve their coordination, to develop 
and share good practices in 
peacebuilding, including on institution-
building, and to ensure predictable 
financing to peacebuilding.

BOX 16 Peacebuilding Commission (continued)
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the ingredients for successful peace pro-
cesses. Mediation is frequently conducted, 
or dialogue and negotiations facilitated, by 
a cadre of experienced envoys or mediators 
from the UN, regional and sub-regional 
organizations, individual states, and a wide 
range of nongovernmental actors.209 Private 
individuals and nongovernmental organi-
zations (NGOs) such as the Geneva-based 
Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, the 
Helsinki-based Crisis Management Initi-
ative, or the Community of Sant’Egidio, a 
worldwide movement established in Rome 
in 1968, are the principal mediators in 11 
percent of cases reported in the press.210 In 
many processes multiple mediators may be 
engaged, at times in a coordinated fashion 
in support of the lead mediator, at other 
times working at cross purposes.211

Despite considerable adaptation, preven-
tive diplomacy faces important challenges, 
including first and foremost the identifica-
tion of entry points. Mediation’s effective-
ness has been tested by the emergence of 
non-state actors uninterested in state-based 
power, transnational ideologies whose goals 

are less negotiable, and the increased spon-
sorship of proxy warfare by global and 
regional powers. Diplomacy suffers from a 
bias toward the national level, and underuse 
of dialogue processes at the subnational 
level, involving local actors including 
trusted mediators.212 In addition, interna-
tional third-party contributions tend to 
come too late once a pathway to violence is 
inevitable. Sometimes this is due to inaction 
at the international level. Sometimes it is 
due to reluctance at the national one. 
Mediators, meanwhile, need a broader 
range of skills than ever. Success depends on 
more inclusive peace processes that encom-
pass women, all relevant social forces, youth, 
and civil society organizations.

Peacekeeping: The vast majority of quan-
titative studies, drawing on different statisti-
cal models and definitions of peacekeeping, 
conclude that peacekeeping has a large and 
statistically significant positive effect on 
containing the spread of civil war, the nego-
tiated resolution of civil wars, and the dura-
tion of post-war peace.213 Studies have also 
shown that robust mandates and larger 

BOX 17 Multi-Actor Mediation

Mediation increasingly involves a 
number of mediators and facilitators and 
to greatest effect when they are 
working in tandem.

In Kenya in 2008, Kofi Annan, the 
former UN Secretary-General, mediated 
the end of post-election ethnic violence 
on behalf of the Panel of Eminent African 
Personalities of the African Union (AU). 
However, that body had limited capacity, 
so most of its staffing was provided 
by experts from the UN with support 
from the non-governmental Centre for 
Humanitarian Dialogue.a

In Kyrgyzstan in 2010, after President 
Kurmanbek Bakiev’s ouster, a triple 
mediation initiative of the European 
Union, the Organization for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), and the 

UN provided considerable leverage and 
legitimacy to the effort to ensure stability 
during the transition.b

In Guinea in 2009–10, the UN, the AU, 
and the International Contact Group 
supported the ECOWAS-led mediation 
that persuaded a military coup regime 
to support a transition to civilian rule and 
constitutional order.c

In Colombia, the negotiations that 
led to the peace agreement between 
the government of Colombia and the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
(FARC) rebels were facilitated by the 
Norwegian and Cuban governments, 
with technical assistance on thematic 
agreements and confidence building 
provided by various UN entities and other 
actors.d

Notes:
a. Lindenmayer and Kaye 2009.
b. Call 2011.
c. Mancini 2011.
d. Colombia desk officer, UN DPA, June 2017; Aguirre 2015.
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missions, in terms of budget and troop 
strength, perform better in preventing 
renewed civil war, preventing the spillover 
of conflict, and minimizing civilian 
deaths.214 Peacekeeping successes are 
numerous, including Bosnia, El Salvador, 
Kosovo,215 the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia, Mozambique, Namibia, and 
Nicaragua, and more recently Côte d’Ivoire, 
Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Timor Leste.

Despite the scholarly evidence of its 
impact, peacekeeping faces significant chal-
lenges. While they arguably prevented 
regional spillovers and continuing escala-
tion of violence in the Central African 
Republic in 2013 and South Sudan in 2014, 
some peacekeeping missions have been 
unable to halt the rapid escalation of 
 subnational conflict.

