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BACKGROUND
Building resilience has become a primary 
development aim in the Horn of Africa and other 
areas facing recurrent humanitarian crises. To 
date, the resilience agenda has focused largely 
on predicting and preparing for climatic shocks – 
such as droughts and floods – and market shocks, 
with little examination of conflict and other political 
shocks. This reflects a troubling mismatch given 
that fragile and conflict affected contexts are those 
most vulnerable to the effects of climate change 
and other natural hazards1 and the evidence linking 
conflict to greater vulnerability to disasters.2

A better understanding of the links between 
conflict and resilience in areas facing recurrent 
humanitarian crises is vital given chronic violence 
and instability are pervasive in the areas where 
major investments in resilience are being made.3 

Yet how best to build resilience in conflict contexts 
remains unclear. Mercy Corps undertook research 
in the greater Horn of Africa to contribute to filling 

• Household food security is gravely affected
by economic and climate-related shocks.

• The effects of these shocks can be mitigated
by strengthening conflict management skills 
and systems within communities and local  
institutions.

• Improving collaboration between government
representatives and traditional leaders on dis-
pute resolution appears to have a high potential 
to improve resilience in conflict-affected contexts.

• Peacebuilding efforts can play a critical role
in supporting food security goals in areas  
experiencing recurrent crises.
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this critical knowledge gap. The central question 
this research sought to answer was: How do conflict 
management and peace-building programs affect 
households’ resilience to shocks and stresses in 
pastoral areas in the greater Horn of Africa?
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Previous Mercy Corps research in the Horn of 
Africa during the 2011 drought demonstrated that 
peacebuilding interventions can positively affect 
pastoralists’ abilities to cope with and adapt to severe 
drought.4 Building on these insights, Mercy Corps 
developed and examined two theories to identify 
specific strategies within conflict management 
programs that appear to have the greatest efficacy 
in strengthening resilience. These theories are 
illustrated in the conceptual framework below. 

1) Social Cohesion: Do stronger relationships 
between traditionally conflicting groups better 
enable communities to employ adaptive capacities 
in preparation for shocks and stresses and facilitate 
quicker recovery from them?

2) Enabling Institutional Environment: If influential 
leaders are better equipped to prevent and resolve 
conflict, will there be improvements in security, 
mobility, and people’s access to the resources they 
need to effectively manage shocks?
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Mercy Corps, with support from USAID’s Office 
of Conflict Management and Mitigation, examined 
these questions. The research was conducted in 
Northern Karamoja, Uganda, and in the Mandera 
Triangle with the aim of generating evidence that 
can be transferred to other contexts within the 
greater Horn of Africa.

Mercy Corps adopted a mixed methods  
approach to the research, which included 
household surveys as well as individual and 
group interviews. Quantitative and qualitative 
data was collected and analyzed at two points 
in time: in early to mid-2013, and again in  
early to mid-2015. Conclusions were drawn 
based on an analysis of trends over time,  
correlational relationships between variables of 
interest, and qualitative contribution analysis.        

Methodology

Conceptual framework for peacebuilding and resilience

THEORY 
OF CHANGE

OBJECTIVE PEACE & SECURITY 
OUTCOMES

RESILIENCE
OUTCOMES

SOCIAL 
COHESION

ENABLING
INSTITUTIONAL
ENVIRONMENT

Improved and/or 
more interactions 
among community 
groups

Improved
working relationships 
between conflict 
management actors

Less conflict

More 
effective
conflict 
resolution

Improved 
freedom
of movement

Greater ability
to manage/
cope with 
shocks and 
stresses while 
meeting  
household
food needs

Economic, climate-related or conflict-related shocks
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KEY FINDINGS 
Building resilience to shocks through 
peacebuilding efforts can support 
food security goals. Household 
food security is gravely affected by 
experiencing economic and climate-
related shocks. The results of this 
research show that the effects of 
such shocks on food security can be 
mitigated by strengthening community 
and institutional conflict management 
skills and systems. 

Peace and security conditions are 
better where stronger conflict 
management skills and systems 
are in place within institutions. 
Importantly, where government repre-
sentatives and traditional leaders work 
together, more conflicts are resolved 
satisfactorily. This finding supports the value of the 
work Mercy Corps and its partners are doing to 
strengthen the skills of, and cooperation between, 
leaders of formal and informal governance structures 
that have responsibilities for conflict prevention and 
dispute resolution.  

Not all forms of social capital appear to be 
equal when it comes to building resilience. The 
results indicate that intra-ethnic social cohesion is 
linked to both increased peace and security as well 
as improved food security. This intra-ethnic social 
cohesion can manifest as a community-level social 
safety net, for example, where community members 
help each other out during times of stress. 

Greater inter-ethnic social cohesion was not 
found to be linked with improved security 
conditions nor greater food security. To achieve 
these interrelated goals, peacebuilding efforts 
need to invest more in translating improvements in 
individual perceptions and behaviors around conflict 
into changed group norms and institutional structures 

that can sustain peace. Strong examples of this are 
consensus-based natural resource agreements 
developed in the Mandera Triangle program and the 
Moruitit Resolution in northern Uganda.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The results have important implications for practi-
tioners and policy makers working in conflict-
affected contexts in the Horn of Africa: 

• Aid actors interested in building resilience to food
security shocks in fragile and insecure contexts 
should gear greater investments towards conflict 
management interventions. 

• Programs with security goals should work to improve
 institutional-level conflict management capacities. 

• Conflict management efforts must go beyond strength-
ening inter-ethnic social cohesion if they are to 
achieve transformative change. 

• Development and humanitarian actors should support 
interventions that strengthen the social networks 
that people rely on during times of stress. 
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ABOUT MERCY CORPS
Mercy Corps is a leading global humanitarian agency 
saving and improving lives in the world’s toughest places. 
With a network of experienced professionals in more than  
40 countries, we partner with local communities to put bold 
ideas into action to help people recover, overcome hardship  
and build better lives. Now, and for the future.
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