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Executive summary  

As part of a series of papers commissioned for New Frontiers of Conflict, this pathfinding 

paper aims to support the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO) in 

understanding perspectives on new and changing drivers of conflict in fragile and conflict-

affected settings, with particular attention to the Red Sea and Horn of Africa, Greater Middle 

East and Ukraine.1 

Five changing and four new drivers that motivate, enable and sustain conflict are identified. 

The changing drivers of conflict are: 

1. increasing dissatisfaction and mistrust of citizens in states’ performance 

2. increasing local and global inequality and disproportionate wealth concentration by 

elites  

3. a changing international order and resultant shifts in regional power dynamics 

4. the intensified integration of regional war economies 

5. climate stresses as increasingly active catalysts of violence 

The new drivers of conflict identified are: 

1. drones reconfiguring warfare 

2. cross-border mobilisation of digital discontent 

3. the wider consequences of Israel’s war on Gaza for international norms 

4. the new competitive co-existence of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates in the 

Middle East and Horn of Africa 

With this relatively short list of conflict drivers, the omission of other structural, political, 

economic and environmental factors is not meant to suggest that these other drivers are 

unimportant, nor that all drivers feature equally across geographies. Rather, this paper aims to 

make prominent the most important of these new developments and identify the most pressing 

needs for further research. Among the research areas in need of attention are: 

• how new, existing, and changing conflict drivers interact – locally, regionally and 

globally 

• how the regional reordering of power and competition among middle powers plays out 

across conflict settings 

• the local dynamics of conflict across conflict geographies 

• how state legitimacy is undermined by elites and how subnational variations in state 

performance and social inequality produce conflict 

• how variations in the conditions of climate stresses (degradation, droughts, floods, 

etc.) produce violence 

 
1 This paper is also informed by a workshop held in Nairobi, Kenya on 23–24 February 2026, which brought together more than 25 
researchers and practitioners based in, or working closely on, conflict-affected settings who provided expertise and grounded perspectives 
on driver of and pathways out of conflict, and by a Rift Valley Forum meeting held on the same themes on 25 February 2026. In addition, 
the paper benefited from input and feedback from an expert advisory board.  
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1. Introduction  

As part of a series of papers commissioned for New Frontiers of Conflict, this pathfinding 

paper aims to support the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO) in 

understanding perspectives on new and changing drivers of conflict in fragile and conflict-

affected settings, with particular attention to the Red Sea and Horn of Africa, Greater Middle 

East and Ukraine. 

In relation to these regions, this paper addresses the following questions: 

1. How have drivers of conflict changed in recent years? 

2. What new drivers of conflict have emerged in recent years? 

3. What is underexplored and understudied about conflict drivers? 

This paper is organised as follows. We first define our understanding of what constitutes 

drivers of conflict. We then set out the changing and new drivers of conflict and profile some of 

the contexts in which these play out. We conclude the paper by suggesting a research agenda 

for the further study of conflict. 

As our suggested research agenda makes clear, conflict drivers do not operate in isolation. 

Their mutual interactions and other enduring drivers of conflict are often collectively 

responsible for the initiation, continuation and relapse of violent conflict.2 Even as broader 

regional and global trends can be discerned, individual conflicts remain largely shaped by their 

own circumstances and contexts. Both conflict belligerents and communities exercise agency 

in conflict and in response to broader geopolitical factors. Violent conflict is thus often 

simultaneously a complex mix of local, national, regional and global factors. 

2. What is a driver of conflict? 

Conflict drivers can be understood as the “factors and processes that contribute to”, or 

increase the likelihood of, violent conflict, encompassing structural causes such as poverty, 

greed or grievance (Kett and Rowson, 2007). Other definitions focus on “proximate causes” of 

violence or “tipping points that push fragility to violence” (Welch, 2024; SIDA, 2023; Schafer, 

2018).  

