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“Today’s biggest problems 
defy simple, short-sighted 
solutions,” commented 

Ambassador (Ret) David 
Carden in the South China 
Post on February 19. Although 
Carden was referring to the 
global response in the face of Covid-19, his 
thoughts on complex adaptive systems are 
applicable to the whole gamut of crisis risks.

On p4 of this edition of CRJ, we discuss the 
Global Risks Report 2020, which forecasts a 
year of increased domestic and international 
divisions. It says: “Systems-level thinking 
is required to confront looming geopolitical 
and environmental risks and threats that 
may otherwise fall under the radar.” On p12 
Michele Wucker points to the need for greater 
systems-level thinking when considering far 
reaching global challenges such as climate.

Wucker also highlights the benefi ts 
in terms of resilience in societies where 
people do not just consider themselves as 
individuals, but as part of a larger group.

 “Thinking holistically is part of what 
transformation research is all about. We can’t 
all be running around doing our own thing 
individually,” notes Professor Wilson of Ohio 
State’s School of Environmental and Natural 
Resources, in a call for less focus on individuals 
and more work to inspire collective action 
in preparedness for climate threats (p4).

As Amy Pope says on p16: “No single 
government, or even a multilateral 
institution, is equipped to respond to any 
major disaster alone. In a world where 
major governments are choosing their own 
countries fi rst, we are fi ghting disasters 
with one arm tied behind our backs.” 

Pope continues: “Ultimately, we need 
to rethink the way that societies engage 
collectively. In the absence of leadership 
from governments, there is an opportunity for 
corporations, non-governmental actors and 
individuals to influence the debate, push for 
reform, build coalitions and fi ll the gaps...”

So in this fractured landscape, who is 
stepping in to fi ll the yawning gap in trust and 
governance? Interestingly, the 2020 Edelman 
Trust Barometer (p6) notes that: “Business 
has leapt into the void left by populist and 
partisan government.” Other factors in 
achieving a holistic, co-operative approach 
include cognitive diversity (p8), cultural 
understanding (p74), citizens themselves 
(p78) and spontaneous volunteers (p80). 

Fractures can be healed. Admittedly, this 
can be a painful process, but it does appear 
that a fundamental change in thinking is now 
imperative. We all have a role to play in this.
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Transformative versus 
technical peacebuilding
Larissa Sotieva and Juliet Schofi eld  argue for a return to a transformative model of 
peacebuilding, highlighting the need to place greater emphasis on understanding the 
psycho-socio-political aspects of confl ict. This, they say, will help to prevent repeated 
cycles of violence

T
he world today faces enormous challenges, 
many of which pose new and dangerous 
potential for violent con� icts. While 
research shows that the number of 
large-scale wars and related deaths have 

declined since peaking in 2014, this has been accompanied 
since the beginning of the century by a sharp increase in 
the number of relatively ‘smaller’ con� icts and those with 

an international dimension. And with issues such as 
climate change, the eschewing of multilateralism by some 
of the world’s major governments and the rise of regressive 
politics – aided by manipulation of democratic processes 
through technology – we must anticipate that new 
con� icts may arise from unexpected quarters. 

� e scale and complexity of con� ict dynamics 
pose a challenge to policymakers and peacebuilders 

Gracie_hb
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in designing e� ective interventions. � is is because a 
focus on ‘upstream’ con� ict prevention can be di�  cult 
to maintain when donors and implementers are faced 
with an urgent demand for crisis response after violence 
has escalated. Furthermore, in times when foreign 
aid is under attack, long-term approaches based on 
analysis of the root causes, drivers and dynamics of a 
con� ict, the interests and actions of all stakeholders 
are at risk of being crowded out by the political 
expediency for visible results or the elimination of the 
consequences of con� ict, rather than its root causes.

Such inconsistent grappling with potentially violent 
con� icts could be attributed to a lack of resources or 
insu�  cient expertise – or even an awareness of the 
importance of the right kind of expertise. It is much easier 
to work with the symptoms of con� ict, which are more 
clearly obvious thanks to global media coverage, while 
the roots and multiple layers of con� ict often remain 
hidden. Furthermore, it is a very human desire to want to 
see the visible results of our work and justify our e� orts. 

