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INTRODUCTION 
The costs of violent conflict are high and keep rising.1 
The most visible cost is human life and health: the 
number of civilians dying directly from conflict dou-
bled between 2005 and 2016 and the number of forci-
bly displaced persons increased fivefold between 2010 
and 2016.2 While numbers are down again in 2017 (they 
stood at 90,000 direct deaths as a result of civil wars, 
a 31% decrease compared to 2014), they are still high 
in absolute numbers: 560,000 dead in Syria since the 
beginning of the war, more than 200,000 dead in Iraq 
since the invasion of 2003, and 60,000 dead in Yemen. 
And the list goes on: 19,000 in Afghanistan and 2,000 
in both the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) 
and Nigeria last year alone.3 Even larger is the number 
of victims dying indirectly from conflict; due to pre-
ventable infectious diseases, malnutrition, and neo-
natal- and pregnancy-related conditions which result 
from conflict, for instance. It is estimated that for every 
direct war victim, between 3 and 15 more die indirectly 
without ever appearing in conflict death statistics.4

Summary 

 › This Brief launches a new EUISS series on 
conflicts, by focusing on the renewed atten-
tion to prevention in international peace-
building at a time when the human and eco-
nomic costs of violent conflict keep rising. 

 › Although the concept of conflict preven-
tion is as old as diplomacy, it has evolved 
over time, being subject to many phases of 
popularity, fatigue, failures and comebacks. 
In 2017, the United Nations and the World 
Bank called for a ‘pivot to prevention’.

 › Mainstream practices of conflict prevention 
today are based on an integrated approach, 
where the military dimension is only a small 
component of a wider array of instruments.

 › Most importantly, prevention needs case 
studies, to better understand what worked, 
what did not work, which instruments are 
more effective in different phases of the con-
flict cycle and what are the lessons learned 
from different countries and regions. 
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Conflict does not just kill people, it also hurts econo-
mies. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, for example, is 
estimated to have cost more than $12 trillion so far,5 
while the destruction in Syria has by some estimates 
amounted to $388 billion (other aspects, such as en-
vironmental damage or indirect deaths from conflict 
are not included in this calculation). And conflict has 
other economic costs: people fleeing war lose most of 
their assets, while economic activity is stifled and fi-
nancial capital leaves the country.6 In fact, the aver-
age annual loss of local GDP per capita due to conflict 
stands at 17.5%.7

Some of this cost also affects the international com-
munity: in 2018, more than 135 million people were in 
need of humanitarian assistance and protection, pre-
dominantly due to conflict. Moreover, the number of 
people receiving emergency 
aid has risen systematically 
in the past 10 years, from 28 
million in 2008 to 97.9 mil-
lion in 2018. While humani-
tarian agencies try to pro-
vide faster, more efficient 
and effective responses, the 
gap between the financial re-
quirements and funds availa-
ble has widened: in 2008, re-
quirements amounted to $6.3 billion, with $5.2 billion 
funded; in 2018, requirements were $25.2 billion, with 
‘only’ $15.1 billion funded.8 Simply put, humanitarian 
assistance is more costly than prevention. 

While all of this should be reason alone to reconsider 
conflict prevention as a tool, there is another point in 
its favour: preventing conflict is actually cheaper than 
conflict itself. For each dollar invested in prevention, 
about $16 can be saved down the road,9 which means 
that conflict prevention could save anywhere between 
$5 and $70 billion a year.10

As the Secretary General of the United Nations Antonio 
Guterres pointed out in his first speech in office in 2017, 
“We spend far more time and resources responding to 
crises rather than preventing them. People are paying 
too high a price (…) We need a whole new approach”.11 

A SHORT HISTORY OF 
CONFLICT PREVENTION
Conflict prevention, understood in simple terms as the 
action of stopping conflict from happening or arising, 
is as old as diplomacy. Since the origins of modern di-
plomacy, dating back to the Italian Renaissance, dif-
fusing tensions and preventing the emergence of con-
flict has been one of the core functions of embassies. 
For instance, the signature of the Treaty of Lodi and 

the establishment of the Italic League in 1454 marked 
the end of a long phase of instability and warfare on the 
Italian peninsula, with a system of permanent embas-
sies working to maintain peaceful relations between 
states and avoid relapsing into war. 