This paper adopts a mid-range definition, in which a driver of conflict can:  

1. motivate violent conflict  

2. enable violent conflict 

3. sustain the logic of continuing violent conflict 

 
2 For a further discussion of conflict relapse, see New Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding paper 2 – Trajectories out of conflict.  
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Broadly, motivating drivers are often ideological, ideational or rooted in grievance (Ohlson 
2008; Leader Maynard, 2019).  Enabling drivers tend to be systemic, material or technological. 
(Szayna et al., 2017) Sustaining drivers are often economic or geopolitical (OECD, 2022).  
As drivers of conflict are often complex and multi-layered, motivating, enabling and sustaining 
logics can overlap and manifest differently across geographies, contexts and conflict types, 
such as interstate and intrastate war (Bara, 2014). An enabling driver of conflict in one 
environment may be primarily a sustaining driver of conflict in another and entirely absent in a 
third. Table 1 summarises and classifies the nine drivers of conflict discussed in this paper. 

Table 1: 

Conflict drivers by primary classification (motivates, enables or sustains) 

Driver Driver type How it Operates 

Dissatisfaction and mistrust 
in state performance 

motivates Grievances over poor services, corruption and 
insecurity fuel anger and weaken state legitimacy. 

Global inequality and elite 
wealth concentration 

motivates, sustains Inequality leads to grievances; elite capture and 
financial flows weaken states. 

Change in international 
order shifts regional power 
dynamics 

enables Fewer international constraints on state behaviour 
enable contestation of regional orders. 

Changing regional war 
economies 

enables, sustains Transnational extraction enables violence and 
makes it self-sustaining. 

Climate stress as an active 
catalyst 

motivates Resource scarcity, displacement and securitised 
responses generate grievance and trigger localised 
conflict. 

Drone warfare proliferation enables, sustains Low-cost, scalable violence expands battlefield 
reach and reduces the costs of continuing conflict. 

Digital mobilisation and 
disinformation 

enables, sustains Amplifies grievances, accelerates mobilisation, 
lowers coordination costs and sustains 
polarisation. 

Wider consequences of 
Israel’s war on Gaza 

motivates, enables Selective responses to norm violations in Gaza 
reduce overall expectations of conflict restraint. 

UAE–Saudi competitive 
coexistence 

enables, sustains Inconsistent policies prolong conflicts throughout 
the Horn of Africa, the Middle East and North 
Africa. 
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3. How have drivers of conflict 
changed in recent years? 

We identify five drivers of conflict that have changed substantially in recent years. 

3.1 Increasing dissatisfaction and mistrust of citizens in state 

performance 

Surveys show that citizens are increasingly dissatisfied with how their states perform3 

(Afrobarometer, 2023; Robbins, 2025). This dissatisfaction is symptomatic of a broader 

erosion of trust in formal institutions and how security and basic services are provided. 

Particularly in the Middle East and the Horn of Africa, many governments are perceived as 

either unable or unwilling to meet the needs of their populations (Kohnert, 2025; Kabbani, 

2022). An already weakened social contract is being challenged further.4 Dissatisfaction is 

hardening more quickly and with greater intensity. 

Global crises have exacerbated this erosion of trust. The COVID-19 pandemic showed that 

few states were prepared to effectively respond to a multifaceted health and socioeconomic 

crisis. More recent inflationary shocks, persistent unemployment and the rising cost of living 

have led to further scepticism about states’ capacity to safeguard individuals’ economic well-

being, even when such developments are not entirely within the control of domestic 

governments (Popova et al, 2026). These governance failures contribute to perceptions of 

incompetence and corruption. 

Not all dissatisfied citizens turn to violence to address their grievances. However, in ineffective 

or predatory states already suffering from weak legitimacy, the inability to provide security or 

basic governance increases the likelihood of violence and instability (World Bank, 2018). In 

Syria, Yemen, Libya and Iraq, citizens’ satisfaction with governance is increasingly focused on 

economic performance rather than on state ideology or political freedoms (Arab Barometer, 

 
3 Only 38% of Africans express satisfaction with the way democracy functions in their countries. Afrobarometer (2023). 
4 For a further discussion of the social contract, see New Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding Paper 2 – Trajectories out of conflict. 

Syria: governance grievances transcend identity politics  

The initial enthusiasm that greeted the downfall of the al-Assad regime in 2024 was 

mobilised by the new government seeking to build popular support based on ethno-

sectarian identity. Increasingly, however, citizens of all sects and ethnicities have realised 

that their grievances regarding service delivery and economic conditions are similar. 

