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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 pathways out of conflict, with particular attention to the Red
Sea and Horn of Africa regions, the Greater Middle East, and Ukraine.

This paper addresses the following questions:

1. What does contemporary research reveal about the key determinants of sustainable
post-war transitions, and what are the key research gaps?

2. In what ways can the perspectives of conflict and peace researchers and practitioners
inform the development of a future research agenda on pathways out of conflict?

Evidence shows that most post-war transitions reduce large-scale violence without resolving
the political, economic, and social drivers of conflict. Durable transitions remain exceptional
and are more likely when local, national, regional, and international incentives for peace
reinforce rather than undermine each other. To unpack the dynamics, the paper first develops
a typology of the main trajectories out of conflict. It then identifies three major pressures
making sustainable transitions harder to achieve: unresolved domestic and political-economic
drivers of instability; a less supportive regional and international environment for transitions;
and new and intensifying challenges facing sustainable post-war transitions.

Finally, the paper sets out seven themes that warrant particular attention in future research
and policy engagement on trajectories out of conflict:

how local conflict management practices are coming under strain

the importance of social contracts amid intensifying pressures on post-war transitions
how state reconfiguration affects the prospects for durable peace

how changing regional and global economic systems shape trajectories out of conflict
the challenges of political belonging after wartime displacement and post-war return
how changing global power dynamics and the rise of new peacebuilding actors shape
local knowledge production and peacebuilding practice

7. how changing forms of intervention reshape trajectories out of conflict

o0k wN=
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1. Introduction

As part of a series of papers commissioned for the New Frontiers of Conflict, this pathfinding
paper aims to support the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO) in shaping
a future research agenda on war-to-peace transitions and the durability of peace in a rapidly
shifting global landscape, with particular attention to the Red Sea and Horn of Africa, Greater
Middle East, and Ukraine. The paper responds to FCDO'’s objective of identifying key
knowledge gaps, emerging global dynamics and overlooked issues that should inform future
research on understanding and supporting pathways out of conflict.

The pathfinding paper places particular emphasis on how stronger engagement with Global
South perspectives and practices can strengthen and extend political economy approaches to
understanding pathways out of conflict.” While the paper includes Ukraine in its analysis, the
war in Ukraine differs in important respects from many of the other conflicts discussed here,
particularly as an interstate war shaped by Russia’s full-scale invasion. As a result, while the
paper seeks to draw insights across all these contexts, its analysis leans more heavily toward
conflicts in the Red Sea, the Horn of Africa and the Greater Middle East, where questions of
fragmented authority, mediation and pathways out of civil war are more directly comparable.

The paper addresses the following two research questions:

2. What does contemporary research reveal about the key determinants of sustainable
post-war transitions, and what are the key research gaps?

3. In what ways can the perspectives of conflict and peace researchers and practitioners
inform the development of a future research agenda on pathways out of conflict?

2. Trajectories out of conflict

In 2024, there were 61 active state-based conflicts, the highest number recorded since at
least 1946 (UCDP, 2025; Rustad, 2025). Furthermore, some inter-state conflicts have
escalated from covert interventions into full-scale wars (e.g., Russia-Ukraine; Israel/US-Iran).
At the same time, peace has proven fragile in many contexts (e.g., Lebanon, Ethiopia,
Sudan). Periods of relative calm are frequently punctuated by renewed violence, and the
recurrence of conflict remains a common feature of contemporary war-to-peace transitions
(Gates et al, 2016). A substantial body of research shows that between 40 and 50 per cent of
civil wars relapse within a decade (Walter, 2011), and that many contemporary conflicts
represent recurrences of earlier wars rather than entirely new conflicts (e.g., Colombia,

i This emphasis on Global South perspectives is reflected in the research process for this paper. The literature review prioritised
scholarship by Global South researchers, as well as reports produced by Global South research organisations and NGOs. The paper was
also informed by a workshop held in Nairobi on 23-24 February, 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 pathways out of conflict. In
addition, the paper benefited from input and feedback from an expert advisory board comprising Global South researchers. We
understand here the ‘Global South’ as a heuristic concept (see KloR, 2017).
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Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Gaza, northern Ethiopia). As also discussed in the New
Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding paper 1 — Drivers of conflict, the risk of renewed violence is

particularly acute when institutions remain weak, political grievances are unresolved, and
authority is fragmented (e.g., Libya, South Sudan, Mali) (Bara et al, 2021; Hegre et al, 2017).