The UN has enhanced peacekeeping 
tools, including investing in improved infor-
mation and analysis capacities, creating a 
dedicated Office of Rule of Law and Security 
Institutions, and improving guidance and 
training for civilian and uniformed peace-
keepers to protect civilians more effectively. 
A more robust posture and mandates have 
helped reduce armed violence and deter 
spoilers in a number of missions. Time and 
again, however, experience has shown that 
violence can only be reduced sustainably—
and legitimate institutions built effec-
tively—through nationally driven processes 
in which a political strategy is associated 
with development plans, development pro-
grams, and participatory approaches to 
resolving underlying causes of tensions and 
conflict. Peacekeeping also requires adapt-
ing to context-specific community security 
needs. One example is the increased use of 
Community Violence Reduction programs 
in places like Côte d’Ivoire, Haiti, and Mali. 
These bottom-up programs have had suc-
cess in removing violent spoilers from urban 
and rural communities while offering tar-
geted development initiatives to create job 
opportunities.216

Humanitarian assistance: The primary 
purpose of humanitarian assistance is to 
save lives, reduce suffering, and respect 
human dignity. Since 2013, however, 
97 percent of humanitarian needs, 
resources, and operations have gone to 

complex emergencies217 involving both 
conflict and natural disasters. With human-
itarian appeals lasting an average of seven 
years, and reaching $22 billion requested 
for 2017, humanitarian actors have been 
present in many crises for over two decades 
(e.g. the Democratic Republic of Congo 
[DRC], Somalia, and Sudan).218 As high-
lighted by the World Humanitarian 
Summit, this funding is unsustainable, but 
in the absence of successful prevention of 
conflicts it is often essential to mitigate the 
impact of conflict on the most vulnerable. 
Humanitarian actors need to “do no harm” 
and ensure their interventions are conflict 
sensitive and informed by risk and conflict 
analysis.219

Intersection with development processes
No single policy realm alone is adequate to 
manage the risks of conflict.220 Instead, suc-
cessful conflict prevention tends to involve 
cross-cutting approaches that bring together 
security, development, and political/diplo-
matic tools over the long term, as discussed 
in the previous section. This has been 
reflected in a rapid evolution of approaches. 
In recent decades, the international efforts 
at prevention have developed more inte-
grated and effective responses across sectors 
and have built bridges with developmental 
approaches and expertise.

First, development actors have improved 
their conflict analysis to promote conflict 
sensitivity; however, in most cases these 
analyses remain internal and are rarely 
applied toward engaging government on 
sensitive issues. Development actors have 
also not come very far in harmonizing their 
operations with diplomatic actors in 
upstream prevention. They could also be 
used more effectively to support do-no-
harm mechanisms that remain in many 
cases underdeveloped in projects taking 
place in areas with high risk of violence.221 
Meanwhile, some development programs 
have invested significant resources in sup-
porting national institutions and actors in 
violent conflict prevention. In most set-
tings, these interventions aim to build 
capacities and empower citizens at national 
and local levels to prevent conflicts from 
turning violent or are focusing on 
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community development programs and 
service delivery in areas at risk of conflict. 
Evaluations show that such projects have 
had some success, particularly when bridg-
ing state and civic actors but that they tend 
to be fragmented and under-resourced, 
often lacking a clear theory of change.222 
Furthermore, qualitative studies highlight 
that, where institutions and mechanisms 
focus only on the triggers and risk factors of 
violence, and are not linked to initiatives 
that tangibly affect political and socioeco-
nomic drivers, actors lose interest in engag-
ing with them.223 This has led to a growing 
commitment by the international commu-
nity to consider scaling up programs that 
seek to foster linkages between develop-
ment interventions and peace in conflict- 
affected countries.