Frustration at the lack of effective governance crosses sectarian and ethnic lines.  

Syria illustrates that consolidating territorial control alone is insufficient to rebuild state 

legitimacy. Without improvements in service delivery, accountability and inclusion, mistrust 

in the state persists. 
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2025; Arab Barometer, 2026). At the same time, even if macroeconomic performance 

improves, the return of state legitimacy is not guaranteed. 

In Ethiopia, inflation, unemployment and disrupted livelihoods have resulted from conflicts in 

the Tigray, Amhara and Oromia regions, fuelling public frustration beyond the scope of any 

single subnational dispute (Ministry of Finance of Ethiopia, 2022). In Somalia, persistent 

insecurity has solidified scepticism of the state, prompting communities to turn to alternative 

forms of political organisation (Ahmad et al, 2022; Richards, 2020). Citizen dissatisfaction and 

mistrust are thus motivating drivers of conflict, even though dissatisfaction does not always 

translate into direct violence. 

3.2 Increasing local and global inequality and disproportionate 

wealth concentration by elites 

Deepening inequality widens disparities in access to resources and economic opportunity. 

While inequality and elite wealth concentration are not new, their contemporary intensification 

is amplifying grievances, weakening institutions, distorting political incentives, and increasing 

the potential for violence by both those excluded from gains and those who benefit from 

structural inequities (Ortiz et al, 2017). Inequality and elite profiteering are consequently not 

only outcomes of conflict but also potential drivers of conflict (Dahlum et al, 2019). For 

example, in Iraq, the propensity for some types of sectarian conflict has been shown to be 

higher among the economically dissatisfied (Nanes, 2021). In Uganda, localities with high 

levels of poverty are more likely to experience violent conflict (Tollefsen, 2020).  

Inadequate or unenforced regulatory frameworks and global financial systems continue to 

facilitate capital flight and illicit flows from conflict zones. As political and economic elites 

become ever richer and disproportionately benefit from periods of instability, the capture of 

states with weak capacity intensifies (David-Barrett, 2021; Savage et al, 2024). This is as true 

in Russia as it is in the Horn of Africa (Malyarenko, 2025; Djankov and Golovchenko, 2025). 

The uneven economic recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, inflationary shocks linked to 

Russia’s full-scale war in Ukraine, the US-Israel war on Iran, and rising debt burdens have 

worsened inequality (Ferreira, 2021). While some wealthier states have partially, if inequitably, 

cushioned economic shocks, poorer countries have less fiscal space to manoeuvre (De Block 

and Kumlin, 2022; Gupta and Ward, 2025). Resource-rich but conflict-affected states often 

experience chronic fiscal crises, limiting broad-based social investment (World Bank, 2025). 

Whether wealthier or poorer, economic inequality in many states relates to the citizens' 

mistrust in their states and governments, the first driver of conflict this paper identifies. 

3.3 A changing international order is shifting regional power 

dynamics 

Changes in the international order are accelerating. Plural, competing regional orders are 

emerging. As confidence in predictable multilateralism erodes, many states are testing 

established regional orders and the distribution and exercise of power. 
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In the Middle East and the Horn of Africa, multiple middle powers now possess sufficient 

economic, military, and diplomatic capacity to shape security elsewhere (Ghanem et al, 2026). 

Without a dominant global framework to mediate disputes or enforce norms, there are fewer 

constraints on these actors’ interventions, escalations and use of force. Iran, Israel, Qatar, 

Saudi Arabia, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates all pursue increasingly independent 

foreign policies, intervening in conflicts, cultivating clients and leveraging investment and 

patronage for their own ends (Petti and Parsi, 2021; Shahbaz and Hassaniyan, 2024; Lynch, 

2026). In Lebanon, Libya, Palestine, Somalia, Sudan, Syria and Yemen, conflicts are harder to 

contain and resolve due to the actions and agendas of multiple, unconstrained powers 

(Kamrava, 2018; Beck and Richter, 2020). The willingness of states, and particularly the 

United States, to test boundaries in pursuing unilateral or coalition-based strategies outside 

formal institutions consequently enables conflict. 