Trajectories out of conflict are broadly defined by the structural conditions at play yet shaped
by the agency of local and international actors. As such, trajectories out of conflict are not
linear processes. Instead, the pathways through which violence declines, stabilises or
transforms depend on several interacting dynamics. These include who benefits from peace
settlements, whether transitions merely reduce large-scale armed violence or create
conditions for more transformative and developmental forms of peace, and how political
settlements interact across different scales — local, national, regional and global. Table 1
identifies different trajectories out of conflict.

Table 1:
Trajectories out of conflict

Trajectory

transitions: transformative
peace

e.g. No clear examples

times; Northern Ireland after the
1998 Good Friday Agreement

1. Consolidating war-to-peace

in MENA/Horn of Africa in recent

Key characteristics

National political settlements
align with local political orders
and are supported by
stabilising regional and
international dynamics.
Comprehensive peace
agreements and coordinated
external guarantees reduce
large-scale violence and create
space for inclusive governance,
institutional reform,
reconciliation, and
development, allowing local
peacebuilding and
reconstruction processes to
deepen.

Local perspectives, practices

e Communities expect and
often demand peace
dividends, including
improved services,
livelihoods, justice, and
political inclusion. Local
conflicts and competition for
services, resources and
representation persist but
can be addressed within a
broader framework of
declining violence and
institutional strengthening.

transitions: elite capture

e.g. South Sudan (post-2005
Comprehensive Peace

Taif Agreement); Libya after the
2020 ceasefire

2. Consolidating war-to-peace

Agreement; post-2018 revitalised
agreement); Lebanon (post-1989

Violence declines through
political settlements, but the
political and economic benefits
of peace become concentrated
within narrow elite networks.

Wartime patronage systems
often adapt rather than
disappear, producing
exclusionary governance and
uneven development.

Social contracts (see Box 1)
may continue to erode as
peace settlements fail to
address underlying inequalities
and grievances. In some
cases, elite capture is
facilitated by the fact that elite
power is more dependent on
maintaining relationships with

e  Communities may initially

welcome declining violence
but become frustrated as
peace dividends fail

to reach ordinary citizens.

¢ Resentment that elite

bargains consolidate power
without addressing socio-
economic inequalities or
local grievances and
concerns that elites mobilise
division and destabilising
identity politics as
instruments within broader
struggles over power,
resources, and authority.
Peace agreements risk
institutionalising these
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Key characteristics

international backers through
financial support, security
partnerships, or diplomatic
alliances than on accountability
to domestic populations.

Local perspectives, practices

dynamics within post-war
governance.

e Local grievances over land,
corruption, inequality and
exclusion often intensify
beneath the surface of
formal peace.

3. Stabilised political unrest

e.g. Georgia — Abkhazia and
South Ossetia (post-2008);
Cyprus; Yemen since the 2022
truce

Large-scale violence declines,
but underlying political
grievances remain unresolved.
Conflict is contained rather
than settled through armistice
lines, de facto partition,
prolonged territorial occupation,
or externally underwritten
ceasefires. Armed actors and
governing authorities
consolidate control within
fragmented territorial orders,
often combining formal
institutions and informal
networks.

Conflicts become managed
rather than resolved and can
be described as frozen
conflicts” (Lemay-Hébert,
2008). This creates scope for
neighbours to interfere (e.g.
Rwandan actions in the DRC
and Russian actions in the
Caucasus region). And there
are risks that challenges in
regional conflict systems, and
the approaches of international
backers to warring parties may
lead to escalations in violence.

e Communities typically
prioritise predictability and
everyday stability rather
than ambitious political
transformation. Local
practices may focus on
adaptation to divided
authority, managing
movement across lines of
control, preserving access
to livelihoods and services,
and sustaining social ties
under conditions of
fragmentation or
occupation.

e At the same time, these
arrangements may entrench
grievance, fear and
exclusion, especially where
displacement or prolonged
external control shape daily
life.

o What appears as stability at
the macro level may be
experienced locally as
suspended insecurity rather
than peace.

4. Military victory/coercive
peace

e.g. Sri Lanka after 2009;

Azerbaijan’s reassertion of control

over Nagorno-Karabakh in 2023;
Syria after Assad’s fall

Conflict is resolved by an
unequivocal victory of one of
the parties in the conflict.
Large-scale violence may
decline quickly because
organised armed resistance is
crushed or territorially
displaced, but the resulting
order is often highly
exclusionary. The victor may
present this as stabilisation,
national reunification, or
restoration of sovereignty, while
underlying grievances, trauma,
and questions of legitimacy
remain unresolved.

