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Introduction

“People need hope and inspiration desperately. But hope and 
inspiration are only sustained by work.”
Tarana Burke

The Berghof Glossary on Conflict Transformation presents the 
main principles and approaches that we use in our work, which 
supports people and conflict parties around the world in creat-
ing a more peaceful future.

For a second time, the team at the Berghof Foundation has em-
barked on a joint exploration in order to chart a shared under-
standing of what it takes to create “space for conflict transforma-
tion”. It has been seven years since we first published this small 
and compact booklet as a guide to our interpretation of the cor-
nerstones of peacebuilding and conflict transformation (Berghof 
Foundation 2012). The organisation, and the world around us, 
has changed considerably in these seven years since 2012 (illus-
trated, for example, by the Annual Reports for 2013 and 2017, and 
Sheriff et al. 2018).

Nationally and internationally, the space for inclusive and con-
structive peacebuilding has begun to shrink measurably. The use 
of force, polarisation and oppression are gaining ground again, 
despite having proven to be less effective and more costly, as 
is argued, for example, by Lisa Schirch. The proponents of the 
inclusive and constructive approach must therefore get their 
“ducks in a row” and their message clear. (A need underlined by 
a 2018 report on the topic of supporting peacebuilding in times 
of change). We can take courage and strength from a number of 
countervailing trends, such as the opening of new spaces and 
partnerships, and the willingness of international bodies and 
national governments to endorse, sometimes on paper first, a 
strong peacebuilding rhetoric and agenda.
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At the Berghof Foundation, we remain convinced that conflict 
transformation can succeed. It will not do so, however, with-
out the dedication and hard work of actors across all levels and 
sectors. Importantly, conflict transformation and peacebuild-
ing must be led (and wanted) by the actors involved in violent 
conflict and escalation, who control the drivers and duration of 
the conflicts. Both the involved parties and their transformation-
orientated supporters must also take seriously the emerging un-
certainties and challenges, which require new approaches and 
realistic risk assessment.

For peacebuilding proponents, there are numerous worrying 
trends which, at the time of writing, have started to point to-
wards an emerging crisis of the entire international order. One 
visible expression of this crisis is the weakening of existing mul-
tilateral regimes governing areas such as arms control, interna-
tional trade and regional cooperation. Some national conflicts 
have become proxy wars – as in Yemen, Syria or Eastern Ukraine, 
to mention only a few – primarily at the expense of a suffering lo-
cal population. Other conflicts have increasingly spilled violence 
over national boundaries, thereby creating zones of regional in-
stability, particularly in parts of the Middle East and Africa.
 
Another worrying development, related to manifold social griev-
ances, is the sharpening political polarisation in a number of 
democratic states, which – in domestic and in international con-
texts – appears to make strategies based on political paternalism 
and exclusion more attractive to many people than cooperative 
approaches. Many countries in the Global South rely on the sup-
port provided by democratic donor countries. If this support is 
vanishing, millions of people in these countries may lose hope 
that building peace will benefit them at all.

However, if there is one tangible lesson to be learned from the 
past, it is that neither power politics nor exclusion will ever 
lead to sustainable peace. Rather than being discouraged by 
the uncertainties and frictions in the international political en-
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vironment, we take them as a call for analysis and action. We 
are convinced that inclusive and participatory spaces for conflict 
transformation have become even more important in prevent-
ing fragile peace processes from losing momentum or breaking 
down. 

Credibly holding on to our values is of utmost importance in this 
context. We must undertake more efforts to anticipate the impli-
cations of these changes for our work, to adapt to new challenges 
and/or to seize new opportunities in a timely and convincing 
manner. New political constellations – nationally and interna-
tionally – may create risks but also new opportunities for com-
munication and exchange.

In light of this, some of the 20 notions in the previous edition of 
this booklet remain cornerstones of our understanding and prac-
tice: we understand conflict to be a necessary and useful force for 
change, rather than a danger to be suppressed or managed. We 
strongly believe that principles of (local) ownership and respon-
sibility, empowerment, non-violence, participation and inclusiv-
ity must guide our work. We take guidance from those in conflict 
and are multipartial towards those experiencing sometimes vio-
lent strife. We shape dialogue and facilitate negotiation process-
es in the role of a supporting actor. We know that the legacies of 
a violent past must be addressed in contemporary peacebuilding 
processes. And we believe that human security, dignity and trust 
are important values to uphold. While these approaches remain 
central to our work, with this edition of the Glossary we are also 
reviewing the ways in which they needed to adjust given the new 
trends in our peacebuilding environment.
 
Some notions have already gained new prominence in our under-
standing and practice in response to these trends: the creation of 
innovative and locally designed infrastructures for peace, or the 
re-focusing of attention also on our home country of Germany, 
where our peace education team has adopted conflict-sensitive 
approaches to the integration of refugees. These areas highlight 
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needs and new spaces of engagement to which we enthusiasti-
cally bring our curiosity and experience.

From in between these notions, “the Berghof approach” or the 
“Berghof spirit” emerges. Like the best aspirations in life, it 
sometimes remains elusive, but continues to be the organisa-
tional method we are aspiring to and working towards. First and 
foremost, the Berghof approach emphasises the importance of 

 Relationships and long-term relationship-building
 Working with local partners and conflict parties
 Multi-faceted designs and peer learning, also and  

 importantly from “south to south”
 Weaving together research and practice
 Allowing for the transformative power of conflict

Our approach builds on the principles of multipartiality, by which 
we take the legitimate concerns and interests of all parties in-
volved in – or affected by – a (violent) conflict into account (for 
more information, see our Annual Report 2017).  In the following, 
we reflect on conflict transformation and peacebuilding in theory 
and practice in more detail, by adding examples as well as chal-
lenges arising in our daily work. We hope you will discover and be 
enticed by these definitions and nuances in equal measure.

This collection of essays would not have been possible without 
the engagement of our colleagues in Germany and beyond. They 
have made time, beyond their demanding work in peace educa-
tion, peace process support and conflict transformation research, 
to sit together in novel constellations across the entire organi-
sation to debate and work out what it means, for example, to 
facilitate dialogue between conflict parties. Or to meaningfully 
integrate youth. Or to deal with the past. 

Our thanks go to all of these colleagues, and the ones who have 
before them showed the same dedication to the first edition of 
the Glossary. Our essays stand, sometimes quite “literally”, on 
the shoulders of those contributing to the first edition of this 
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booklet: namely Beatrix Austin, Anna Bernhard, Véronique Du-
douet, Martina Fischer, Hans J. Giessmann, Günther Gugel, Ja-
vaid Hayat, Amy Hunter, Uli Jäger, Daniela Körppen, Ljubinka 
Petrovic-Ziemer, Katrin Planta, Nadine Ritzi, Anne Romund, 
Norbert Ropers, Barbara Unger, Luxshi Vimalarajah, Oliver Wils, 
Oliver Wolleh and Johannes Zundel. Some of these colleagues 
have since left to go on to work with other organisations that 
foster peace and conflict transformation. We hope they will read 
this new edition with interest and inspiration.

We continue to be grateful for the support of the Berghof Founda-
tion’s shareholders and management who have seen the useful-
ness of such a broad-based process of developing a shared un-
derstanding of the notions we operate with in the conflict world. 
Thanks go, last but by no means least, to the local teams and 
partners with whom we work in many demanding settings and 
who are the judges of our engagement, by our deeds as much as 
our words. 

Berlin, December 2018
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1  Addressing  
Social Grievances
Sara Abbas, Matteo Dressler and Nicole Rieber

“Nonviolence does not always work – but violence never does.” 
Madge Micheels-Cyrus

Many current violent conflicts are rooted in group-based 
grievances arising from inequality, exclusion, lack of oppor-
tunities to satisfy basic needs (food, healthcare, education), 
poor governance or feelings of injustice. When an aggrieved 
group is mobilised and assigns blame to others (to an ethnic 
or religious group or to an authority or state) for its perceived 
political, economic or social problems, those grievances can 
cross the tipping point into social upheaval and violence. 
However, there are numerous non-violent ways for those in-

 Addressing Social Grievances
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Addressing Social Grievances 

SOCIAL GRIEVANCE | the perception of a socially defined group 
that it suffers from systematic inequality, exclusion, lack of op-
portunity to satisfy basic needs, and other disadvantage. Social 
grievance is often at the root of conflict. When groups mobilise, 
they may take violent or non-violent action to address social 
grievance. Conflict transformation and peacebuilding support 
groups and mobilisers in choosing non-violent means while tak-
ing grievances seriously.
NON-VIOLENCE | a philosophy and practice that holds the use 
of force to be morally and politically illegitimate or counter-
productive and strives to find non-violent expressions of re-
sistance to oppression.
VIOLENCE | harmful and damaging behaviour of a physical, 
structural or cultural nature, which prevents human beings from 
reaching their full potential.

volved of addressing social grievance and conflicts over (in)
equality.

Drivers of social grievances
To turn into social grievances, latent inequalities have to be polit-
icised. Three factors stand out in this process. First, there needs 
to be a perception of clearly distinguishable “groups” in society. 
Second, groups must be able to compare each other’s objective 
or perceived characteristics. Third, inequality or exclusion must 
be seen as unjust and another group must be blamed for this 
unfairness (as argued by Lars-Erik Cederman and his colleagues 
in 2013). These “groups” are not fixed in time; rather, identities 
are fluid and constantly being shaped and reshaped.  

Many social grievances are rooted in exclusion and oppression, 
which can serve as a basis for collective mobilisation and there-
fore become drivers of conflict. Perceptions of exclusion can also 
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play an important role in turning grievances into violence. As 
noted by the United Nations and World Bank (2018, 122, with ref-
erence to research by Ted Gurr), “perceptions of exclusion and 
inequality” appear to be central for building up grievances, even 
when these perceptions do not align with objective inequalities.

Before exclusion patterns and grievances turn into outright 
violence, they often foment over a long period. In Lebanon, for 
instance, Lebanese young people and the Syrian and Palestin-
ian refugee communities feel particularly marginalised and 
deprived due to their political, social and economic exclusion. 
The resulting disenfranchisement may be the same; the drivers, 
however, are different. In the case of the Lebanese youth, who 
face high levels of unemployment, the issue is primarily about 
state-society cleavages. In the case of the refugee communities, 
it is mainly about the lack of legal and political recognition: 
for example, Palestinian refugees are legally excluded from the 
job market. This combination of factors has led to a wave of 
radicalisation. In the 2010s, this resulted in an increase in local 
clashes between supporters of extremist groups and the secu-
rity forces.

 Addressing Social Grievances

For example …
Nigeria’s oil-rich Niger Delta provides an example of how in-
equalities and social grievances can drive people to support vio-
lence against the state. Past decades in the Delta have seen an 
increase in violence and insecurity, fuelled by income inequality, 
poverty and frustrated expectations. A lack of political rights, 
the socio-economic discrimination based on religion or ethnic-
ity, and the experience of injustice are examples of vertical and 
horizontal inequalities (United Nations and World Bank 2018). In 
the Niger Delta, unfair distribution of oil revenue and destroyed 
livelihood opportunities have resulted in social grievances.
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In situations of protracted conflict, there is also a high risk of vio-
lence becoming a vicious cycle, for those exposed to violence, es-
pecially at a young age, are more likely to turn to violence them-
selves. (An example is the recruitment and abuse of minors by 
adults who were child soldiers themselves, aided by a degree of 
habituation to violence as normality). This is particularly true if 
groups or whole communities are exposed to violence over time, 
a connection underlined by a 2016 Berghof Handbook Dialogue 
on post-war healing and dealing with the past.

Addressing social grievances through violence: social upheaval
Addressing horizontal and vertical inequalities and social griev-
ances is key to preventing conflicts from turning violent (→ Pre-
venting Violence). Yet in societies where the root causes of social 
grievances remain unaddressed, or where avenues for non-vio-
lent collective mobilisation are few, groups that are excluded so-
cially, politically or economically may begin to view violence as 
the only viable option for redress. One factor that heavily influ-
ences this dynamic is the use of repression, for example by state 
security agencies against aggrieved groups’ non-violent dissent, 
since repression tends to create a cycle of violence.

Peace and conflict research has tried to elucidate the origins of 
violence, especially the phenomenon of escalation from latent to 
violent conflict through ethnopolitical mobilisation of aggrieved 
groups (→ Working on Conflict Dynamics). As Johan Galtung ar-
gued back in 1969, systematic inequality, generated by allowing 
some groups access to resources while denying it to others, is a 
pervasive, normalised and largely invisible form of violence. Cul-
tural violence, driven by differences over religion, ideology, lan-
guage, art or science, generates abuse against “others”. Taking 
these prevalent but non-physical forms of violence in considera-
tion, Simon Fisher and his colleagues (2000) offered a definition of 
violence as “actions, words, attitudes, structures or systems that 
cause physical, psychological, social or environmental damage 
and/or prevent people from reaching their full human  potential”. 

Addressing Social Grievances 
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Strategies to deal with such multifaceted violence need to focus 
on individual factors, structural factors and the enabling environ-
ment – often simultaneously (→ Preventing Violence). 

Since 2006, through its work on resistance and liberation move-
ments, the Berghof Foundation has striven to understand why 
these groups, which draw on the social grievances of parts of 
the population, shift from non-violent to violent conflict strate-
gies and vice versa. Participatory studies on the African National 
Congress (ANC) in South Africa, Movimiento 19 de Abril (M-19) 
in Colombia, the Communist Party of Nepal – Maoist (CPN-M) 
and the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA), among others, show that 
these groups viewed armed action as a last resort in the face of 
state repression of non-violent protest. These resistance and lib-
eration movements considered violence (e. g. through guerrilla 
warfare) as a legitimate form of political action and as one means 
of self-defence and struggle (among others) in the face of human 
rights violations. These means, violent and non-violent, were 
employed, sometimes simultaneously, by the groups in response 
to a changing political environment. Our approach aims at ena-
bling such groups to overcome grievances through means of 
non-violent conflict transformation rather than the use of force.

Addressing social grievances through non-violence
Non-violence can provide an alternative strategy for aggrieved 
social groups to seek redress against inequality or oppression. 
Rooted in the conviction that use of force is morally illegitimate 
and/or strategically counterproductive, non-violent resistance 
aims to achieve social change and to resist oppression and vio-
lence in all its forms.

Historically, non-violence has included various methods of di-
rect action. Gene Sharp detailed actions ranging from symbolic 
protest and persuasion to social, political and economic non-
cooperation, civil disobedience, confrontation without violence, 
and the building of alternative institutions. Non-violent methods 
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have achieved change through the productive demonstration of 
“people power” against autocratic or repressive regimes and hu-
man rights abuses in many places across the globe, for example 
Tunisia in 2011 and Armenia in 2018. 

Although non-violent resistance magnifies existing social and 
political tensions by imposing greater costs on those who want 
to maintain their advantages under an existing system, it can be 
described as a precursor to conflict transformation. Non-violent 
techniques can enable minorities or dominated groups (“the un-
derdogs”) to address their grievances and to mobilise and take 
action towards empowerment and a restructuring of relations 
with their powerful opponents (power-holders or pro-status quo 
forces, “the elites” or “top dogs”). The aim is both dialogue and 
resistance: dialogue with the people on the other side to per-
suade them, and resistance to oppressive structures to compel 
change (→ Empowerment and Ownership).
 
Building on its track record of investigating non-violence, the 
Berghof Foundation’s current research aims to paint a more com-
prehensive picture of the social and political processes which 
connect non-violent methods to democratic consolidation, in 
order to foster constructive social change. 

Challenges and ways forward
The success of non-violent approaches can only be judged by 
carefully assessing their outcomes and effects over the long term. 

A new area of critical inquiry in this context is social media. 
Social media have proven to be a double-edged sword: on the 
one hand, they offer new avenues for expressing grievances and 
engaging in constructive dialogue. On the other hand, they can 
become a platform where grievances are actually channelled 
toward violence, for example by extremist organisations intent 
on fomenting hate, fear and mistrust and exploiting local griev-
ances to recruit globally.

 Addressing Social Grievances 
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Moreover, non-violence may not always work to overcome social 
grievances, for example in highly polarised conflicts involving 
seemingly non-negotiable issues. If power structures and prac-
tices do not allow for non-violent transformation, parties to a 
conflict may stick to violent options, out of despair or because 
of a lack of other opportunities. In some of these cases, dialogue 
and conflict mitigation methods may successfully complement 
non-violent tactics, emphasising the prevention of violence 
while striving to redress the structural inequalities which led 
aggrieved groups to resist in the first place. Moreover, conflict 
resolution methods can help turn achievements of civil resist-
ance into commonly accepted, negotiated agreements, mending 
polarised relationships through non-violent conflict (Dudouet 
2017). All methods need to be applied within conflict parties and 
violent groupings as well as across divides. Third parties, such 
as the Berghof Foundation, can be helpful in creating spaces for 
dialogue, negotiation and mediation for non-violent interaction 
among the conflict parties.
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 Averting Humiliation: Dignity, Justice, Trust

2 Averting Humiliation:  
Dignity, Justice, Trust
Julian Demmer and Norbert Ropers

“The road to peace is paved with dignity.”
Donna Hicks

Dignity, trust and justice – as well as their opposites, humilia-
tion, distrust and injustice – do not feature prominently in reflec-
tions on peace projects. But they are very much present among 
and within the people involved in the conflicts. It is therefore all 
the more important that all who wish to support those projects 
are sensitive to these dimensions and develop the respect and 
empathy that are essential for work in this field. 
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 Averting Humiliation: Dignity, Justice, Trust 

DIGNITY | the state or quality of being worthy of honour or re-
spect. Peace rests, among other aspects, on upholding the value 
and principle of dignity for all regardless of their origin.
HUMILIATION | the introduction of a hierarchy between persons 
with superior and inferior status, by which some are “put down 
and held down”.

Dignity, trust and justice
Dignity is a term used to indicate that all human beings have an 
inalienable right to respectful and ethical treatment. Dignity be-
came a key term in the Age of Enlightenment and in the human 
rights movement of the 20th century. It culminated in Article 1 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted in 1948, 
which states:

“All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and 
rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and 
should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.”  1 

Trust is a term that signifies that people have, in principle, posi-
tive expectations of the intentions and behaviour of other per-
sons. These positive expectations can be based on close face-to 
face interactions and bonding, for example in a family or among 
friends, or on joint membership in groups and communities with 
well-established social and cultural norms. The type and level 
of trust raise highly complex issues, but it is generally assumed 
that there is a significant difference in the trust that exists within 
identity groups and between them, be they ethno-national, reli-
gious or other culturally defined groups. 

While there is no commonly agreed definition of justice, its prin-
ciple suum cuique – everyone should have what he or she is en-

1 More gender-sensitive wording has yet to be adopted
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titled to – appears to be universal in reach. Accordingly, justice 
is understood as “a state of affairs where actors obtain what they 
are entitled to” (Müller 2013, 45). Yet who is entitled to what is 
highly contested and depends on the actors’ perspective. Such 
perspectives are shaped by both cultural norms and personal 
experiences, and can thus be highly subjective. Justice is thus 
about the allocation of goods or benefits, be they in the econom-
ic realm of distribution, the cultural realm of recognition or the 
political realm of representation. 

The experience of being treated fairly and justly is important for 
a person’s sense of dignity as well as their ability to trust. This in 
turn plays a crucial role in the transformation of inter-personal 
and collective conflicts and enhances the prospects for → Build-
ing and Sustaining Peace. 

The high price of humiliation, distrust and injustice
The vital role of dignity, trust and justice can be vividly demon-
strated by contrasting them with their absences: humiliation, 
distrust and injustice, and their contributions to the escalation 
and protracted nature of violent conflicts. 

Injustice is a state of affairs in which actors perceive a discrepan-
cy between entitlements and benefits. ‘Striving for justice’ seeks 
to correct this perceived discrepancy and is a basic driver of (vio-
lent as well as nonviolent) action. Transformation places justice 
at the core, supposing a normative drive of constructive social 
change towards a just peace. Justice, here, is both an end and 
a practical principle guiding the means by which social change 
is pursued. Examples of this can be found within the sub-field 
of peace mediation, where empirical findings stress the impor-
tance of procedural and distributive justice for the sustainability 
of peace agreements, or the sub-field of reconciliation studies. 
David Bloomfield, based on his own experience in and beyond 
Northern Ireland, has argued for the centrality of “a systema-
tised definition of social right and wrong, from which grows an 
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underlying shared value: that the justice system applies to all of 
us, that it acts fairly, that we can trust it”.

The term “humiliation” indicates that instead of acknowledg-
ing the equal dignity of all human beings, a hierarchy is intro-
duced between persons with superior and inferior status (the 
most extreme example being the German words “Übermensch” 
and “Untermensch” used by the Nazis). Accordingly, Evelin 
Lindner defines the essence of humiliation as being “about put-
ting down and holding down”. Looking at history from this an-
gle, humiliation was interpreted in most societies of the world 
as part of a “natural order” of superiors and inferiors, at least 
until the Enlightenment. Tragically, there are many countries 
in which this fundamentally unequal “natural order” is still in 
place today. There is also often a temptation to impose “top-
down solutions” as a simplifying method to deal with the com-
plexity of conflicts.

In conflicts, the close relationship between collective political 
violence and humiliation is evident when fighting not only aims 
to achieve the physical destruction or “neutralisation” of the en-
emy, but also targets their symbols of identity, respect and dig-
nity, and their honour and collective achievements. Often, the 
first acts of violence are directed against these symbols, such 
as when the Nazis destroyed and burned down more than 1500 
synagogues during the Night of Broken Glass in November 1938, 
marking the start of the Holocaust. In many protracted conflicts, 
the violence against the opposing side’s symbols, such as places 
of worship and cultural pride (libraries, museums), and violence 
against people are closely connected. This is dramatically ex-
pressed in collective sexual violence, which aims to degrade the 
physical and moral integrity of the enemy. 

Tragically, collective humiliation in the context of war and vio-
lence has the systemic tendency to reproduce itself, particularly 
if the victorious side makes no efforts to acknowledge the pain-
ful narratives of the past, to address issues of transitional justice 
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and to engage in some kind of genuine process of reconciliation 
(→ Dealing with the Past and Transitional Justice). For effective 
conflict transformation, it is therefore crucial to overcome the 
 cycle of humiliation and counter-humiliation and to work to-
wards a comprehensive understanding of human dignity. 

