UN Photo/Emmanuel Tobey

Members of the Women in Peacebuilding Network (WIPNET) carry placards with messages of peace and nonviolence during the 2011 elections in Liberia
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Executive Summary
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Peacebuilding theory and practice has evolved over 20 years in response to highly complex and fluid factors
and contexts. Over this period, peacebuilding has developed several salient features, including its reliance
on implementation in the long term, the interdependence of various actors and the multidimensional
nature of processes. Current post-conflict situations indicate that in practice, peacebuilding needs to
become even more innovative, flexible and responsive to the requirements of local actors and contexts,
while remaining sensitive to the potential for unintended consequences and doing harm. This Policy
& Practice Brief (PPB) departs from the premise that the creation of an enabling peacebuilding environment
cannot be achieved through application of standardised prescriptions. An enabling environment is achieved
as a result of actors’ ability to stimulate the development of social institutions2 that are sufficiently resilient.
This PPB thus aims to analyse how certain approaches can foster and strengthen the creation of enabling
peacebuilding environments and provide recommendations as to how external actors can support these
processes while avoiding pitfalls, focusing particularly on the concepts of fragility and resilience.

Introduction
In the early 1990s, the then Secretary-General of the
United Nations (UN), Boutros Boutros-Ghali defined
peacebuilding as ‘action to identify and support
structures which tend to strengthen and solidify
peace to avoid a relapse into conflict’.3 In the postCold War era, emphasis shifted from peacekeeping,
which is centred on the need to maintain peace, to
peacebuilding, which is concerned with managing
change and putting in place the foundations to
ensure the achievement of sustainable peace.
Peacebuilding has since expanded beyond being
understood, as it was in the early 1990s, as the
post-peacekeeping phase to becoming an expansive
concept and practical framework which increasingly
engages in efforts to understand the causes of armed
conflicts and political violence, and the conditions
necessary for peace to emerge and be sustained.
Peacebuilding has evolved to emphasise the
importance of supporting the development of social
institutions and local ownership of these structures
to develop their resilience. Resilience is necessary
to ensure self-sustainable processes and structures
that can manage and survive tensions, external
influences and shocks. This PPB thus argues that
peacebuilding approaches should target and aim to
enhance a society’s institutional capacities, at both
national and community level, so as to stimulate the
development of local human abilities and collective
social institutions, processes and mechanisms, so that
societies are better able to manage change. The more
resilient a society’s capacity to manage change, the
more it is able to prevent relapse into violent conflict
and the better it will be at establishing foundations for
durable and sustainable peace.