Local grievances are obscured
by the imposition of an unequal
settlement by the victor in
military terms (Richmond,

e Local experiences are likely
to be sharply polarised.
Supporters of the victor may
see military victory as
restoring order and ending
insecurity.

e Defeated or displaced
populations, by contrast,
may experience the
outcome as occupation,
exclusion, fear or
unresolved injustice. In such
settings, the absence of
consent and inclusive
political settlement can
undermine the durability
and legitimacy of peace,
even where overt armed
conflict ends.
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Trajectory

Key characteristics

Local perspectives, practices

2014). This can produce an
illiberal or coercive peace:
stable in the short term, but
potentially brittle if built on
repression, exclusion, or denial
of political redress.

5. Scaling up local peacebuilding

e.g. Somaliland; parts of northeast
Syria

e Local political settlements

reduce violence and create
governance arrangements in
contexts, despite a lack of a
national settlement or
comprehensive peace
agreement. Local stabilisation
initiatives begin reshaping wider
security relationships and
political incentives.

e Communities may see local

initiatives as foundations for
broader stability, emphasising
trust-building, accountability,
and community participation
in governance.

6. National stabilisation and sub-
national armed conflict

e.g. Ethiopia (after the 2022
Pretoria Agreement); parts of post-
Assad Syria; Iraq after the defeat of
ISIS

e National political settlements

consolidate authority and reduce
large-scale violence, but
processes of state consolidation,
elite bargaining, or territorial
reconfiguration generate new
tensions at the sub-national
level. Centralisation, security
sector reform or resource
redistribution can disrupt locally
negotiated political orders that
previously contained violence.
Where national and local
settlements operate according to
different logics of authority,
identity, or resource control,
national-level stabilisation may
produce insecurity and renewed
local conflict.

e Local actors may experience

stabilisation as political
exclusion, loss of autonomy,
or intensified competition
over resources. In response,
sub-national regions,
municipalities or community
networks may seek to
insulate local political
settlements from national
processes by maintaining
partial autonomy, negotiated
boundaries or selective
engagement with external
actors. This may involve
relationships with external
actors (e.g. regional
backers).

e  While such strategies can

sustain local stability, they
may also reinforce
fragmentation and uneven
sovereignty.

7. Local de-escalation amidst
ongoing war

e.g. parts of Yemen and Libya, local
truces in Syria under the Assad
regime. Local mediation efforts in
Sudan

e National political settlements

remain fragmented while
regional and international actors
continue to compete through
proxy warfare, external
patronage, or transnational war
economies.

e Local actors may construct

forms of ‘everyday peace’ or
‘zones of peace’ through local
ceasefires, or hybrid governance
arrangements that reduce
violence. These arrangements
can persist for extended periods
but remain fragile, often relying
on informal authority structures,

e Local actors prioritise

pragmatic survival and
conflict management, often
relying on informal
authorities, mediation
networks and hybrid
governance structures.

e Even amidst wider turmoil,

local peacebuilding initiatives
can reduce violence and
rebuild trust in ways that
grand bargains cannot.
These local building blocks
may not immediately
transform national politics,
but they can create pockets
of stability, generate
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Trajectory Key characteristics Local perspectives, practices
armed actors, or shifting expectations of order, and
patronage networks. demonstrate the tangible

benefits of coexistence. Over
time, such locally grounded
processes may provide the
basis for more coherent
domestic pathways to peace.

o Without alignment between
national and local political
settlements, local gains remain
vulnerable to reversal as wider
conflict dynamics shift.

Table 1 highlights several important dynamics that explain why sustainable post-war
transitions are both difficult and increasingly so. First, transformative peace is rare. Most
transitions reduce large-scale violence without resolving the grievances, inequalities, war
economies and legitimacy deficits that drove conflict in the first place.? Consequently, stability
is often shallow. Second, elite bargains are fragile foundations for peace. They are necessary
to stabilise large-scale armed conflict, but they often entrench exclusionary power-sharing,
corruption, and unequal access to peace dividends. Political and military elites often mobilise
sectarian, ethnic or regional identities in broader struggles over power, resources, and
authority in ways that can exacerbate identity-based violence. Third, sustainable post-war
transitions are more likely when local, national, regional, and international incentives reinforce
one another. Yet, in many contemporary conflicts, these incentives collide.

Together, these dynamics suggest that the scope for sustainable post-war transitions is
narrowing. The next section examines the domestic, regional, international, and emerging
pressures that make contemporary transitions increasingly fragile.