Second, improvements in preventive 
diplomacy efforts have included the 
expansion of technical services far beyond 
the traditional advisory support, and are 
integrated more and more among devel-
opment activities.224 In some cases, devel-
opment expertise has been lent to both 
national and subnational mediation exer-
cises, often at government request. 
Simultaneously, there has been an effort at 
planning and coordination processes that 
have bridged developmental and diplo-
matic efforts to open policy dialogue over 
economic and fiscal considerations related 
to peace. For example, in the 2015 Bangui 
Forum in the Central African Republic 
there was a concerted effort to include 
community consultations in preparation 
for a National Dialogue on the roots of cri-
sis in the country. At this Forum, in addi-
tion to government officials, rebel group 
leaders, and local NGO presidents, there 
were a number of more or less “regular 
people,” with armed group leaders sitting 
next to community members to discuss 
themes such as justice and peace.225 In 
Lebanon, development, humanitarian, and 
political streams were brought together in 
a Crisis Response Plan (CRP) aimed at 

supporting Lebanese institutions affected 
by the Syria crisis, including the military, 
while also providing livelihood and 
humanitarian assistance to the Syrian ref-
ugees in Lebanon. This was supported by 
an International Support Group for 
Lebanon, composed of P-5 members, the 
League of Arab States, the UN, the EU, the 
World Bank, and select other states.226

Third, peacekeeping and bilateral 
security sector support programs have 
broadened to more inclusive and profes-
sional institution building while also 
working on oversight of security institu-
tions with development actors. Security 
sector reform programs have evolved to 
emphasize accountability and inclusive-
ness in the composition of forces and in 
their doctrine and approaches. However, 
an emphasis on operational skills often 
clouds the preventive aspect of security 
programs that hold the potential for 
building security institutions in which 
excluded populations see themselves 
represented.

Challenges to these cross-cutting 
approaches are many. Generally, the incen-
tives for state consent to act early and 
 proactively are not always present. 
International unity, crucial to creating the 
leverage needed to tip the balance toward 
prevention or resolution, is increasingly 
difficult to achieve, particularly in geopo-
litically salient conflicts. Consequently, 
international third-party contributions to 
conflict prevention too frequently come 
too late, once violence is inevitable or has 
broken out. Finally, time and again experi-
ence has shown that, in the absence of 
nationally driven processes to resolve 
underlying causes of tensions and conflict, 
international support alone cannot reduce 
violence. If international tools are not 
linked coherently to national reforms, 
development plans, budgets, and strategies 
providing overarching objectives and 
designing relevant indicators, their results 
are often unsustainable.227
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VII. Realizing a Culture of Peace
The case for prevention is clear and urgent. 
Preventing violent conflict saves lives, and it 
is critical to ending extreme poverty and 
promoting shared prosperity. The fact that 
most countries prevent violent conflict 
most of the time shows that prevention is a 
viable possibility.

However, the conflict-prevention agenda 
must also adapt to respond to the changing 
demands of prevention in a dynamic world. 
The global consensus on the SDGs provides a 
catalyzing moment for this change, while the 
Sustaining Peace resolutions have created a 
shared, comprehensive understanding of 
how conflict prevention should work in prac-
tice. More technical tools and programs than 
ever are available for use and deployment at 
all points along the conflict cycle. Still, for the 
most part sectoral divisions persist and 
 barriers to working together remain deeply 
embedded in organizational mandates, inter-
nal incentives, funding streams, and planning 
cycles. Overcoming them requires a hard 
look at the incentives that sustain these divi-
sions. Many countries continue to ignore 
early risks or adopt highly security-oriented 
responses. National ownership and buy-in 
for prevention is often lacking.

Prevention must become a universal 
agenda. It should be seen as a responsibility 
of all countries and all actors. States need to 
improve collaboration in the development 
of multilateral solutions when unilateral 
solutions will not suffice. This requires 
 significant engagement in  systemic 
 prevention—addressing those risks that no 
country can address alone and that are in 
nature global—as well as committing to revi-
talizing cooperation and collaboration in the 
development tools in support to collective 
preventive action in countries and regions at 
risk of violence. In the model proposed, pre-
vention enhances sovereignty by relying on 
national capacity and ensuring that interna-
tional support is based on a dialogue and 
engagement with states and national actors.

VII.a. Guiding principles

Overall, prevention should be guided by 
three principles that should equally influence 
the use of the full range of prevention tools 
 identified in this report, including both 
 appropriate diplomatic and development 
interventions. First, prevention must actively 
and directly  target patterns of polarization 
and institutional failure that fuel the risk of 
conflict. Prevention must be inclusive, both 
to build broader partnerships across sectors 
and as a response to the grievances that fuel 
conflict. Above all, prevention must be sus-
tained over the time needed to build more 
peaceful, just and inclusive societies. This 
long-term view is critically lacking in present 
approaches.