The central role of building trust
The main challenge in transforming conflicts shaped and driven 
by humiliation by one side or by sequences of mutual humiliation 
is to find ways to overcome the deep distrust that this engenders. 
Particularly in the case of protracted conflicts, the distrust is so 
deeply ingrained in the emotions and attitudes of the parties that 
even occasional gestures of conciliation are often perceived by 
the recipients as a ploy to undermine their position. To initiate 
genuine processes of conflict transformation, it is therefore cru-
cial to develop strategies of trust and confidence-building, and 
ultimately to find ways of gradually building more just, dignified 
and trustworthy relationships. The Berghof Foundation’s work 
in Abkhazia, for example, is proving that this principle is highly 
relevant by slowly, relationship by relationship, enabling more 
and more public debate of highly contentious issues.

During the East-West conflict until 1989, investigating meas-
ures of confidence-building was one of the key areas of peace 
research and practical peace initiatives. A remarkable contribu-
tion on trust building in this context was developed by the psy-
chologist Charles Osgood in 1962 with his strategy for “graduated 
reciprocal reductions in tension” (GRIT). His argument was that 
single de-escalatory measures in protracted conflicts will be of 
little value because they can easily be rejected as public relation 
stunts. Instead, one side should take the initiative and generate 
a series of small conciliatory gestures, which are publicly an-
nounced and implemented step-by-step, independently of the 
response of the other side. If the latter party reciprocates with 
similar measures, more significant steps should be taken. The 
core idea is to trigger a cycle of de-escalation with a long-term 
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perspective by means of unilateral initiatives and to accompany 
this process with some kind of dialogue to promote mutual un-
derstanding and foster joint analyses.

Whether this approach can be applied to internal conflicts in-
volving internationally recognised states and non-state armed 
groups (or liberation and resistance movements) is an open 
question. The problem in these cases is that there is not only 
deep mistrust between the parties, but often fundamental dis-
agreement on the legitimacy of the existing political order as 
well. The general understanding is that trust building is a mul-
ti-dimensional process in which elements of rationally defined 
common interests, transparency and predictability play an im-
portant role, as do emotional and relationship factors. Also, the 
perception that a more just and hence more legitimate political 
system is being built is of great importance here. Trust cannot be 
imposed on conflicting parties, nor can it grow without empa-
thy and cooperation, which is why procedural justice becomes 
imperative as it fosters positive attitudes, cooperative behaviour, 
participation possibilities and ultimately conflict reduction.

In cases of humiliation and traumatic experiences of violence, 
trust building means addressing issues of transitional justice 
and reconciliation. At a minimum, it requires some kind of ac-
knowledgement of the painful past. And even in the best cases, 
trust to engage in conflict transformation needs opportunities, 
time and spaces for relationship-building. 
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3 Breaking Deadlocks: 
 Peace Process Support

Dalia Barsoum, Izzat Kushbakov, Leona Hollasch 
and Armani Gambaryan, with Sonja Neuweiler

“Crises and deadlocks when they occur have at least this 
advantage – that they force us to think.”
Jawaharlal Nehru

One of the basic insights from protracted conflicts is that it takes 
time – not only years, but often decades – to overcome the risk of 
relapse into violence. In many cases, protracted conflicts move 
through long and painful phases of “no war, no peace”. Peace 
processes that do not also transform the conflict at hand by ad-
dressing root causes will hardly be sustainable. Based on this 
recognition, the Berghof Foundation, along with many activists, 
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peacebuilding practitioners and international actors is focusing 
attention on advancing sustainable peace support efforts. 

Mechanisms and actors
National and local actors are key in initiating, driving and sup-
porting peace processes. The discussion around national peace 
support structures or → Establishing Infrastructures for Peace 
emphasises the importance of establishing formal, semi-formal 
and informal mechanisms for cooperation among the conflict 
parties and more permanent networks and institutions to sup-
port peace processes over time. 

Peace support structures in many contexts also receive external 
assistance, often in the form of financial support but also includ-
ing capacity-building, advice, process support and assistance 
with organisational development. One strand of discussion has 
thus focused on comprehensive, coherent and effective peace 
support strategies by external actors through long-term develop-
ment of national, local and organisational capacities, using lever-
age to encourage conflict parties to engage in peace processes and 
coordinating with influencers in a multilateral support strategy.

DEADLOCK | a situation, typically one involving opposing par-
ties, in which progress appears impossible due to the unwill-
ingness or inability of the parties. 
PEACE PROCESS | a series of talks, agreements and activities 
designed to end war or violence between two groups. Peace 
processes may include formal and informal mechanisms, and 
involve a multitude of actors often over a long period.
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Deadlocks: how they occur 
Peace processes to end protracted conflicts remain fragile and 
are continuously at risk of being blocked or stalled. These dead-
locks can be caused by a number of factors. 

Contentious issues and positions: Peace processes can accentu-
ate existing ideological incompatibilities or bring forward new 
contentious issues. This can prompt the conflict parties to reject 
talks and stop the process, fearing that negotiating would mean 
abandoning their beliefs. In such cases, the parties often see 
either too few or too many favourable outcomes of the negotia-
tions. With too few options, they hope the other party will be the 
one to shift position in their favour. With too many favourable 
options and in an attempt to get the best possible outcome for 
themselves, they fear that being satisfied with several options 
might be perceived as a sign of weakness. They therefore block 
the process altogether.

From peace support to peace process support: 
evolution of a term …
Initially, peace support operations were introduced to comple-
ment or replace traditional concepts of peacekeeping as third-
party military interventions based on the consent of the conflict 
parties. Peace support operations came to encompass more 
robust mandates for peace enforcement, but they also shifted 
towards recognising the importance of civilian support for UN 
peacekeeping and peace enforcement operations. Since then, 
the focus of “peace support” efforts has increasingly evolved 
to include more medium- and long-term efforts by internal and 
external actors, ranging from process-oriented support such as 
dialogue and mediation to establishing more institutionalised 
infrastructures promoting human rights, rule of law or multiparty 
democracy. 
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Frictions around trust, interests and relationships: Peace talks 
touch upon the vested, if not existential interests of the conflict 
parties in a situation where relations between parties and social 
groups more broadly are characterised by deep divisions, griev-
ances, atrocities and violence – in many cases directly blamed on 
the other sides involved in the negotiations. Often, experiences 
of unfulfilled commitments in previous rounds of negotiations or 
doubts about the other parties’ intentions and seriousness pre-
vail. Certain actors may continue to benefit from the status quo 
and are therefore interested in sustaining deadlocks and seeking 
to undermine efforts to reach a settlement. These benefits may 
be financial and economic, such as access to resources, rents or 
the profits of war economies. However, they may also be political, 
with parties justifying a continued grip on power and strength-
ening their support bases by inciting against other groups or por-
traying themselves as a protective shield or guarantor of certain 
group rights or privileges.

Shortcomings in process design: Deadlocks can also result from 
procedural shortcomings in the design of a peace process. An 
example is insufficient preparation of the process or the parties 
themselves, leading to uncertainty among key actors or lack of 
trust in the process – sometimes caused by a desire or pressure 
to achieve quick results. Shortcomings may also arise from the 
lack of support structures for problem-solving (in informal and 
formal settings) or for the development of safety nets or alterna-
tive options to generate and sustain broader support for the pro-
cess. The process architecture may also be negatively affected by 
the exclusion of key actors or lack of mechanisms to deal with 
elite or popular resistance. In third party-mediated processes, 
perceptions relating to the impartiality, competence or commit-
ment of the mediating party may also lead to deadlocks until 
trust can be restored or, more often, the mediating party is re-
placed.

 Breaking Deadlocks: Peace Process Support



 31

Deadlocks: how to break them
Peace support actors can help in preventing deadlocks through 
elements of process design or safety nets or can support efforts 
to overcome deadlocks in order to prevent and avoid a complete 
breakdown of the process. 

The Berghof Foundation investigated many other mechanisms 
for deadlock-breaking while preparing a National Dialogue 
Handbook in 2017. They include:

 Formal and semi-formal structures and mechanisms, informal 
and ad hoc mechanisms
When deadlocks hinder the continuation of talks, it may be help-
ful to bring together a small deadlock-breaking team comprising 
problem-solving-oriented individuals from each side who may 
find it easier to reach agreement on the contentious issues in this 
more concentrated setting. Depending on the context and pro-
cess, these mechanisms can either be integrated in the design of 
the process as a formal or semi-formal structure or the process 
itself can be organised in an informal or ad hoc manner. 

For example …
During the National Dialogue Conference in Yemen, the partici-
pants quickly realised that the working groups needed a way to 
overcome deadlocks in their discussions. A deadlock-breaking 
mechanism was therefore put into place in the shape of a Con-
sensus Committee. Whenever the plenary was unable to reach 
consensus on an issue, it was taken to the Committee. The 
composition of the Committee mirrored that of the Conference, 
consisting of the heads of all decision-making bodies, and was 
tasked with proposing adjustments that made an agreement in 
the working groups possible. In this way, the contentious issues 
could be dealt with individually by a representative group able to 
reach a solution.
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 Public consultations/referenda and reference to wider audien-
ces and third parties
Experience has repeatedly shown that connecting all tracks in an 
inclusive process offers the greatest potential for a transforma-
tion towards sustainable peace. Peace support actors engaged 
in process design thus aim to establish processes that actively 
include not only the elite but also the broader public down to the 
grassroots (→Inclusivity and Participation). Inclusive processes 
not only bring parties closer to an agreement but also help pre-
vent and address deadlocks, since public opinion is often a con-
tributory factor to processes stalling. On the other hand, public 
opinions and perceptions of the negotiations can give the conflict 
parties the necessary impetus to move the peace process forward.

For example …
In the context of the Abkhaz-Georgian-South Ossetian conflict, 
the Berghof Foundation’s Caucasus Programme focuses on 
building bridges between estranged communities through local 
history dialogues. Implementing a “three-tiered gearwheel ap-
proach”, the team found that constructive and self-critical reflec-
tions on the past, involving individuals and groups, and upscal-
ing these discussions to the public debate level can achieve the 
greatest possible inclusivity in the process and spark collective 
reflection processes. In a first step, “gearwheel one”, project 
groups collected their perspectives on the conflict, escalation 
of violence and war in an interview format. “Gearwheel two”, 
consisting of intergenerational discussion rounds, gave space to 
people from different age groups to come together and reflect on 
their experiences and listen to others. “Gearwheel three” then 
took the dialogue up to a public level using TV talkshow or radio 
formats. This initiated a wider process of public reflection.
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 Collective strategic thinking processes
In situations of intractable conflict, where parties refuse encoun-
ters with others or lack internal cohesion, a new model by the 
Oxford Research Group (2017) proposes intra-party “collective 
strategic thinking”. These structured thinking processes with-
in the parties on their identity, the conflict context, their own 
strategic goals and alternative means of achieving them and an 
exploration of the opponent’s perspective lay the ground for (re-
kindling) constructive inter-party engagement.  

While some of the mechanisms mentioned above aim to respond 
to an existing situation and are utilised to address deadlocks in 
a specific process, others, like long-term process support, safety 
nets and common spaces, have a broader function. They can 
serve as sustainable mechanisms to protect a process from col-
lapsing or to prevent deadlocks from occurring. In the long term, 
safety nets can be seen as an important part of the → Establish-
ing Infrastructure for Peace. They include continuous dialogue 
initiatives, common spaces, local dialogues, and other civil soci-
ety and expert engagement in formal peace processes. The Berg-
hof Foundation continues to support the creation of such spaces 
in many conflict arenas around the world.
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4 Building and Sustaining 
Peace
Sebastian Sönsken, Anne Kruck and Zina El-Nahel

“The beauty of peace is in trying to find solutions together.” 
Dekha Ibrahim Abdi

What is peace? In debates about peace definitions, the distinc-
tion between negative and positive peace put forward by Johan 
Galtung has gained broad acceptance. Negative peace describes 
peace as the absence of war or direct physical violence. A posi-
tive notion of peace includes the increase in social justice and 
the creation of a culture of peace among people within and 
across societies. This is the understanding of peace that informs 
the Berghof Foundation’s approach.
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A frequent criticism of positive peace is that it lacks conceptual 
clarity. Nonetheless, most scholars agree that peace is a com-
plex, long-term and multi-layered process, in which it is possi-
ble to identify steps towards peace and measure the decrease of 
violence and increase of justice. The multi-layered character of 
peace means that not only governments but stakeholders at all 
levels of societies are responsible for it.

Steps for peace
Working toward peace requires at least three fundamental steps: 
First, a vision of peace must be articulated. Peace on an individ-
ual level obviously differs from international peace; researchers, 
politicians and artists all use the term “peace” in different ways, 
and interpretations vary according to culture. In some societies 
the word “peace” may even cause resentment due to experiences 
of oppression inflicted in the name of peace. Peace definitions 
are therefore context-specific. Developing common peace vi-
sions is an important aspect of peace work.

PEACE | a complex, long-term and multi-layered process, in which 
it is possible to identify steps towards peace and measure the de-
crease of violence and increase of justice. The multi-layered char-
acter of peace means that not only governments but also stake-
holders at all levels of societies are responsible for it.
PEACEBUILDING | a generic term to cover all activities intended 
to encourage and promote peaceful relations and overcoming vio-
lence. A long-term process that seeks to positively alter structural 
contradictions, improve relations between the conflict parties 
and encourage overall constructive changes in attitudes. It may 
also refer to activities connected with economic development, 
social justice, reconciliation, empowerment of disadvantaged/
strategic groups and humanitarian support.
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Second, it is crucial to specify the conditions for peace in or be-
tween societies, with a view to establishing these conditions. In 
his analysis of the historical emergence of peace within western 
societies, Dieter Senghaas identified six crucial conditions and 
put them together as a “civilisatory hexagon”: power monopoly, 
rule of law, interdependence and affect control, democratic par-
ticipation, social justice and a constructive culture of conflict 
(see → Educating for Peace).

Third, comparing the current realities in a given society with 
the peace vision, it is essential to find out what peace-support-
ing structures, institutions or attitudes need to be created or 
strengthened. A wide range of strategies and methods are used 
to make, keep, build or sustain peace on different actor levels 
(often also referred to as tracks). Peace efforts can be undertaken 
by actors on all levels and across several levels and tracks (see 
Figure 1).

From peacebuilding to sustaining peace
In his Agenda for Peace, former UN Secretary-General Boutros 
Boutros-Ghali (1992) described peacebuilding as a major instru-
ment for securing peace in post-war situations. This narrowly-de-
fined approach was criticised by the Advisory Group of Experts 
who reviewed the peacebuilding architecture of the UN in 2015. 
The group called for the broader concept of “sustaining peace” 
which puts more emphasis on the prevention of violent conflict to 
“save succeeding generations from the scourge of war” as stated 
in the UN Charter. They see “sustaining peace” as an overarch-
ing term including prevention, peacemaking and peacekeeping, 
as well as peacebuilding, post-war recovery and reconstruction. 
This paradigm shift within the UN has come about in the course 
of the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals. Although 
only Goal 16 relates directly to peace – “promote peaceful and 
inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access 
to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive 
institutions at all levels” – all 17 Goals are interconnected and 
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relevant for the achievement of positive peace, such as quality 
of education, access to food and clean water or health services.

Although the term “sustaining peace” might be new, compre-
hensive understandings of peacebuilding are not. Scholars 
and civil society organisations have long promoted peacebuild-
ing approaches which include preventive measures. These 
can be applied in all stages of conflict and are also needed in 
relatively peaceful societies. Peacebuilding covers all activities 
aimed at promoting peace and overcoming violence in a society. 

 Building and Sustaining Peace

Figure 1, source: John Paul Lederach, 1997

Types of actors Approaches to Building Peace

Focus on high-level negotiations
Emphasises cease-fire
Led by highly visible, single 
mediator

Problem-solving workshops
Training in conflict resolution
Peace commissions
Insider-partial teams

Local peace commissions
Grassroots training
Prejudice reduction
Psychosocial work in post-
war trauma

Military / political / religious
leaders with high visibility

Leaders respected in sectors 
Ethnic / religious leaders
Academic / intellectuals 
Humanitarian leaders (NGOs)

Local leaders
Leaders of indigenous NGOs
Community developers
Local health officials
Refugee camp leaders

Affected 
Population

Level 1 . Top Leadership

Level 2 . Middle Range Leadership

Level 3 . Grassroots Leadership

Pyramid of peacebuilding
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 Although most activities on track 2 and 3 are carried out by civil 
society actors, the establishment of links to track 1 is consid-
ered  essential for sustainable transformation of societies. While 
external agents can facilitate and support peacebuilding, ulti-
mately it must be driven by local actors, often called agents of 
peaceful change. It cannot be imposed from the outside. Some 
peacebuilding work done by international organisations is criti-
cised for being too bureaucratic, orientated towards short-term 
timeframes, and financially dependent on governmental donors 
and therefore accountable to them but not to the people on the 
ground. It thus seems to reinforce the status quo instead of call-
ing for a deep transformation of structural injustices. Transform-
ative peacebuilding needs to address social justice issues and 
should respect the principles of partnership, multipartiality and 
inclusivity (→ Transforming Conflict). 

Peacebuilding, which seeks to sustain positive peace, is not a 
rapid response tool but a long-term process of ongoing work for 
all societies in the following three dimensions:

1. Altering structural injustices is widely regarded as essential for 
lasting peace. Important elements are state-building and democ-
ratisation measures, the reform of structures that reproduce the 
conflict (e. g. the education system), economic and sustainable 
development, social justice and human rights, empowerment of 
civil society and constructive media (→ Establishing Infrastruc-
tures for Peace; → Addressing Social Grievances; → Empower-
ment and Ownership).

2. Improving relations between the conflict parties is an integral 
part of peacebuilding to reduce the effects of war-related hostil-
ity and disrupted communication between the conflict parties. 
Programmes of reconciliation, trust building and dealing with 
the past aim to transform damaged relationships (→ Dealing 
with the Past and Transitional Justice). They deal with the non-
material effects of violent conflict. 
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3. Changing individual attitudes and behaviour is the third di-
mension of peacebuilding. It means strengthening individual 
peace capacities, breaking stereotypes, empowering formerly 
disadvantaged groups, and healing trauma and psychological 
wounds of war. One frequently used measure for strengthening 
individual peace capacities is training people in non-violent ac-
tion and conflict resolution (→ Educating for Peace). 

Many peacebuilding measures seek to have a greater impact by 
combining strategies, which encompass all three dimensions (e. 
g. bringing former conflict parties together to work on improving 
their economic situation and thus changing individual attitudes). 
Yet peacebuilding actors and organisations are still struggling to 
make their work more effective and to generate “collective im-
pact” (see Woodrow 2017). Given the wide variety of peacebuild-
ing approaches, it is therefore important to identify, cluster and 
publish best-practice examples to create learning opportunities 
for all present and future peacebuilders.

Prevention Peacemaking

Fulfilment of the 17 Sustain-
able Development Goals: no 
poverty, good health, quality 
education, gender equality, 
etc.

Diplomatic efforts to end vio-
lence and to achieve a peace 
agreement, e. g. negotiation, 
mediation, arbitration and 
judicial settlement
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Peacekeeping Peacebuilding

For example, deployment 
of armed forces to enforce 
a ceasefire agreement and 
monitor peace processes in 
post-war societies

Includes post-war recov-
ery and reconstruction. 
For example, demobilising 
and reintegrating combat-
ants; assisting the return of 
refugees; supporting justice 
and security sector reform; 
fostering reconciliation
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5. Dealing with the Past and 
Transitional Justice
Victoria Cochrane-Buchmüller, Priscilla Megalaa,  
Rebecca Davis and Beatrix Austin

“Unreconciled issues from past violence never disappear simply 
by default.”
David Bloomfield

For those who have lived, researched or supported people in 
post-war societies that have suffered a history of (mass) violence, 
addressing the legacies of past violence is of crucial importance. 
In its many forms, it will help shape both the present and the 
future. Different ways of doing this have emerged over the past 
decades, among them transitional justice, reconciliation and 
dealing with the past. Each of these fields is defined in a slightly 
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different and somewhat overlapping way, and each has its fol-
lowers and detractors. Lately, the new paradigm of transforma-
tive justice has gained increasing attention from scholars and 
practitioners alike.

Transitional justice, reconciliation, and dealing with the past
As it is now understood, transitional justice refers to a broad 
range of processes by which countries emerging from periods of 
conflict and repression address large-scale or systematic human 
rights violations for which the normal justice system would not 
be able to provide an adequate response. 

Legal experts have extensively published on the development 
and capacities of international, hybrid or domestic courts, the 

Dealing with the Past and Transitional Justice 

DEALING WITH THE PAST | an overarching term referring to a set of 
measures carried out in relation to past injustice and harm which 
at the same time create a fair society in the present and better 
prospects for sustainable peace and development in the future.
TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE | a broad range of processes by which 
countries emerging from periods of conflict and repression ad-
dress large-scale or systematic human rights violations for which 
the normal justice system would not be able to provide an ad-
equate response.
RECONCILIATION | strives to provide a common frame of reference 
for societies to acknowledge the past, creating space for individ-
ual/national restoration and healing by changing the nature of 
the relationship between the conflicting parties as part of a long-
term communal relationship-(re-)building process.
TRANSFORMATIVE JUSTICE | a forward-looking agenda attempt-
ing to address a society’s grievances expressed in a violent past 
and drive a transformation of structural inequalities to promote 
social justice and sustainable peace.
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most prominent being the international criminal tribunals for 
Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, the hybrid courts for Sierra 
Leone and Lebanon and in more recent years, the use of univer-
sal jurisdiction to prosecute war crimes in national jurisdictions. 
While its focus remains largely on accountability, and the domes-
tic and international legal mechanisms for achieving this, atten-
tion is increasingly being paid to the role of other disciplines, 
such as social sciences and history, as well as fields of practice, 
such as support services for victims of violence. In addition, con-
ventional forms of justice, memory work, reconciliation initia-
tives and education reform have been incorporated into the field. 
These additional practices have broadened the variety of transi-
tional justice approaches that go beyond legal and institutional 
mechanisms in order to respond to wider political and social pro-
cesses, without transforming its core.
 