3. Challenges facing sustainable
post-war transitions

Three interrelated pressures shape the challenges facing sustainable post-war transitions:

e unresolved domestic and political-economic drivers of instability
e aless supportive regional and international environment for transitions
e new and intensifying challenges facing sustainable post-war transitions

3.1 Unresolved domestic drivers of instability

Even when violence declines or formal settlements are reached, as discussed extensively in
the New Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding paper 1 — Drivers of conflict, underlying drivers of
conflict often remain unresolved. Peace settlements frequently prioritise elite bargains and
short-term stabilisation while leaving deeper structural grievances intact. In civil wars, peace
processes may pause violence without transforming the political, economic and social

2 For a discussion on drivers of conflict, see New Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding paper 1 — Drivers of conflict.
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conditions that produced conflict in the first place. In inter-state wars, settlements may fail to
restore territorial integrity, thus rewarding aggression, and fail to deliver justice to victims and
survivors.

Key issues include:

Unresolved political grievances and uneven distributional outcomes: The
marginalisation of particular regions, ethnic groups or socio-economic classes often
persists after formal settlements. Peace may also reproduce or deepen inequality
where its benefits are captured by political, military or economic elites. These uneven
distributional consequences can undermine the legitimacy of peace and reinforce
perceptions that post-war arrangements serve only a narrow set of interests.

Entrenched war economies: Transitions frequently fail to dismantle the economic
networks that sustained conflict, including smuggling systems, patronage structures,
militarised business alliances, and criminal—paramilitary relations. Rather than being
transformed, these power structures are often incorporated into post-war governance
arrangements, weakening reform efforts and undermining the durability of settlements.

Fiscal fragility, debt constraints and limited peace dividends: Many states
emerging from conflict face compounding pressures, including youth unemployment,
debt distress, climate shocks, and entrenched militia networks, as seen across the
Sahel and parts of the post-Arab Spring Middle East. Heavy debt burdens and limited
public finances restrict the ability of post-conflict states to address these issues or
invest in services, employment and institutional reform. This weakens efforts to rebuild
social contracts (see Box 1) and increases the risk that peace proves economically
unsustainable, particularly for citizens who do not benefit from the peace dividend
(Pugh et al, 2008). As states struggle to meet expectations around welfare, jobs, and
protection, public trust in state institutions has declined, and grievances intensified
(Batley and Mcloughlin, 2015).

Weak state capacity, contested legitimacy and uneven territorial reach: In many
post-conflict contexts, states lack the institutional capacity and coercive authority to
govern effectively across their territory, particularly in peripheral regions where
authority is fragmented or shared with armed actors. Where legitimacy is contested,
and state-building has historically relied on coercive or exclusionary practices,
attempts to consolidate peace can reproduce patterns of domination and resistance.
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Box 1: Defining social contracts?

The concept of the social contract describes the relationship between the state and society,
referring broadly to the set of formal and informal agreements through which governments
provide protection, services and economic opportunities in exchange for citizens’
acceptance of political authority and compliance with state rules. However, the concept
remains contested, particularly when applied beyond Western democratic contexts. In
many parts of the world, social contracts have historically been based less on political
participation or electoral representation than on the provision of economic benefits,
subsidies and public sector employment in exchange for political acquiescence.

Scholars have also raised concerns that the concept can understate the coercive
dimensions of state—society relations, portray these relations as static when they are in fact
dynamic and contested, and assume a singular national contract despite the ways in which
state—society relations are shaped by class, ethnic and sectarian divisions. In this paper,
the concept of the social contract is therefore used less as a normative philosophical ideal
and more as an analytical framework for understanding evolving state—society relations
and the distribution of rights and obligations between governing authorities and different
societal groups.

3.2 A less supportive regional and international environment for
transitions

These domestic challenges are increasingly embedded in a less supportive regional and
international environment.

Key issues include:

o Declining commitment and resources for sustaining war-to-peace transitions:
International engagement in post-conflict settings has become short-term, more
selective, less financially sustained, and focused on quick ‘deal making’, even though
the structural demands of peace consolidation remain significant. The gap between the
long-time horizons required to rebuild after settlements and the shrinking commitment
of external actors leaves transitions under-supported and vulnerable to relapse.

o Erosion of multilateral peace infrastructure: The UN Security Council (UNSC) is
increasingly paralysed by geopolitical rivalry and the imperialistic foreign policies of
UNSC permanent members, while peace operations face tightening mandates,
reduced funding and declining political backing. Missions have been downsized or
withdrawn in contexts such as Mali and Sudan, reducing the capacity of international
actors to stabilise fragile environments. International Law is increasingly ignored or
selectively used to undermine the normative foundation of peace interventions.?