In principle, internal actors should take the lead in
peacebuilding processes. However, often external
actors can be found in the foreground more than is
appropriate or desired.4 This brief defines external
actors as all individuals or entities that do not
originate from the country or society they are
intervening in, and have a direct or indirect interest
in a particular peacebuilding process. These actors
include international or regional peacekeeping
operations, various UN agencies, donor agencies,
a large range of international non-governmental
organisations (INGOs), interested governments,
including from neighbouring countries, and countries
with commercial interests in the recipient country.5
With this background, the most important questions
to emerge out of 20 years of peacebuilding practice
are: What are the critical elements that enable a
society to avoid relapsing into violent conflict and
to build sustainable peace? Linked to that question,
what can external agencies do – and what should
they not do – to assist a society or country to develop
an enabling peacebuilding environment? How can
external actors provide such a society with the space
it needs to allow its own resilience to emerge and for
the country to achieve sustainable peace?
This brief reflects on these questions by providing
an overview of some conditions necessary for the
creation of an enabling peacebuilding terrain.
It discusses the concepts of resilience and fragility
and examines the importance of understanding these
in the context of achieving viable peace. Finally,
the PPB reflects on key peacebuilding conceptual
and practical issues as a precursor to sharing
recommendations aimed at ensuring that external
actors can better support local activities and projects
to ensure successful peacebuilding processes.
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Fragility and peacebuilding: From
deficiencies to opportunities
The concept of fragility is complex and multifaceted, yet, there is still no internationally accepted
definition of the term. It is important to note that
many remain highly sceptical of the significance of
the concept. The sceptics’ main concern is that the
idea ‘implicitly contains normative assumptions of
how states should perform and a misguided notion
that all states will eventually converge around a
Western model of statehood’.6
This section discusses the concept of fragile states
and critically examines it from a perspective
that links peacebuilding and state building with
resilience. The brief advocates for an approach to
addressing fragility that is focused on achieving
stability, development and change. The New Deal for
Engagement in Fragile States (New Deal)7 and the
g7+8 provide an important departure point that views
states affected by conflict as particularly threatened
by fragility, which creates further challenges for
states in reaching a stage of resilience and eventual
stability. The g7+ offers a definition where:
A state of fragility can be understood as a period
of time during nationhood when sustainable
socio-economic development requires greater
emphasis on complementary peacebuilding and
state building activities such as building inclusive
political settlements, security, justice, jobs, good
management of resources, and accountable and
fair service delivery.9
The g7+ advocates for an approach that emphasises
the need for societies to develop their own resilient
social institutions. Resilience is understood as the
ability of social institutions to absorb and adapt to
internal and external shocks and setbacks that they
are likely to face.10 In the peacebuilding context,
fragility implies that in a given country and setting,
the consolidation of nationhood and the safety,
security and well-being of citizens are at risk due to
the potential of relapse into crisis or violent conflict.
This risk is gradually reduced as social institutions
develop and strengthen their ability to cope with the
different types of threats they are exposed to.
This brief maintains that if a society is fragile, it
means that some or all of the social institutions that
govern its politics, security, justice and economy
lack resilience.11 In that sense, an understanding
of fragility is intrinsically linked to the concept of
resilience. If the resilience of a particular society
determines the extent to which it can resist pressures
and shocks that carry the potential for relapse

into violent conflict, the creation of an enabling
peacebuilding environment should concern itself
with safeguarding, stimulating, facilitating and
creating sufficient space for societies to develop
resilient capacities.12
External dynamics and factors often also have
a direct effect on fragility, making it important
to acknowledge the roles played by regional and
international factors in contributing to the fragility
of a given society. Peacebuilding actors should,
therefore, invest in research and programmes that
probe and explore the impact of international and
regional influences on state fragility and what can
be done to mitigate and counter negative external
influences such as bribery and corruption, the
facilitation and encouragement of capital flight,
international organised crime, exploitative industries
and harmful trade and aid practices.

… if a society is fragile, it means
that some or all of the social institutions that govern its politics,
security, justice and economy lack
resilience. In that sense, an understanding of fragility is intrinsically
linked to the concept of resilience
Stimulating and facilitating the development of
resilient social institutions should also contribute to
positive transformation of the relationship between
the state and its people. Improving resilience
implies a dynamic predicated upon two specific
components: the manner in which people within
a given society cooperate with one another and the
ways in which these people use shared institutions
to improve society as a whole.13 Such dynamic
relationships between the state and its citizenry, and
among the people, are comprised of interdependent
relations, including both formal and informal socioeconomic and political interactions and institutions.
These complex systems also feature numerous
intervention points and can be subjected to external
influences and systematic shocks. Thus, efforts to
improve resilience at local and national levels must
incorporate multidimensional analyses of both the
relationship between citizens and the state, as well as
critical cross-cutting peacebuilding issues.