VII.b. Implementing the new 
paradigm

The principles—targeted, inclusive, and 
sustained—mark a shift in thinking about 
prevention (see table 2); to have greatest 
impact they must be applied at all levels 
from the global, through the national, to the 
local. Action needs to be led by national 
actors and supported by the international 
community to be effective.

The paradigm shift proposed here is an 
attempt to depart from the old model of 
prevention and moves from a sequentially 
differentiated approach of different actors 
to an integrated approach (see figures 5 
and 6). The graphics below illustrate this 
shift, albeit in a simplified manner that can-
not represent the nuanced application of 
different tools in any integrated approach.

On the basis of recognition that preven-
tion needs to begin far in advance of any 
outbreak of conflict, risk profiles can be 
identified before, during, and after conflict. 
The following sections identify the emerg-
ing findings of the main study regarding 
 preventive interventions to be made in 
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TABLE 2 Approaches to Prevention

Today’s challenges A new paradigm

Delayed 

Dominated by crisis response, with 
prevention focused only on the most 
immediate risks

Weakens leadership

Prevention seen as undermining national 
sovereignty

Targeted

Proactive

Early and urgent action to directly tackle and 
manage the full range of risks that could lead to 
conflict

Strengthens leadership

Prevention enhances national sovereignty and expands 
the scope of action for governments

Top-down

Risks identified and direction set by a small 
group of specialists

Fragmented

Highly technical, isolated in silos Inclusive

People-centered

Partnerships at all levels identify risks and develop 
solutions

Integrated

Solutions increase resilience to multiple forms of risk, 
with effective prevention tools often in the hands of 
actors for whom conflict is not a primary focus

Short-term

Aspires to be long term, but the short term 
dominates

Slow and inflexible 
Lacks flexibility and agility to support 
windows of opportunity

Sustained

Short- and long-term

Shorter-term results increase the attractiveness of 
sustained and strategic approaches to prevention

Adaptive

More agile approaches that adapt in the face of changing 
risks and opportunities

situations of emerging risks, high-risk situ-
ations once violence has started, and in 
order to prevent its recurrence.

Prevention in situations of 
emerging risks
Prevention in situations of emerging risks 
should focus on addressing sources of the 
grievances that contribute to perceptions of 
exclusion; the processes by which grievances 
are mobilized for violence; and global and 
regional risks such as spillover from violent 
conflicts from neighboring countries, illicit 
trafficking, and the influence of violent 
extremist global ideology. These efforts 
would be supported by the building of rela-
tionships—within countries, across coun-
tries, and at regional levels—in order to 
address early risk of violent conflict and 
better anticipate outbreak, and open chan-
nels of communication to facilitate early 
engagement or response.

Interventions to address grievances will 
have most impact in the arenas of contesta-
tion where access to power, resources, ser-
vices, security, and justice are negotiated. 
The comparative importance of these dif-
ferent arenas will vary with context, but 
they are usually all present. Group-based 

exclusion from power and resources, land 
issues, abuse by security forces, limited or 
low quality of basic services, and lack of 
redress mechanisms very often compound 
to increase risks of violence.

Addressing risks in these arenas may 
require reform of state institutions or legal 
structures, and often changes in the terms 
of the social contract. These will usually 
take a very long time. Meanwhile, more 
immediate responses to risks need to be 
established that draw on mechanisms for 
local-level mediation and conflict resolu-
tion, and address narratives that could be 
contributing to violence mobilization at the 
central and local levels.

National governments need frameworks 
that allow for proactive, systematic, and 
integrated risk identification, and transla-
tion into policy and programs. Risk assess-
ment should be based on a joint 
prioritization of risks, with national and 
local ownership, and include agreed-upon 
indicators that allow trends to be moni-
tored over time. Specific approaches can 
take the form of monthly risk updates that 
combine longitudinal tracking of quantita-
tive indicators with qualitative assessment 
of how risks are evolving. Indicators and 
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polling techniques to monitor horizontal 
inequalities and perceptions of exclusion 
related to power, security, and resources 
should be improved for this purpose.