Local traditions of justice are a valuable addition to the national 
transitional justice framework. However, these practices should 
be incorporated and applied with care, as some community-based 
justice processes may amplify existing discriminatory or abusive 
practices. An effective example of employing the traditional cus-
toms of transitional justice can be found in Mozambique, where 
“cleansing ceremonies offered ex-combatants a way to reinte-
grate into communities by renouncing violence, acknowledging 
wrong-doing and providing victims, or families of victims, with 
some kind of compensation” (ICTJ and DPKO 2009, 13). 

Reconciliation is based on the acknowledgement of past injustice, 
the acceptance of responsibility and steps towards (re-)building 
trust. It is often understood as going beyond formal conflict res-
olution to changing the nature of the relationship between the 
conflicting parties as part of a long-term communal relationship-
(re-)building process. 

Confronting the past in a reconciliatory way may include a va-
riety of approaches. David Bloomfield and his colleagues ac-
knowledge that while political and national reconciliation may 
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be achieved through truth-telling (e. g. truth commissions), indi-
vidual reconciliation is a more personal process that is difficult 
to achieve. Although the concept is ambivalent and difficult to 
measure, as Alexander Boraine argues, there is a need to achieve 
at least a measure of reconciliation by creating a “common mem-
ory” that can be acknowledged by those who have implemented 
an unjust system, those who fought against it, and those who 
were bystanders. More than an end goal, reconciliation process-
es provide a common frame of reference for societies to acknowl-
edge the past, creating space for individual/national restoration 
and healing.

As with other terminology, there is no codified understanding of 
the phrase “dealing with the past”. At the Berghof Foundation, 
the term is used as an overarching umbrella that refers to a set 
of measures carried out in relation to past injustice and harm 
which at the same time create a fair society in the present and 
better prospects for sustainable peace and development in the 
future. Dealing with the past has an open “repertoire”, into 
which both transitional justice and reconciliation mechanisms 
may fall. It is a holistic process, which may span generations 
and requires analysis and action on many different levels; both 
personal and public elements must be addressed along with in-
tegration of victims, perpetrators and bystanders. Additionally, 
feminist research has revealed that a better understanding of the 
gendered experience of violence and justice, culture and power 
structures is needed to appropriately analyse the causes, dynam-
ics and consequences of conflict and violence.

Transformative justice as a new paradigm?
The discussions surrounding transitional justice, reconciliation 
and dealing with the past have embraced a forward-looking 
agenda in the form of transformative justice. A transformative 
approach attempts to address a society’s grievances and drive a 
transformation of structural inequalities to promote social justice 
and sustainable peace. The trend marks a shift towards comple-
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mentarity through integrating official top-down mechanisms 
with unofficial local initiatives. Paul Gready and Simon Robins 
suggest that this broadening of transitional justice provides con-
nections with wider notions of peacebuilding and contributes to 
a holistic approach that is context-driven. It also strengthens lo-
cal ownership, including that of survivors in an active role, and 
sustainability as key requirements for less top-down engagement 
on working through the legacies of past mass violence. A trans-
formative approach also moves away from what Palmer terms the 
“international orientation” of courts and the impact that this has 
on the effectiveness and longevity of the “justice” that is achieved.

Critical issues in working on the past
The Berghof Foundation has been active in the Western Balkans 
for many years. In 2013, a comparative study was conducted 
which looked at initiatives for reconciliation and “dealing with 
the past” undertaken by international organisations, legal insti-
tutions and local civil society actors in response to the wars of 
the 1990s. Among the many avenues of exploration, the study 
found that advancement in justice and truth recovery is aided 
by close cooperation with civil society actors and local commu-
nities. Although rule of law and functioning institutions for its 
implementation are essential for creating a sense of fairness and 
justice, retributive approaches need to be complemented with 
restorative, community-centred strategies from the very begin-
ning. Often this includes both victims/survivors and perpetra-
tors. Also, our work in the Caucasus has shown the importance 
of storytelling and exploring biographical story-sharing across 
divides after violent conflict.

The Berghof Foundation’s long-standing work with Resistance 
and Liberation Movements engaged in peace processes has also 
touched upon the issue of transitional justice and the role of vic-
tims. Our work focuses on enabling peer exchange and provid-
ing tailor-made input and capacity building on various topics, 
including transitional justice. 
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A 2017 meeting of Resistance and Liberation Movements fo-
cused on transitional justice in the field, the link between jus-
tice, stability of peace and long-term reconciliation, and possible 
models/designs, key tools and practical measures. The meeting 
enabled discussions on the advantages and disadvantages of 
participating in transitional justice processes as well as on how 
inclusivity may be broadened through participation by victims. 
Discussions also considered the role of prisoners in dealing with 
the past, and that of strategic communication on all sides of the 
peace process. Crucial aspects highlighted by the participating 
groups were strategic communication, sequencing and connect-
ing the national-international and the traditional-universal ap-
proaches to transitional justice.
 
While there is growing critical analysis of transitional justice 
theory and its practical implementation, the tendency is still to 
focus on the long-debated dichotomies of peace vs. justice, and 
accountability vs. reconciliation, as well as the debates on the 
place of transitional justice in peace processes. We suggest that 
instead, greater attention should be paid to the practical appli-
cation of transitional justice and its integration into peace pro-
cesses for the benefit of those most affected by the outcomes. 
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6 Educating for Peace
Uli Jäger

“That since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds  
of men that the defences of peace must be constructed.”
UNESCO

Peace education is the process of acquiring the values and 
knowledge and developing the attitudes, skills and behaviour to 
live in harmony with oneself, with others, and with the natural 
environment. It aims to reduce violence, support the transforma-
tion of conflicts, and advance the peace capabilities of individu-
als, groups, societies and institutions. 

Peace education builds on people’s capacities to learn and helps 
to establish a global and sustainable culture of peace. It is con-
text-specific, but is essential and feasible in every world region 
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and during all stages of conflict. Peace education takes place in 
many settings, whether formal or informal: in every-day learning 
and education, in the preparation, implementation and evalu-
ation of professional projects with selected target groups, and 
in the support provided for conflict-sensitive education systems.

There is no uniform concept of what peace education should in-
clude and the international discourse on this topic is still in its 
infancy. Various social, political, economic, historical and cul-
tural contexts must be taken into account, along with the differ-
ent traditions and levels of intensity in the systematic debate and 
practice of peace education nationally. 

Recent UN documents, such as the UNESCO concept of “Edu-
cation for All” and the Sustainable Development Goals (Goal 
4), underline the importance of peace education. The key pre-
requisite for success is the renunciation of all forms of corporal 
punishment, violence and psychological pressure as a means of 
delivering education.

Objectives of peace education
Peace education has four core and interdependent objectives:

 recognition of conflicts as an opportunity for positive change, 
which means developing the skills for the constructive manage-
ment of conflicts and a respectful relationship with those who 
are “other”;

PEACE EDUCATION | the process of acquiring the values and 
knowledge and developing the attitudes, skills and behaviour to 
live in harmony with oneself, with others, and with the natural 
environment. It aims to reduce violence, support the transforma-
tion of conflicts, and advance the peace capabilities of individu-
als, groups, societies and institutions.
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 recognition of different individual, social and political forms 
of (everyday) violence and the “fascination of violence”, which 
means promoting analysis of individual and collective experi-
ences of violence, both past and present (→ Preventing Violence; 
→ Dealing with the Past and Transitional Justice);

 analysis of the causes, impacts and after-effects of war, which 
means looking at possible mechanisms against and alternatives 
to war at the individual, social and international level;

 the development of visions of peace and community life and 
ways of translating these visions into practical action.
To implement these goals, it is necessary to create spaces in 
which learning processes can develop. These learning spaces for 
peace are based on the concept and implementation of “learn-
ing arrangements”: context-specific, bespoke settings that take 
account of factors such as learning objectives, target groups, 
methods, timeframes and available facilities. Learning arrange-
ments do not prescribe any form of instruction or use manipula-
tion. They encourage an ethical, political and practical focus and 
open-ended dialogue (→ Facilitating Dialogue and Negotiation). 

Essentials of peace education
Peace education deals systematically with major challenges to 
peace, such as conflict, hostility and enemy images, violence 
and war. By considering the many facets of violence in detail, we 
can develop a better understanding of violence and identify risk 
factors and prevention measures. 

Peace is not perceived as a static condition but as a process of 
decreasing violence and increasing justice (→ Building and Sus-
taining Peace). Peace is also not seen as an exception to the rule, 
but as the preferred rule. It thus serves as both a normative aim 
and a pragmatic orientation for action. 

Models such as the “civilisatory hexagon” can provide a basis for 
reflection, offering guidance and facilitating the visualisation of 
linkages between normative aims. In this sense, peace education 
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has significant overlaps with other approaches such as civics or 
human rights education.

Peace education initiates and supports social and political learn-
ing processes, in which positive social behaviour, empathy and 
capacities for non-violent communication can evolve (peace ca-
pacity); knowledge about peace and war, conflict and violence 
can be acquired (peace competence); and the willingness to 
show civil courage and engage for peace is fostered (peace ac-
tion). Peace education offers practical advice for education in 
family and preschool settings, in school and in the non-formal 
education sector. Conflicts within society must not be concealed 
but should be made visible within the framework of peace edu-
cation.

People all over the world need spaces to learn and experience 
peace – at the micro level of the family and in daily life as well 
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as at the macro level of society and international politics. Peo-
ple learn from experience and benefit from inspiring learning en-
vironments with appropriate multimedia-based and interactive 
methods. All the senses and emotions play an important role 
and need to be integrated in designing learning arrangements. 
Humour is an element not to be underestimated. The real-life 
encounter with “the other”, be it members of conflicting parties 
in post-war societies, minorities and majorities or locals and mi-
grants, is indispensable.

Delivering peace education
The way in which peace education is delivered has an important 
role to play in convincing people of its benefits, as do the sub-
stance and credibility of the peace message. Education methods 
must be adapted to a changing social and technological envi-
ronment. Nowadays, the widespread use of social media offers 
new opportunities for education models. While the use and dis-
semination of elements like hate speech or fake news may pose 
threats to peaceful coexistence, social media also facilitate par-
ticipation, knowledge-sharing and freedom of speech and infor-
mation.

Peace education should capitalise on this opportunity by using 
different kinds of media intensively for its purposes, making 
online materials and media accessible and creating networks. 
For example, a youth council advises one Berghof Foundation 
project (Culture of Conflict 3.0: Learning Spaces and Media for 
Young People to Deal with Internet Violence and Hate), which is 
essential for understanding young people’s positive and nega-
tive experiences with social media. The youth council is involved, 
among other things, in developing target-group-oriented comic 
films – a joint effort which brings both great fun and great suc-
cess.

A proven peace education approach discusses examples of 
successful peacebuilding and its protagonists. Authentic role 
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models who promote the principles of non-violence are helpful. 
Outstanding educators and advocates of non-violence (Maria 
Montessori, Paolo Freire, Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King) 
have long been sources of inspiration for the theory and practice 
of peace education. They have shaped the concept and image of 
peace education in their respective world regions in a distinctive 
way.

Methods of peace education
Peace education methods are based on the following practices:

Exemplary learning: reality is very complex, as are conflicts or 
peace processes. Case studies exemplify and make the back-
grounds and the variety of (visible and less visible) relationships 
more concrete.

Contrasting and emphasising: focus attention on specific or de-
termining viewpoints and problematical aspects.
 
Change of perspective: empathy is promoted by expanding the 
learners’ own standpoint, which can be inflexible and deeply 
rooted, to allow a plurality of views.

Clarity and ability to perceive linkages: using techniques such as 
visualisation, problematical issues are relocated from the realm 
of the abstract and related to learners’ own experiences.

Action-orientated: themes and issues are made accessible through 
activity and experience-based learning.

Peer-orientated: shared learning is encouraged through group 
work and mutual support.

Empowerment: building skills promotes self-confidence and au-
tonomy.
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Types of peace education
Due to the complexity of protracted violent conflicts and the re-
sulting need for transformation efforts at various levels, a com-
prehensive approach is required. This must bring together two 
fundamental types of peace education. 
(1) Direct peace education: Key elements of this approach are 
about encounter, inspiration and training. It could also be de-
scribed as peace education for empowerment, with a focus on 
personal capacity development or identity-building. 
(2) Structural peace education: This approach brings together el-
ements that, with the aid of pilot projects, aim to develop learn-
ing modules, media and curricula, focusing on the sustainable 
delivery of peace education in the formal and non-formal educa-
tion systems. The objective is to bring about a positive change in 
the structural conditions for peace.

The two types are closely linked. We regard the interaction be-
tween them as an essential prerequisite for sustainable peace 
education and its contribution to conflict transformation. In the 
Berghof Foundation’s project Civic and Nonviolent Education in 
Jordan we combine training courses and dialogue workshops for 
multipliers on the one hand with implementing a curriculum at 
universities on the other. Both processes take place in coopera-
tion with the Ministries of Education and Higher Education. 

Evaluating peace education
Does peace education make the difference? Measuring the effects 
of peace education is a challenging task given the complexity and 
long-term nature of learning processes. Often, there is a lack of 
resources to conduct long-term studies, and there is a lack of sys-
tematic experience in how evaluation projects can be developed 
and applied in a conflict-sensitive and context-related manner (→ 
Learning Together). Nevertheless, there is an impressive variety of 
evaluation approaches, which mirror the diversity of peace educa-
tion practices. In recent years, studies and evaluations have also 
demonstrated empirical evidence of peace education benefits.
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7 Empowerment and  
Ownership
Feras Kheirallah and Barbara Unger

“Power properly understood is nothing but the ability to achieve 
purpose. It is the strength required to bring about social, political 
and economic change.”
Martin Luther King, Jr.

We know that inequality and limited access to opportunity are 
key drivers of conflict. Groups that perceive themselves to be dis-
advantaged try to change their situation, and may use nonviolent 
(or violent) means (→ Addressing Social Grievances). When ac-
tors need to change their behaviour, attitudes and relationships 
in order to engage with each other differently, a certain degree of 
horizontality and symmetry – of information, capacities,  access 
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and power – is required. Consequently, asymmetry of power 
must be dealt with: “Empowerment is a process through which 
individuals or organised groups increase their power and auton-
omy to achieve certain outcomes they need and desire” (Eyben, 
cited in Combaz & Mcloughlin 2014, 4). Conflict transformation 
and peacebuilding need to consider this.

Empowerment is a concept stemming from community sociol-
ogy and has been widely explored with regard to gender rela-
tions. It happens at several levels. Individuals who are enabled 
to identify and articulate their own interests can help achieve 
social change, just as persons who have confidence in their own 
skills and strength can contribute, for example as responsible 
citizens, to collective processes. Groups, at the next level, are key 
to self-empowerment. A shared notion of their own situation, of 
collective interests and of the means of achieving them creates 
scope for self-reliance and for engagement with the “dominant” 
group(s). In this way, relations and interactions can change at 
the societal level as well.

Conflict transformation, empowerment and ownership
In conflict transformation, Diana Francis has made the point that 
in order to bring structural and cultural violence, such as injus-
tice and inequality, out of the latent stage, the disadvantaged 
(and ideally those who “innocently” gain from the status quo) 

EMPOWERMENT | a process which enables individuals and or-
ganised groups to increase their power and autonomy to achieve 
outcomes they need and desire.
OWNERSHIP | conflict stakeholders and actors having the re-
sources to assume responsibility for conflict-related challenges 
and all aspects of the conflict transformation process, as this 
makes it both meaningful and sustainable.
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must increase their consciousness of their situation and gain 
“power” to challenge it. 

Conflict transformation and empowerment share the notion that 
only the actors affected can build peace, and that all actors in-
volved have resources to build on. The main role and responsi-
bility for conflict transformation hence lie with those who are 
affected by conflict. A careful balance must be struck between 
helpful and catalytic (outside) intervention and nurturing (local) 
ownership. 
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The issues of ownership, power and agency are at the core of 
what we need to discuss when we look at empowerment in con-
flict transformation. When we opt for empowerment measures 
as an (external) intervention, we need to be very careful of how 
these interventions can play out. “Do no harm” (→ Educating for 
Peace; → Providing Conflict-Sensitive Refugee Assistance) must 
be a guiding principle. 

Working with individuals, groups and institutions towards 
social change
Some approaches to empowerment focus on supporting indi-
viduals and certain previously marginalised groups to have bet-
ter access to resources, information and services, or to influence 
decision-makers and legislation and hence improve their living 
conditions and situation in a given society. The empowerment of 
women can serve as an example. Its purpose is to enable women 
first to gain a different understanding of their potential and the 
context, and also to access and play an active role in influenc-
ing (if not shaping) policy. New consciousness and a desire for 
change do not mean that the empowered women have sufficient 
capacities to effect changes in the face of the resistance that their 
empowered stance may encounter in society. Therefore, it is cru-
cial in conflict transformation to understand and enable empow-
erment by working at different levels: the individual, the group, 
the institutional and finally the societal level. 

While only persons and groups can be empowered, they act 
within an institutional and societal environment. Thus, work-
ing with existing institutions to entice the people within them 
to play a positive role in transforming conflicts begins with un-
derstanding the institutions’ history and importance within so-
ciety. Ideally, this happens through a joint analysis of the stake-
holders. Making these institutions more responsive to the whole 
of society  – for example by strengthening their capacities, en-
hancing their internal strategies, enabling exchange with other 
institutions, supporting knowledge production and transfer, 
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and  sharing experience through mediation and dialogue tech-
niques – can contribute to transforming conflicts, provided that 
the political will is there. 

Supporting empowerment as an external actor
The role of outsiders may be to support actors in a multipartial 
manner by creating spaces and changing perceptions of roles 
and resources. While there is a close connection between self-
empowerment and what externals can contribute for this consci-
entisation and change to happen, somewhat paradoxically, “to 
empower” has also been used as a transitive verb to describe in-
terventions, especially in development cooperation and often in 
relation to gender issues, which aim to support a certain group. 
As Alan Sharland has rightly observed, “It is a self-contradiction 
to state on someone’s behalf, without their explicit consent, that 
they have ‘been empowered’, or, worse that ‘we have empowered 
them’, as in the very act of saying so, we are speaking for them 
and assuming the right and power to do so.”

At the individual and group level, participatory analysis of is-
sues, factors and actors can help, as can exchanges with other 
groups or with experts. Training, workshops, coaching and other 
measures provide spaces for connection and reflection, which 
can lead to a change in attitude and behaviour. If, as said above, 
this is not sufficient to effect change, the groups might look for 
other mechanisms to support their cause. In Jordan, for example, 
independent trade unions were established to protest against 
the dysfunctional state-controlled unions. In such situations, 
one may need to ask: What institutions are there, how would 
they need to change? Are new ones needed? A strategy aimed 
at institutional change can start from various angles, depending, 
for example, on whether the institution has a mandate to repre-
sent a certain group, or responds to all groups’ demands, but has 
not fulfilled that task. It is crucial that these institutions have a 
mandate to influence the relationship between decision-makers 
at a macro level and those subject to policies at a micro level. 
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If an external actor wants to support such a process, the need 
to work with core institutions (for example parliament), power-
holders (for example men) and traditions (for example mascu-
linity) will most likely come up (→ Gender and Youth). So what 
might support for empowerment look like in practice? 

External actors can best provide support by enabling internal 
self-reflection and a (gradual but sustainable) transformation 
process towards a collective understanding and willingness to 
play a role in transforming conflicts. In response to ownership is-
sues, our main task as externals should lie in creating the space 
needed for these institutions to develop their own strategies and 
tools. In Lebanon, the Berghof Foundation performs this role by 
supporting the official religious institutions in their efforts to fos-
ter coexistence and tolerance. Transformative external interven-
tion should then support these institutions in better understand-
ing or even (re-)defining their actual role and original mandate 
and identifying their potential (strengths) as a collective unit 
representing a certain group of society in conflict.

Our organisation’s mission, “creating space”, here means pro-
viding a level playing field, as far as possible, so that all actors 
can participate. Addressing power asymmetries is at the core of 
that work in many conflict settings. Empowerment and clear lo-
cal ownership of the empowerment agenda are our preferred ap-
proach for doing just that.

References and Further Reading

Diana Francis (2001). Culture, Power Asymmetries and Gender in Conflict Trans-
formation. In: Berghof Handbook for Conflict Transformation. First Online 
Edition. Berlin: Berghof Centre for Constructive Conflict Management.

Emilie Combaz and Claire Mcloughlin (2014). Voice, Empowerment and Account-
ability: Topic Guide. Birmingham, UK: GSDRC, University of Birmingham.

Johan Galtung (2011). TRANSCEND Method. In The Encyclopaedia of Peace Psy-
chology, edited by Daniel J. Christie. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell.

 Empowerment and Ownership



 63

Hannah Reich (2006). “Local Ownership” in Conflict Transformation Projects. Part-
nership, Participation or Patronage? Berghof Occasional Paper No. 27. Berlin: 
Berghof Research Center for Constructive Conflict Management.

Online Resources

CDA (2016). Do No Harm Workshop Trainer’s Manual. Cambridge, MA: 
Collaborative Learning Projects. http://live-cdacollaborative.pantheonsite.io/
wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Do-No-Harm-DNH-Trainers-Manual-2016.pdf

Véronique Dudouet (2017). Powering to Peace: Integrated Civil Resistance and 
Peacebuilding Strategies. Special Report No. 1. Washington, DC: International 
Center on Nonviolent Conflict. https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/04/powering_to_peace_veronique_dudouet_icnc_
special_report_series_april2017.pdf

Alan Sharland (2007). The Underlying Philosophies of Mediation. Chapter 2: 
Empowerment. https://www.communicationandconflict.com/empowerment.
html 

Empowerment and Ownership 



64

8 Engaging Donors
Michael J. Arensen, Beatrix Austin and Andrea Joras

“There is much to be done.”
Georg Zundel

Ending violent conflicts and building peace require the engage-
ment and resources of a broad alliance of actors. Building such 
alliances, as well as building and sustaining peace together, de-
mands investment: of dedication, capacity and skill, of patience 
and experience, and of financial resources and joint value-based 
advocacy. At the Berghof Foundation, we have worked hard over 
the years to cultivate a relationship with our private and public 
donors in which we all are partners in shifting public attention 
and discourse towards the societal and political issues neces-
sary to transform conflicts. We have often succeeded, yet we 
still face many challenges. As Stephen Heintz, the President of 
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DONOR | persons or institutions giving support – financial as well 
as otherwise – to a certain cause or charity. While peacebuilding 
relies on creativity and dedication as much as material resources, 
engaging donors in this field is indispensable for peacebuilding 
work to be scaled up.

the Rockefeller Brothers Fund notes in its 2017 Annual Review, 
“social change does not happen overnight. It does not happen 
quickly, and it does not happen as a result of a fixed set of strat-
egies. Change happens over time; it happens because you are 
nimble and flexible, but it also happens because you stick with 
your goals while finding new ways to make progress even after 
experiencing setbacks”.