While there are no comparable middle powers competing in Ukraine, Russia’s war on Ukraine 

also benefits from a changing international order, in which alternative centres of power are 

emerging, and countries in the Global South view the conflict as a regional war rather than a 

global concern. Russia’s war can also be understood as an attempt to reshape the regional 

order in Eastern Europe. 

3.4 The intensified integration of regional war economies 

Across conflict systems, regional war economies are becoming more integrated and, as 

discussed in the New Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding paper 2 – Trajectories out of conflict, 

more entrenched. Violence itself sustains profitable transnational supply chains, in which 

economic aims combine to incentivise the continuation of violence, rather than its end (El 

Gizouli, 2023). 

In Sudan, the army and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) collaborate in a fire sale of Darfur’s 

assets: livestock finds its way across the lines of control into army-controlled territory and onto 

boats bound for Saudi Arabia and other Gulf countries (Al-Haj, 2026; Thomas, 2024; Resnick 

et al, 2026). In an ever more extractive political economy, more assets are withdrawn from the 

country (Duffield and Stockton, 2024). Accessing the capital raised in this trade is then used to 

control local political economies. As the war drives down the price herders obtain for their 

livestock in the short term, the devastation of Sudan becomes more profitable, as more value 

is retained by those who control extraction (Al-Haj, 2026; Thomas, 2024; Resnick et al, 2026; 

Duffield and Stockton, 2024). 

Gold in Sudan  

Sudan’s oil industry has been disrupted by the civil war, making the gold sector central to 

wartime political economy. The production and export of Sudanese gold are controlled by 

armed actors, including the RSF. 

Gold exports are routed to the Gulf and East Africa through informal, opaque channels, 

enabling capital flight. Global demand for gold, combined with weak international oversight, 

facilitates the integration of these illicit flows into international markets. The proceeds of 

resource extraction consequently sustain conflict by financing military operations and elite 

accumulation rather than alleviating poverty. 

https://www.grtd.fcdo.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/New-Frontiers-Pathfinding-Report-2.pdf
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The development of natural gas pipelines to supply Europe also shows how instability is 

strategically desirable for some actors. The energy transit interests of one state may run 

counter to those of another. From the Turkish perspective, for instance, stability in Syria could 

facilitate the development of an energy corridor to provide gas produced in the Gulf across 

Turkey and Syria to Europe (Elgendy, 2024). Meanwhile, Israeli-led gas projects centred on 

the eastern Mediterranean that involve Cyprus, Greece and Egypt would not benefit from a 

Syrian alternative (Rettig, 2025). The traditional view of Syria from a national security lens is 

thus complicated by the integration of new economic security considerations. Ukraine’s role as 

a transit country for Russian gas is comparably complicated by the need to balance the 

interests of some European states with the reality that Russia’s war finances are boosted by 

gas exports (Sharples, 2016). 

3.5 Climate stress is shifting from background to active catalyst 

Responses to climate and environmental stresses are increasingly securitised: treated as 

exceptional and existential threats to the national security of particular countries. When such 

stresses are perceived as risks to stability, securitisation itself can fuel conflicts (White, 2025). 

The securitisation and commodification of water is a particular risk (Fischhendler, 2015). In 

Syria, the Assad regime’s discriminatory water policies, combined with drought, contributed to 

societal instability at the onset of the Syrian civil war (King, 2021). Droughts, mismanaged by 

the Syrian state, forced many farmers out of agriculture, reducing the area of land under 

cultivation and resulting in the collapse of wheat production.5 Similar dynamics are occurring 

in Iraq and Iran (Otto et al, 2023). 

Across Africa, changes in long-term temperature and precipitation are now being correlated 

with increased occurrences of violent conflict (Capelli et al, 2023). In the Horn of Africa and the 

Middle East, cycles of drought and flooding are shortening, reducing local coping capacity and 

making greater militarisation of resource management more likely (Matano et al., 2022; Tedla 

et al., 2025). State failures to manage droughts are increasingly correlated with eroding trust 

in political systems (Rhein and Jansesberger, 2024). In South Sudan, climate-change-induced 

flooding has rendered vast areas of Jonglei and Unity states uninhabitable, just as conflict and 

ethnic fracturing have meant that subsistence agriculture has become less and less reliable 

(Gaduel, 2022). This has produced an economic and humanitarian crisis and a surplus labour 

force without the means to support itself outside of the political economy of war. 