Conflict prevention became a dominant theme at the 
Congress of Vienna in 1815, which put into effect a num-
ber of measures such as mutual consultations, the es-
tablishment of neutral states and demilitarized zones 
and the peaceful settlement of conflicts. Throughout 
the 19th century and the first half of the 20th century, 
multiple efforts were made by great powers to prevent 
conflict through collective diplomacy. In the 20th cen-
tury, the League of Nations was established to prevent 
wars through collective security and disarmament. Its 
successor, the United Nations, states in its Charter that 

the goal of the organisation is 
‘to take effective collective 
measures for the prevention 
and removal of threats to 
peace...’.12 Indeed, the Euro-
pean Union is itself a conflict 
prevention project.13 

However, it was not until 
the 1960s that conflict pre-
vention started to become 

an independent and institutionalised policy field. UN 
Secretary General Hammarskjöld has been credited 
for being the first to formally coin “preventive diplo-
macy” in 1960,14 using it to describe efforts to contain 
conflicts from spreading. Since then, the concept has 
further evolved in academia and policymaking, initial-
ly through the scholarships on positive15 and liberal16 
peace, and research emphasising the types of conflict 
to be prevented (structural, violent, frozen etc).17 In 
the 1990s, UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros-
Ghali extended Hammarskjöld's term in an upstream 
direction to mean not simply keeping regional con-
flicts from going global, but from starting in the first 
place.18 This conceptual breakthrough shifted the 
moment for taking action back to stages when non-
violent disputes were emerging but had not escalated 
into significant violence or armed conflict.19 In 2001, 
his successor, Kofi Annan, released the report Preven-
tion of Armed Conflict, calling for conflict prevention 
to become the cornerstone of collective security in the 
twenty-first century. However, subsequent wars and 
failed attempts at prevention discredited the idea as 
ineffective in the decade thereafter.

Precisely due to the prevalence of conflict, the concept 
has now reappeared for international policymakers. 
In 2017, the United Nations and the World Bank pro-
moted a shift from managing and responding to crises 
towards preventing conflict in order to save lives and 
reduce costs.20 Such a renewed focus on prevention is 
now taking centre stage in international peacebuild-
ing. How is this momentum different from the past? 
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FIGURE 1: CONFLICT TIMELINES 
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THE CONCEPT OF 
CONFLICT PREVENTION
Although the idea of conflict prevention sounds sim-
ple, its implementation is much more complex. For 
instance, the concept refers not solely to conflicts 
whose outbreak should be avoided, but also preventing 
relapse in a post-conflict society. Since internal con-
flicts last on average 5-10 years, and the risk of relapse 
is particularly high in the first decade after a conflict 
ends, prevention therefore benefits a country and its 
neighbourhood for 20-30 years. This means that pre-
vention appears at several instances in the conflict cy-
cle, with different approaches and mechanisms. It is 
for this reason that traditionally there was a distinc-
tion between direct/operational and structural conflict 
prevention.21

Operational conflict prevention relates to actions de-
signed to address the immediate causes of conflicts, 
normally taken during the escalation phase of a given 
conflict where proximate, dynamic factors come into 
play. This conceptualisation of operational conflict 
prevention includes, among others, early warning 
and early response, preventive diplomacy, economic 
measures, and the use of force and aim at actors in 
manifest conflicts. 

Structural prevention aims to reduce the likelihood of 
conflict and violence with positive incentives for socie-
ties that strengthen their resilience and provide access 
to political, economic, social and cultural opportuni-
ties. Structural issues often relate to issues such as po-
litical inclusivity, the development of justice systems, 
public administration, governance and economic de-
velopment. This type of prevention works best in the 
very early stages of a conflict. But no matter at what 

Figure 2: Successful conflict prevention
selected cases

data: natural Earth, 2019

What: alienation of Russophones by Estonian 
nationalist government in 1993 fuelled ethnic 

tensions and triggered political conflict.
How: The OSCE’s High Commissioner for 

National Minorities’ mediation resulted in an 
amended Law on Aliens. 

What: popular protests as part of the Arab 
Spring started to escalate into armed conflict.
How: after initially refusing, President Saleh 

accepted the GCC proposal to step down in 
return for immunity, avertting – albeit 

temporarily - a civil war.

What:  a polarisation and fragmentation of the political scene in 1990s, 
as well as a gradual recomposition of political forces, combined with 
spill-over effects from an unstable neighbourhood fuelled intense 
inter-ethnic tensions.
How: coordinated and complementary measures by the United Nations 
Preventive Deployment Force, large-scale resettlement of Kosovan 
refugees by UNHCR, OSCE monitoring missions, and Council of Europe 
interventions helped to avert violent ethnic conflict.