Total funding for non-violent conflict transformation is still mi-
niscule compared to the world’s military budgets. In 2018, SIPRI 
estimated world military expenditure at USD 1739 billion, of 
which the United States government accounts for by far the larg-
est share, with a military budget of USD 630 billion. By contrast, 
the budget of the United Nations and all its agencies is about 
USD 40 billion per year, according to the Global Policy Forum – a 
mere 2.3 per cent of global military expenditure. Similarly, funds 
allocated to development assistance by OECD countries in 2016 
amounted to USD 142.6 billion, less than 8.2 per cent of global 
military spending, only a small part of which is for peacebuild-
ing. One estimate puts the global funding for peacebuilding in 
2016 at 3.4 billion (ECDPM 2018). These figures remind us that 
when it comes to protecting their international interests, states 
are determined to maintain their ability to use military means 
if necessary. Yet while the development of non-violent alterna-
tives to a military security paradigm may not be at the top of 
governments’ list of priorities, there can be no doubt that states 
have a role to play in building peace. They are stakeholders in 
the majority of conflicts, and they also control an overwhelming 
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amount of the resources needed for their resolution. Sometimes, 
they are also gatekeepers to the transformation of conflicts.

However modest the amount of public funding for peacebuild-
ing may appear, the contrast to private funding is even greater. 
The Peace and Security Funding Index compiles data on grants 
awarded by foundations for peace and security issues globally. 
The latest year for complete data, 2015, identified a total of USD 
351 million for peace and security issues, with roughly USD 188 
million (54 per cent) being spent on conflict prevention, resolu-
tion, and peacebuilding. That peace-related issues play at best 
a minor role in the philanthropic world is no surprise, given the 
challenges, which the peace and security environment presents. 
Conflict transformation stands out as being particularly hard to 
approach.

High risk, high reward
With many states and private donors cutting budgets at a time 
of growing global needs, there is an increasing interest in en-
suring the cost-effectiveness and impact of new projects. While 
successful violence prevention and conflict transformation are 
more cost-effective than humanitarian relief, the impact of con-
flict transformation is notoriously more difficult to measure, es-
pecially in the short term. Conflict situations are highly complex 
and follow a non-linear and long-term timeframe, as researchers 
have pointed out over and over again, not least in several books 
co-edited by Berghof Foundation staff. In addition, the envi-
ronments where conflict transformation is necessary often face 
access and security challenges, which reduce scope for moni-
toring and evaluation. Governments are major stakeholders in 
most conflicts, and shifting geopolitical dynamics and relations 
beyond the control of any organisation can limit the short-term 
impact of projects. These dynamics are at odds with most avail-
able project-based funding, which is primarily short-term and 
requires measurable steps forward and an attainable outcome 
at the end. Conflict transformation is, therefore, perceived as a 
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riskier investment, even if it has the potential for much greater 
outcomes.

Secondly, conflict transformation, if it aspires to be inclusive, of-
ten involves working with actors who are publicly stigmatised, 
such as proscribed groups. This is often highly controversial in 
public and political debate. For organisations engaged in this 
field, there may also be legal constraints on engaging with such 
actors, especially in the post 9/11 world. Legal uncertainty is not 
an attractive environment for either non-governmental organisa-
tions or funders to work in. They have to be prepared to deal with 
accusations and the possibility of negative public relations fall-
out, a risk that private foundations in particular have tended to 
shy away from. However, Rob Reich, Co-Director of the Stanford 
Center on Philanthropy and Civil Society, argues that providing 

“risk capital” is the raison d’être of the philanthropic sector. To 
cite Stephen Heintz once again, “if we aren’t taking risks and as-
suming the possibility of failure some of the time, we aren’t do-
ing our jobs”.

Balancing interests
As seen in global military expenditure figures, states and inter-
national institutions have access to massive amounts of resourc-
es relative to private foundations. In addition to these resources, 
states and international institutions have the potential to en-
gage diplomatically, increasing leverage on certain stakehold-
ers by offering ‘sticks’ or ‘carrots’. In this area, close coordina-
tion with peacebuilding actors (international NGOs as well as 
local initiatives, which have a thorough understanding of local 
conflict dynamics) can therefore be of great value. This coor-
dination is also beneficial to other actors interested in conflict 
transformation and building peace, including the private sec-
tor. That said, public funding or working closely with states or 
international bodies can also undermine the efficacy of conflict 
transformation. States, in particular, follow a different set of pri-
orities, which are centred on their own interests and standards. 
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National interests, even in more benign forms such as publicity 
for support, can pose a direct risk to any project’s potential. In 
a very geopolitically competitive landscape, government fund-
ing is often perceived as having secondary motivations, such as 
increasing political influence or promoting a particular ideology. 
Much public funding comes with strings attached – publicity for 
the donor country – which can be tricky in contexts requiring a 
high degree of confidentiality and trust building, including “be-
hind the scenes”. A clear balance needs to be reached between 
the greater financial support and potential diplomatic leverage 
of government funding, and the risks that potentially come with 
being associated with the state. 

Private funding
Private funding for conflict transformation can offer enormous 
benefits. Again, these benefits are manifold: they offer an in-
crease in the material resources required for some of the work, 
but just as importantly, they establish a circle of like-minded 
individuals who serve as ‘ambassadors’ and multipliers. Being 
driven by principles that focus on stakeholders and their rela-
tionships, private funders can credibly interact with non-state 
actors and civil society in general. These principles may be hard 
to reconcile with conflict realities on the ground, putting non-
state conflict stakeholders at a critical disadvantage. Were it not 
for privately funded initiatives, these actors would often be left 
to themselves or fall under the influence of the stronger conflict 
party. Finding it easier to reach out and build bridges to a broad 
range of actors, privately funded initiatives can help to create 
the inclusive peace processes required to tackle today’s ethno-
political conflicts, tapping peacebuilding potential which is oth-
erwise hard to reach. While this means that private funding does 
indeed have an important role to play, ultimately the success of 
all private initiatives will remain primarily dependent on their 
ability to leverage scarce resources by reaching out to states or 
international institutions.
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To do so, they have a spectrum of activities at hand, ranging from 
the provision of research, education and information to the di-
rect engagement of people through non-governmental organisa-
tions and private diplomacy. When these levers are employed ad-
equately and in a coordinated way, even small-scale initiatives 
have the potential to bring about change on a large scale. Non-
governmental organisations must make sure that their princi-
ples – in the Berghof Foundation’s case, these are long-term en-
gagement, partnership and multipartiality, to name a few – are 
in alignment with those of both public and private donors. The 
advantage of private (or philanthropic) resources remains that 
these funds can be particularly effective in cases where states 
and governments cannot or are not willing to provide support.

Lots to do
There is a clear need for further dialogue between implementers 
and donors on how to build on their shared interests and needs. 
Peacebuilding institutions need to better understand how availa-
ble funding is created, such as through government budgets and 
election cycles, and what drives private philanthropists to invest 
in certain areas. Peacebuilders also need to better demonstrate 
clear results and effective investment. In turn donors should rec-
ognise the desire by implementers for more flexible, low-profile 
and long-term funding. There are no simple solutions, but im-
proved communication and education are necessary to ensure 
that the needs of donors, both private and public, and conflict 
transformation institutions can be met. More stories about the 
successes achieved, often with minimal to modest financial in-
vestment (but with intense personal and creative engagement by 
insider and outsider actors), should be told – by us, our peers 
and our donors. The potential impact that such initiatives can 
achieve is enormous. Answering the challenge of violent conflict 
does not only relieve human suffering; it can also free up vast 
resources that can be put to more beneficial use. 
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9 Establishing Infrastructures 
for Peace
Mir Mubashir, Rebecca Davis and Radwa Salah

“Giving peace an address.”
Ulrike Hopp-Nishanka

We are familiar with the term ‘infrastructure’ in relation to the 
social, economic and technical infrastructure of a country or an 
organisation. There, it refers to the underlying foundation and 
the basic physical and organisational framework, structures, 
services and facilities such as buildings, transport systems and 
power supplies, which an entity needs and uses in order to work 
effectively. What infrastructures does peace need? A burgeoning 
term in the peacebuilding field, infrastructures for peace  – i4p 
(or peace infrastructures) constitute a multitude of tangible and 
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intangible elements that contribute to sustaining peace through 
(re)building constructive social and political relationships and 
transforming conflict. i4p also constitute the resources, struc-
tures and mechanisms for enhancing societal resilience  – the 
ability to recover from setbacks, overcome trauma and build 
the resources to adapt to change and adversity. All these con-
stituents are networked and interdependent and are kept alive 
through dynamic communication and interaction. 

i4p may constitute entities and processes at various levels of for-
mality: formal, non-formal and semi-formal, and may accord-
ingly encompass national, subnational and local/community 
levels. In some cases, they are established top-down, while in 
others they evolve more organically bottom-up. They may be 
formal national institutions, such as peace ministries, which are 
ideally connected to local mechanisms for dealing with conflict, 
such as local peace committees. They may respond to political 
crisis, stimulate fundamental change or address transitional is-
sues (e. g. National Dialogue and truth and reconciliation com-
missions). They may be informal networks at the community 
level for early warning/action. Some i4p evolve as temporary 
mechanisms for addressing short-term triggers of violence, e. g. 
during election periods, and then eventually wind up. In many 
cases, however, permanent institutions and mechanism are es-
tablished to address long-term socio-economic structural vio-
lence and the socio-cultural discourses that legitimise it. These 

INFRASTRUCTURE FOR PEACE | all things tangible and intan-
gible that contribute to sustaining peace through (re)building 
constructive social and political relationships and transform-
ing conflict. Also the resources, structures and mechanisms 
for enhancing societal resilience – the ability to recover from 
setbacks, overcome trauma and build the resources to adapt 
to change and adversity.
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i4p may need to change and evolve over time to address the con-
flict dynamics.

A fluid and “networked” model of i4p can ensure horizontal and 
vertical coordination: formal political settlement efforts by state 
actors can be bridged to grassroots peacebuilding efforts of in-
sider peacebuilders/mediators. Engaging with insider mediators 
has been a focus of the Berghof Foundation for many years.

Establishing Infrastructures for Peace 

Constituents of i4p

Figure 4, source: Berghof Foundation; Mir Mubashir et al.
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Considerations for establishing i4p
There is still a lot to be done to exhaustively map, identify and 
understand existing i4p. While it has been popular since the 
mid-1990s to speak of local capacities and approaches, much 
more could be done to share experience and improve collabora-
tion to strengthen this local expertise. Some points to keep in 
mind, based on lessons learned in the practice of establishing 
i4p:

Letting i4p organically evolve and become sustainable
i4p need to evolve organically, according to the needs of the spe-
cific conflict context; they cannot be prescribed or result from in-
ternational pressure. International actors must avoid a “one size 
fits all” approach of transporting blueprints between contexts. 
They should instead be willing to learn from the local cultural, 
ethnic and religious contexts and help to shape the evolution 
of i4p, if asked to do so. They must be seen as legitimate and 
trustworthy by all conflict stakeholders. This may even open up 
opportunities for insider funding of i4p, perhaps with local and 
national entrepreneurs earmarking financial resources to sup-
port them. If i4p are primarily created with international donors’ 
project funding, it is important to ensure that they are able to 
continue functioning when the funding runs out. 

Managing inclusivity
Being inclusive and participatory is a challenging endeavour 
in governance and peacebuilding with regard to scope, quality 
and ‘will’ (→ Inclusivity and Participation). While at the local/
community level – such as local peace committees or commu-
nity policing mechanisms – scope and quality may be manage-
able, in many contexts inclusivity is a challenge. Especially in 
traditional, patriarchal and gerontocratic societies i4p tend to be 
exclusionary of women, young people and marginalised groups. 
Managing scope and quality is more challenging for i4p at the 
subnational and national level. Incremental and iterative inclu-
sion mechanisms (as in peace processes and National Dialogues) 
may prove beneficial in this regard. It is important to energise the 
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“networking engine” of i4p. This “engine” is made up of entities 
and individuals, especially insider mediators, who can keep the 
communication alive between various i4p constituents, and also 
deal with “spoilers” who attempt to render i4p ineffective and 
disrupt communication flows. 

Keeping networking and communication alive
Managing local-subnational-national-international connections 
and coordination is easier said than done. In particular, the cru-
cial subnational links between the local and national layers of 
i4p are often neglected or under-resourced. Insider mediators 
usually play a key role in keeping an overview of the linkages 
(and the lack thereof), and raise awareness and mobilise re-
sources accordingly. The state sometimes plays a coordinating 
role, albeit to a limited degree. 

Handling exploitation
The permanence of certain i4p as state institutions may make 
them vulnerable to corruption and abuse by political parties. 
International actors may also exploit certain i4p for their own 
agendas. All i4p constituents should contain an accountability 
and integrity mechanism, which can re-evaluate their mandate, 
and staffing, and dissolve the institution if need be.

Rethinking dependency 
i4p should not entirely depend on the support and political will 
of state or international actors. As mentioned above, they should 
be seen as embedded in the ‘everyday’ notions of peace in the 
different layers of social and political life. i4p are, however, more 
effective if there is a political commitment from the state and 
conflict parties to contribute to their functions. 
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Background knowledge …

First of its kind in the development of the i4p concept
One of the first instances of i4p emerged in South Africa: a 
National Peace Secretariat, and Peace Committees at several 
levels – local, regional and national – were established to su-
pervise the implementation of the 1991 Peace Accord. Build-
ing on joint and inclusive ownership, these institutions were 
part of a comprehensive framework for peacebuilding. The 
Peace Committees, for example, are thought to have helped 
to determine South Africa’s political future by bringing apart-
heid to a halt in 1994. The South African i4p were successful 
in containing violence and preparing the ground for peaceful 
elections.

A top-down i4p
To ensure the implementation of the Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement of 2006 and to coordinate national peace efforts, 
Nepal established the Ministry of Peace and Reconstruction. 
The ministry linked government institutions with local peace 
councils and mediation centres. The Nepalese i4p’s service 
functions included negotiation support, advice to political 
parties, and access to justice through community mediation.  

A bottom-up i4p
Local initiatives to address resource and political conflict in 
Wajir County in Northern Kenya in the early 1990s were such a 
great source of inspiration that they became institutionalised 
in national policy. The National Steering Committee on Peace-
building and Conflict Management now coordinates the work 
of peacebuilders and institutions on a national scale.

An institutionalised i4p
The National Peace Council of Ghana institutionalised the ef-
forts of networks of insider mediators to prevent and address  
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election-related violence in particular. The state created a Peace-
building Support Unit to coordinate with other government agen-
cies, and also appointed Peace Promotion Officers at subnation-
al levels.

The power of multi-layered regional i4p
Early warning and response systems used by the African regional 
organisations ECOWAS and IGAD rely on networks of local moni-
tors who also act as first response teams, exploring and mediat-
ing local tensions while also alerting and involving governmental 
and regional actors.

i4p responding to crisis and transition
Tunisia’s Quartet (a coalition of non-state actors led by the Gen-
eral Labour Union, UGTT) played a crucial role in creating a po-
litical space for dialogue and cooperation, mediating tensions 
and ensuring the political transition after the ‘Arab Spring’. The 
Quartet was not a governmental body, but as the members were 
influential and considered credible actors across constituencies, 
it proved to be a critical component of the Tunisian national in-
frastructures for peace.

i4p mechanisms for dealing with the past
Truth and reconciliation commissions are an important compo-
nent of transitional justice. The commissions enable society to 
understand and reflect on the painful past and to build a new 
national identity. Truth commissions in El Salvador proved es-
sential in instigating a review of the legal system and improving 
the protection of human rights in the country.
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10 Facilitating Negotiation  
and Dialogue
Theresa Breitmaier and Frans Schram

“Nobody is as wise as we all together.”
African proverb

When working to overcome differences on a political and societal 
level in order to transform violent conflicts, the facilitation of 
dialogues and negotiations is a key tool for peacebuilders. Over 
time, the applications of facilitation as a peacebuilding tool have 
diversified. Facilitated processes are now implemented with a 
broad range of participants such as decision-makers in their pri-
vate capacity (informal track 1 processes), influential individuals 
and analysts from civil society (track 2 processes), or mixtures of 
civil society and decision-makers (track 1.5 processes).
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FACILITATION | the assistance of an accepted “third party” to ease 
the management of communication and process of dialogue, ne-
gotiation or other encounters. Facilitation happens before, dur-
ing and after meetings.
DIALOGUE | a face-to-face interaction between people with dif-
ferent backgrounds, convictions and opinions, in which they re-
spect each other as human beings and are prepared to listen to 
– and learn from – each other deeply enough to inspire a change 
of attitudes.
NEGOTIATION | back-and-forth communication designed to reach 
an agreement in a situation where parties on different sides of 
the situation in question have a number of interests in common 
and others that are conflicting.

All three are central to peacemaking as well as peacebuilding and 
play a role in all peace processes.

The different terms used to describe the communicative aspects 
of third-party (or occasionally insider-peacebuilder) involve-
ment in a peace process have significant conceptual and practi-
cal overlaps.

Facilitating transformative dialogue

Dialogue methods and benefits
Dialogue, face-to-face interaction between people with different 
backgrounds, convictions and opinions, in which they respect 
each other as human beings and are prepared to listen to each 
other deeply enough to inspire change of attitudes or learning, 
is one central means – if not the classical one – of dealing with 
conflicts in a constructive way. As the saying goes, ‘as long as 
you’re talking, you can’t be shooting’. What better method is 
there of resolving a dispute – according to another common-
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sense observation – than through an honest exchange of views? 
In contrast to the terms “discussion” and “debate”, which focus 
primarily on the content of a conversation, the word “dialogue” 
places equal emphasis on the relationship between the persons 

On terminology …

Facilitation is characterised by the presence of an accepted 
“third party”, who assists the negotiating (or conflict) parties in  
managing key elements of the communication and/or negotia-
tion process. While mediation (→ Mediation and Mediation Sup-
port), a semi-directive type of facilitation, emphasises the need 
to reach a mutually accepted agreement, many facilitators focus 
more on improving the relationship and general communication 
between the parties. Facilitators and mediators both help the 
group to communicate more effectively and improve their mutual 
understanding. Their responsibilities relate to the process rather 
than the content but facilitators can also act to some extent as 
creative content providers for enriching the discussion.

Dialogue, as Norbert Ropers defines it in “Basics of Dialogue Fa-
cilitation”, is the meaningful and meaning-creating exchange of 
perceptions and opinions and is one of the methods people most 
frequently turn to when addressing conflictive issues peacefully.

Negotiation can be broadly defined as a communication process 
between two or more actors, who are mutually interdependent, 
for the ostensible purpose of reaching an agreement on a situa-
tion perceived as a problem or conflict. In many ways, negotia-
tion is a basic means of getting what you want from others. It is 
back-and-forth communication designed to reach an agreement 
in a situation where parties on different sides of the situation in 
question have a number of interests in common and others that 
are conflicting.
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involved and avoids the usual element of “competition” as much 
as possible. The central goal is to try to create a different kind of 
communication and a deeper understanding of one’s own needs 
and interests as well as those of the other side. This paves the 
way to exploring better ways of preventing, managing, resolving 
or even transforming conflict.

Some of the elements widely regarded as hallmarks of construc-
tive dialogue are:

 demonstrating respect for and acknowledging the equality 
of all dialogue participants with their unique background and 
opinions;

 developing active listening skills and empathy for the contri-
butions from all dialogue partners;

 suspending one’s own assumptions, ideas, emotions, and 
opinions for some time to allow new impulses to emerge;

 speaking from the heart and expressing one’s own truth in a 
genuine manner, emphasising the process, which has influenced 
one’s own position, rather than the result;

 slowing down the process of communication and interaction, 
opening up to new insights, and exploring opportunities for joint 
learning.

While dialogues are important to help transform relationships, 
promote empathy, and inspire problem-solving, they are, of 
course, no substitute for efforts to address structural causes and 
engage with the power-political aspects of the conflict. The ideal 
requirements will rarely be achieved in the context of highly es-
calated conflicts. There, the affected persons may be reluctant 
even to meet each other face-to-face, for example, when the po-
litical escalation has created “moral”, legal, and/or physical bar-
riers to encounters with the “enemy”. The main challenges, how-
ever, are rooted much more deeply, in the participants’ concepts 
of identity and their perceptions, fears (for example of losing 
face or being seen as weak), and feelings about each other. One 
fundamental requirement for any promising dialogue is there-
fore the creation of “safe spaces” for these meetings. 
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Some dialogues are one-off events, but most peace professionals 
are convinced that it is necessary to envision effective dialogues 
as long-term processes with a relatively continuous group of par-
ticipants.

A broad spectrum of dialogue methods and tools has been devel-
oped to promote social change and to develop creative modes of 
participatory learning. Some of the approaches at the disposal of 
a facilitator are:

 inspiring participants to engage with each other in a variety 
of settings (e. g. using open-space techniques or the World Café 
approach);

 encouraging participants to speak about their conflict-relat-
ed experiences, grievances, and expectations in a manner which 
enables more constructive interaction (e. g. through story-telling 
or biographical work, an approach explored and honed by the 
Berghof Foundation, for example in the South Caucasus);

 making use of creative methods to promote empathy and a 
change of perspectives (e. g. theatre work, change laboratories, 
or role reversals);

 generating alternative visions of the future (scenario-build-
ing, future workshops, and the like, another area that the Berg-
hof Foundation is investigating both in its research and in its 
practical engagement).

Criticism of dialogue projects 
Criticism of dialogue projects in the peacebuilding and conflict 
transformation field has focused mainly on the strategic deficits 
of dialogues and the difficulties in assessing their impact. Many 
dialogue initiatives seem to be based on the simple assumption 
that just bringing together representatives of conflicting parties 
will do some good and cannot do harm. This assumption can no 
longer be justified in light of various cases in which participants 
were attacked by hardliners from their constituency because 
of their encounters with the “enemy”. At the same time, there 
is no doubt that many dialogue projects at the grassroots and 
middle levels have contributed significantly to creating islands 
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and cultures of peace – even if these efforts often fail to translate 
into a macro-political impact (→ Establishing Infrastructures for 
Peace). 