3 This is also explicitly discussed in New Frontiers of Conflict: Pathway paper 1 — Drivers of conflict.
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International interference and proxy competition: Ongoing external support to
competing factions can exacerbate regional rivalries. The growing presence of Gulf
states, Russia, Turkey, Iran, Western powers and private military actors embeds post-
war transitions within a more complex web of geopolitical and economic rivalries.

3.3 New and intensifying challenges facing sustainable post-war
transitions

Alongside these domestic and international pressures, a range of cross-cutting shocks are
complicating war-to-peace transitions and increasing the risks of renewed instability.

Key issues include:

Erosion of the territorial integrity norm (Zacher, 2001): The return of territorial
conquest and the willingness of major powers to pursue neo-imperial foreign policies
weaken one of the central normative foundations of the post-1945 international order.
In this context, settlements in inter-state wars may fail to restore territorial integrity,
reward aggression or leave unresolved claims that continue to destabilise regional
orders (Oksamytna, 2023; Riabczuk, 2013; Lemay-Hébert, forthcoming).

Climate and environmental stress: Climate change is intensifying resource scarcity,
livelihood insecurity, and displacement, particularly in fragile rural and peri-urban
regions. These pressures exacerbate local grievances and increase competition over
land, water and employment in already unstable post-conflict settings (Adan, 2025;
Kerry, 2024; Krampe et al, 2021).

Large-scale displacement: Displacement has long been a feature of conflict, but has
intensified in many contexts, creating major challenges for return, reintegration and the
rebuilding of social cohesion.*

Cascading global shocks: Successive financial crises, the Covid-19 pandemic,
supply chain disruptions, spikes in energy and oil prices, and shifts in global economic
conditions have placed additional strain on fragile economies and weakened state
capacity.

Weapons proliferation and new military technologies: The continued circulation of
arms across fragile regions sustains violence and complicates efforts to stabilise post-
conflict environments. The spread of drones and other relatively cheap military
technologies creates additional risks by lowering the cost of violence, increasing the
risk of a return to violence to contest the terms of post-war transitions.

Changing patterns of warfare and external engagement: Contemporary wars are
increasingly shaped by grey-zone warfare, proxy violence, disinformation campaigns,
cyber operations, drone warfare and the use of deniable military support. The
battlefield has extended beyond the conventional military front, making it harder to
distinguish war from peace and complicating efforts to negotiate, monitor and
implement transitions.

4 This can also take the form of forced displacement of certain categories, such as children in Ukraine (see loffe, 2023).
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Figure 1:
Challenges facing trajectories out of conflict

Longstanding structural drivers

Unresolved political grievances
Entrenched war economies
Fiscal fragility, debt constraints,
and limited peace dividends
International interference

Weak state capacity & contested
legitimacy

Less supportive regional and New and intensifying challenges
international environment for
transitions

¢ Erosion of the territorial integrity
norm
Climate & environmental stress
Cascading global shocks
Proliferation of external actors
Large-scale population
displacement
Weapons proliferation and new
military technologies
Changing patterns of warfare and
external engagement

Declining commitment and
resources for peacebuilding
Erosion of multilateral peace
infrastructure

International interference and
proxy competition

4. What is new and underexplored
about trajectories out of conflict?

Building on the insights outlined in Section 2, this paper identifies seven issues that warrant
particular attention in future research and policy engagement on trajectories out of conflict.
These are outlined below with key guiding research questions.

4.1 How local conflict-management practices are coming under
strain

The growing pressures facing sustainable post-war transitions raise important questions about
whether local conflict-management practices can still manage the forces that destabilise
peace. These practices should not be romanticised. The ‘local’ is a contested arena shaped by
uneven power relations, and local forms of peace may be conservative rather than
emancipatory, sustaining existing forms of exclusion, especially for women and minorities
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(Dzuverovi¢, 2021; Autesserre, 2021; Hamzah, 2022). However, these limitations do not
diminish their importance. As state capacity weakens and regional and international
environments become less supportive, locally grounded mechanisms may become even more
important as sources of dispute resolution, security provision and social order.®

Where formal settlements remain fragile, exclusionary, or externally driven, local practices
may be among the only viable means by which communities manage tensions and prevent
escalation. Their significance lies not in replacing broader political settlements, but in
sustaining coexistence and restraint where national and international processes are unable to
do so. Future research therefore needs to examine how local conflict-management systems
are adapting to new pressures such as generational change and weakening traditional
authority structures (Mohamed, 2024; Adan et al, 2025; Major et al, 2024), social media
(Hassan, 2025), criminal economies (Bin Musa et al, 2025; Bencherif, 2021), climate stress
(European Institute of Peace, 2024; Bronkhorst, 2012), displacement and urbanisation.