What: civil unrest in light of economic 
deterioration and increased authoritarianism.
How: UN Special Envoy brokered an ageement 
between the government and civil society and 

facilitated a national dialogue.

What: outgoing president Yahya Jammeh 
refused to step down in favour of his elected 
successor, Adama Barrow, resulting in a 
constitutional crisis.
How: ECOWAS military deployment forced 
Jammeh into exile.
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stage, conflict prevention essentially seeks to make so-
cieties resilient to violent conflict by strengthening the 
capacities for peace. These can include a range of tools, 
from resolution systems to resources to structures, 
attitudes, and skills. Further work has introduced new 
and sometimes competing conceptual variants of pre-
vention. The Berghof Foundation, for instance, focuses 
on four pillars of conflict prevention: ‘identifying situ-
ations that could result in violence, reducing manifests 
tensions, preventing existing tensions from escalating 
and removing sources of danger before violence oc-
curs’.22 According to the Foundation, conflict preven-
tion strategies ‘are defined by their goals and the stage 
of conflict when they are implemented.’23

These approaches do not simplify the prevention de-
bate. But they can prove helpful to compare the differ-
ent understandings, methodologies and instruments 
that international actors have developed over conflict 
prevention (see Figure 3 for an overview of four main 
multilateral organisations), helping to clarify where 
they stand in its implementation. For instance, the 
EU’s Horizon 2020-funded project ‘Improving EU ca-
pabilities for conflict prevention and peacebuilding’ 
(EU-CIVCAP)24 discerned three capabilities that, to-
gether, enable a multinational organisation to act as a 
pivot for conflict prevention. These are the capabilities 
to engage (institutions, instruments, personnel, and 
analysis), capabilities to fund (short and long-term), 
and to coordinate and cooperate within and with third 
parties.25 

Overall, conflict prevention has evolved over time, 
and has been subject to different phases of popular-
ity, fatigue, and comeback. It most recently came to 
the fore and regained policy attention as a result of UN 
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres’ political leader-
ship and commitment to a greater focus on preven-
tion26, within the framework of the UN reform process 
and through the 2017 UN-World Bank Pathways for 
Peace Report. 

So, where do we stand today, and how is policy em-
phasis in 2019 different from the 1960s, or the Renais-
sance? Simply put, although conflict prevention ap-
pears to have stalled, it has evolved significantly since 
it was first conceptualised. Systems for early warning 
and early action are a case in point. Early warning is in 
fact a fundamental component of today’s conflict pre-
vention policies, providing actors with the capabili-
ties required to promptly identify risks of emergence, 
re-emergence or escalation of violence, and swiftly 
adapting policy responses so as to mitigate conflict 
risks. Without early warning, actors would not have 
a sufficient degree of awareness, nor the information 
needed to switch their actions towards more targeted 
prevention objectives. Today’s recognition of preven-
tion as a high policy priority should therefore not be 
seen as a new mantra, but as a form of momentum to 
make prevention machines more effective and sophis-
ticated, as well as capable of responding to evolving 

and more complex challenges based on new modalities 
of action. A quick review of past practices may be help-
ful to better understand what did not work in the past 
and how to improve it in the future. 

Figure 3: Conflict prevention in 
multilateral organisations
 › United Nations. The General Assembly and 

Security Council resolutions adopted in 2016 
(A/70/262 and S/2282, respectively) on ‘sus-
taining peace’, encompass activities to ‘pre-
vent the outbreak, escalation, continuation 
and recurrence of conflict, addressing root 
causes, assisting parties to conflict to end 
hostilities, ensuring national reconciliation 
and moving towards recovery, reconstruc-
tion and development’. 

 › World Bank. According to the 2017 Pathways 
for Peace Report, the prevention challenge 
goes well beyond conflict, ‘encompassing 
all manner of avoidable artificial and natural 
crises that cause significant human suffering 
and undermine development’. 

 › European Union. The Council of the Euro-
pean Union declared in 2011 that ‘prevent-
ing conflicts and relapses into conflict, in 
accordance with international low, is a pri-
mary objective of the EU’s external action, in 
which it could take a leading role in conjunc-
tion with its global, regional, national and 
local partners’.  

 › African Union. As a policy priority, conflict 
prevention as a theme features widely in the 
Protocol Relating to the Establishment of the 
African Union’s Peace and Security Council 
(PSC): as a principle of early response to con-
tain crisis situations so as to prevent them 
from developing into full-blown conflicts 
(Article 4b); as a power to anticipate and pre-
vent disputes and conflicts, as well as policies 
that may lead to genocide and crimes against 
humanity (Article 7-1a); as a function of ear-
ly warning and preventing diplomacy (Arti-
cle 4c); and as an objective to anticipate and 
prevent conflicts, as in circumstances where 
conflicts have occurred, the Peace and Secu-
rity Council shall have the responsibility to 
undertake peace-making and peacebuilding 
functions for the resolution of these conflicts 
(Article 3b).  