Peacebuilding objectives need to be 
prioritized in national, regional and local 

peace and development plans. Common 
frameworks for risk assessment provide 
the basis for joint platforms that prioritize 
risks and agree on strategies to respond to 
them. At present, most development strat-
egies are designed to meet goals of growth 

FIGURE 5 Siloed Approach to Prevention
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FIGURE 6 Integrated Approach to Prevention
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and poverty reduction. They should also 
explicitly address grievances and other fac-
tors that can lead to instability. Achieving 
the right balance of growth, poverty reduc-
tion, and addressing grievances often 
requires a redefinition of priorities. Groups 
that experience grievances might not be 
the poorest, might not be in areas of high 
potential for economic growth, and might 
require interventions that will divert bud-
get from potentially high return on invest-
ment areas. This is also the time to focus 
on improving gender equality and youth 
inclusion; leaving this for a later stage, 
when risks are high, will make it more dif-
ficult. A focus on border areas and areas 
where state presence is weak and state 
legitimacy is contested should be a compo-
nent of development strategies to address 
early risks.

In situations of emerging risks, national 
actors need to build and mobilize inclusive 
coalitions. Successful prevention strategies 
have leveraged the comparative advantage 
of different groups and platforms, including 
civil society, the media, and the private sec-
tor, and been more inclusive of groups that 
have not traditionally been part of develop-
ment or diplomacy. Valuing women’s lead-
ership and including the contributions of 
youth are essential in consolidating peace. 
Mobilizing local mediation and conflict 
 resolution fora is also important, with care-
ful attention to the risks of capture at the 
local level.

International actors also need to 
strengthen their relationships, including 
at the subnational level, with various 
national political and non-state groups, as 
well as with regional stakeholders, in order 
to have access and influence when a crisis 
breaks out. While investing in these rela-
tionships takes time, they yield access to 
timely information, strengthen sensitivity 
to context, and enhance the credibility of 
an envoy or mediator among the stake-
holders whose buy-in is essential for con-
flict to be dampened. Development actors 
should be ready to finance national or local 
peace and development plans in their inte-
grality, through budgetary support or 
financing mechanisms that avoid the frag-
mentation of the plan and leave important 

components unfunded. Joint assessments 
of the peace and development plan should 
be undertaken collectively by all donors to 
avoid fragmentation of support and 
priorities.

Prevention in high-risk situations
When immediate outbreaks of violence are 
threatened, it is important to prioritize the 
most urgent risks while establishing mea-
sures to build confidence, especially in the 
security realm. These measures help to mit-
igate immediate risks, but also serve to 
demonstrate a commitment to address 
grievances over the medium and long term. 
In many contexts, a critical challenge will be 
the disposition of the state in question to 
take action or to countenance the engage-
ment of external actors.

In high-risk environments, decisive 
action by states, with significant, rapid, and 
flexible international support, may be 
essential to halt the outbreak of violence. 
Economic measures should be targeted at 
coping with the impacts of instability, for 
example through liquidity guarantees to 
purchase essential imports or address for-
eign exchange imbalances. Surveillance and 
enforcement to prevent financial flows 
linked to conflict financing are also 
important.

Diplomacy can play a constructive role 
at moments of rising tension and escala-
tion, and should be supporting local media-
tion efforts. As conflict becomes imminent 
and institutions and mechanisms fail, the 
focus of prevention efforts shifts toward 
influencing the decision making of key 
actors on whether or not to engage in or 
escalate violence. Diplomacy can typically 
be mobilized more quickly than program-
matic interventions and has the potential to 
affect change in the short term, so it may 
often be the only approach, short of mili-
tary intervention, that can help avert vio-
lence in these stages.

It is important to shift monitoring 
toward potential conflict triggers in high-
risk situations. The space for economic and 
social policy change tends to narrow as risks 
increase. National actors may make deci-
sions that render violence more likely in the 
absence of better options. As a result, even 
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second-best adjustments can be critical to 
avoiding macroeconomic or security shocks 
that could spark an outbreak of violence. 
Monitoring of violent conflict triggers such 
as commodity price decline and indicators 
of expectations such as capital flight, bank-
ing system stress, and exchange rate depre-
ciation is essential.

Ensuring both accountability and core 
functioning of the security sector is also 
critical to managing risks. The focus should 
be on core functions such as salary pay-
ments and maintaining command and con-
trol structures. There should also be some 
efforts to ensure that security actors do not 
alienate groups’ confidence in them. The 
behavior of security actors is one of the 
most important factors in precipitating a 
highly volatile situation. While maintaining 
law and order, these actors should nonethe-
less contribute to diffusing tensions rather 
than heightening them.

