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Despite significant progress at the global level, poverty levels remain
persistently high in many countries, most of which are in fragile and
conflict-affected settings (FCAS). Poverty alleviation efforts will need to
focus on these challenging contexts.

Research in these environments remains low, leaving governments
navigating challenges without the necessary insights to prioritise and
implement effective policy reforms.

The State Fragility initiative (SFi) hosted its inaugural workshop on
research in conflict and post-conflict states in September 2024. The
event convened 49 academics, policymakers, and political leaders to
discuss key findings and policy implications from the burgeoning
literature on conflict and post-conflict states.

This learning brief highlights the main learnings from the workshop,
including key themes, findings, and research gaps.
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In recent years, the world has become less stable and less free. Conflict is on
the rise, with 56 instances of war and conflict reported in 2022, while measures
of political freedom have steadily declined in many countries since 2010. At the
same time, poverty levels remain stubbornly high in a cluster of countries, the
majority of which are fragile and conflict-affected states (FCAS).! Increasingly,
global poverty alleviation efforts will need to focus on these challenging
contexts, where institutional ecosystems are weaker and conflict persists.

Climate change poses an additional challenge to the already fragile political and
economic equilibrium in FCAS. These challenges demand a deeper
understanding of societies in so-called 'fragile’ settings, along with robust
evidence on innovative policy solutions tailored to these contexts. However,
such countries remain underrepresented in economic research. For instance,
since 2000, only 0.6% of Randomised Control Trials (RCT) registered were held
in the world’s 15 most fragile states, compared to 30.6% in other low- and
middle-income countries. The lack of rigorous evidence often leaves
governments navigating these challenges without the necessary insights to
prioritise and implement effective policy reforms.

To address these challenges, the State Fragility initiative (SFi) recently hosted
its first workshop on strengthening institutions in conflict-affected and post-
conflict states. It convened academics, policymakers, and senior politicians at
the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE). The workshop
aimed to bring together leading experts and practitioners to discuss existing
evidence and on-the-ground experiences on how to build effective institutions in
fragile contexts. The workshop sought to address the following key questions:

1. What models of policy research generate actionable knowledge?

2. Is there a coherent scientific agenda when it comes to institution
building in fragile states? Can this agenda yield new insights?

3. How should the International Growth Centre (IGC) focus its efforts?

The workshop, spanning a day and a half on Monday 30 September and
Tuesday 1 October, convened a total of 49 participants, including 13 IGC staff

1 A note on terminology: In what follows, we use the term “fragile” in a similar way as the OECD,
referring to countries which are exposed to higher risks and have insufficient capacity to absorb
those risks. This terminology lumps together very different contexts, and the lack of a precise
definition allows for differing interpretations of what constitutes a fragile state. This was made clear
during the workshop, with research on fragile institutions conducted in widely different settings, from
Afghanistan to Turkey. Obtaining a better understanding of what constitutes fragility and the right
metrics to capture it (in particular, setting appropriate benchmarks) in different contexts is sorely
needed. However, as a shorthand, we will refer to the countries mentioned below as “fragile”
contexts.
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members, 16 academics, 15 senior political party leaders, and five
policymakers.? Leading academics delivered keynote presentations, including
Katherine Casey from Stanford University, Adnan Khan from the Foreign
Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), Dominic Rohner from the
Geneva Graduate Institute and the University of Lausanne, and Noam
Yuchtman from the University of Oxford. Sessions included academic
presentations followed by comments and insights from policymakers, providing
a platform for bridging research insights with practical application.

In parallel to the academic talks, closed-door sessions were held with senior
political party leaders from Nepal and Sierra Leone, chaired by Michael Callen
and Katherine Casey. These meetings aimed to create the conditions for peer-
to-peer learning between leaders from both countries, sharing what has worked
and what has not.

Key themes and discussions

Understanding the fragility trap: How conflict and weak
institutions perpetuate vicious cycles

The concept of a “fragility trap” describes a self-reinforcing cycle where conflict,
weak institutions, and economic instability perpetuate each other, making it
extremely difficult for fragile states to break out of instability. Once a state is
fragile, the barriers to change multiply, locking it in a low-equilibrium cycle
where it is hard to enact change. This cycle not only impacts the state’s ability
to deliver services and provide security but also has deep-rooted effects on
public trust and governance.

Many mechanisms keep countries fragile. One example is a cycle of poverty
and conflict: Conflict makes countries poorer; in turn, low income and growth
prospects create a breeding ground for conflict. Low economic growth also
constrains the government’s ability to raise revenue. Moreover, a lack of
consensus about basic “rules of the game” can undermine public and private
sector investment. When societies are caught up in conflict or with low initial
levels of institutional capacity, breaking out of that equilibrium is challenging.
However, as the next section highlights, successful policy reforms are possible.

2 Academics included one PhD student. Senior Party Leaders included one organiser from the
Nepalese side, and one supporter. One policymaker could only join online.
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Leveraging pivotal moments to bring about change: The
opportunities and limitations of transitional institutions

Achieving institutional change requires a strong willingness of the government
to reform. This is typically seen during pivotal moments, known in the academic
literature as critical junctures, when both the government and citizens believe
that institutional change is possible. Several participants in the workshop
stressed the importance of these moments, highlighting the need for timely,
flexible support from the international community to capitalise on these short-
lived windows of opportunity. To be effective, international support must remain
adaptable and responsive, as these reform windows may not last long.