 
5 Counter arguments have also been made (for instance, Selby et al, 2017). 
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4. What new drivers of conflict have 
emerged in recent years? 

4.1 Opportunities for new violence created by drone warfare 

Drones are both enabling and sustaining violent conflict across a variety of conflict 

geographies (Haugstvedt, 2024). Drones enable conflict by changing who can fight, where, at 

what distance, and how. They sustain conflict by making ongoing violence cheaper. In Sudan, 

drones enable conflict. Historically, political violence in Sudan was concentrated on the 

peripheries of the state (D'Agoôt, 2013). Now, drone technology has lowered the barriers to 

projecting force over long distances. The central cities of Khartoum and Port Sudan, once 

largely insulated from conflict, are now vulnerable to attack. The RSF can now routinely 

threaten the political centre even without territorial control, expanding the geographic scope of 

war (Kurtz et al, 2025). The Sudanese army, in contrast, can strike RSF-controlled areas 

without always requiring the presence of local counterinsurgent allies. Here, drones are both 

tools and catalysts of conflict. 

In Ethiopia, drones were instrumental in altering the balance of power in the war in Tigray in 

favour of the federal government (Zelalam, 2025; Gebregziabher et al, 2025). Post conflict, 

both state and non-state actors now seek drones and counter-drone systems, intensifying 

arms competition and encouraging pre-emptive military posturing (Mitzer and Oliemans, 2021; 

Anchor News, 2026). In Syria, drones also played an asymmetric role in helping opposition 

forces defeat the Assad regime (Chavez and Swed, 2020; McDonald, 2024). 

Rather than enabling conflict, in the Russia-Ukraine war, drones sustain conflict. For Russia, 

drones reduce the cost of continuing hostilities across Ukrainian territory compared to the 

resource commitment required for large-scale offensives (Hollenbeck et al, 2025). In making 

attritional warfare more feasible and less politically costly, the conflict is prolonged. Meanwhile, 

Ukraine’s drones and counter-drone technologies sustain the possibilities for resistance 

despite its comparatively lesser military strength (Chavez and Swed, 2023).  

Similarly, despite Iran’s weaker military standing, its strategic drone warfare has allowed 

Tehran to increase the costs of continuing the conflict for the United States and Israel, while 

inflicting economic damage on its Gulf neighbours. 

4.2 Cross-border mobilisation of digital discontent 

Digital technologies are fundamentally changing the way people experience and respond to 

grievances across borders. Digital platforms have increased public awareness of political 

controversies and comparisons of service-delivery failures much more rapidly (Smyrnaios and 

Baisnee, 2023). This creates immediate opportunities for performance-based evaluations and 

for assigning responsibility for events. 
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While it is well recognised that digital technologies provide the means to mobilise people 

without traditional organisational structures, thereby allowing the decentralisation of social 

organisations such as protest movements, the combination of digital amplification with social 

fragility is leading to more episodic bursts of intense but short-lived unrest (Lorenz-Spreen et 

al, 2023). Converting mobilisation into governance reform consequently becomes more 

difficult, increasing the likelihood of large-scale unrest. 

Digital disinformation, produced both conventionally and by artificial intelligence, is 

increasingly influential, and digital technologies are providing new tools for the production and 

dissemination of disinformation (Bontcheva et al., 2024; Wack et al., 2025). Consequently, 

information warfare is no longer simply the prerogative of states (Steiger et al, 2018). 

4.3 Wider consequences of Israel’s war on Gaza: a further blow 

to international norms 

The disproportionality of Israel’s response to the 7 October 2023 attacks by Hamas has further 

eroded the pretence of international law, restraint, and cooperation by which responsible 

global actors purportedly abide (UNSC, 2023; Haque, 2023). While inconsistency and double 

standards in international norms have been decried by many states for decades, the latest 

war on Gaza, and the seeming inability of what is left of the liberal international order to 

moderate Israel’s disproportionate actions, have widespread consequences (Goddard, 2025). 