In high-risk environments, states need 
to build confidence with the population. 
Signaling a direction of change and taking 
visible actions to show that grievances expe-
rienced by social or economic groups will 
be addressed in the future are central to 
confidence building. Holding transparent 
dialogue on areas of tension and meaning-
fully engaging with excluded groups 
through programs such as job creation, 
improving key services, and ensuring their 
security also help to restore confidence. It is 
critical that national leadership is both visi-
ble and decisive at this time, demonstrating 
a commitment to peaceful change, inclu-
sion, and collaboration, and holding actors, 
particularly security actors, accountable to 
the population.

Prioritize macro-fiscal stability, partic-
ularly with respect to inflation and fiscal 
balance. Macroeconomic instability can 
increase exclusionary processes and can 
make governments lose legitimacy very rap-
idly. Price shocks and tightening of budget-
ary spending can dramatically increase the 
risk of violence: any effort at controlling 
budget and inflation needs to be done with 
particular attention to the political econ-
omy implication. It is also critical to com-
pensate for the impact of shocks when 
possible, such as by promoting safety net 

programs and improving communication 
of economic policy decisions to the 
population.

In most situations, fulfilling the above 
commitments will require the establishment 
of a clear and agreed-upon process and 
roadmap by which contentious issues will 
be discussed. Such a process and roadmap 
can be national or internationally brokered, 
and it should define the forum and partici-
pants for dialogue. In many cases, dialogue 
can be held through formal institutionalized 
channels such as parliamentary debate. In 
cases where formal institutions are deemed 
biased or illegitimate, extra-institutional 
channels, national dialogues, or formal 
peace talks may be required. It is often 
important to bring in neighboring coun-
tries and regional organizations to pre-
vent regionalization of tensions, and to 
strengthen resilience of local communities 
in border areas. The role of civil society is 
fundamental in this context. The involve-
ment of actors like large business associa-
tions and advocacy groups, among others, 
enhances the perception of a wide and 
 horizontal dialogue between state and soci-
ety, rather than a top-down one. 

Preventing escalation after violence 
has started
In environments where violence is present, 
attention shifts to monitoring decision 
points (the “Rubicon moment”) when 
actors are on the verge of deciding for or 
against a certain use of violence.228 
Throughout violent conflict, periods of 
escalation occur when fighting intensifies. 
Each period also signifies the passing of a 
threshold, beyond which it becomes more 
difficult to stop or reverse further escalation 
of a conflict. For example, mass atrocities or 
war crimes committed by one or more par-
ties make settlements vastly more difficult. 
Similarly, the collapse or seizure of the cen-
tral state apparatus by a party can render 
power sharing, the most widely accepted 
framework for negotiated settlement, less 
obtainable. Some of these thresholds are 
national and some are enshrined in interna-
tional or regional law, for example the edicts 
against unconstitutional changes of govern-
ment maintained by the AU and ECOWAS.
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Humanitarian, development, peace, and 
security actors are often working in the same 
context. The nexus between them presents 
an opportunity to improve the international 
system’s working methods, efficiency and 
effectiveness. The deployment of peacekeep-
ers can reduce levels of violence while space 
is created for political engagement at the 
national and local levels; rapid and flexible 
development support creates additional 
confidence. It is also critical to address and 
reduce humanitarian needs. At the same 
time, longer-term approaches should be 
undertaken simultaneously to focus on 
reducing risks and vulnerabilities, building 
resilience, and strengthening capacities and 
institutions. Joint analysis bringing together 
political, security, development, humanitar-
ian, human rights, and other relevant actors 
can ensure that humanitarian action fits into 
a broader strategy for reducing needs, risks, 
and vulnerabilities

Conflict damages institutions. Therefore, 
preventing escalation requires measures to 
prevent institutional failure. Where possi-
ble, it is important to preserve the fiscal, 
physical, and political integrity of the state 
as a platform for political negotiation and 
service delivery. While budget support and 
even direct capacity support may no longer 
be feasible at this time, support during con-
flict may consist of establishing parallel 
delivery mechanisms able to complement 
humanitarian assistance and reach insecure 
areas. This support may also consist of con-
tinuing development investments in areas 
not affected by conflict. International devel-
opment, peace, and security actors should 
focus on developing lighter and more flexi-
ble arrangements to allow for reprioritiza-
tion and targeting of interventions and 
programming, given the highly fluid nature 
of such contexts.