Another criticism is that dialogues can be harmful in highly 
asymmetric conflicts if they conceal the inherent inequalities on 
the ground by creating the formal impression of a “symmetrical 
dialogue”. While the more powerful representatives then may 
glorify their openness to dialogue on “difficult” issues, repre-
sentatives of the less powerful party often perceive these encoun-
ters as a waste of time, a fig leaf or, even worse, as reinforcing the 
unequal status quo.

In the Berghof Foundation’s experience, as with all other tools of 
peacebuilding and conflict transformation it is crucial to concep-
tualise dialogue work within a strategic context and an explicit 
theory of change and to be prepared for a long-term process with 
parallel efforts to address the structural drivers of conflict.

Facilitating negotiation as a tool for peace support work
Transformation models build on the assumption that a conflict 
develops from its latent phase towards a manifest phase. This is 
because conflict parties evolve and mature over time: a “party to 
the conflict” develops, at a later stage when the situation is ‘ripe’, 
into a “party to the negotiations”. In other words, (meaning-
ful) negotiation and mediation can only take place and succeed 
when the parties acknowledge that there is indeed a conflict and 
when they accept the other party’s relevance in achieving some 
form of (re)solution.

Due to its open-ended character and flexible selection of par-
ticipants, facilitation can be a good tool in creating spaces for 
encounters, exchange, and (possibly, preparatory) dialogue in 
situations where negotiation is impossible, either because par-
ties do not accept its necessity or because official negotiation 
formats exist but the process is not dynamic and shows signs of 
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a stalemate. (See also → Mediation and Mediation Support and  
→ Breaking Deadlocks.)

Outside of working with two or more warring parties, facilitation 
can also be directed towards social and political reform on one 
side only. The facilitated process empowers participants to ad-
vocate reforms that are also influenced by the views, hopes, and 
problems of the “other side” (→ Empowerment and Ownership). 
Mutual understanding, respect and recognition create the frame-
work for people to define their own issues.
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11 Fostering Human Security
Hans J. Giessmann, Andreas Schädel and Basir Feda

“Peace, to have meaning for many who have known only suffering 
in both peace and war, must be translated into bread or rice, 
shelter, health, and education, as well as freedom and human 
dignity – a steadily better life.”
Ralph J. Bunche

Security, in the literal sense of the word, means a state free from 
care (lat. se cura). Since the first nation-states emerged in the 
mid-16th century up until the end of World War II, security was 
commonly understood as the primary concern of states to main-
tain external sovereignty and to avert any threats from the out-
side, particularly military threats from other states. This under-
standing has changed fundamentally in recent decades.
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The erosion of the traditional understanding of security
There are countless examples throughout history where seek-
ing “security” has served to justify wars and raids, conquering 
colonies and oppressing peoples. Security policy was a zero-sum 
game played according to the law of the strongest, with security 
of the powerful being based on the insecurity of the less pow-
erful. This narrow understanding of security – sovereignty and 
protection of states – was called into question when humankind 
entered the nuclear age. 

Since any use of nuclear weapons harbours the risk of uncon-
trollable devastation, it was the interdependence of security, be-
tween the “haves” and the “have-nots”, which became a politi-
cal issue. A deep understanding of this new dimension of threat, 
and of the responsibility of social and natural scientists to work 
together to find ways of better dealing with conflict than weapon-
ised security, was an important impulse for the founding of the 
Berghof Foundation for Conflict Studies in the 1970s. 

Growing awareness of nuclear interdependence has also helped 
to carve out a growing consciousness that security is no longer 
just a military issue or privilege only of states. Rather, struc-
tural interdependences may also exist because of other – non-
military  – risks or threats to physical existence and between 
unequally powerful social actors in conflict, such as between 
dysfunctional governments and an organised opposition in frag-
ile states. Structural interdependence and power asymmetries 
may thus become a strong driver of interests in → Conflict Trans-
formation.

HUMAN SECURITY | a comprehensive, people-centred and pre-
vention-oriented concept that includes protection from threats 
in the area of economic, food, health, environmental, personal, 
community and political security.

Fostering Human Security 
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A broader concept of security
In the 1970s and 1980s, an originally small-scale expert debate 
reached public attention when it considered non-military “glob-
al risks” such as climate change, resource scarcity, under-devel-
opment and modern epidemics to be triggers for armed conflict, 
posing a threat to the security of states and peoples that is almost 
equal to war. The hitherto undisputed traditional security focus 
on military threats became contested. As the Report of the World 
Commission on Environment and Development (Brundtland Re-
port) stated in 1987:

“Conflicts may arise not only because of political and 
military threats to national sovereignty; they may derive 
also from environmental degradation and the pre-emption 
of development options. … Action to reduce environmental 
threats to security requires a redefinition of priorities, 
nationally and globally. Such a redefinition could evolve 
through the widespread acceptance of broader forms 
of security assessment and embrace military, political, 
environmental, and other sources of conflict.”

A security policy that cares about non-military risks and threats 
needs different tools and approaches than military defence. 
Moreover, risks which have a global scope by nature can hardly 
be mitigated, let alone resolved, by nation-state-based policies. 
International, and in most cases transnational, collaboration 
is required. Yet the political dominance of traditional security 
thinking has remained an obstacle to the constructive enlarge-
ment of security perspectives. Negotiations on global risks such 
as climate change, water scarcity and threats to biodiversity 
demonstrate both a growing sense of the need for global cooper-
ation and the difficulty of nation-states in reaching compromise 
over competing interests. 

In their effort to maintain the upper hand, the more powerful 
states in particular tend to “securitise” their policies, i. e. to de-
fend their own interests rather than to seek fair arrangements, as 
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the current migration regime of the European Union illustrates. 
The issue area of preventing violent extremism shows similar 
ill effects of “securitisation”, as one of our most recent Berghof 
Handbook Dialogues made clear. Pursuing security policy at the 
cost of others, however, will sooner or later turn interdepend-
ence into more insecurity for all.

From enlarged security to human security
The worldwide cascade of radical political and societal changes 
after the end of the Cold War influenced the manner in which se-
curity concepts were viewed across the globe. The political and 
social changes, in combination with the impact of global risks, 
affected everyone’s lives. Against this background, the 1994 An-
nual Report of the United Nations Development Programme 
coined the term “human security”, defined as the freedom from 
fear (i. e. protection from violence) and the freedom from want 
(i. e. a more holistic approach to security that includes protection 
from hunger, diseases and natural disasters) for each individual. 

Human security was designed as a comprehensive, people-cen-
tred and prevention-oriented concept that includes protection 
from threats in the area of economic, food, health, environmen-
tal, personal, community and political security. The revolution-
ary aspect was not only that it reconfigured the traditional secu-
rity paradigm and advocated a holistic concept that combined 
security and development policy as mutually reinforcing; it also 
linked the idea of human security to the responsibility of states 
to provide the necessary conditions. 

Japan and Canada were among the first states to adopt the con-
cept of human security in their national policies. Canada fo-
cused mainly on protection from a variety of threats, whereas 
Japan adopted a mix reflected in the UN debates, with a stronger 
focus on education, health and the environment to “change life-
styles” in order to fulfil every human’s potential.
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For the first time, the sovereignty of states to act domestically 
as they see fit was challenged in cases where governments fla-
grantly disregarded universal human rights and freedoms. The 
concept of the “responsibility to protect” was developed by the 
International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty 
in 2001 and it pushed the issue further, by stating that govern-
ments should not be allowed to threaten their own citizens and if 
found to be doing so should be duly sanctioned with a mandate 
from the international community. 

Of course, the legitimacy and the accountability of states to act 
under the auspices of responsibility to protect remain a matter of 
concern, due to the possible inclination of major powers to in-

Traditional Security

Protection of states against 
military threats from other states

States

Defence policy; alliances of states; 
codification and enforcement 
of international and humanitarian law

Table 2, source: Berghof Foundation
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tervene for selfish reasons under the banner of “responsibility”. 
But the new interpretation of human security and the protection 
of populations against arbitrary state behaviour are important 
positive reference points for conflict transformation. 

If states are held accountable for guaranteeing human secu-
rity – and since sustainable development and just peace are 
intrinsic prerequisites for human security, and vice versa – the 
chances increase of making social and political relationship pat-
terns more peaceful. The concept of human security addresses 
the underlying causes of violent conflict, which are of primary 
concern for conflict transformation, and directs attention to the 
sustained prevention of violence. Conversely, conflict transfor-

Comprehensive Security Human Security

Protection of states  
and their societies against  
military and non-military 
(non-traditional) threats 
and risks

States

Collaborative and integra-
tive strategies for all policy 
areas, including military 
and civilian elements;
securitisation of policies 

Protection of all human 
beings from being threatened, 
regardless of the origin of 
threats (freedom from fear and 
freedom from want)

States, non-governmental 
organisations, social groups, 
individuals

Dominance of civilian strategies 
to provide living conditions in 
peace, dignity, prosperity for 
everyone
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mation is a promising approach to support the goal of human 
security because it aims to transform the security sector and oth-
ers and to change patterns of security behaviour, contributing to 
turning structural and inter-personal conflicts into constructive 
relationships.
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12 Gender and Youth:  
Changing Perspective
Julian Demmer, with Nico Schernbeck, Selin Aksoy 
and Karla Sanel

“Youth [and women] should not be on the table, but around  
the table.”
UN Progress Study on Youth, Peace and Security

Thinking in images is a useful exercise to understand how deep-
ly gendered our associations with war and peace are and how 
none of us can escape “doing gender”, and indeed, “doing ste-
reotypes”, as part of our everyday thinking and actions. Because 
habitual thoughts are the ones we question least, gender studies 
are a helpful tool in making us aware of how individual iden-
tities are shaped. They also help to critically analyse the social 
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GENDER | the fact of being male or female, especially when con-
sidered with reference to social and cultural differences, not dif-
ferences in biology
YOUTH | a transitional phase from childhood to adolescence

Both can be seen as socially constructed categories that are asso-
ciated with assigned roles, statuses, duties and responsibilities. 
Transformative approaches broaden our view to acknowledge the 
positive contributions by all, but also highlight the constricting 
consequences of certain roles and ascriptions.

construction of “masculinities” and “femininities” and the gen-
dered organisation of public and private life in war- and peace-
time, as Cordula Reimann has pointed out. In contrast to gen-
der, which continuously shapes individuals’ (self-)perception, 
youth is a transitional phase from childhood to adolescence. It 
is associated with certain milestones within socio-economic and 
cultural contexts and, therefore, does not allow for a universally 
agreed numerical definition. 

Turning to the numerous commonalities between gender and 
youth, both can be seen as socially constructed categories that 
are associated with assigned roles, statuses, duties and respon-
sibilities. It is commonly acknowledged that both women and 
youth are disproportionately affected by violence and conflict. 
However, both groups are often overlooked and marginalised in 
peace processes. The international women, peace, and security 
and the youth, peace, and security communities therefore have 
complementary agendas, which seek to shed light on women 
and youth not only as victims of violence during times of conflict, 
but also as positive change agents in transforming conflicts.
Ultimately, it is essential to look at (young) women’s and young 
men’s unique experiences of conflict and violence in order to 
meaningfully include their voices and change perspectives.
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Conflict transformation through a gender and youth lens
While often neglected, gender- and youth-sensitive perspectives 
constitute important analytical dimensions of conflict transfor-
mation, both in terms of understanding causes and effects of (vi-
olent) conflict and in identifying means for their transformation. 

On a macro level, such perspectives consider patriarchal and 
gerontocratic structures and the resulting (in)equalities to be 
root causes of conflict. Women and young people tend to be ex-
cluded from formal and informal socio-political and economic 
spaces. Often, traditional and cultural norms lend (advanced) 
age and (male) gender power and authority, thereby establishing 
hierarchies that prevent youth or women from entering political 
spheres and decision-making arenas. 

This structural exclusion is most vivid in formal peace processes, 
which tend to be the preserve of older males. Prevailing simplis-
tic stereotypes – such as the youth-bulge-violence nexus, con-
flating young male populations with violence, or viewing wom-
en as passive victims – further hinder their active engagement 
in peace processes. In turn, this violence of exclusion fosters the 
very negative stereotypes that lead to their marginalisation in the 
first place, which risks certain groups resorting to violence as a 
means of resolving conflict. 

Imagine …
When you close your eyes and think about “war”, what do you 
see? If you see a person, is it a man or a woman, and is she old 
or young? Do you see a raped man lying dead on the ground with 
his crying children around him? Do you see a young girl with a 
grimy face pointing her AK-47 at you? What about the people at 
the conference shaking hands as they sign a peace agreement? 
Do you imagine them as women or men, young or old?
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On a micro level, the perspectives on women and youth in con-
texts of violent conflict have long focused on the role of women 
as victims and young men as perpetrators of violence and spoil-
ers of peace. These stereotypical views may be internalised and 
projected onto peers, further strengthening negative perspec-
tives and fuelling destructive spirals of violence. Certainly, young 
men represent the majority of fighters and consequently the ma-
jority of casualties in armed violence and young women suffer 
most from gender-based violence (UNFPA 2015, 21). Yet these 
tendencies mask multifaceted experiences. Men too become vic-
tims of gender-based violence. The role of female combatants is 
increasingly being explored, with the Berghof Foundation at the 
forefront of action research on female ex-combatants’ post-war 
leadership roles. 

Finally, it is essential not to overlook the fact that the vast major-
ity of young people are not involved in violence. For a long time, 
the predominance of stereotypical victim and perpetrator per-
spectives neglected the key roles of women and young people in 
preventing violence, transforming conflict and sustaining peace. 
In recent years, interest has slowly turned towards these miss-
ing pieces and more differentiated analysis, by highlighting the 
various ways in which these actors have exerted their positive 
agency in formal and informal peace processes. Although their 
full potential remains poorly understood, recent studies indicate 
the positive contributions of women’s participation in peace pro-
cesses, especially when they influence decision-making (O’Reilly 
2015). Likewise, anecdotal evidence of young people’s activities 
in peace processes – ranging from raising awareness of peace 
and justice to facilitating dialogue or even negotiations with 
armed groups on behalf of their communities – sketch a promis-
ing youth space of conflict transformation, which has been over-
looked for too long. 
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The practitioner’s perspective
Emphasising the moral and pragmatic imperative of taking 
women and youth into account, UN Security Council Resolution 
1325 on women, peace, and security and then Resolution 2250 on 
youth, peace, and security have boosted the production of policy 
guidelines, planning toolboxes and lessons learned reports. Gen-
der and youth mainstreaming are increasingly understood as 
important instruments for planning and implementing inclusive 
and effective peacebuilding interventions. However, there are 
still many conceptual and methodological challenges to address 
in order to make conflict transformation a truly gender-sensitive 
and youth-inclusive endeavour. These range from the concep-
tion of gender analysis as primarily concerned with “women’s 
issues” and gender experts as necessarily being women, to the 
perception of gender and youth mainstreaming as an annoying 
“must” and additional workload instead of a helpful tool to im-
prove planning and enhance the effectiveness and sustainabil-
ity of interventions. Despite it being an obviously heterogene-
ous group, definitions of youth tend to be overly simplistic and 
gender-equal, missing the specific needs, interests and positions 
of young people in peace processes and therefore hampering ef-
forts aimed at meaningful inclusion. Even when they are includ-
ed in peace processes, this inclusion is very restricted, tokenistic 
and limited to “youth issues” such as education or employment, 
instead of providing or strengthening existing spaces where they 
interact and engage with other stakeholders, perhaps eventually 
transforming existing power hierarchies. 

Changing perspectives … but a long way to go
The peacebuilding field in general has come a long way in de-
veloping policy frameworks that reflect a mature perspective 
on actors, processes, causes and transformation of conflicts  
(→ Building and Sustaining Peace; → Transforming Conflict). The 
United Nations Secretary-General’s prevention and sustaining 
peace agendas and the associated women, peace, and security 
and youth, peace, and security agendas are prominent examples 
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in this respect that emphasise the important role that tradition-
ally marginalised actors like women and young people play in 
conflict transformation. However, in order to translate these 
norms into practices that would foster genuine, context-specific 
and therefore meaningful inclusion of women and young people 
in formal and informal peace processes, interventions need to 
be based on a complex understanding about their unique roles 
and qualities to shape peace processes as well as the specific 
challenges to their inclusion. Applying a gender and youth lens 
unveils spaces of the everyday where these actors work for peace 
– as explored, for example, by Mir Mubashir and Irena Grizelj. 
Strengthening these efforts and encouraging others to engage 
will help in overcoming prevailing negative stereotypes and ren-
der the positive agency of women and young people more visible, 
doing justice to the multitude of roles they can play – so that one 
day we might close our eyes and think about war as something 
that women and men, young and old together are able to prevent. 
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13 Inclusivity and Participation: 
Working Together
Stina Lundström and Damjan Denkovski

“At this crucial time in our lives (….) I don’t think you can help but 
be involved.”
Nina Simone

Inclusivity and participation have been steadily gaining traction 
as “buzzwords” within the peacebuilding community. But what 
might inclusive and participatory processes look like in practice 
in deeply divided and war-torn societies when trust is low and 
competition for power is high? What are the options for meaning-
ful inclusivity and participation when there are major obstacles 
to working together but, at the same time, broad agreement is in-
dispensable to avoid a relapse into violence? Different, context-
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specific models will be needed when negotiating ceasefires and 
when conducting National Dialogues (→ Breaking Deadlocks). It 
is helpful for the debate to disentangle the key concepts, chal-
lenges, opportunities and potential limitations of inclusivity and 
participation at different stages in peace processes. In the fol-
lowing, we also offer some reflections on which elements might 
facilitate the creation of participatory and inclusive peace pro-
cesses beyond norms and principles.

INCLUSIVITY | the degree of access to important decision-making 
areas for all levels and sectors of state and society.
PARTICIPATION | involves indirect or direct active engagement by 
either a group or an individual in a process beyond norms and 
principles. Both are considered crucial in peacebuilding in order 
to increase a sense of ownership and responsibility, and allevi-
ate social grievances of exclusion and marginalisation of groups.

On terminology … 
Inclusivity and participation are two keywords that are often 
lumped together in one sentence, or used interchangeably. Al-
though closely related, there is a difference in nuance between 
the two. Broadly defined, inclusivity in peace processes refers 
to the degree of access to important decision-making areas for 
all levels and sectors of state and society. Inclusivity is thus a 
principle or a norm that can be streamlined into a process and 
acted on. Participation, on the other hand, goes beyond norms 
and principles and involves indirect or direct active engagement 
by either a group or an individual in a process.
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Inclusivity and participation: principles and practices
There are two axes along which inclusivity and participation in 
peace processes can be “measured”. Horizontal inclusivity refers 
to the degree to which a process is inclusive towards main pow-
er holders or elites in a society. Vertical inclusivity, on the other 
hand, refers to the degree to which various sectors and segments 
of society are included (e. g. marginalised groups such as women, 
youth, and ethnic and religious minorities). The degree of hori-
zontal and vertical inclusivity can, among other things, be an in-
dicator for the level of local ownership in a peace process.
 
That being said, inclusivity is and always will be understood and 
defined differently in different contexts and cultures and by dif-
ferent actors within the same context. In some contexts, merely 
to consult youth groups during peace negotiations can be seen 
as inclusive and participatory. In other contexts, anything other 
than a 50 per cent gender quota at the main negotiating table 
can be seen as exclusionary and non-participatory. Defining 
the scope and depth of inclusivity also depends on reconciling 
different views on what the conflict is about, who the relevant 
stakeholders are, and who may be potential spoilers. Often, 
some hold (or claim) the power to decide who has the right to be 
included and to participate, while others have to actively fight for 
their right to be included or to participate. Inclusivity and par-
ticipation in peace processes, in other words, are often political 
(and politicised) and raise a host of questions around power (→ 
Empowerment and Ownership).

Coming to a broad agreement on what inclusivity and participa-
tion are and how they can be practised in a given peace process 
is thus an issue in itself that often needs specific attention at the 
start of a process, especially from international actors who can 
easily fall into the trap of oversimplifying and misunderstand-
ing conflict and stakeholder dynamics. Consequently, inclusivity 
and participation are not only a question of going beyond norms 
and principles; they also involve moving beyond mere “box-tick-
ing” and simple headcounts of representatives. 
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What are the different forms of inclusivity and participation?
Armed conflicts tend to reflect deep structural patterns of (real 
or perceived) social, political or cultural exclusion. Collective 
mobilisation in violent rebellion often results from shared griev-
ances among marginalised social and political actors demand-
ing greater participation and inclusivity in social, political and 
cultural arenas (→ Addressing Social Grievances). It is therefore 
imperative that a peace process brings about a more inclusive 
state and society beyond a negotiated peace agreement, as con-
tinued political, social and cultural exclusion is often fertile 
ground for violence relapse and re-mobilisation.

In general, inclusivity can be enacted in three different arenas in 
two ways. The arenas are negotiation arenas (such as ceasefire 
negotiations, peace agreement negotiations, National Dialogues 
and Constituent Assemblies), codification arenas (such as peace 
agreements, constitutional reform, bill of rights, legal reforms), 
and materialisation arenas (such as reformed institutions, land 
reforms, political party reforms and policy implementation).    

Negotiation

Process inclusivity Outcome inclusivity

Codification Materialisation

Inclusivity and Participation: Working Together 

Process and outcome inclusivity

Figure 5, source: Dudouet/Lundström 2016
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The first way is process inclusivity, which describes the extent to 
which a peacemaking or peacebuilding forum such as ceasefire 
or peace negotiations is inclusive not only to the horizontal elite, 
but also to the vertical makeup of society. The second is outcome 
inclusivity, which describes the levels of responsiveness and rep-
resentativeness of a peace agreement, new constitution or insti-
tution to all levels and sectors of society. 