 › NATO. The Alliance’s 2016 call for Projec-
tion Stability aims at preventing instability 
in areas of interest, and proposes a range of 
measures to achieve this chiefly in the area of 
partner capacity building.
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selected cases

data: natural Earth, 2019
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FOUR PRACTICES OF 
CONFLICT PREVENTION
Although practices of conflict prevention are mani-
fold and multi-faceted, four came to the forefront of 
international politics since the 1990s: (1) prevention 
through mediation; (2) prevention through military 
peacekeeping and stabilisation; (3) prevention as pre-
ventive war (the ‘Bush doctrine’ in the United States); 
(4) prevention through early warning and early action. 

Mediation is ‘the process whereby a third party assists 
two or more parties, with their consent, to prevent, 
manage or resolve a conflict by helping developing 
mutually acceptable agreements’.27 Since all media-
tion arguably has a preventive aim, its use as a tech-
nique to prevent different types of violent conflict has 
been increasingly popular. The frequency and the like-
lihood of mediation attempts has increased substan-
tially since the end of the Cold War: since then, 73% 
of civil wars saw mediation attempts – in comparison 
to 24% of Cold War-era civil wars.28 Furthermore, over 
the period 1989-2014, 24% of armed conflicts ben-
efitted from the engagement of a formal third-party 
negotiator.29 As many attempts – such as in Nicara-
gua, Angola, Namibia, El Salvador, Timor-Leste and 
Mozambique – appeared successful, this approach has 
remained in place and is still considered as a main-
stream preventive practice today. But it has not been 
successful throughout, with 
some important challenges 
and limitations such as the 
difficult collaboration be-
tween high-level preventive 
diplomacy and local peace-
making mechanisms, or the 
risks emanating from con-
tacts with extremist groups.  

Since its inception, peace-
keeping has contributed to 
preventing and managing violent conflict between 
and within states. Traditional peacekeeping can in 
fact be considered a conflict-prevention tool, as it 
was designed to de-escalate conflicts or oversee the 
implementation of ceasefires to prevent the relapse 
of countries emerging from conflict. In many cases, 
peacekeeping troops were used preventively to fore-
stall violence.30 The evolving dynamics of conflicts 
have, however, expanded peacekeeping from its origi-
nal mitigation role to broader and more robust man-
dates, including stronger support to political pro-
cesses and the rule of law. In the UN system, the gap 
between military peacekeeping versus conflict pre-
vention/peacebuilding instruments has grown con-
tinuously: UN instruments for conflict prevention, 
such as the Peacebuilding Fund or the Department of 
Political Affairs, represent only a small fraction of the 

overall peacekeeping budget.31 As a matter of fact, for 
a long time military peacekeeping was seen as the pri-
mary and most-effective tool to address conflict, in-
cluding preventing it. The numbers support this logic: 
the more robust a UN peacekeeping mandate is and the 
higher its funding, the more likely it is to contribute to 
post-conflict recovery and prevent relapse into con-
flict. It has been also shown that had the UN doubled 
its peacekeeping operations budget, the propensity 
of major armed conflict would have been more than 
halved.32 Another study concluded that the presence 
of peacekeeping troops results in a drop of conflict re-
lapse rates by 75-85%.33 

Despite this evidence, the military dimension of con-
flict prevention has been discredited by high levels of 
violence in the 200os, and in particular by the implica-
tions and failure of the preventive war doctrine used 
by the George W. Bush administration for military 
interventions in Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003). 
Preventive wars can be seen as the most dangerous 
and radical drift in the attempt by the international 
community to resort to the use of military means for 
prevention purposes. The disastrous consequences in 
Afghanistan and Iraq had the long-term implications 
of making military engagements and stabilisation ap-
proaches a taboo, especially in Western democracies. 

Against this background, the current practices of pre-
vention have switched towards an emphasis on the 
comprehensive and institutionalised assessment of 

the root causes of a conflict 
when the crisis it is still at an 
early stage, and hence it is 
still possible to change course 
– this is the underlying logic 
of early warning systems 
(EWS); and move us on to 
on the political, technical 
and financial incentives and 
measures to turn the warn-
ing into action, integrating 
diplomatic, development, 

security and humanitarian interventions. Mainstream 
practices of conflict prevention today are essentially 
an integrated approach, whereby the military/security 
dimension is only a small component of a wider array 
of instruments. 