Guiding questions

o How are local conflict-management systems adapting (or failing to adapt) to pressures
such as criminal economies, climate stress, and urbanisation?

e How can these pressures be responded to in ways that establish new forms of
collaboration?

e How can international actors engage with and support local peace initiatives in ways
that strengthen rather than co-opt them, and that align interventions more closely with
locally defined priorities?

» If local peacebuilding activities are not scalable, what is the value, or ‘butterfly effect’,
of strengthening a multitude of unrelated activities for overall peace processes?

4.2 Social contracts amidst intensifying challenges of post-war
transitions

In many contexts, especially across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), contemporary
conflicts have been shaped by the long-term erosion of social contracts that once linked
political loyalty to economic security (Loewe et al, 2021; Loewe et al, 2019). While war-to-
peace transitions may create openings to address these long-standing grievances, many
attempts to stabilise conflict through peace deals and elite bargains have failed to tackle the
underlying structural and economic vulnerabilities. As a result, the erosion of social contracts
remains a central factor shaping trajectories out of conflict and the durability of peace.

Less explored is how contemporary pressures are changing the conditions under which social
contracts can be rebuilt after war. Debt distress, declining aid, climate stress, displacement,
food and energy price volatility, and weakened state capacity are narrowing what post-war
states can realistically offer their populations.

5 For a similar and complementary discussion, see New Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding paper 1 — Drivers of conflict.

6 The ‘butterfly effect’ refers to a situation where very small initial actions or changes can lead to much larger and sometimes unexpected
consequences over time.
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A second underexplored issue is how social contracts are being reshaped across local,
national and global scales. Social contracts are not negotiated solely between citizens and
national governments. Political elites often face a dual legitimacy problem: they must maintain
accountability downwards to domestic populations while also remaining accountable upwards
to international backers who provide finance, security partnerships, diplomatic recognition or
humanitarian support. As aid flows shift, geopolitical alignments change, and financial
conditions tighten, these scalar relationships are being reconfigured. Future research,
therefore, needs to examine how the changing global order affects the bargains among states,
citizens, armed actors, donors and external patrons, and how these shape the durability of
post-war transitions. In contexts where national social contracts remain fragile, there is a need
for further research on the extent to which localised ‘social covenants’ (Morsy, 2022) or
community-level governance arrangements may emerge to help stabilise relations between
communities and governing authorities.

Guiding questions

e« How are debt, declining aid, climate stress, displacement and global economic volatility
changing what post-war states can offer their populations?

o How does the failure to deliver a peace dividend reshape legitimacy after conflict?

o How do political elites manage the dual legitimacy problem of accountability to
domestic populations and dependence on external backers?

e How are shifts in aid flows, geopolitical alignments and financial conditions reshaping
social contracts?

e How do localised social covenants emerge where national social contracts remain
weak?

4.3 Understanding when and how state reconfiguration
supports durable peace

Section 2 highlighted weak state capacity, contested legitimacy and uneven territorial authority
as central constraints on post-war transitions. While state reconfiguration is widely recognised
as part of how to address these dynamics, what remains underexplored is how contemporary
pressures are reshaping when and how state reconfiguration contributes to durable peace. In
many contexts, particularly across MENA, reconfiguration is taking place under conditions of
fiscal constraint, external intervention, fragmented sovereignty and eroded social contracts.
This raises new questions about whether reforms such as decentralisation, federalism, or
recentralisation can realistically strengthen inclusion, service delivery and legitimacy when
states face limited capacity and competing external pressures (Taye, 2017; Bayu, 2021; Lind,
2018).