What are the possible formulas for inclusivity and  
participation? 
There are different models that can be used for participation at 
different levels of peacemaking and peacebuilding. Some mod-
els include incremental inclusivity, which denotes a step-by-step 
process where the ceasefire might be negotiated by a small circle 
of actors due to security and/or trust constraints, with the level 
of inclusivity and participation increasing when, for example, 
a peace agreement or new constitution is being negotiated and 
implemented. A second model is thematic multi-arena inclusivity, 
where, for example, land reform might be negotiated at the main 
(semi-exclusionary) table, but simultaneously more inclusively 
organised roundtables identify broader needs and grievances, or 
broader cross-sectoral consensus is built by civil society outside 
of the formal negotiations. A third model is parallel consultation 
forums with built-in mechanisms, where different channels are 
utilised to influence the formal negotiations. These parallel fo-
rums can include consultation forums, public surveys to show 
the people’s will on a particular matter, or petitions. These fo-
rums are intended to feed directly into the formal negotiation 
forum, to the mediators, or to the negotiators. The last model 
is informal deadlock-breaking mechanisms within inclusive for-
mal arenas, such as smaller circles of trust-building processes 
between polarised actors within wider National Dialogues and 
Constitution Assembly negotiations (e. g. establishing deadlock-
breaking committees within the Yemeni National Dialogue pro-
cess, see → Breaking Deadlocks).
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Challenges and ways forward 
Process inclusivity and participation come with ingrained ten-
sions, obstacles and challenges. Some issues often faced in 
peace processes are: the dilemma between inclusivity and ef-
ficiency, cosmetic participation (box-ticking) as opposed to 
meaningful participation, and deliberate refusal of some actors 
to participate; some may even attempt to spoil the process. The 
Berghof Foundation has been engaged in proposing ways of re-
solving the inclusivity-efficiency dilemma through its research 
project on post-war inclusive political settlements. In some con-
texts, the subjective perception that non-elite interests are be-
ing considered may be sufficient; it may even be more important 
than the objective inclusion of stakeholders in the process itself. 
In others, including one non-state armed group may lead to in-
creased violence by non-participating groups. Alternatively, it 
may demonstrate the benefits of a negotiated settlement, thus 
challenging the rationale for violence. 

Apart from overcoming process-oriented challenges, there may 
be a lack of capacity or funds to support outcome inclusivity, for 
example in implementation of peace agreements or state re-
form. There may also be a lack of genuine political and social 
will to meaningfully transform the root causes of conflict; agreed 
mechanisms and/or procedures for implementation may also be 
absent or could not be agreed upon. 

International actors should consider the long-term impact of 
efforts to support peace processes or provide development aid, 
both of which entail decisions on inclusivity vs efficiency and 
elite consensus vs broader buy in and (often in conjunction with 
other actors’ programming) can inadvertently but significantly 
influence the power balance and overall direction of the process.
There is no single blueprint for addressing the dilemmas and 
challenges regarding inclusivity and participation in peace pro-
cesses. Planning and sequencing mechanisms for inclusivity is 
key, and various models may be needed at different stages of 
the process. Process design should therefore be based on a solid  
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understanding of the context and conflict dynamics, and the pro-
cess itself should remain flexible enough to adapt to changes in 
local conditions.
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14 Learning Together:  
Monitoring, Evaluating,  
Reflecting
Barbara Unger and Beatrix Austin

“We are not what we know but what we are willing to learn.” 
Mary Catherine Bateson

Why reflect when there is so much to do? In complex settings, 
such as a protracted conflict, we as practitioners trying to im-
prove the situation must reduce complexity and identify key 
dynamics. This is challenging, and we often find in hindsight 
that we could have done better. Our own ability to adapt to the 
challenges we face is therefore of key importance. One way is to 
learn from what we did in the past and how well that worked, 
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and by observing current activities and assessing their scope for 
improvement. Other ways might be more transformative, such as 
scenario and futures work or a review of organisational theories 
of change and assumptions of success. 

For individuals and organisations working on conflict and peace, 
the failure to reflect and learn could lead to errors being repeated 
and opportunities being ignored. Learning relates to us as per-
sons, at the individual level, and as an organisation. It calls for 
open-mindedness and a readiness for change, and requires time, 
structures, tools and methods.

“M & E” – monitoring and evaluation – is an essential element of 
reflection and learning processes and is intrinsic to project man-
agement in conflict transformation.

Monitoring refers to the regular examination of and reflection on 
the “gap” between the expected outcome of an intervention and 
the actual outcome, with activities and agendas being adapted 
on the basis of this “incremental learning”. It therefore largely 
depends on explicit objectives and clear plans showing how they 
are to be accomplished and reviewed. In conflict settings, pro-
jects and programmes must also include an environmental mon-
itoring component to detect any negative impacts of the project 

MONITORING | the regular examination of and reflection on the 
“gap” between the expected outcome of an intervention and the 
actual outcome, with activities and agendas being adapted on 
the basis of this “incremental learning”.
EVALUATION | the investigation of the quality, efficiency and rel-
evance of a course of action, measuring its outcomes and impact 
against a theory of change.
LEARNING | the process of acquiring new, or modifying existing, 
knowledge, behaviours, skills, values, or preferences.
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on the context, as well as any risks the conflict setting may pose 
to the project. A conflict-sensitive monitoring system, as well as 
a conflict transformation monitoring system, would therefore 
need indicators for the effects, both intended and unintended, 
and changing risks.

Evaluation is complementary to continuous project monitoring 
and takes place at various intervals after the implementation of a 
project or project component. It may be internal (self-evaluation) 
or external (evaluation by others combined with relevant feed-
back from / to stakeholders). Often, a mixture of the two is used. 
Evaluation can be categorised by the desired aims, interaction 
between evaluator and team (internal, external, joint), or focus/
timing. Formative evaluations look at progress to date and rec-
ommend improvements, while summative evaluations measure 
overall achievement, mostly after an intervention. Impact evalu-
ations take place sometime after the intervention and focus on 
the changes the project produced in the conflict context.

Monitoring and evaluation: results chains and theories  
of change
Reflection, and especially monitoring and evaluation, relies on 
clarity. Monitoring and evaluation is aided when assumptions 
and hypotheses are identified in the planning phase of a project 
and clearly stated in documents, for example as results chains 
and indicators. Another popular method is the use of explicit 
theories of change. This quest for clarity is even more important 
in polarised settings, where shared understandings cannot be 
assumed: communication must cross the divides of culture, lan-
guage and distance.

This leads to a constant questioning of self and partners: do we 
have a shared understanding of our goals and how we hope to 
reach them? How helpful explicit hypotheses are for better con-
flict transformation can be illustrated by the Berghof Founda-
tion’s work on the education system in Bolivia. There, we for-
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mulated the following results chain: an activity (e. g. a problem-
solving workshop) facilitates outputs (the ability to understand 
multiple perspectives), which in turn result in outcomes (a 
change in the way people relate to one another). In the long run, 
this develops more far-reaching impact (such as a reduction in 
violence in a polarised community).

Everyone’s perception of reality is limited. That being the case, it 
is essential to assess the accuracy of any linear hypothesis: “ac-
tion A results in outcome B”. We must be open to the possibility 
that other important factors have been missed or ignored. While 
working in Bolivia, it became clear to the project team that it was 
necessary to maintain contact with the Ministry of Education, 
even after the integration of the Peace Culture programme in the 
Constitution and sectoral law, in order to monitor how the Minis-
try intended to anchor Peace Culture in its own regulations. 

Criteria for assessing activities in conflict transformation and 
peacebuilding have been set out by the Development Assistance 
Committee of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD-DAC). According to these criteria, it is es-
sential to ask “are we doing it / did we do it right?” and to look 
at efficiency (balancing means and ends) and effectiveness (“did 
we reach the objectives”?) We should also consider whether the 
changes effected are likely to be sustainable. An important indi-
cator of success is the assessed impact of the project, i. e. whether 
the project contributes to goals beyond its sphere of influence. 
Coherence refers to whether the intervention contributes to or 
counteracts other interventions. Moreover, it is important that an 
organisation reflects on the relevance of any activity (“did we do 
the right thing?”) Reflection on the relevance of an intervention 
in any given context goes beyond common reflective practice 
and is thus absent from many monitoring frameworks. There is 
a danger, particularly in the field of conflict transformation, that 
practitioners implement projects or programmes, which, despite 
being exciting, interesting and seemingly conducive to peace, 
lack the organisational structure or coherence with other pro-
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jects required for genuine contextual change beyond a limited 
number of participants.

Beyond monitoring and evaluation: loops of reflection  
and learning
Learning and change can be based on various levels of reflection. 
The easiest and most common one is changing actions: we can 
then try to change the input to get another result. But, and this is 
the second level, maybe things are not so linear, and our assump-
tions have been flawed? And, more complex still, how can we as 
a team or organisation overcome such a blind spot in the future?

The deepest level of reflection, known as “transformational learn-
ing”, is aimed at changing underlying patterns and designing new 
learning processes. Here, the interest centres less on what the field 
still has to learn with regard to content – “what to do” – and more 
on how to create the best possible conditions to learn on different 
levels and adjust actions accordingly, which is especially impor-
tant in the field of peacebuilding and conflict transformation. This 
“learning about learning” is crucial, since even the best efforts at 
transformative peace work may be ineffective if we fail to learn the 
lessons available to us. Reflection should cover all elements, such 
as access, language skills, funding sources, personnel and effec-
tive organisational structures: a successful combination of all of 
these is necessary for effective and sustainable change.

Continuing to improve
One main challenge in practice is that the logic of responding 
quickly in an ever-changing environment, such as intervening 
in a violent conflict, is not conducive to simultaneous reflection. 
It seems that sometimes there needs to be an impulse from the 
outside, from a person or group specifically tasked with prompt-
ing reflection, in order to create the required space in a hectic 
schedule, and to encourage a shift of emphasis from the practi-
cal to the reflective. 
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 Learning Together: Monitoring, Evaluating, Reflecting

Figure 6, source: Berghof Foundation, Barbara Unger

Learning in loops

An organisational culture conducive to reflection and learning, in 
the peacebuilding field and elsewhere, entails the allocation of 
specific time slots, incentives, mechanisms and responsibilities 
to reflective practice, whilst also recognising the value of ad hoc 
meetings, even those as informal as a cup of tea with colleagues 
or an after-work ride home with the project partner. Organisa-
tions can benefit greatly from events outside the usual routine, 
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such as retreats or visits from headquarters or external evalua-
tors. Within the field of conflict transformation, more methods 
of developing an internalised culture of reflection and learning 
(about failures and successes) must be identified. It goes without 
saying that the commitment of the leadership in any setting is 
vital to this development.
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15 Mediation and Mediation 
Support
Luxshi Vimalarajah and Mir Mubashir

“Start from where the conflict parties are, not where the third 
party wants them to be.”
Oliver Ramsbotham

In 2016, “more countries experienced violent conflict than at any 
time in nearly 30 years“ (World Bank Group and United Nations 
2018, iii, quoting UCDP 2017). Today’s conflicts are complex, multi-
faceted and fragmented. They often require a mixture of tools and 
approaches to manage and resolve them in a sustainable manner. 
Increasingly, the international trend seems to be moving in the di-
rection of repressive or violent responses to conflict. The statistical 
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evidence, however, shows that military intervention in conflicts 
that are often driven by unmet ethnic, social, economic or political 
grievances does not contribute to the resolution of conflicts. On 
the contrary, such interventions exacerbate them and even create 
new fault-lines and grievances (→ Addressing Social Grievances). 

In this context, non-violent third-party-assisted peacemaking 
tools become all the more important. Alongside dialogue (facili-
tation), mediation and mediation support have become essen-
tial pillars in the gamut of peacemaking tools. The main differ-
ence between negotiation and mediation lies in the role of the 
third party. The negotiation process can be broadly defined as 
one in which the conflict parties engage with each other to reach 

MEDIATION (SUPPORT) | the invited assistance of a third party 
to help organise the flow of communication and to support the 
creation of options between conflict and negotiation partners, in 
short a type of “assisted negotiation”. 

 Mediation and Mediation Support

Conflict avoidance

Informal decision-making by conflict parties

Negotiation Mediation Arbitration

Informal
third-party
decision-
making

Continuum of conflict management approaches

Figure 7, source: Christopher Moore, 2003



 117

an agreement mostly without the assistance of a third party (al-
though some backchannel facilitation my take place, see → Facil-
itating Dialogue and Negotiation). The central defining feature of 
a mediation process is the presence of a third-party mediator to 
organise the flow of communication. This role may also be taken 
by insider mediators.

Although mediation is defined in a variety of ways, in essence 
all of the definitions agree on a few core fundamentals: the vol-
untary and confidential nature of the process, the impartiality 
of the mediator, and that the solutions are generated by the 
parties themselves, rather than being imposed by the mediator. 
Mediation, in its essence, can therefore be defined as assisted 
negotiation. 

Actors and styles
As the number of conflicts increases, so too does the number of 
third-party mediation actors involved in the international field: 
traditional peacemakers such as the UN, single states, regional 
organisations, non-governmental organisations and individuals 
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(eminent persons) all play a role in mediating conflict with vary-
ing degrees of success.

These actors may employ different styles of mediation: formula-
tive, facilitative or directive/power-based mediation, and trans-
formative mediation. In reality, mediation processes exhibit 
features of all of these different styles in one single mediation 
process in order to be more effective.

 In formulative mediation processes, the mediator acts as a 
formulator of ideas, devising and proposing new solutions to the 
disputants. 

 The facilitative style of mediation focuses on the relationship 
between the parties; here, the aim is to increase mutual under-
standing between the parties in order to help them reach a mutu-
ally acceptable agreement. 

 State-based mediators usually resort to power-based media-
tion where the mediator uses his/her leverage and power to in-
fluence the negotiation process, its content and its outcomes. A 
common approach in such processes is to use “carrots and sticks” 
to induce parties to pursue a specific trajectory. 

 Transformative mediation is aimed at empowering conflict 
parties to recognise each other’s needs, interests, values and 
points of view, so that their relationships may be transformed 
during the mediation process. It supports the parties in deter-
mining the direction of their own process: they structure both 
the process and the outcome of mediation, and the mediator fol-
lows their lead.

A point of contention for all is the level of multipartiality, impar-
tiality or neutrality a mediator must possess. We find in our prac-
tice at the Berghof Foundation that multipartiality is a beneficial 
stance in working with conflict parties.

Insider mediators
Rootedness/embeddedness in the conflict context give insider 
mediators heightened credibility and legitimacy in the eyes of 
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many. Additionally, the influence and authority that insider medi-
ators bring to a process may provide them access to conflict actors 
who would be unavailable to others (e. g. radical or “hard to reach 
actors”). Insider mediators are affiliated to one or the other con-
flict party either by ethnicity or by some other link, and therefore 
cannot be expected to be impartial or neutral, yet are considered 
fair and trustworthy by the conflict parties. Insiders are intrinsic 
to the conflict context, i.e. they are part of the social fabric of the 
conflict. Their lives are directly affected by it. They may have a 
stake in the conflict but will not be swayed by it, and prefer non-
violent means of addressing the conflict. They draw on tradition, 
religion, spirituality and also secularism, pluralism or multicul-
turalism to mediate conflicts. The legitimacy of insider mediators, 
depending on the dynamics of the conflict context, may, however, 
be in constant flux and thus call for outsider involvement. In tra-
ditional, patriarchal societies, certain insider mediators may also 
be less inclusive in their mediation processes.

In practice, the distinction between mediation, negotiation and 
National Dialogues is fluid. National Dialogues may at times 
involve bi/multiparty negotiations and third-party mediation 
where there is a political deadlock or the breakdown of dialogue. 
Concerns to protect national sovereignty and preserve national 
ownership of the processes make insider mediators the ideal 
bridge-builders and go-betweens to convene the process, with 
external actors present in a purely supporting role.

External assistance
External actors are best suited in their function as mediation 
support actors. Mediation support covers a range of activities, 
from assistance to professionalisation of the mediation practice. 
Broadly speaking, mediation support services include: 

1. Technical and operational support for peace processes (e. g. 
advice on thematic issues, conflict analysis support, technical 
process design questions, and mediation strategy development); 
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2. Capacity-building (e. g. coaching for mediators, training for 
mediation teams and conflict parties on negotiation/dialogue 
skills and topics); 
3. Research and knowledge management (e. g. knowledge prod-
ucts such as fact sheets, manuals, handbooks on process design 
options, legality and wording of contracts and agreements, de-
veloping a repository of knowledge on lessons learned and good 
practice). 

 Mediation and Mediation Support

For example …
The Berghof Foundation assists the citizens of HirShabelle 
State in Somalia to build or restore constructive relationships 
with each other. We take the knowledge base and experience 
present in the communities and add practical skills in media-
tion and dialogue facilitation through training and joint learn-
ing with important stakeholders and chosen multipliers.

The bulk of the Berghof Foundation’s work in the area of media-
tion is related to mediation support. 

The practice of mediation has come a long way since the 1960s 
and 70s from a craft mastered by a few senior special envoys 
and (former) heads of state. Specialised mediation units now 
exist within regional organisations, foreign ministries and non-
governmental organisations. This professionalisation of the 
field has led to the belief that formal mediation processes can be 
managed well if the mediators have the technical capacity (such 
as communication microskills, for example asking meaningful 
questions, conflict analysis expertise and knowledge of process 
design) to steer the process. Often the human dimension – empa-
thy, intuition, creativity, the ability to build trust, cultural sensi-
tivity, and humanity – is undervalued (→ Averting Humiliation). 
Yet these intangible factors sometimes determine the success or 
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failure of a mediation process. In the end, both the science and 
the art of mediation matter.

While mediation is definitely the more cost-effective way to re-
solve conflicts when compared to military intervention, it is 
also true that many peace agreements collapse during the early 
stages. Further research is needed to determine the effectiveness 
of mediation alongside other more coercive peacemaking efforts 
such as the use of sanctions, threats of war crimes prosecution 
or the use of military force. We have to ask which styles of media-
tion, and in combination with which other measures, are most 
effective. There is currently little guidance on how to decide the 
balance between political sensitivity, inclusivity and transpar-
ency; moreover, the extent to which mediators can be held ac-
countable for such decisions and the consequences that ensue 
from them is still unclear. 

Questions related to when mediation is appropriate, what the 
limitations of mediation are, and how to assess the effectiveness 
of mediation, have yet to be answered. Today’s multi-layered 
and complex conflicts need multi-layered complex third-party 
responses that draw on the experience, strengths and added 
value of the various mediation actors on each of the tracks. In 
some contexts, conflicts have continued despite many dec-
ades of peacemaking attempts (Israel-Palestine, Cyprus, etc.) 
or have proven resilient to any settlement. Mediation, National 
Dialogues and mediation support are no silver bullets for solv-
ing conflict in isolation but need to be complemented by other 
tools and approaches to nurture the culture of dialogue, trust and 
confidence-building among the belligerents. This requires long-
term commitment, resources, experience, innovative thinking 
and persistence by mediators and those who support the process.

Mediation and Mediation Support 



122

References and Further Reading 

Paul Dziatkowiec (2017). The Inside Story: The Impact of Insider Mediators on 
Modern Peacemaking. Geneva: Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue. 

Joseph P. Folger, R. A.B. Bush & D. Della Noce (eds.) (2010). Transformative Media-
tion: A Sourcebook — Resources for Conflict Intervention Practitioners and 
Programs. Institute for the Study of Conflict Transformation and Association 
for Conflict Resolution.

Stine Lehmann-Larsen (2014). Effectively Supporting Mediation – Developments, 
Challenges and Requirements. Oslo Forum Papers N°003. 

Christina Stenner (2017). The Institutionalization of Mediation Support: Are Me-
diation Support Entities there yet? Berlin: Berghof Foundation. 

United Nations and World Bank (2018). Pathways for Peace: Inclusive Approaches 
to Preventing Violent Conflict. Executive Summary. Washington, DC: World 
Bank.

Online Resources

Berghof Foundation, Somalia Project, https://www.berghof-foundation.org/nc/
en/programmes/africa/somalia-reconciliation-and-mediation-support 

Berghof Foundation, Featured Topic: Multipartiality, https://www.berghof-
foundation.org/nc/en/featured-topics/multipartiality/ 

Uppsala Conflict Data Program (2017). UCDP Conflict Encyclopaedia. Uppsala 
University. www.ucdp.uu.se

 Mediation and Mediation Support



 123

16 Preventing Violence
Astrid Fischer and Engjellushe Morina

“The more we sweat in peace, the less we bleed in war.”
Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit

Violence prevention has become an integral element of almost 
every peacebuilding document, placing it high on the interna-
tional agenda. In the context of conflict transformation, violence 
includes much more than the use of physical force by persons 
to commit destructive acts against others’ physical or psycho-
logical integrity or property. Structural conditions such as unjust 
and oppressive political systems, social inequality or malnutri-
tion, as well as their cultural or ideological justifications, are fur-
ther, often overlooked, major sources of violence and war (see 
also → Addressing Social Grievances). Since violence is caused 
by multiple factors, prevention measures should not focus 
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merely  on the perpetrator and the victim of violence but involve 
the whole environment affecting them – the relevant causes and 
drivers, the systemic connections as well as the sometimes hid-
den implications.

Dimensions of violence prevention: an array of approaches
Conflict may be a necessary – even formative – part of human ex-
istence, but we can avoid conflict turning into violence. With vio-
lence understood in a broad sense, the task of violence preven-
tion necessarily becomes multi-faceted, involving many fields 
and actors. While prevention should ideally be undertaken pro-
actively and early on, attention often only focuses on a conflict 
after violence has occurred. For example, peacebuilding efforts 
in post-war settings often prioritise prevention, in order to coun-
ter or pre-empt a renewed outbreak of fighting, or to safeguard 
sensitive de-escalation processes during transition phases. Typi-
cal tools and methods include early warning, confidence- and 
security-building measures, preventive diplomacy and peace-
keeping, and peace education. 

The prevention of violence is a key responsibility of any na-
tion-state, for it bears the exclusive right to the legitimate use 
of force within its borders. It is the responsibility of states and 
their authorities to provide all necessary legislation, institutions 
and strategies to prevent violent attacks on any of their citizens. 

VIOLENCE PREVENTION | acknowledges the issues at stake in 
conflict, yet implements short-term to long-term measures offer-
ing alternatives to direct, structural and cultural violence and lim-
iting the use of force, often in places seen as particularly vulnera-
ble. Conflict transformation and peacebuilding strive to integrate 
a preventative mindset already in the early stages of conflicts 
and highlight the important role of educating for non-violence.