The role of external actors
The long-term nature of peacebuilding
While it is not possible to offer an exhaustive list in
the scope provided by this brief, it is important to
note that there are a number of important factors that
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contribute to the creation of an enabling peacebuilding
environment. One of these relates to how time is
understood and approached, that is, the time it takes
for a society to develop the social institutions it needs
to manage and sustain itself without risking a relapse
into violent conflict. Within scholarly and policy
contexts, there is now recognition that peacebuilding is
a long-term process, one which requires the sustained
commitment of various actors over many years and
even generations. Practitioners, researchers and
policy makers are now increasingly conceptualising
peacebuilding as a much more complex and long-term
process than they did 20, and even 10, years ago.
For instance, within the context of the New Deal, the
g7+ peacebuilding and state building goals (PSGs)
are understood within the context of a fragility
spectrum, where the processes aimed at achieving the
PSGs take into account that there has to be gradual
development of capacities over a long time, and that
such a process slowly builds momentum towards the
eventual achievement of the PSGs. The g7+ fragility
spectrum provides for five broadly defined phases
that include crisis, reform and rebuild, transition,
transformation and ending with resilience.
It is essential that peacebuilding be undertaken
with realistic expectations of the time it takes for
local social institutions to develop. Unrealistic time
frames and the plans and programmes that flow from
them often result in external agencies compromising
on the quality and sensitivity they bring to their
engagement with societies. These external actors
have less time to invest in the kinds of partnerships
that allow societies to organise themselves such that
local stakeholders can be meaningful partners able
to articulate their communities’ needs and interests,
adapt interventions to fit local contexts and take
the lead in order to encourage and achieve local
ownership. Instead, with limited time, agencies
resort to superimposing externally designed
models and practices. These approaches may have
been successful in the contexts where they were
developed, but as long as they have not emerged
from the local social and historic contexts in which
they are applied, they are foreign. Many external
peacebuilders appear not to realise that by imposing
unrealistic time frames, and by insisting on foreign
institutional models, they are contributing to the
very fragility they are committed to addressing.

Multiple peacebuilding frameworks
Another element that supports the creation of an
enabling environment for peacebuilding is the ability
to manage a multiplicity of peacebuilding frameworks,
conceptual approaches, mechanisms and initiatives.

Peacebuilding should be understood as a complex
and interdependent conflict management system
which has, as one of its defining characteristics, a large
number of diverse international and national actors.
While this is viewed as problematic in some quarters,
the arrangement is necessitated by the intrinsically
complex nature of the issues and transitions that
peacebuilding responds to. No strictly managed
process by a single agency would be able to address
the highly complex, fast changing and wide ranging
dynamics observed in societies in transition. To that
effect, a large variety of peacebuilding initiatives
operating simultaneously and at various levels is
required. This is where opportunities and challenges
related to multiple aspects, among them employment,
political participation, governance and others, need
to be simultaneously pursued by relevant agencies,
constituencies and stakeholders. Whilst all of these
initiatives cannot be planned and managed as if
they were part of one master plan, it is important to
pursue them as coherently as possible, according to a
common strategic framework, compact or vision that
is in line with what the country wishes to achieve.

Peacebuilding should be understood
as a complex and interdependent
conflict management system which
has, as one of its defining characteristics, a large number of diverse
international and national actors
In such complex environments it can be difficult
to identify the most critical priorities amongst
many needs and proposed initiatives. It is often
the case that everything seems to be needed at the
same time, with the consequence that competing
priorities are generated. It is the responsibility of
governments, in consultation with their people, via
elected representatives, and in consultation with
local communities and civil society, to determine
priorities and, in the process, to create focused and
harmonised peacebuilding initiatives.
The existence of multiple peacebuilding frameworks –
for instance focused on peace and security where
others are focused on humanitarian assistance,
development or macro-economic and public finance –
may appear to some as confusingly complex. It is
argued, however, that it should be understood as
an indication that different practice communities
are simultaneously working on the same transition
process. This is an appropriate, even if complex
response, as each practice community contributes
to the peacebuilding process with information
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and approaches informed by its own specialised
disciplines, and based on interactions with its
own set of internal counterparts who share similar
professional cultures. Each practice community thus
utilises its own unique entry and connection points.
It is important, however, that different frameworks
are aligned behind a common, comprehensive and
locally led vision or compact.