A second underexplored issue is how state reconfiguration is shaped by shifting regional and
global dynamics. As noted in Section 2, a less supportive international environment and the
growing role of external actors mean that processes of state restructuring are often influenced
by geopolitical competition, external patronage, and cross-border conflict systems. This
creates risks that reconfiguration processes are driven less by domestic political settlements
than by external interests, or that they deepen fragmentation by reinforcing parallel systems of
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authority. At the same time, efforts to reconfigure national authority can disrupt local
governance arrangements and conflict-management systems that have emerged during
conflict, creating tensions between national reforms and local stability. Future research,
therefore, needs to examine how state reconfiguration unfolds across local, national, and
international scales, and under what conditions it contributes to, rather than undermines,
sustainable post-war transitions.

A further underexplored issue concerns the role of meso-level governance in linking local
conflict-management practices to national political settlements. In fragmented post-war
contexts, purely local arrangements may reduce violence but remain disconnected from wider
trajectories out of conflict, while rapid recentralisation may destabilise local orders that have
helped contain violence. Meso-level actors, such as regional governors, provincial
administrations, municipal coalitions, or sub-national authorities, may therefore play an
important bridging role by connecting local foundations of stability to broader processes of
state reconfiguration. Future research needs to examine when these intermediate levels of
authority strengthen governance, service delivery, and accountability, and when they instead
reinforce fragmentation, patronage, or external influence.

Guiding questions

e Under what conditions does state reconfiguration strengthen inclusion, service
delivery, and state—society relations in contexts of fiscal constraint and weak capacity?

e How do decentralisation, federalism, or recentralisation interact with existing local
governance arrangements and conflict-management systems?

o What role do meso-level actors, such as regional governors, provincial administrations,
municipal coalitions, or sub-national authorities, play in linking local stability to national
political settlements?

e How do regional rivalries, external patronage and geopolitical competition shape
processes of state reconfiguration?

e How can national reforms be aligned with locally grounded governance arrangements
to support more durable pathways out of conflict?

4.4 How changing regional and global economic systems shape
trajectories out of conflict

Section 2 highlighted how post-war transitions are increasingly shaped by entrenched war
economies, external patronage, proxy competition, climate stress, food insecurity and global
economic volatility. What remains underexplored is how these dynamics interact through
regional and global economic systems. Conflict-affected regions are not simply disconnected
from global markets or waiting to be reintegrated after war. In many cases, they are already
deeply embedded in transnational circuits of trade, finance, logistics, extraction, food supply
and security provision (Pugh et al, 2004). These connections can shape who benefits from
peace, which armed or political actors accumulate power, and whether post-war settlements
transform or reproduce the political economies that sustained violence (Cramer, 2006).
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There is an important and under-explored comparative research agenda here: under what
conditions does regional and global economic integration support stabilisation and
development, and when does it reproduce coercive or exclusionary orders? Global demand
for food, energy, critical minerals, logistics nodes (e.g., ports and transport corridors) and
security partnerships can create powerful incentives for elites and armed actors to control
territory, populations, infrastructure and borderlands. In some contexts, these pressures may
generate investment, employment, and reconstruction. In others, they may reward coercive
authority, land dispossession, illicit taxation, militarised trade or elite capture. Future research,
therefore, needs to examine how the integration of conflict-affected regions into regional and
global economies shapes trajectories out of conflict, stabilises violence or generates new
conflict dynamics.

Guiding questions

e Under what conditions does integration into regional and global economic systems
support durable peace, and when does it reproduce violent or exclusionary order?

e How do changing global systems surrounding food and energy security, logistics,
access to critical minerals, and security partnerships shape incentives for elites and
armed actors after conflict?

o What comparative methods can help identify when economic integration becomes a
peace dividend and when it entrenches coercive control, dispossession or elite
capture?

4.5 Addressing the challenges of political belonging after
wartime displacement and post-war return

Section 2 identified large-scale displacement as a major and intensifying pressure shaping
post-war transitions. While displacement itself is well studied, what remains underexplored is
how the scale, protracted nature and politicisation of displacement in contemporary conflicts
are transforming the conditions for return and reintegration. With more than 120 million people
forcibly displaced — roughly double the level recorded a decade earlier — many transitions now
unfold in contexts where return is partial, delayed or actively contested (UNHCR, 2025).
Further research is needed on how return processes are being reshaped by the same
pressures identified in Section 2. Fiscal constraints, weak state capacity, fragmented authority,
and external influence mean that returns are increasingly securitised, uneven and mediated
through local, informal or coercive arrangements. Decisions about return are often tied to
unresolved disputes over territory, identity and political authority, as seen in Syria, Ethiopia,
Iraq and Somalia (Dinger and Sahin-Mencutek, 2025).