 Preventing Violence
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Preventing Violence 

States also need to deal with root causes of violence (such as dis-
crimination and other grievances). However, state action alone 
is rarely enough. Often, a state’s citizens or (international) so-
cial movements must become active in raising public awareness 
and advocating a need for change. One example is the anti-gun 
protests after the Florida school massacre in 2018: #Neveragain, 
#Onemillionmarch. State authorities remain slow to act on more 
restrictive gun laws in the US, however. 

Preventing direct violence (domestic and international)
 (Legitimate) law enforcement describes the basic role, usually 

of police and other security personnel, in preventing (further) 
violence. Yet this strand of prevention carries a risk of excessively 
heavy-handed tactics and responses, especially in repressive re-
gimes, which counter-productively may cause further grievances 
and even violence. In every case, a community needs to strike a 
balance between its need for security and the rights of its citizens.

 Curbing the means of violence: Research suggests that more 
guns do not contribute to more security and peace, but may lead 
to more fatal incidents and increase the risks of violent conflict. 
Locally, there are movements to restrict private gun use. Nation-
ally, there are campaigns aiming to reduce the availability of 
small arms. Globally, there are efforts to strengthen inter national 
organisations and regimes to prevent further arms races, pro-
liferation and weapons transfers to conflict zones.

Background knowledge … 
Prevention happens at different stages. Primary violence or con-
flict prevention targets anybody, whereas secondary prevention 
strategies focus on conflict and violence potential within a par-
ticular group or individual. Tertiary prevention targets people 
who are radicalised or who have been involved in violent actions 
(→ Working on Conflict Dynamics).
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 Strengthening legislation: Most acts of violence are crimes 
that are liable to prosecution as retribution and deterrence. 
Much progress has been made under domestic and international 
framework conventions (e. g. concerning children’s rights, in-
creasing criminalisation of sexual violence, and in the burgeon-
ing area of → Dealing with the Past and Transitional Justice). Yet 
many acts of violence are still legal under international humani-
tarian law (e. g. the killing of combatants) and the protection of 
civilians in modern warfare remains inadequate. 

Preventing structural and cultural violence
Beyond dealing with the symptoms, it is important to address 
the root causes that may lead to violent behaviour. Improving 
socio-economic conditions, fostering human rights and partici-

For example …
In recent years, an additional area of violence prevention has 
been discussed widely: preventing violent extremism. Violent 
extremism describes a current form of seemingly uncompromis-
ing political violence. Although it is today usually associated 
with certain religious groups, it is by no means confined to one 
group, religion or region, and it is certainly not new. Those now 
justifying violence ‘in the name of …’ as legitimate action see 
themselves as oppressed by structural/cultural violence (e. g. 
military interventions, political-cultural-economic dominance 
of ‘the West’ or ‘the impertinence’ of liberal societies). In that 
ideological rhetoric, fighting ‘evil’ without compromise is the 
only way, even if this may involve brutal acts against civilians. In 
several research projects, teams at the Berghof Foundation are 
currently exploring whether and how (more) effective prevention 
of violent extremism can be achieved by focusing on local experi-
ences and group processes of mobilisation and demobilisation 
(see also → Working on Conflict Dynamics).
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pation, development and livelihood are the baseline for violence 
prevention (→ Fostering Human Security). However, attitudes 
and values also need to change. 

 Diminishing acceptance of violence and promoting a ‘culture of 
peace’: In many settings, violence is encouraged by the silence 
of the majority or unquestioned norms. For example, ‘school 
yard violence’, such as bullying, is often present in a social set-
ting where perpetrators feel unchallenged in inflicting harm on 
someone they consider weaker and not worthy of being part of 
a core group. Besides the perpetrator(s) and a victim, there are 
other pupils and maybe even teachers who do not intervene. Due 
to their behaviour, their lack of action, the situation may con-
tinue. In such a setting, peace education can be a relevant form 
of prevention, especially if raising awareness is combined with 
pointing out alternative actions.

 Promoting ‘good examples’ of nonviolent action: On an indi-
vidual and collective level, highlighting alternative ways of pro-
test and resistance for change is essential (there are many more 
examples than Mahatma Gandhi or Martin Luther King). “Peace 
Counts on Tour”, for instance, is an exhibition supported by the 
Berghof Foundation in cooperation with media reporters who go 
to conflict zones to highlight the work of successful contempo-
rary peacebuilders. The pictures and stories collected are used 
to spread positive examples or models of how to build peace and 
prevent or counteract violence locally.

 Resilience and mobilisation against the ‘logic of violence’: 
In an environment of escalating conflict, there may be a fierce 
struggle between violence-promoting ‘extremists’ and those in-
sisting on peaceful strategies. However, the logic of violent strug-
gle can also be challenged from within a community. As violent 
groups often claim to act on behalf of marginalised communities, 
they rely on the acceptance of their actions by (at least sections 
of) their community. The dissolution of the Basque ETA and its 
disarmament by civil society actors in 2017 show that groups that 
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used to rely on violent tactics may eventually adapt their strategy 
due to a loss of public support, moving instead to non-violent 
action. The #MeToo movement highlights another area in which 
social mobilisation openly challenged long-ingrained patterns of 
(socially tolerated) sexual violence.

Strengthening norms and institutions
Another important aim for successful prevention of violence is to 
strengthen norms, mobilise political support for prevention and 
develop institutional capacities. 

 Operationalising norms: Public debate influences the percep-
tion of norms, which may change over time. Public awareness of 
sexual violence, for example, has increased tremendously over 
recent years. While rape has been used as a weapon and war tac-
tic for centuries, UN Resolution 1820, codifying a normative shift, 
finally recognised this practice as a war crime in 2016.

 Developing structures and capacities: Effective structures of 
violence prevention have to involve all actors (potential perpe-
trators, victims and bystanders), persons of influence (informal 
or formal) and relevant institutions. As violence is often the re-
sult of dysfunctional power relations, prevention strategies may 
first have to improve the flexibility of the (political) system so it 
is more able to cope with demands and grievances and accom-
modate change. In a war-torn society, this may involve political 
reforms to enhance power sharing, participation and inclusion 
(→ Mediation and Mediation Support; → Participation and Inclu-
sivity), as well as initiating necessary social or economic reforms.

Violence prevention as a joint effort in need of mobilisation
In sum, prevention of violence is a political responsibility as well 
as a social challenge. Rules and regulations can help to set nor-
mative frameworks and create pressure, but social mobilisation 
remains necessary to control the use of power, whether in po-
litical, cultural or social settings. The prevention of violence de-
pends on social awareness, capacity building, adoption of new 
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norms and attitudes, including incentivising non-violence from 
an early age, and calling attention to system(at)ic violent abuse. 
It also continues to depend on the willingness and capacity of 
actors at all levels to close the gap between early warning and 
action. 
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17 Providing Conflict-Sensitive 
Refugee Assistance
Dagmar Nolden, Beatrix Austin and Julian Klauke

“We cannot live only for ourselves. … our actions run as causes, 
and they come back to us as effects.”
Herman Melville

Imagine that in your hometown, several volunteers have or-
ganised an afternoon event for refugees who have been arriving 
from Afghanistan and Syria. The volunteers have been baking all 
morning, decorating the assembly room of the Catholic Church 
and are getting excited about introducing the new arrivals to 
their traditions. One of them has even made a poster inviting the 
refugees to the afternoon with the address and exact time in Ger-
man – this has been put up in the gym where most of the  re fugees 

 Providing Conflict-Sensitive Refugee Assistance



 131

Providing Conflict-Sensitive Refugee Assistance 

are staying. The time comes, but only a few people slowly trickle 
in. To the volunteers’ disappointment, the guests’ enthusiasm 
remains rather low.

Does this sound familiar? It is a perfect example of a well-intend-
ed initiative that did not turn out as expected. This is how we 
could make it better: Together with the refugees, the volunteers 
meet to discuss ideas of how together they could make the new 
arrivals and the people in the town feel more connected. Jointly, 
they decide to use the next sunny weekend for a get-together in 
the park. Everyone can bring food or drinks typical of their home 
country and tell each other one remarkable story about the place 
they come from. An invitation in several languages will be put up 
across town, in shops and at the gym.

Derived from daily practice of actual hands-on refugee assistance 
in Germany, these two examples are almost of textbook character 
when it comes to visualising the relevance of conflict sensitivity 
in the context of displacement, migration and refugee assistance. 

What is conflict sensitivity?
Conflict sensitivity is the ability, for example of an organisation to 
understand the conflict it is operating in, and to understand the 
interaction between its own operations and the conflict, and to 
use this understanding to avoid negative impacts and maximise 
positive impacts on the conflict. It requires a solid conflict analysis.

CONFLICT SENSITIVITY | the ability to understand the conflict 
one is operating in, to understand the interaction between own 
actions and the conflict, and to use this understanding to avoid 
negative impacts and maximise positive impacts on the conflict.
REFUGEE | someone who has been forced to flee his or her coun-
try because of persecution, war or violence.
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Conflict-sensitive approaches were originally developed for work 
in conflict regions, yet are relevant to all activities relating to 
conflict, including refugee assistance. Conflict-sensitive initia-
tives ensure, for example, that they do not inadvertently create 
new or increase existing socio-political tensions but strengthen 
social cohesion. In situations where there is a high risk that well-
intended actions will result in misperceptions, frustrations and 
might even reproduce or perpetuate discriminating structures – 
which could in turn culminate in the use of violence – conflict-
sensitive approaches can make a huge difference, as the example 
at the beginning illustrates.

“Do no harm” is one of the best-known principles in this area 
and has become a core tool for project planning, monitoring 
and evaluation (e. g. CDA 2016 and others; see also → Learn-
ing Together). It seeks to analyse how an intervention may be 
implemented in a way that supports local communities in ad-
dressing the underlying causes of conflict rather than exacerbat-
ing the conflict. Conflict sensitivity approaches go beyond do no 
harm. Today, governmental and nongovernmental actors alike 
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increasingly recognise the need for conflict-sensitive approaches 
to development, humanitarian assistance and peacebuilding to 
strengthen the contextual understanding of actors and their set-
tings. Conflict sensitivity is now well-established in the fields of 
education and journalism. 

Nevertheless, conflict-sensitive approaches have yet to be incor-
porated and mainstreamed beyond situations of fragility and 
conflict despite their potential in other areas. A glance at the lit-
erature suggests that the Berghof Foundation is among the few 
organisations that apply the concept to the field of professional 
and voluntary refugee assistance in Germany.

How to apply conflict sensitivity to refugee assistance abroad
As in any other space of human interaction, in contexts where 
refugees and “locals” meet, conflict may arise. Conflict may also 
arise for refugees from many different backgrounds meeting in 
precarious conditions. While many people understand conflict 
as a normal occurrence, they often find it exhausting to expe-
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rience and deal with it in their daily lives, as conflict indicates 
fundamental, yet often unconscious, differences in feelings, un-
derstandings and wants. These differences and their manifold 
causes need a productive space. However, refugees and others 
have few opportunities to meet as equals (namely as human be-
ings with dignity and a desire to live a fulfilled life; → Averting 
Humiliation). We believe that creating spaces for conflict-sensi-
tive, non-discriminatory and trauma-sensitive encounters (e. g. 
GIZ 2016) is an important contribution to peacebuilding (see 
Figure 8).

An example of the above-mentioned spaces for encounter are 
peace education workshops on conflict sensitivity in refugee 
assistance, as conceptualised by the Berghof Foundation. They 
move beyond transmitting the concept itself towards providing 
input and impetus on the three dimensions of peace education: 
(1) competences, (2) capacities and (3) behaviour. The overall 
aim is to contribute to peoples’ ability to live together peacefully. 
(See also → Educating for Peace.)

At the Berghof Foundation, we have developed the following ten 
propositions for conflict-sensitive refugee assistance:

 Conflict is a chance to grow, if we strengthen capacities for 
dealing with conflict constructively.

 We try to be mindful of our own attitudes towards conflict, 
our behaviour in conflict and the (cultural) norms and experi-
ences that may shape them.

 It is important to be aware that any action can exacerbate 
or escalate conflict, but can also foster peaceful coexistence be-
tween people.

 We strive to include all interested stakeholders early on, follow-
ing the principle of multipartiality, and meet each other as equals 
while aiming to overcome all forms of discrimination and racism.

 We need to be aware of our own needs, wishes, goals and 
limitations in any interaction and reach out to understand the 
needs, wishes and goals of our fellow human beings as well as 
the specific limitations they face. 

 Providing Conflict-Sensitive Refugee Assistance



 135

 It is important to understand and critically reflect on the con-
text and conditions we come from and currently live in, and the 
(historically evolved) power structures and dependencies associ-
ated with them.

 It is necessary to develop an understanding of the effects of 
psychological trauma in someone’s life and how in turn this may 
affect others, e. g. through secondary traumatisation caused by 
memories of the events.

 Dedicating time to exploring one’s emotional resources and 
replenishing them on a regular basis is essential for one’s capac-
ity to act in a sensitive and empathetic manner in challenging 
circumstances.

 The current situation of refugees and their continuing arrival 
require a change of mindset and changes in behaviour – in the 
receiving societies and among the people arriving.

 It is important to acknowledge and learn about the global 
consequences of our own localised actions, and to begin to act 
accordingly.

Following these principles, conflict sensitivity raises awareness 
of the need of critical (self-)reflection. It helps to answer the 
question: “Do we really do good when we mean to do good?” In 
order to answer this question, it is important to understand the 
(historically evolved) structures and dependencies often under-
lying assistance, as it can otherwise reproduce and strengthen 
these injustices despite being well-intentioned. Thomas Gebau-
er describes the prevalent discourse: “A world that only knows 
helpers and helped appears a lot more peaceful than a world 
split into privileged and humiliated, into might and plight. 
Might and plight appal, but who could possibly take offence at 
help?” In the context of conflict-sensitive refugee assistance, it 
is thus important to identify and overcome differences in op-
portunities for political and social participation (e. g. access to 
the job market), inequalities in living conditions and resource 
distribution (e. g. land ownership), and economic power, as 
well as all forms of discrimination and racism. In that sense, 
conflict sensitivity not only helps to analyse current and past 
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situations in order to  better understand the factors underlying 
their conflictual dynamics. It also provides a framework and 
empowerment to foresee and manage potential future chal-
lenges by encouraging a change of perspectives and real dia-
logue with “the other”, be it the beneficiary of assistance or all 
other actors in the field.

Dealing with difficulties and dilemmas
Adding conflict sensitivity to the already demanding work in 
professional and voluntary refugee assistance can appear to be 
a daunting proposition. However, implementation (even if only 
partial) can help to reduce stress on all actors as opportunities 
within conflicts come to the forefront and frustration, coercion 
and other escalating dynamics can be avoided. The Berghof 
Foundation’s experience shows that learning and applying con-
flict sensitivity is a process that itself includes progress as well 
as setbacks.

In public and academic discourse, the role of culture, intercul-
tural communication and so-called cultural conflicts are top-
ics of heated debate. Our conflict-sensitive approach does ac-
knowledge differences and similarities between people, in their 
socio-cultural backgrounds and in their behaviour in conflicts. 
However, attributing conflicts to cultural differences is often an 
attempt to find a quick and easy solution to a difficult situation. 
Instead of efforts being made to analyse and deal constructively 
with the root causes of the conflict, perceived cultural differences 
are either brushed away with calls for tolerance or are exploited 
to delegitimise the other person or group.

Many fundamental approaches to managing conflict between 
different groups are similar, e. g. dialogue, mediation and ne-
gotiation. Training people to become more “literate” in reading 
common situations and finding more creative ways to deal with 
them can help in addressing and resolving some of the root caus-
es of conflict. Knowledge of cultural particularities is useful in 
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this context, as is any other knowledge about the conflict context 
or parties.

Everyone – regardless of their socialisation, circumstances or 
legal status – has capacities for constructive conflict transfor-
mation, which can be developed (further). These capacities, to-
gether with the interdependence of all people provide an ideal 
ground for societies to move towards more justice, tolerance, co-
hesion and, indeed, peace. 
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18 Researching Conflict 
 Transformation

Véronique Dudouet and Andreas Schädel

“Research that produces nothing but books will not suffice.” 
Kurt Lewin

Conflicts are inevitable components of human development 
and social change (→ Addressing Social Grievances). Violence 
in conflict, however, is not inevitable. Conflict transformation 
research seeks to explore conditions, strategies and policies for 
sustaining patterns of non-violent behaviour among conflict 
parties, particularly in protracted social and ethnopolitical con-
flicts. It aims to support conflict parties in building, restoring 
and maintaining constructive, just relations in order to abol-
ish the use of force as a means of interaction. In this context, 
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conflicts and their management should not be looked upon as 
simplistic linear phenomena that start, escalate and stop for all 
actors and all sectors in the same way (→ Working on Conflict 
Dynamics). The interdependent and systemic dimensions, as 
well as the dynamic nature of conflict therefore need to be more 
fully understood.

Research and practice informing each other
Conflict transformation research does not encompass a grand 
theory, but generates theory elements from field research and 
from close interaction with practitioners and the conflicting par-
ties themselves. Nevertheless, it is theory-guided. Of particular 
importance is theorising that addresses the differences between 
inter-personal and inter-group → Conflict Transformation, and 
between symmetrical and asymmetrical conflicts. Moreover, 
research on conflict transformation incorporates knowledge of 
various disciplines (political science, sociology and social psy-
chology, history, anthropology, ethnology, law, communication, 
education and more). 

Conflict transformation research can be considered a specific 
strand of peace and conflict research which pays particular at-
tention to bringing about supportive conditions for practical pro-
gress in peacemaking and peacebuilding. It starts from the prem-
ise that concepts and theory must evolve in a continuous, reflec-

PARTICIPATORY (ACTION) RESEARCH | accumulates knowledge 
and enhances understanding of how social interactions function, 
while at the same time intervening in a direct and practical way. 
In order to ensure ownership and inclusiveness, it involves the 
actors being studied in the process on an ongoing basis. In this 
sense, it is particularly well suited to the endeavour of conflict 
transformation.
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tive and critical exchange with practice, which involves putting 
concepts to the test in practical settings and debating their va-
lidity with practitioners from many backgrounds and in many 
localities. Strong links to the field of policy are also required, by 
consulting national and international decision-makers during 
the research design stage, and feeding the results back to them 
in the form of targeted recommendations. In brief: theoretical 
approaches should contribute to developing new political and 
social strategies, and conflict transformation practice should in-
spire ideas on theory.

Whenever conflicting parties, practitioners and policy-makers 
are involved in research, it is essential to consider the diversity of 
actors’ interests. By bringing the actors to the fore, deeper socio-
cultural and behavioural aspects of action and decision-making 
can be explored in the context of change. Following this meth-
odology, the research agenda is influenced and shaped increas-
ingly by those who are immediately affected by its results. The 
growing interest of practitioners in becoming involved in inclu-
sive patterns of research has begun to narrow the gap by recon-
ciling the communities of research and practice, by motivating 
both towards collective learning and by encouraging research-
ers to collaborate with practitioners to create reflective feedback 
loops. Collaborative research in joint teams, aimed at supporting 
conflict transformation, increases the knowledge of how differ-
ent actors, processes and structures contribute (or not) to peace-
building processes. The Berghof Foundation considers inclusive, 
bottom-up, participatory and reflective methods of research – of 
which action research elements are an important part – a great 
opportunity for generating the knowledge and support neces-
sary for sustained conflict transformation.

Action research: participatory, inclusive and change-oriented
Action research can be useful in this context as one of several re-
search methods. The first projects evolved in the 1970s, mainly in 
the university sector and in work with marginalised groups and 
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urban districts, but also in community projects in Latin America, 
most often led by social psychologists. The purpose of action re-
search is to undertake studies into the conditions and impacts of 
various forms of social action. It also aspires to influence social 
action; in other words, it is normative in focus. Its agenda con-
centrates on specific social grievances.

The main objective of the research is not to test theoretical hy-
potheses but to bring about practical change in the problematic 
situation which is the subject of study. This is viewed as a holis-
tic social process: individual variables are not isolated and col-
lected as “objective data”; instead, data collection itself is inter-
preted as part of the social process. Action research involves the 
use of qualitative approaches based on empirical social research, 
including the evaluation of project reports, participatory moni-
toring, individual or group interviews with project participants 
and members of the target groups, and surveys, but also ethno-
graphic methods and creative forms of investigation such as the-
atre. The methods aim to exert direct influence on events within 
society. The researcher temporarily abandons his or her distance 
to the research object and is intensively involved, during certain 
phases, in the process being studied. The subjects being ob-
served and studied are not cast in a passive role but participate 
actively in the debate about objectives and in data collection and 
evaluation. For the researchers, a precise definition of roles and 
ongoing self-reflection are essential.

Action research therefore not only attempts to accumulate knowl-
edge and enhance understanding of how social interactions 
function; it intervenes in a direct and practical way. In order to 
ensure ownership and inclusiveness, it involves the actors being 
studied in the process on an ongoing basis. Academic findings 
are thus translated into practice, and research concepts and the-
oretical constructs are subjected to practical testing at the same 
time. The continuous feedback of results to project participants, 
through workshops and discussion of interim and final reports, 
is essential. Designed for a longer timeframe, action research 
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can provide valuable information about the opportunities for, 
and limits to, peacebuilding strategies. For instance, the Berghof 
Foundation trains female ex-combatants in four countries to col-
lect video testimonies from their peers in order to document and 
analyse the challenges and opportunities faced by female mem-
bers of armed movements in the wake of post-war political tran-
sitions. This knowledge produced by insider experts will then be 
integrated into training and capacity-building programmes for 
resistance and liberation movements and shared with interna-
tional peacebuilding agencies.
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Practical needs determine appropriate research methods
It is certainly true that not every peacebuilding measure can be 
accompanied by a comprehensive research project, as in most 
cases those who fund peace practice will finance short-term 
evaluations at best. Nor can action research be considered the 
one and only approach or method – in partnership with others, 
the Berghof Foundation implements a multi-method approach 
integrating qualitative, quantitative and experimental methods. 
As described above, substantial action research requires long-
term field research, which does not usually correspond with the 
budgets and funding lines of academic (or other) donor agencies. 
Furthermore, not all practical engagement lends itself to being 
the object of research, especially given the discreet confidential 
settings required for effective peace processes. Nevertheless, in 
order to improve knowledge of peace practice, the underlying 
ideas of action research can help in designing and implement-
ing projects that aim to support the creation of inclusive struc-
tures and sustained practices of non-violent interaction. These 
include, above all: respect towards those who are subjects of the 
study, clarification of the roles and aims of those who conduct 
the research, involvement of the stakeholders in the develop-
ment of research questions and hypotheses, and transparency of 
results through the use of feedback loops.
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19 Transforming Conflict 
Nina Bernarding and Beatrix Austin

“It is possible to solve a conflict and not change much …”
John Paul Lederach

In the face of violent conflict, there are three main impulses. The 
first is immediate: to stop it. The second is a medium- term one 
and focuses on dealing with the wounds resulting from the vio-
lence. The third, a long-term one, is to change the underlying 
conditions that have led, and may lead again, to violence. We un-
derstand conflict transformation as a comprehensive approach 
that attempts to achieve the last of these three goals, without 
neglecting the others.