Escalation from initial incidents to full-
blown conflict may take considerably lon-
ger than expected. Often the shift from 
outbreak of violence to violent conflict can 
take months rather than weeks. During this 
time, economic structures, organizations, 
and military forces are mobilized to sustain 
violence. In many situations, it is essential 
to de-escalate conflict by ensuring that dia-
logue and decision making remain focused 

on preventing further conflict and atrocity 
rather than sustaining violence. This 
requires keeping open spaces for dialogue 
and reinforcing do-no-harm approaches 
for development projects and private sector 
investments. This is the time for setting up 
interventions that can rapidly change the 
incentives of actors.

When efforts to halt escalation fail, pre-
vention may be limited to “good enough” 
approaches. Such situations may require 
significant, protracted international sup-
port simply to guarantee minimum inter-
national standards and to prevent spillovers 
of violence.

Prevention of recurrence
Integrated planning across political, secu-
rity, humanitarian, and development areas 
of engagement and the political accompani-
ment, is critical to preventing recurrence. 
Internationally sanctioned tools such as 
Recovery and Peacebuilding Assessments 
(RPBA) offer countries a standardized 
approach to identify the underlying causes 
and impacts of conflict and crisis, and to 
help governments develop a strategy for 
how to prioritize recovery and peacebuild-
ing activities over time. Such planning pro-
cesses should include both the assessment 
of needs and the national prioritization and 
costing of these needs.

Evidence suggests that providing secu-
rity is important for avoiding relapse, in 
consideration of the high predisposition for 
recurrence in post-conflict societies. This 
support may require engaging regional or 
international partners to provide direct 
support. It often also requires national 
reform of the security sector, a lengthy 
endeavor that can only succeed with strong 
and sustained political support.

Peacebuilding programming is critical 
to restoring confidence in state leadership, 
and communicating a sense of progress and 
confidence to citizens. Programming can be 
both upstream and downstream. It can be 
focused on ensuring macro-fiscal stability 
and the viability of core government func-
tions, and/or providing support to public 
works, light infrastructure, livelihoods, and 
restoration of basic state capacities. The aim 
of peacebuilding interventions should be 
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to provide a foundation for longer-term 
social, economic, and political evolution. 
Development investments should shift as 
quickly as possible to favor multi-year long-
term sustainable development projects over 
quick impact projects. However, all these 
investments need to keep a strong focus on 
risk of relapse over the long term.

VII.c. Organizing for prevention

The agenda for action can only be imple-
mented through stronger partnership at all 
levels. New and more effective ways of orga-
nizing for prevention must target the incen-
tives that often keep national, regional, and 
international actors from working together 
for prevention and from acting early and 
decisively when crisis occurs.

The case for earlier action in high-risk 
settings is clear. Yet the multilateral sys-
tem’s current incentives for honest dia-
logue with national governments that 
would facilitate a greater and earlier focus 
on risks remain weak. Since the 1990s, the 
development focus among important bilat-
eral and multilateral agencies has started 
to shift toward supporting national insti-
tutions and actors in conflict prevention. 

However, international development actors, 
and multilateral development banks in par-
ticular, are still highly constrained from 
engaging on sensitive issues with govern-
ments by mandates, by incentives that do 
not always align, and by internal culture. 
At early signs of risk and in pre-crisis con-
texts, these constraints often have limited 
the scope for development programming to 
address causes of tension and for integrat-
ing themes such as security and justice that 
are important for prevention.

Prevention will generate savings and 
safeguard development gains, and realloca-
tion of financing could pay for many of the 
suggested engagements in the recommen-
dations below. Nevertheless, prevention in 
low-income countries could still require 
important additional resources. In mid-
dle-income countries, prevention could 
require flexible financing in areas where 
governments might not always be willing or 
able to commit the necessary resources. 
Financial instruments are therefore an 
important component of prevention strat-
egy, and should avoid silos and fragmenta-
tion of various programs and approaches. 
Table 3 summarizes recommendations to 
improve the organization of prevention.
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TABLE 3 Organizing and Changing Incentives for Prevention

Goal for organizing more effectively
Suggested actions needed to change current incentives 
to meet the goal