However, such an approach results in a self-perpetuating 
vicious cycle, a passive-active state of constant response 
to escalation. Our best e� orts may result only in the 
outward illusion of peace, without a transformation of 
the con� ict-a� ected communities’ attitudes, relationships 
and the structures that give rise to violence. Of course, 
many con� ict specialists and policymakers alike 
understand this, but struggle to in� uence the wider 
organisational and institutional constraints within 
which policy and funding decisions are made.

Expert practitioners have long raised concerns about the 
trend towards a more technical approach to peacebuilding 
as contrasted with a transformative approach. It is over 
a decade since Simon Fisher asked whether we are just 
‘wasting our time’ pursuing a technical peacebuilding 
approach, which he de� nes as an incremental activity, 
aiming to make a practical di� erence in a speci� c 
domain, without necessarily challenging the deeper 
context or fundamental political and social change.

Unfortunately, transformation processes are often 
less visible and are considered di�  cult to measure 
while being human resource intensive, requiring higher 
levels of expertise, trust and investment over time 
per person reached, even if the e� ect is sustainable 
and long-term. � is means technical approaches and 
frameworks remain dominant and embedded into 
both the political strategies and funding mechanisms 
of governmental and multilateral agencies. 

Aspects of the technical approach are not wrong in 
themselves but will be much less e� ective in the absence 
of a more transformational approach. Much more 
attention needs to be paid to the human factor – and 
what we are calling the intersection of psycho-socio-
political factors: How we function as human beings; 
our thought mechanisms and how we understand 
the world around us; how even our most rational 
selves are in� uenced by emotions; and thus how 
we, as individuals and as members of a group, de� ne 
ourselves, make decisions and get drawn into con� ict. 

� is is especially pertinent today, as we are observing 
the radicalisation of di� erent population groups and 
the spread of extremist ideology in di� erent areas of 
public life. Both are facilitated by polarising social 
media, a process that is morphing existing con� icts 

into something much more dangerous, harder to 
understand and, accordingly, to work with. 

� is is why we have established Independent Peace 
Associates (Indie Peace), putting a premium on the 
importance of studying and understanding the factors that 
contribute to the emergence and development of con� ict, 
with a particular emphasis on the often underestimated 
psychological aspects of con� ict that interact on di� erent 
levels – on our psyche as individuals, as social beings 
belonging to various social groups and as political subjects.

We de� ne our approach as transformational 
because it works towards a transformation of thinking, 
working on the level of perceptions, fostering greater 
re� ectiveness and critical thinking among stakeholders, 
as well as on the level of emotions of individuals, and 

understanding how these interact on a societal level. As 
Hugh Miall de� ned it, con� ict transformation is: “A 
process of engaging with and transformation of the 
relationships, interests, discourses and, if necessary, 
the very constitution of society that supports the 
continuation of violent con� ict.” Only by understanding 
all dimensions of a con� ict – ie its psychological, 
social, political, economic, ethnic, historical, gendered, 
cultural and other roots – can we develop a con� ict-
sensitive vision, a strategy to best address the essence of 
a con� ict to build long-term and sustainable peace. 

Seeds of division and chaos
So what does this look like? � ere will be hundreds of 
examples of transformative practice from around the 
world that con� ict transformation practitioners can bring 
to share. However, it will be di�  cult to capture the full 
range, nuance and richness of such practice within the 
peacebuilding frameworks that have been developed by 
di� erent bodies. Many of these are excellent but could 
lead some into believing there is a ‘peacebuilding formula’. 

� e sector has evolved over the years and there are 
helpful tools around (we are particular fans of the 
rigorous approach championed by CDA over the years). 
But it is not so much an understanding of the ‘what’ 
that seems to be di�  cult to grasp, but of the ‘how’. 