Coherence and coordination within
peacebuilding
To ensure that the diverse range of peacebuilding
initiatives underway at any given time are as
interdependent, coherent and coordinated as
possible, the benefits of improving coherence of
the broader peacebuilding environment must be
clear to all involved. The need for coherence is not
always obvious to those engaged in peacebuilding,
particularly to actors working in highly specialised
fields. Often, stakeholders operate with varying
time frames and with independent goals which
do not take into consideration linkages between
the issues and processes they are working on,
other dimensions and the system as a whole.
International development actors can work to
increase the clarity of different roles played in
a particular environment, strengthen the coherence
of the system and increase its effectiveness. However,
in order to develop and apply effective state building
and peacebuilding measures towards strengthening
resilience, it is vital to understand what is realistic
and possible within specific contexts. Overinvesting
time and effort in trying to achieve an unrealistic
degree of coherence in any context is a wasteful use
of these and other resources.
This brief argues that since peacebuilding requires
a complex response, the multiplicity of practice
communities should be embraced and various
dimensions and levels acknowledged and incorporated. This is particularly important for those that
seek to align the various actors behind locally led
compacts, visions and strategic frameworks. The
brief also suggests that instead of wishing for linear
and predictable processes, stakeholders need to be
focused on stimulating self-organisation among
the multiple actors involved. It is important that
international peacebuilders focus on assisting actors
to become more aware of how their initiatives are
linked to broader peacebuilding goals and how the
work of others creates an enabling environment for
the achievement of their own peacebuilding aims,
and vice versa.
There should also be a move towards encouraging
increased and more meaningful partnerships
between and among the main actors, such as the

African Union (AU), the European Union (EU)
and the UN. These stakeholders can implement
and oversee a large range of actions and can make a
significant impact on the peacebuilding environment,
yet, even they are unable to generate the overall ‘wholeof-system’ effects on their own. They should thus
work together, both conceptually and operationally,
in order to create the momentum necessary to ensure
effective implementation of initiatives towards the
achievement of sustainable peace.
Against this background, the nexus between
development, peace and security is increasingly
and frequently highlighted as key in unlocking the
potential for viable peace. International conflict
management policies now highlight the complexity
of peacebuilding and its relationship to sustainable
development, state building, preventive diplomacy,
peacemaking and peacekeeping processes. For
instance, in discussions about the formulation of the
Post-2015 Development Agenda, a critical concern
was ensuring recognition of the linkages between
peacebuilding actions and development. In this
process, stakeholders observed that the creation of
an enabling development environment is directly
linked to the creation of an enabling peacebuilding
environment, and that without addressing the
root causes of conflict, sustainable development
cannot take place in affected countries. The HighLevel Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015
Development Agenda argues that ‘freedom from fear,
conflict and violence is the most fundamental human
right, and the essential foundation for building peaceful
and prosperous societies’14. Indeed it is now widely
recognised that violence and fragility have become
the largest obstacles to the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs)15 and that no low income conflictaffected or fragile states have been able to achieve any
one of the MDGs.

…stakeholders have observed that
the creation of an enabling development environment is directly
linked to the creation of an enabling peacebuilding environment,
and that without addressing the
root causes of conflict, sustainable
development cannot take place
The importance of local ownership
A key aspect to consider when developing policies
that seek to address sources of fragility is linked
to the advancement of approaches that fit within
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specific local contexts. External actors need to
support those by investing in uncovering and
providing alternatives that support the creation of
enabling environments. Within fragile states, multidimensional challenges and forces continuously
influence and redefine the relationship between the
state and its citizens. Propelled by dynamics that
include demography and technology, fragile states are
under pressure to regularly re-visit the assumptions
that inform understanding of peacebuilding
challenges and the means by which the countries’
institutions are equipped to address them.
In many international contexts, local ownership
is understood as the process of consulting and
involving locals in implementing externally designed
models, where the problems or challenges have
already been diagnosed by external experts and
solutions found through experiences from elsewhere.
Thus local ownership, in this understanding, is
about how those external models should be made to
fit the local context. For self-sustainable peace, local
societies must generate their own social institutions
and make their own choices about their future.
The role of international development and peacebuilding agencies is to stimulate and facilitate
such processes, taking care to stop short of taking
decisions on behalf of locals.
In addition to specific suggestions provided above,
it is important to link those issues to broader
considerations that the international community
needs to keep in mind when addressing different
layers and priorities in fragile countries. It is
important to recognise that in the process of
addressing various sectors, actors and cross-cutting
issues in multi-faceted and multi-dimensional
contexts, peacebuilding often presents itself as
an irregular process, vulnerable to setbacks and
unexpected challenges that could appear at any
point during state formation processes.
In this context, it becomes key to approach
local peacebuilding with the aim of increasing
sustainability of achievements in the long term.
As such, in order to ensure enhanced sustainability
of processes, actors need to strengthen the capacities
of countries to respond to particular challenges
related to fragility. The international community
should enhance support for local actors to drive
their own peacebuilding processes, ensuring that
responses are not only context specific, but that they
increase capacity to design and implement long-term
peacebuilding processes. In that context, capacity
building16 must be directly linked to efforts aimed
at enhancing institutional capacities to respond to
challenges, particularly those related to the work