There have also been technological advances that 
have opened up new frontiers in conflict prevention – 
though it would premature to talk of a ‘breakthrough’. 
The use of data for strategic foresight is a case in point. 
One study, for instance, claims to be able to predict 
half of all conflicts up to eight years in advance.34 In 
this calculation, there was a high correlation between 
conflict onsets and the following: having experienced 
a conflict in the ten years prior (half of countries that 
have experienced a conflict will relapse within this pe-
riod), a location in a violent neighbourhood, popula-

Mainstream practices of 
conflict prevention today 

are essentially an integrated 
approach, whereby the military/
security dimension is only a 
small component of a wider 
array of instruments. 
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tion size (the larger, the more likely a conflict onset), 
low education levels, youth bulges, and high levels of 
infant mortality. Pakistan, Afghanistan, India, Sudan 
and Ethiopia will all be at risk of conflict in 2030, but 
the study also found high levels of conflict risk for My-
anmar/Burma, Turkey and China. That said, this kind 
of conflict arithmetic has its limits for the time being, 
but large-scale databases such as Seshat have the po-
tential to give us clues about the patterns and reasons 
for conflict.35

FAST FORWARD: HOW 
TO SEIZE THE DAY IN 
CONFLICT PREVENTION  
Looking forward, how can the renewed focus on con-
flict prevention be best supported, implemented and 
measured? A few key, yet non-exhaustive elements are 
outlined below. 

Resources. Perhaps the most important measure to 
avoid conflict is also the most unpopular: increasing 
the financing of conflict prevention would give a sig-
nificant boost to conflict reduction. But at the moment, 
international actors are still reactive rather than pro-
active when it comes to conflict, targeting symptoms 
rather than causes with their assistance according to 
a OECD report, which also stated that donors should 
invest in prevention as a way to save lives, resources, 
and money.36 According to the OECD, two parameters 
are crucial for lasting peace: low levels of conflict com-
plexity and available resources – which themselves 
depended on whether a conflict affected the strategic 
interests of a great power.37 

Behaviour. For most practitioners working on con-
flicts, pivoting to conflict prevention means stepping 
out of their comfort zone and learning a new way of 
working, thinking and acting more upstream. There 
is a human dimension of prevention, which entails 
trainings and programmes aimed at fostering behav-
ioural change and creating a wider and more cohesive 
community of practice. Without sufficient investment 
in this process, through education and training, mind-
sets will not change and international actors run the 
risk of preaching the need for preventive actions in an 
overwhelmingly reactive arena.    

Technology. Conflict prevention needs strategic ena-
blers. Technology can serve this purpose and help ush-
er in a new era for prevention, overcoming past chal-
lenges. An effective use of big data for shared analyses, 
for instance, can allow to predict future trends more 
accurately. Satellites and remotely piloted aircraft sys-
tems have also a potential to contribute to conflict pre-
vention activities, namely intelligence, surveillance, 

border assistance, force and population protection 
and other similar tasks.38 More generally, enhanced 
exploitation of dual-use technologies would provide 
significant and cost-effective benefits to prevention.39 

Security. The role of the military in conflict prevention 
is essential. Future prevention is linked to the involve-
ment of the military, and the value added provided by 
armed forces in terms of filling some gaps civilians 
struggle with. This includes, for instance, contribu-
tions in terms of available assets, information and in-
telligence sharing and conflict sensitivity.40 A truly in-
tegrated approach for prevention can only be achieved 
if the taboo of military deployment is overcome. 

Narrative. A correct narrative to support prevention 
is of the utmost importance. This narrative should go 
beyond the ‘costs of conflict’ vs ‘savings from preven-
tion’, and more explicitly help build coalitions for pre-
vention. Perhaps most importantly, conflict prevention 
needs case studies. Practitioners need to better under-
stand what worked, what did not work, what instru-
ments for prevention are more effective in different 
phases of the conflict cycle and what are the lessons 
from different countries, regions and cultural con-
texts. Assuming the current momentum will continue, 
prevention will need to be tested in order to generate 
experiential learning. It is also important to explore 
new ideas and concepts that may improve prevention 
policies, pushing actors to think outside the box. 

As part of its new series of Briefs on conflicts, the 
 EUISS will promote a focus on country and thematic 
cases for prevention that deserve policy attention and 
help foster new ways thinking. 
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