There is a considerable range of approaches to working on conflict. 
At the Berghof Foundation, conflict transformation was chosen as 
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a guiding principle because it is seen as the most deep-reaching 
and holistic conceptualisation of the constructive changes need-
ed to build a long-lasting peace that is perceived as just. 

The concept of transformation
We define conflict transformation as a complex process of con-
structively changing relationships, attitudes, behaviours, inter-
ests and discourses in violence-prone conflict settings. Impor-
tantly, conflict transformation addresses and changes under-
lying structures, cultures and institutions that encourage and 

CONFLICT TRANSFORMATION | a complex process of construc-
tively changing relationships, attitudes, behaviours, interests 
and discourses in violence-prone conflict settings. Importantly, 
conflict transformation addresses and changes underlying struc-
tures, cultures and institutions that encourage and condition vio-
lent political and social conflict over the long term.

On terminology …
Conflict transformation is often contrasted with several other ap-
proaches: conflict management (activities undertaken to limit, 
mitigate and contain open conflict), conflict resolution (activities 
undertaken over the short term and medium term dealing with, 
and aiming at overcoming, the deep-rooted causes of conflict, in-
cluding the structural, behavioural, or attitudinal aspects of the 
conflict), and conflict settlement (achievement of an agreement 
between the conflict parties on a political level which enables 
them to end an armed conflict). Proactive prevention of violent 
conflict is also an important aspect of the conflict transformation 
repertoire (→ Preventing Violence).
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condition violent political and social conflict. The term is used 
in the works of several “founding figures” in peace and conflict 
studies (among them Adam Curle, Johan Galtung, Louis Kries-
berg, Kumar Rupesinghe and Raimo Väyrynen), but it has been 
elaborated most specifically in the works of John Paul Lederach 
and Diana Francis.

Conflict transformation is a non-linear and unpredictable pro-
cess, involving many different actors in moving from “latent and 
overt violence to structural and cultural peace” (Dudouet 2006). 
This long-term process requires transformative changes on many 
levels and dimensions, as outlined in the table overleaf: 

What does this mean in practical terms? Take, for example, Kenya 
and the violence and political crisis it experienced in the wake of 
contested general elections in 2007/2008. On the one hand, the 
Kenyan National Dialogue and Reconciliation Process, initiated 
by the African Union, was tasked to take immediate measures to 
stop the violence. On the other hand, the mandate also included 
reconciliation and social justice issues in the medium term and 
constitutional, legal and institutional reform in the long run to 
address the root causes. And while initially the process focused 
on the ruling and opposition parties, it later included people at 
the local and community level as well. (The 2017 flares of elec-
tion violence in the country, however, also remind us that trans-
formative change is rarely quick or all-encompassing. It needs 
to be defended and re-asserted, and result in change that shifts 
citizens’ trust in their institutions.)

Third-party engagement 
While in any violent conflict-setting there are people committing 
violence and others benefiting from the conflict, we also always 
find people working towards peace and peaceful change from 
within society – the agents of peaceful transformation. They are 
able to embrace one of the central principles of conflict transfor-
mation: that conflict is not a bad thing in itself; indeed, it is often 

Transforming Conflict 



148

a driver of necessary change. It is the violence in waging conflict 
that brings harm.

External experts, such as policy-makers, researchers and non-
governmental workers, can support these agents of change, e. g. 
by connecting them, or offering ideas, expertise or negotiation 

 from asymmetric to symmetric  
relations

 in power structures
 of markets of violence and civil 

 war economies (in conflicts 
 dominated by economic motives 
 of material profit)

 of leadership
 of goals
 inside the political parties

 in transcendence of contested issues
 towards constructive compromisis
 of issues (policies)

 of perspective
 of heart
 of will

 in the international or regional  
environment

1. Context 
transformation

2. Structure 
transformation

3. Actor
transformation

4. Issue
transformation

5. Personal/elite
transformation

Table 3, source: Hugh Miall, 2004
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support. However, external engagers should not only support 
the agents of peaceful transformation. They also need to un-
derstand the motivations of the so-called “spoilers”. As Dekha 
Ibrahim Abdi puts it when referring to the violent actions of the 
youth in Kenya: “You don’t see them as a problem, but you see 
them as people needing to be understood […] and then they be-
come part of the strategy development.”

Moreover, it has become clear that conflict transformation efforts 
need to encompass many levels, tracks and sectors: governments 
and non-state actors; women and men; youth; conflict parties 
and peace envoys; and representatives of diaspora and business. 
External engagement can play an important role in supporting 
and connecting the different actors and levels. 

The engagement of external actors rests on specific principles, 
which form a code of conduct. One important set of principles 
describes the respect for local capacities and ownership, inclu-
sivity and multipartiality of processes, and fair play. A second set 
describes the personal qualities that are needed in engagement 
for conflict transformation and peacebuilding: empathy, humil-
ity, self-reflection, and the tenacity and perseverance to achieve 
incremental change over the long run, often in the face of serious 
setbacks.

Systemic conflict transformation
Systemic approaches to conflict transformation have been ex-
plored under different “labels”: some call this type of work ho-
listic, some multidimensional. Building on family therapy and 
systems analysis, at the Berghof Foundation, we have chosen the 
term “systemic” to describe a particular and important set of ap-
proaches to managing the complexity and challenges of conflict 
transformation engagement. Its basic principles (developed by 
Daniela Körppen and Norbert Ropers, among others) are:

 thinking in network structures
 thinking in dynamic frames and in terms of relationships
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 emphasising solutions which already exist within the (con-
flict) system rather than just focusing on identifying problems

 accepting ambivalence and contingency as well as acknowl-
edging perspective dependency

 concentrating on human beings and their learning processes

These principles translate into practical mindsets, attitudes and 
procedures: working closely with key stakeholders, mobilising 
key agents of peaceful and creative change, putting an emphasis 
on system-wide conflict analysis and conflict monitoring, invest-
ing in strategic planning of systemic interventions and pursuing 
creativity in solutions. Any systemic engagement is an ongoing 
cycle. First, there is observation, which has to be longer-term 
and include a change of perspectives. Then follows work with 
and within the conflict/conflict transformation system, which 
leads to change and the evolution of all involved. This, in turn, 
requires renewed observation to reflect on theories of change 
and impacts observed, but importantly also on mistakes made 
and misunderstandings that have arisen (See Figure 10, see also 
→ Learning Together). Any intervention should in this way focus 
on the complexity of the conflict system and embrace both inter-
nal and external factors and actors. 

Critique and open questions
Conflict transformation is not without its challenges and crit-
ics. It calls, some will argue, for such wide-ranging and deep-
reaching change in the social fabric that it seems far-fetched or 
naïve. Some argue that it may actually intensify conflict in the 
short run by proposing a disturbing process of change which 
touches (and threatens) beliefs, relationships, power, positions 
and status. Some claim that it can only be a guiding notion, a 
distant vision, rather than a fully implemented programme. But 
the Berghof Foundation believes it is vital for achieving sustain-
able peace that lasts generations. In any case, (systemic) con-
flict transformation cannot be planned and implemented by one 
actor alone – it takes many different contributions. How these 
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contributions can be elicited, connected and made to add up to 
“peace writ large” is a serious challenge. Currently, the Berghof 
Foundation is exploring scenario planning and process design 
as one inclusive, creative and tangible approach (Bojer 2018). An 
important area of improvement highlighted in the evaluation of 
conflict transformation practice is that effective, long-term work 
requires some form of institutionalisation (and resourcing), a 
topic discussed often under the heading of Infrastructures for 
Peace. 

The systemic engagement cycle

Transforming Conflict 

Figure 10, source: Barbara Unger and Oliver Wils, 2006
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20 Working on Conflict 
 Dynamics: Escalation and 

Radicalisation
Basma Abdelaziz, Karin Göldner-Ebenthal, Lara Azzam 
and Cassandra Schützko

“Conflict is a necessity for communities when there are diverging 
purposes.”
Ibn Khaldun

If we look at conflicts closely, different dynamics, layers, pur-
poses, stakeholders and interests become visible. In-depth con-
flict analysis is indispensable for understanding the dynamics 
between conflict actors and engaging them in conflict transfor-
mation. As a USAID conflict assessment framework points out, 
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“armed conflict is driven by key actors in society – individuals, 
but also organisational actors of all sorts – who actively mobilize 
people and resources to engage in acts of violence on the basis of 
grievance, such as a group’s perception that it has been excluded 
from political and economic life. Key mobilisers may have differ-
ent means and incentives that affect the methods they employ to 
achieve their objectives; violence is only one tactic among many.” 
(See also → Addressing Social Grievances.)

Escalation and radicalisation in conflict
The dynamics of actors confronting each other in (protracted) con-
flict are usually described as steps towards escalation. In  recent 

CONFLICT | a perceived incompatibility of interests, needs and 
wants between individuals or groups. Conflict transformation re-
gards conflict as a necessary part of (social) change processes, 
yet upholds that the means of waging conflict can and should be 
non-violent means. 
ESCALATION | a process of conflict intensification usually refer-
ring to a social setting. If left unchecked, it may lead to mutually 
destructive or violent behaviour. Accordingly, de-escalation is 
a process of conflict mitigation usually referring to a social set-
ting. Importantly, conflict transformation regards de-escalation 
as possible in all settings. However, de-escalation rarely just 
mirrors escalation in return, as loss of trust often needs careful 
repairing.
RADICALISATION | a process of adopting ideologies set apart 
from mainstream thinking, sometimes going to the roots or per-
ceived pure understandings of religion or politics. Often referring 
to individuals. Importantly, conflict transformation acknowledg-
es that radicalism is not necessarily violent or bad. De-radicalisa-
tion is a process of bringing individuals and sometimes groups 
back to a more mainstream thinking and ideology.
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debates on violent extremism, the term radicalisation has also 
gained prominence. These two terms have different meanings, al-
though they are used interchangeably at times, as no commonly 
accepted definitions exist. 

Escalation, as understood by Friedrich Glasl (1999), focuses on 
the dynamics of groups or individuals in a conflict setting (see 
Table 4 below). Understanding its stages is key to figuring out the 
appropriate time and style of intervention to halt the worsening 
of a conflict. Radicalisation is most often understood as an intra-
personal and highly individual process. As such, although by no 
means independent of context, it is not necessarily related to a 
conflict setting. A large set of push and pull factors have been 
identified that influence each person individually and can – but 
do not have to! – lead to radicalisation. 

It is important to stress this: radicalisation and escalation can 
lead to violence but there is no automatic “stairway”. Rather, 
escalation and radicalisation are processes that can stop and 
stabilise at any level and point in time or even reverse into de-es-
calation and de-radicalisation. In current debates around violent 
extremism, radicalisation is often used in reference to violence 
but there is no constitutive link between the two (cf. figure 11). 

The central role of education
Approaches to influence these dynamics focus either on prevent-
ing escalation or radicalisation from starting or intensifying, or 
on supporting de-escalation and de-radicalisation after they 
have happened. The two approaches are not clear-cut. Significant 
overlap exists in the work of conflict de-escalation/de-radicali-
sation and violence prevention. Both approaches use dialogue-
based methods that aim to address the existing or potential root 
causes of a conflict or a radicalisation process. Understanding 
the feelings and motives of actors leading to a particular (violent) 
action or behaviour is at the core of both approaches. 
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Interventions can address individuals directly or indirectly via 
their communities and institutions. They can also work simulta-
neously on the individual and community or institutional level. 
In the Berghof Foundation’s experience, this is the most effective 
way. Some institutions, for instance religious institutions, have 
a mandate over individuals’ de-radicalisation, such as returned 
foreign fighters, as well as over their constituency as a whole. 
Understanding the (conflict) context, the conflictual issue and 
relevant actors is therefore essential for any attempt to influence 
actor dynamics and achieve conflict transformation. 
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•	 Disintegration
•	 Discriminiation
•	 Identity	conflicts
•	 Social	and	
 political tensions
•	 etc.
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•	 Authority
•	 Orientation
•	 Interpretation
•	 etc.

•	 Online-/offline
 community
•	 Violent/
 nonviolent
•	 etc.

Radicalisation processes

No automatic stairway of radicalisation

No automatic stairway of de-radicalisation

Figure 11, based on P. Neumann
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One of the main avenues in the long-term prevention of radicalisa-
tion and violent escalation is quality education. For example, ed-
ucation plays a crucial role in strengthening young people’s resil-
ience by enhancing skills such as reflective and critical thinking, 
communication, and the ability to adopt different perspectives. 
These skills help young people to better understand and evalu-
ate complex situations, including conflicts. They also support the 
identification of better and workable solutions. The specific field 
of peace education is critical to our work and aims to strengthen 
people’s capacities to deal constructively with various types of 
conflict. It does so by developing a comprehensive programme 
that teaches people how to interact with others and avoid unnec-
essary aggression (see also → Empowerment and Ownership). 

Challenges and lessons learned in de-radicalisation and 
de-escalation
Supporting or starting de-radicalisation and de-escalation pro-
cesses encounters several hurdles. One of them is often intense 
in-group/out-group perceptions that limit access to the group 
(or individual) and hence the scope to start any kind of dialogue. 
Individuals are often radicalised by peer-to-peer influence and 
motivated by group belonging; this may disconnect them from 
mainstream institutions and official groups, often also as a result 
of perceived marginalisation and oppression, and makes them 
difficult to reach.

De-radicalisation efforts for individuals may take the form of 
exit strategies that encourage radicalised individuals to leave a 
group, or may involve working with those individuals once they 
have been removed from their group. The latter often happens in 
programmes conducted in prisons, for example, where access is 
possible. Indirect approaches to de-radicalisation via communi-
ties and institutions include supporting capacity- and strategy-
building to either change the context and reduce possible push 
and pull factors’ impact or to weaken narratives that are typical 
of radicalisation processes, such as victimisation narratives. 
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In addition, a degree of context-sensitivity and adaptation are 
necessary. A “one size fits all approach” can do more harm 
than good, perhaps by not using language sensitively and by 
stereotypical targeting of communities, which can create re-
sentment, for example when Muslim communities are broadly 
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Polarisation in thinking, emotion and 
desire: 
Black-and-white thinking, perspectives 
from positions of perceived 
superiority/inferiority.

The different parties manoeuvre each 
other into negative roles and engage in 
open warfare. 
They recruit supporters.

The points of view become more 
rigid and clash with each other. 
However, there is still a belief 
that conflict can be resolved through 
discussion. No intransigent parties 
or positions yet.

“Talking is useless”. 
Strategy of confronting each other with 
“faits accomplis”. Loss of empathy 
and danger of misinterpretation.

The Nine Levels of Conflict Escalation by Friedrich Glasl

Table 4, source: Berghof Foundation

1. Concretisation

2. Debate

3. Deeds

4. Images,
    Coalitions
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targeted for de-radicalisation projects. One solution to this is to 
work with civil society actors who have insights into the local 
context.
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The opponent is no longer viewed 
as a human being. Limited acts 
of destruction as a “suitable” answer. 
Value reversal: small personal defeats 
are already valued as victories.

The destruction and total disbanding 
of the enemy system becomes the goal.

Total confrontation without any get-out 
clause. 
The opponent must be destroyed at any 
price – even that of self-destruction.

Public and direct attacks which aim 
at the opponent’s loss of face.

Threats and counter-threats. 
Escalation in the conflict through an 
ultimatum.

5. Loss of Face

8. Fragmentation

6. Strategies
    of Intimidation

9. Together into
    the Abyss

7. Limited Acts
    of Destruction
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De-escalation efforts that address groups vary depending on the 
level of escalation in relation to the use of violence and the gen-
eral conflict context. Security and military-based strategies are 
often used in “countering violent extremism”. However, if the 
context allows and there is a window of opportunity, engaging a 
non-state armed actor in dialogue for de-escalation can be much 
more effective. This, however, depends much on the actor itself. 
Véronique Dudouet has identified factors that facilitate or con-
strain dialogue with non-state or proscribed armed groups. Her 
study highlights a combination of factors that need to align, such 
as leadership, organisational structure and social legitimacy. 

While most attention is on groups that have escalated to the level 
of using violence, de-escalation efforts can and ideally should 
start before the outbreak of violence. Here again, the role of rel-
evant communities, of respected traditional or religious leaders, 
the business community but also of youth and women should 
be considered. They may well have the access, resources and 
trust required for creating space to engage groups in dialogue. 
Once this space is established, a de-escalation process can start 
to address the means by which the conflict is conducted – i. e. 
ending violence through a ceasefire agreement – as well as ad-
dressing the core conflict issues (see → Mediation and Mediation 
Support and → Facilitating Negotiation and Dialogue). Inclusiv-
ity (and participation) are crucial in de-escalation (as well as in 
de-radicalisation and prevention). They can help to avoid (re-)
escalation by supporting legitimacy in a locally driven process, 
for example in National Dialogue processes.

A way forward …
Robert Frost, the poet, once wrote, “More than once I should 
have lost my soul to radicalism if it had been the originality it 
was mistaken for by its young converts.” For dialogue, media-
tion and conflict transformation practitioners, it is crucial to 
acknowledge that anyone may be susceptible to radicalisation 
and violence in today’s world, and hence to refrain from stigma-
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tisation and overgeneralisation, while having a broad and alert 
approach to the dynamics and the ever-changing setting of the 
conflict. At the Berghof Foundation, we therefore engage in re-
search that focuses on areas less well understood: the patterns 
of resilience and vulnerability in communities, or the dynamics 
within groups that either mobilise towards violence or incentiv-
ise non-violence. With this approach, we aim to promote a holis-
tic approach that is inclusive and constructive in nature. 
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ANNEX

About the Berghof Foundation
The Berghof Foundation is an independent, non-governmental 
and non-profit organisation that supports efforts to prevent 
political and social violence, and to achieve sustainable peace 
through conflict transformation. 

Our vision is a world in which people maintain peaceful relations 
and overcome violence as a means of political and social change. 
While we consider conflict to be an integral and often necessary 
part of political and social life, we believe that violence in con-
flict is not inevitable. We are convinced that protracted violent 
conflicts can be transformed into sustained collaboration, when 
spaces for conflict transformation allow drivers of change to 
prosper and constructively engage with one another.

“Creating space for conflict transformation.” We work with like-
minded partners in selected regions to enable conflict stake-
holders and actors to develop non-violent responses in the face 
of conflict-related challenges. In doing so, we rely on the knowl-
edge, skills and resources available in the areas of conflict re-
search, peace support and peace education. By combining our 
regional experience with a thematic focus on cutting-edge issues, 
we aim to be a learning organisation capable of supporting sus-
tained efforts for conflict transformation.

To fulfil our mission and achieve our vision, we work closely with 
partners and networks. The Berghof Foundation staff maintain 
close contact with local partners, representatives of internation-
al NGOs, political parties, members of parliament and ministries, 
and also with international organisations such as the United 
 Nations and the European Union.

The Berghof Foundation’s headquarters are located in Berlin, Ger-
many. In addition, the Foundation maintains maintains branch 
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Annex 

offices in Tübingen (Georg Zundel House for Peace Education) 
and Beirut.

Contact
Berghof Foundation
Lindenstrasse 34, 10969 Berlin, Germany
Phone: +49 (0)30 844154-0, Fax: +49 (0)30 844154-99
Email: info@berghof-foundation.org

Berghof Foundation/Peace Education
Corrensstrasse 12, 72076 Tübingen, Germany
Phone: +49 (0)7071 920510; Fax: +49 (0)7071 920511

Website: www.berghof-foundation.org
Twitter: @BerghofFnd
Facebook: /BerghofFoundation 

11 Milestones
Established during the height of the Cold War by Professor 
Dr.  Georg Zundel, the Berghof Foundation can look back at a 
history of success. Over the past forty years peacebuilding has 
become firmly rooted in research, practice and education in Ger-
many (and internationally). By supporting hundreds of projects 
and helping to establish several institutions, the Foundation has 
become a defining part of that history.

1971 
The Berghof Foundation for Conflict Studies is founded by Georg 
Zundel as a private limited company with charitable tax exempt 
status under German law. Initial support provided for critical 
analyses of the arms race during the Cold War.
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1977 
Beginning of support for the Association (later Institute) for 
Peace Education Tübingen.

1989 
The Foundation establishes a research facility in Berlin, the Re-
search Institute of the Berghof Foundation. Its emphasis is on 
altering the dynamics of the arms race. In 1993, it becomes the 
Berghof Research Center for Constructive Conflict Management 
(later Berghof Conflict Research), shifting its focus to the resolu-
tion of ethnopolitical conflict.

1998 
Groundwork is laid for the Berghof Handbook for Conflict Trans-
formation. Practical and theoretical research takes place in the 
Balkans and the Caucasus.

1999 
The Association for Peace Education Tübingen is awarded the 
UNESCO Prize for Peace Education.

2001 
The Resource Network for Conflict Studies and Transformation 
begins its sustained programme of local work with the conflict 
parties in Sri Lanka.

2004 
The Berghof Foundation for Peace Support (later Berghof Peace 
Support) is established to provide globally-oriented support for 
peace processes.

2005 
Project work is extended to resistance and liberation movements 
and former non-state armed groups. The network now spans 20 
countries.
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2007 
Founder Georg Zundel dies. His family resolves to carry on the 
Foundation’s work.

2012 
Three areas that had been operating independently – conflict re-
search, peace support and peace education – are integrated into 
a new entity: the Berghof Foundation.

2019 
The Berghof Foundation, grown to over 80 staff, moves to its new 
Berlin headquarter in Lindenstrasse 34.
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