and impact of the public sector. This requires that
international actors redefine their approaches to
capacity building, so that stakeholders can better
identify and initiate relevant and context-specific
responses.
International actors should also be conscious of
incremental progress coming out of interventions.
Progress will not occur in a linear manner and
methods which measure progress by only looking
at signs of positive outcomes and impact run the
risk of missing important signs that can forewarn
of unintended consequences, negative side effects
and other setbacks. For instance, political stability
may encourage economic growth, but because social
and economic dynamics will always outpace the
development of institutions, such changes may also
go hand in hand with increased corruption, crime
and other social ills. Positive developments will thus
not only generate further beneficial outcomes, but
also some negative ones.
Conversely, while negative aspects need to be
addressed, they do not necessarily signal only
negative trends. In fact, some developments may
be indicative of social change and economic growth
and can be viewed as a necessary or normal – but not
desirable – side effect of the normalisation of a society
emerging from a closed political and economic
system. Thus, considering such indicators only from
a negative trend perspective may result in missing
their significance as indicators of necessary and
healthy systemic feedback that should, in response,
stimulate the development of local laws, institutions
and initiatives to support the management of social
ills such as corruption and crime that may manifest
in unique ways in a particular society.

Recommendations to external
peacebuilding actors
When dealing with the issues discussed, it is important that the international community contributes
to the development of an approach that is sensitive
to the experiences and needs of fragile countries.
It may also improve the responsiveness of partners
and countries to country- and region-specific
challenges, strengthening relationships between
different actors. The following table contains more
specific recommendations, related to suggestions
made earlier in this brief, which aim to assist external
actors when designing interventions and engaging
in fragile countries. These recommendations may
also be useful for application when designing sector
specific responses.
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Aim

Recommendations for external actors and entities

Stimulate the emergence of local
social institutions

International actors should focus on stimulating the development of local social institutions so
that resident stakeholders and actors develop the resilience necessary to address and manage
context specific tensions in a sustainable way
Avoid developing and implementing projects that merely replace local capacities. This is important
not only in the implementation phase, but particularly in the design of initiatives (e.g. mapping
exercises that are developed through application of local knowledge and led by locals themselves)

Implement capacity building to
develop sustainable local
institutions and capacities

Focus on countries’ institutional capacities, at both national and community level, to stimulate the
development of local human capacities and collective social institutions, so that societies are better
able to manage social change
Shift focus to implementation of effective capacity building initiatives by running longer-term
processes that include mentoring and coaching of local and national actors, as opposed to
activities such as training workshops and meetings.
Encourage closer interaction among individuals and foreground the importance of supporting the
development of institutional structures

Encourage understanding of
complexities inherent in
peacebuilding
Harmonise multiple frameworks
and enhance coordination between
external actors