In our experience, this comes down to a comprehension 
of the human psyche and how people work which, 
ironically, is understood very well by those who seek to 
sow seeds of division and chaos. � is, in turn, requires 
a high level of self-awareness and re� exivity, both as 
individuals and on an institutional level – an in-depth 
examination of our own subjectivity and values and how 
these in� uence and inform our practice at all stages, as 
individuals and as organisations. It requires emotional 
intelligence to work on such sensitive issues and time is 

It is much easier to work with the 
symptoms of confl ict, which are more 
clearly obvious thanks to global media 
coverage, while the roots and multiple 
layers of confl ict often remain hidden
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needed to develop the necessary skills and trust. 
For structures and mechanisms to be in place to 

support practitioners, it might be useful to consider the 
peacebuilding profession as a form of social work. Formal 
training for social workers includes more than a basic 
introduction to psychology, and quali� ed practitioners 
undergo regular supervision, distinct from line 
management, to ensure they have the necessary support 
to meet the highest standards. And this would stand for 
all people working in a con� ict context – not just � eld 
workers, but project managers and administrators, too. 

Perpetuating confl ictual situations
For example, one of our � rst contracts as a new 
organisation was to develop a con� ict-sensitive 
approach for Armenian NGOs working domestically, 
although not necessarily on cross-border con� icts. 
Con� ict sensitivity is usually used in reference to 
the interaction of an intervention (ie project) within 
a speci� c con� ict context. However, our approach 
focused on building the con� ict sensitivity of the 
individuals who were implementing projects, facilitating 
deep re� ection on the psychology of con� ict and our 
individual and group roles in generating, perpetuating, 
escalating or de-escalating con� ictual situations. 

For most participants, this was a revelation. By 
understanding themselves better, they could approach 
con� icts with a greater personal responsibility – whether 
in personal or professional relationships or in dealing with 
an external ‘enemy’. As mediators or project managers we 
must recognise that we become an actor in the con� ict 
context and that our declarations of neutrality in relation 
to political positions, or our adherence to principles of 
impartiality, are not something we can simply hide behind. 

� is self-awareness is also the foundation of critical 
thinking – an important quality for people to resist 
the power of propaganda. Myths, stereotypes and 
narratives are all ways in which we make sense of 
the world and we need to keep asking ourselves who 
is trying to sell what product or idea to us today 
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and why? Or, what they are not selling? 
But it’s not enough for peacebuilders to apply these 

concepts intellectually as something others need to learn. 
We are all imbued with values from which we 

make basic assumptions which we must 
be prepared to challenge. When 

working on a cross-con� ict 
research into myths and 

stereotypes several years ago 
with International Alert, 

participants quickly 
grasped the theory, 
but found it very 
challenging to apply to 

themselves when asked 
to apply objective research methods into their own 
society’s ‘myths’. Intellectually, one can recognise how 
a narrative has been constructed, but nevertheless still 
choose to subscribe to it whole-heartedly as the ‘truth’. 

We believe this individual level transformation 
of thinking and emotions is a fundamental 

foundation for all peacebuilding or con� ict-
transformation work in that it is essential 
for in� uencing broader social, political and 
structural changes required for positive peace. 

But transformation of thought processes is often 
di�  cult to measure or evidence using standard monitoring 
and evaluation tools. It requires the trust of participants 
and being emotionally tuned in to a situation. 

We are taught that subjectivity is a hindrance to 
gathering evidence of change, but we need to be 
able to read meaning into people’s behaviour, which 
does not always conform to prede� ned rules. It is 
di�  cult to capture through written feedback forms, 
but can be measured by integrating regular re� ection, 
analysis and evaluative thinking into projects and 
processes, not just to gather evidence of change, 
but as part of the transformation process itself.

� is isn’t quick and easy, and won’t deliver on its own, 
which is why we are establishing partnerships with other 
organisations where our approach can complement theirs, 
enhance existing processes and open up new possibilities. 
Our approach puts a strong emphasis on regular analysis, 
re� ection, dialogue, fostering self-awareness and mutual 
understanding, aimed at building public intellectual and 
emotional capital and capacities for peace.  
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