That liberal states continue to arm Israel and impose few if any tangible consequences for its 

behaviour are contrasted in much of the world with the response to Russia’s full-scale invasion 

of Ukraine (Subianto, 2024). The message many understand is that constraint and restraint 

are increasingly antiquated ideals that no longer need to be held. 

While both the Israel-Gaza and Russia-Ukraine wars are filled with violations of international 

norms, the distinction in relation to effects on conflict elsewhere concerns the response of the 

international system to those norm violations. Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine has been 

followed by broad international condemnation, coordinated sanctions against Russia and 

extensive military and financial support to Ukraine, as well as investigations into Russian war 

crimes. Norms were broken but have also been defended. 

Israel’s actions in the war on Gaza have faced little comparable response. The point is not that 

these conflicts are equivalent nor that Israel’s initial justifications for retaliating against Hamas 

are without merit, but rather concerns the perception that norms apply selectively, depending 

on the actor, and that strategic alliances easily override normative values. It is the apparent 

Digitising discontent over Ethiopia’s sea access 

In 2024, Ethiopia leased long-term access to 20km of Somaliland’s Gulf of Aden coastline. 

While Somalilanders publicly welcomed the deal, Somalis overwhelmingly campaigned 

against it. The online reaction was swift and amplified nationalist sentiment. The speed and 

scale of digital mobilisation intensified diplomatic friction between Mogadishu and Addis 

Ababa, transforming a bilateral arrangement into a broader regional flashpoint. The 

polarised digital reaction translated into physical hostility against Ethiopian nationals in 

parts of Somalia.  
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hypocrisy in responses to norm violations that informs the behaviour of conflict actors, rather 

than the violations themselves. 

4.4 A new turn in the competitive coexistence of the United Arab 

Emirates and Saudi Arabia 

While there are multiple rivalries among middle powers in the Middle East and Horn of Africa 

with significant implications, a more recent development is the emergence of a fragmented 

and contradictory relationship between the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia 

(Lons, 2026; Soufan Center, 2026). The UAE–Saudi relationship is not a typical alliance or 

rivalry, but a competitive coexistence that combines occasional cooperation, frequent 

competition and proxy confrontation (Mason, 2023; Mason, 2024). This inconsistent 

relationship enables conflict because of how these states back armed actors, participate in 

war economies, and undermine conflict resolution efforts. Notably, Iran’s recent retaliatory 

attacks on Gulf states have prompted rapprochement between Abu Dhabi and Riyadh but 

have not led to greater Gulf cooperation in conflicts elsewhere. 

While Saudi Arabia seeks to build and lead its own neighbourhood of influence, the UAE has a 

different vision for regional order (Badi, 2026). In Yemen, initial UAE-Saudi alignment against 

the Houthis has collapsed, reigniting the war (Salisbury, 2024; Ratney, 2025). In Sudan, the 

UAE backs the RSF, while Saudi Arabia supports government forces (Kabandula and Donelli, 

2024). In Somalia, a patchwork of allegiances and alliances has been assembled by both 

Riyadh and Abu Dhabi (as well as Istanbul and Addis Ababa) (Donelli and Dentice, 2020). In 

Libya, the Gulf states (as well as Turkey) have also backed different factions and developed 

competing patronage networks (Joffé, 2020). Across these contexts, however, local actors are 

not simply proxy agents of these states; they ably manipulate and instrumentalise these 

external actors for their own ends (Melcangi and Mezran, 2022).  

The contradictions of the UAE–Saudi relationship both enable and sustain conflict. It enables 

violence by increasing access to finance, weapons and political backing for armed actors. It 

sustains violence by fragmenting mediation efforts and reinforcing parallel power structures 

that benefit from continued instability. 

5. What is underexplored and 
understudied about violent conflict? 

Building on the discussion of the drivers of conflict identified in this paper, this section 

identifies corresponding research areas that warrant particular attention in future research and 

policy engagement. These are outlined below, along with suggested and guiding research 

questions to serve as a foundation for future research, both thematic and geographic.6 We 

 
6 A complementary research agenda is set out in New Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding paper 2 - Trajectories out of conflict.  
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suggest both thematically and geographically themed research questions, while 

acknowledging that this serves to guide rather than exhaustively establish a research agenda. 