Support initiatives that adopt a long-term approach to peacebuilding, with particular reference
to approaches developed under fragility spectrums conducted by g7+ countries as these will
contribute to understanding of the peacebuilding environment as a complex and long-term process
The creation of a common strategic framework, compact or vision for what a particular country
wishes to achieve is a key step in the achievement of coherence, particularly as this supports
initiation and utilisation of coordinated mechanisms that reinforce wider interests
The development of compacts under the New Deal can also provide international development actors
with important opportunities to support the development of common visions. The identification of
common areas of convergence with other African organisations, the AU and the New Partnership for
Africa's Development (NEPAD), among others, would contribute to efforts which aim to achieve and
support coherence, coordination and effectiveness
There is potential in the development of the AU’s African Solidarity Initiative (ASI) to allow the
international community to further convergence with other continental actors. In turn, this will
increase the AU’s role in peacebuilding. It may also increase support for African views and initiatives
and allow for greater focus on enhancing ownership of context-specific responses initiated

Enhance tracking and measuring
of progress

Pay attention to ensuring that peacebuilding timeframes are realistic and that they allow
incremental progress to be identified. This will enable actors to better plan their actions, while
avoiding frustrations as a result of unrealistic expectations
Provide more support for countries to better manage risk, including through identification and
management of setbacks and unanticipated challenges
Develop country-specific progress indicators as these help stakeholders to track and speed up
progress in cross-cutting areas

Better understanding of
international and regional
dimensions of fragility

Invest in research and programmes that explore the impact of international and regional influences
on state fragility and come up with solutions on how to mitigate and counter these external
effects. This knowledge will also support development of context specific responses and increase
accountability of external actors

Raise awareness of the importance
of utilising local and context
specific approaches

A shift in thinking among external and internal actors is necessary if impact is to be increased.
Whilst ‘ownership’ discussions are prevalent in peacebuilding, the rhetoric advocating for support
of local ownership of processes is often challenged by the reality of the practices and methods
used by external actors. Stakeholders should thus support efforts that raise awareness of the
importance of utilising context-specific approaches
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Encourage understanding of
fragility as a concept beyond
‘fragile countries’

Fragility as a concept should not only be utilised in countries that are considered fragile. Fragility is
not only about national classification; countries experience different levels and degrees of fragility
over time. In general, policies and responses should be broadened and include an appreciation that
fragility might occur in broader settings than in countries identified as unstable. This would enable
relevant actors to view fragility as part of a wider context that transcends country classification

Achieve greater flexibility in
developing approaches and take
into consideration the particular
needs of marginalised groups

In order to create a stronger enabling environment for peacebuilding, international development
actors need to identify more effective ways of meeting the peacebuilding needs of particular
stakeholders, including young people, women and marginalised groups
Actors should also be ready and able to provide more creative and flexible responses to challenges
experienced in fragile states. While risk management should be maintained in approaches and
interventions, providing more creative and flexible responses is necessary to enable actors to reach
out to specific groups and communities and to ensure that development initiatives benefit their
target countries
In this context, flexibility does not necessarily mean increasing risks, but that international
development actors should be able to provide responses that are more adaptive to local contexts
and needs

Conclusion
This brief argued that there are several different
conditions that support the creation of an enabling
environment for peacebuilding. The highly dynamic
nature of peacebuilding means that investing in such
an environment needs to be based on a long-term
approach, where planning recognises the complexity
and non-linearity of crises and dynamics. Often, the
linear approach prevails and peacebuilders should
be aware that processes need to be implemented
by a multiplicity of actors and sectors and that
they involve many dimensions, spanning the peace
and development spectrum. Peacebuilding operates
within contexts of varying degrees of vulnerability
and fragility and countries need to self-identify the
key impediments that challenge development and
operationalisation of their social institutions. It has
been argued that the risk of fragility can be gradually
reduced as local social institutions develop and
improve their ability to cope with the various threats
they are exposed to.
Institutions adapt to changes in their environments,
based on positive and negative feedback received.
Excessive external interference can thus inhibit
a society’s ability to learn and deal with such
problems.17 External actors should develop their
approaches based on the assumption that peacebuilding is in desperate need of more realistic
planning, greater frankness about the uncertainties
and risks involved and greater awareness of the
incremental progress, and occasional setbacks,
societies are likely to experience in transitioning
from fragility to resilience.18 An approach such as

this would contribute to external actors being better
capable of identifying needs and opportunities for
contributing to the development of peacebuilding
approaches.
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