A key underexplored issue is how documentation and access to services are becoming
instruments through which post-war belonging is regulated (Tiwari et al., 2024), including the
important gendered dimensions of these dynamics (Garcia, 2021). In many contexts, return is
not simply a question of physical movement back to a place. It is mediated through
bureaucratic and security procedures that determine who is recognised as a citizen, who can
access rights and who remains excluded from reconstruction. This is particularly important in
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settings of fragmented sovereignty, where different authorities may control documentation,
movement, property and access to services.

Guiding questions

o How are fiscal constraints, weak state capacity, fragmented authority and external
influence reshaping who can return, where and under what conditions?

o How does fragmented sovereignty create competing systems of recognition, where
different authorities control documents, mobility, aid, property and return permissions?

e When return is delayed, contested or impossible, what alternative forms of belonging,
representation and protection emerge for displaced populations, and with what
implications for post-war transitions?

4.6 How changing global power dynamics and the rise of new
peacebuilding actors shape local knowledge production and
peacebuilding practice

As discussed in the New Frontiers of Conflict: Pathfinding paper 3 — Knowledge production
ecosystems in fragile and conflict-affected settings, the politics of knowledge production
determines whose voices are amplified, marginalised or silenced in peacebuilding processes,
and is central to how trajectories out of conflict are understood and shaped (DZuverovi¢, 2018;
Dunia et al, 2023). While these concerns are longstanding (Baaz et al, 2019; Vogel et al,
2026), the political economy of the peacebuilding sector is being reconfigured in ways that
remain underexplored. The rise of ‘middle powers’, shifting donor priorities, shrinking and
more volatile funding, intensified compliance regimes, and the growing reliance on remote
management and digitalised aid are reshaping which actors gain visibility, credibility and
financial sustainability.

A key underexplored issue is how these shifts are transforming the production and circulation
of knowledge itself in post-war transitions. Future research, therefore, needs to examine how
changing funding structures, donor practices, and geopolitical shifts are reshaping who
produces knowledge, whose knowledge counts and how these shifts influence peacebuilding
practice and post-war trajectories.

Guiding questions

e How are shifts in donor priorities, funding structures and geopolitical alignments
reshaping whose knowledge is visible and valued in peacebuilding?

e Under changing peacebuilding dynamics, to what extent does localisation redistribute
power, and when does it reinforce elite capture or existing hierarchies within civil
society?

e How do new donors understand peace, peacebuilding and legitimate local
partnership?

e How are new donors perceived by local peacebuilding actors, and how do their funding
models and operating practices shape local peacebuilding priorities and processes?


https://www.grtd.fcdo.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/New-Frontiers-Pathfinding-Report-3.pdf
https://www.grtd.fcdo.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/New-Frontiers-Pathfinding-Report-3.pdf
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4.7 How changing forms of intervention reshape trajectories out
of conflict

The six issues discussed above point to a wider and underexplored shift in how bilateral and
multilateral actors intervene in conflict-affected settings. International engagement is no longer
organised primarily around large-scale peacekeeping, comprehensive peace agreements, or
long-term liberal peacebuilding. It is increasingly fragmented, selective, remote, transactional
and mediated through local partners, humanitarian systems, security cooperation, sanctions
regimes, stabilisation funding and regional diplomatic bargains.

Research is needed to better understand the political economy of the peacebuilding sector to
identify emerging patterns, including whose voices are privileged, who benefits most from
peacebuilding processes, and how these processes intersect with regional and global war and
peace economies. Of particular importance is understanding how changing forms of
intervention affect the alignment between local, national, regional and global settlements.
Future research should therefore move beyond asking whether international actors are
supporting peace and examine how different forms of intervention reshape incentives,
legitimacy, and authority across scales. It also requires comparative research into how
bilateral, multilateral, regional and non-Western donors understand peace, risk, partnership,
sovereignty and accountability, and how these assumptions influence the kinds of transitions
that become possible.

Guiding questions

e How do new regional and middle-power donors understand peace, legitimate authority
and partnership differently from traditional Western donors?

e How do changing forms of international intervention reshape the interaction between
local, national, regional and global political settlements, and under what conditions do
these interactions reinforce or undermine sustainable trajectories out of conflict?

o When does international support strengthen local social contracts, conflict-
management systems and accountability, and when does it distort or undermine them?
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Acronyms

DRC
FCDO
GRTD
MENA
RCC
UNSC

Democratic Republic of Congo

Foreign and Commonwealth Development Office (UK)
Global Research and Technology Development
Middle East and North Africa

Research Commissioning Centre

UN Security Council
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