5.1 The interaction of conflict drivers 

Drivers of conflict do not operate in isolation. The drivers identified in this paper, alongside 

other enduring drivers of conflict, often interact to motivate, enable, and sustain violent 

conflict. These interactions remain poorly understood (Bara, 2014). Because conflict often 

emerges from the convergence of multiple drivers rather than from any single factor, 

understanding these interactions is essential. Future research, therefore, needs to examine 

how such interactions produce escalation, resilience, or transformation under different 

conditions and across scales. 

Accordingly, potential research in this area could ask:  

a. How do new, existing and changing conflict drivers interact? How and why do these 

interactions vary across geographic scales – locally, regionally and globally? 

b. Are new and changing global and regional drivers of conflict contributing to the 

intensification of local drivers of conflict, and how? 

c. Why do some interactions of conflict drivers lead to violence, while others do not? 

5.2 Regionally integrated conflict research 

If conflict is increasingly regionalised politically and materially, conflict research also needs to 

take a more regionally integrated approach. Many contemporary conflicts cannot be 

adequately understood within the confines of state borders. Rather, such conflicts are 

embedded in wider regional political, economic, social and logistical networks. Moreover, 

regional reordering is likely to affect conflicts in different ways. Comparative regional conflict 

analysis remains limited, particularly regarding how middle powers act across different 

theatres.  

Future research, therefore, needs to examine how conflict shapes and is shaped by evolving 

regional orders and rivalries. Based on in-depth regional fieldwork, research could ask: 

a. How is the reordering of power within regions expressed differently across conflict 

geographies? 

b. How do competing middle powers interact in conflict settings? For instance, what are 

the regional dynamics of the conflicts in Yemen, Somalia, Sudan and South Sudan? 

How do the Turkish or Emirati strategies in Sudan link to their positions in Somalia? 

c. How do the latest wars in Gaza and Iran reconfigure conflicts elsewhere in the region? 

d. How do global and regional financial flows drive conflict, and is this changing? 

e. How do changes in regional order affect the flow of weapons into areas of conflict? 
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5.3 Sub-national, field-led conflict research 

As also discussed in New Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding Paper 2 – Trajectories out of 

conflict, local and subnational dynamics are crucial to understanding the occurrence, 

continuation and recurrence of conflict. Desk research and remote sensing data collection 

cannot substitute for grounded, field-led research.7 Local political dynamics, social relations 

and lived experiences of conflict affect how broader drivers of conflict manifest, are 

interpreted, resisted and transformed. Locally orientated research questions could include: 

a. Does the creation of new regions in southern Ethiopia make conflict more or less likely, 

and how? 

b. In Sudan, why does conflict in Kordofan not exhibit the same dynamics as in Darfur? 

c. In Yemen, why are some Houthi-controlled areas relatively stable, while others 

experience more serious violence? 

d. In Ukraine, how does the experience of occupation shape conflict preferences among 

those living under Russian control? 

5.4 State performance, legitimacy and inequality 

Considerable research on matters of state performance, legitimacy and inequality has yet to 

sufficiently explain how these aspects interact to produce conflict across contexts. States are 

not simply strong or weak, legitimate or illegitimate; authority, service provision and legitimacy 

vary highly across and within countries. These uneven geographies of state performance 

create highly differentiated conflict risks. How political, economic and security elites undermine 

legitimacy and reproduce exclusionary governance raises how dysfunction is used as a 

political strategy. Similarly, inequality is more than a static measure; it is an active factor that 

can motivate conflict both within and outside groups.  

Future research could therefore consider research questions such as: 

a. How do political, economic and security elites, benefiting from state dysfunction, 

undermine state legitimacy? 

b. How do subnational variations in state performance and social inequality interact to 

produce conflict? 

c. How does state performance interact with identity, territory and access to resources to 

potentially drive conflict? 

d. Do different forms of inequality potentially drive different forms of conflict? 