Focus early and in a sustained way on risks, 
and scale up inclusive policy dialogue

• Develop collective approaches to monitoring, prioritization, and 
management of risks; develop a common language and framework for 
assessing and discussing risks

• Share results of risk assessments with all partners

• Build platforms for responding to escalating risk at subnational, 
national, and regional levels

• Support governments in improving monitoring of risks

• Pursue joint international engagements of different actors (security, 
diplomatic and development) with national leaders and frame 
sensitive issues in the context of development risks

• Address internal organizational disincentives for development actors 
to raise sensitive risks in dialogue with partners and governments

Stronger partnerships at all levels: local, 
national, regional, and international

• Build platforms that broaden the range of actors and deepen their 
operational and normative commitment to prevention through open 
dialogue; at global, regional, national, local levels. Include strong 
involvement of private sector, civil society, and women and youth 
organizations.

• Support the integration of national and regional peace and security 
frameworks with development planning

• Use joint assessments that bring external actors together with 
governments in discussing critical issues

• Enhance platform for regular information exchange

Prevention integrated in programs and 
policies

Investment, with rewards during 
windows of opportunity, but benefits 
sustained over time

• Develop financing solutions that can sustain support for prevention 
policies and programs across long transitions;

• Scale up regional financing to soften spillovers;

• Pool risk through more shared investments;

• Retain investment during periods of heightened risk and crisis;

• Set up financing mechanisms that avoid fragmentation of programs 
and activities such as budget support for support of national 
development that integrate mediation, security, and development 
efforts

• Scale up practice of do-no-harm and do good for development actors 
and private sector in situation of heighten risk

• Support solid national and regional plans for peace and development

• Develop and implement Risk Prevention Assessment on the model of 
RPBA

RPBA = Recovery and Peacebuilding Assessment.
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Appendix. Methodology, Background Papers, 
and Case Studies
Main Messages and Emerging Policy 
Directions serves as a companion report 
to a forthcoming broader study entitled 
“Pathways for Peace: Inclusive Approaches 
to Preventing Violent Conflict.” This 
piece aims to disseminate synthesized 
findings from the larger study, currently 
in progress, to encourage the exchange 
of ideas about development issues. Given 
its nature as a synthesis of a broader, 
in-depth study, the companion report 
does not fully reflect the comprehen-
sive list of references utilized for this 
research.

The “Pathways for Peace: Inclusive 
Approaches to Preventing Violent Conflict” 
report is based on a comprehensive review 
of the available knowledge on the critical 
nexus between development and conflict. 
In addition, it represents a very strong effort 
of collecting new evidence, particularly on 
how different development efforts address 
violent conflict. The study combines com-
prehensive literature reviews, a series of 
country case studies, and a number of 
in-depth, new thematic papers, including: a 
report on the relationship between inequal-
ity and conflict (PRIO), an empirical analy-
sis of the role of inclusion in the prevention 
of violent conflict (IPTI, Graduate Institute 
Geneva), and an innovative examination of 
the effectiveness of risk analysis in forecast-
ing conflicts (ESOC, Princeton University). 
In addition, a wide range of literature 
reviews and analyses on existing data have 
been commissioned to ensure that the most 
advanced knowledge from the academic, 
policy, and practitioners’ world is ade-
quately reflected in the study. The complete 
list of thematic papers produced for the 
study is provided below.

Among the most valuable pieces of 
original research commissioned for this 
report are 20 country case studies, aimed 

at understanding how prevention strate-
gies and approaches have succeeded in 
avoiding violent conflict. The case studies— 
conducted by leading specialists with deep 
knowledge of the relevant countries—have 
looked at political dynamics, social and 
economic policies, as well as the role of 
donors. They provide a wealth of data and 
information on the role of endogenous 
dynamics and the impact of external actors 
in shaping pathways to conflict and peace. 
The list of country case studies informing 
the report is provided below.

The study, finally, is critically grounded 
in an extensive process of consultations 
that the core team has conducted both 
 internally—within the World Bank and the 
UN  system, both at HQ and in the field—
and externally—engaging donors, policy 
makers in national government and local 
authorities, regional multilateral organiza-
tions, leading research centers, and experts 
in Europe, Africa, Middle East and North 
Africa, Southeast Asia, and Latin America. 
As the main report is a work in progress, a 
full list of consultations and events will be 
made available with its publication.
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