5.5 Changing regional war economies 

This paper has discussed how war economies are increasingly regionally and transnationally 

integrated (Pugh et al., 2004). However, this embedding and integration in regional and global 

economic systems is not well mapped.8  

 
7 For a further discussion of knowledge production in field research, please see the New Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding paper 3 – 
Knowledge production ecosystems in fragile and conflict-affected settings. 
8 See also the suggested research agenda in ‘How changing regional and global economic systems shape trajectories out of conflict’, New 
Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding paper 2 – Trajectories out of conflict. 

https://www.grtd.fcdo.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/New-Frontiers-Pathfinding-Report-2.pdf
https://www.grtd.fcdo.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/New-Frontiers-Pathfinding-Report-2.pdf
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Moreover, the movement of commodities is studied more than the movement of capital. 

Accordingly, research could consider: 

a. How do profits from one conflict finance violence in another? 

b. How does regional integration of war economies change the economic incentives and 

structures of violent conflict? How do integrated war economies affect alliances 

between states, militias, corporations, and intermediaries? 

c. How does capital (as opposed to commodity) accumulation in the Gulf and Europe 

affect patterns of violence in other parts of the Middle East and Africa? 

d. Under what conditions is political and security instability economically useful to and 

operationalised by conflict actors? 

5.6 Climate stress and conflict 

While correlations between climate stress and conflict are increasingly documented, the 

specific mechanisms by which environmental pressures drive violence remain poorly 

understood. Climate stresses do not produce uniform outcomes. Apparently, similar droughts, 

floods or ecological shocks may precipitate violence in one context while producing adaptation 

or cooperation in another. The temporality of stresses may be consequential: for instance, 

floods may have different effects than slow-onset drought. Repeated environmental stress 

may interact with different enduring inequalities in distinct ways. Research also needs to better 

distinguish between climate stress as a direct driver, a threat multiplier, or a trigger within 

broader systems of vulnerability. Future research should therefore move beyond broad 

correlation toward a more differentiated comparative analysis of when, how and under what 

conditions climate stress contributes to conflict, and vice versa. 

a. Why do apparently similar climate shocks produce violence in some settings but not 

others? 

b. How does a state's (mis-) handling of climate stresses potentially drive conflict? 

c. Do flood and drought cycles in the same watershed affect pastoralist-farmer conflict 

differently from chronic drought? Does the speed of climate stress onset matter? 

d. How does violence affect state responses to climate stress? 

5.7 Drone warfare 

Much of the literature on drones concentrates on the implications for advanced militaries. The 

circumstances of drone use in much of the Middle East and the Horn of Africa differ. While the 

remote nature of drone technology distinguishes it from other forms of low-cost insurgent 

technologies, such as improvised explosive devices (IEDs), there is little understanding of how 

drone use interacts with local conflict systems. Even in Ukraine, where much more attention 

has been paid to drone usage, studies have tended to focus on questions of effectiveness and 

counter-effectiveness.  
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Accordingly, a research agenda might investigate: 

a. Beyond immediate tactical objectives, how does the use of drones change fragile and 

conflict-affected states’ coercive capacity? How might drones alter centre–periphery 

dynamics in such states? 

b. How do supplier states use drone technologies to affect politics in recipient states? 

How does the supply of drones compare with historical forms of military assistance? 

c. Are drones accelerating regional security dilemmas between rival states? 

d. How does drone and counter-drone usage by Ukraine affect the country’s prospects 

for future strategic deterrence? 

5.8 Digital mobilisation  

As this paper has discussed, digital technologies are transforming social mobilisation, the 

perception, comparison, and amplification of grievances across borders, and the production 

and dissemination of disinformation. But digital platforms may also have variable effects within 

the societies in which they operate.  

In relation to violent conflict, therefore, relevant research questions might include: 

a. Do different types of state service delivery failure discussed on digital platforms result 

in different forms of mobilisation? Why? 

b. How can social mobilisation toward violence and polarisation be countered in both a 

fragmented and consolidating digital space? 

c. Does digital disinformation affect different contexts of conflict differently? How? 

d. How do conflict actors emulate digital strategies from other conflict contexts, and to 

what effect? 
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Acronyms 

FCDO  Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office 

GRTD Global Research and Technology Development  

IEDs  Improvised Explosive Devices 

OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

RCC Research Commissioning Centre 

RSF                  Rapid Support Forces 

UAE                  United Arab Emirates 

UNSC               United Nations Security Council  
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