Focusing on pivotal moments raises three questions. The first is how to
recognise a country is facing a pivotal moment before the moment passes. All
too often, these moments are only recognised ex-post. To better understand the
importance of those reform windows, they need to be captured in real-time.
Secondly, while several participants stressed the need for the international
community to support countries during those pivotal moments, it is unclear what
form this external aid should take. Several external interventions have
backfired; for example, poorly executed aid delivery can worsen conflict.
External interventions often lack an understanding of local dynamics. Much
more research is needed to understand local contexts and the impact of
international interventions in these complex systems. Participants pointed to
Sudan, currently the world’s largest humanitarian crisis, as a missed
opportunity.

The third and last question is how to ensure that institutional changes are
sustainable in the long term. While transitional institutions established in pivotal
moments can secure short-term gains, they may lack the structural resilience
needed for enduring sustainable peace and stability in the long run, raising
important questions about how best to design institutions that serve both
immediate needs and future growth. One participant pointed out that while the
institutional set-up agreed on by warring parties during the 2003 peace process
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo might have led to short-term peace, it
is now contributing to the country’s ongoing conflict due to misaligned
incentives.

The role of citizen beliefs, trust, and information

Research presented during the workshop emphasised the importance of trust

between states and their citizens. This is crucial during periods of conflict, with
one presentation demonstrating how propaganda directed at citizens increases
their cooperation with armed forces. However, this should be wielded carefully:
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only propaganda with anti-insurgent messaging worked in Afghanistan, with
other types of messaging backfiring and decreasing support.3

Outside of conflict, relationship building remains crucial, as it determines the
success of government policy. To cooperate, citizens need to know that the
government will last, that it can be trusted with their personal information, and
that any taxes collected are being used to fund public services and
infrastructure.* One presentation showed that a flagship reform to build
administrative capacity in Afghanistan by modernising its record and payments
system was least effective in places where citizens believed that the
government would eventually fail.

However, building this relationship is difficult. One intervention in Pakistan
informed voters how their local government spends its revenue. However, it did
little to change the voters’ views on government or to increase their willingness
to pay taxes. Not only is it difficult to improve the relationship between people
and their government, but governments have little incentive to be transparent,
especially when transparency is damaging to them. One presentation showed
that providing information about the deterioration of democratic institutions
under the current Turkish government led to a decline in the support for their
government. Governments, therefore, have a high incentive to control what
information is allowed to circulate in these fragile settings.

Promoting social cohesion as the foundation for long-term
institutional change

While the previous section focused on the relationship between a state and its
citizens, any attempts at peacebuilding need to improve the relationship
between people. Wars exacerbate fractures between communities. These
fractures are often deliberately intensified through narratives propagated by
each side during conflicts, with opponents leaning on and reinforcing pre-
existing divisions to win popular support. Participants stressed the importance
of truth-building as an essential step towards reconciliation and a way to break
down divisive myths created during the war. Without this work, festering
resentment and unresolved grievances can plant the seeds for further conflict.

A burgeoning research area on reconciliation strategies points to potential paths
forward, such as reconciliation ceremonies in Sierra Leone. However, these

3 How this propaganda against the other group affects relationships between communities once the
conflict is over remains to be seen.

4 An unwillingness of people to share information with the state precludes several interventions
presented during the workshop. For example, increasing revenue from property requires people to
submit information on their properties, which they may be reluctant to do if they do not trust the
state. This lack of legibility of the population could be interpreted as a deliberate strategy from the
population rather than a lack of capacity from the state.
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may come at a significant cost: Ceremonies in Sierra Leone had a negative
impact on the participants’ mental health. These interventions are not only
relevant post-conflict but can directly affect participation in conflict. Preliminary
work by a workshop participant also suggests that programmes targeting new
recruits in armed groups and promoting empathy for civilians can lead
combatants to quit.

Building and sustaining social cohesion is challenging, particularly in contexts of
high scarcity. Research presented during the workshop illustrated that while
cash transfers improved the relationship between refugees and local
communities in Mozambique, the gains were completely reversed by a natural
disaster. Much more research is needed on how conflict affects interpersonal
relationships and what interventions can support them.

How to move forward

The presentations and keynotes during the workshop demonstrated a lot of new
evidence on how societies enter and exit conflict and how they can start
building institutional capacity. However, this still leaves several unanswered
questions. In particular:

Can small incremental changes be sustained? l.e. is there a
fragility trap?

Some of the research presented suggests that targeted reforms can increase
government capacity. However, it is less clear whether those changes are
sustained over time. For example, it is unclear whether increases in tax revenue
following external interventions can be sustained beyond that intervention.
Tracking their evolution over time will provide insight into the sustainability of
those reforms.

More research is needed on the link between increasing the
state’s fiscal capacity and accountability.

Accountability requires citizens to be able to express their preferences and for
the government to listen. Any intervention that aims to increase tax collection
should monitor citizen’s relationship with the state. Simply increasing taxation
without an accountable government may sow the seeds for social unrest in the
future. To understand how the relationship between government and citizens
evolves, it is essential to move away from the assumption that the state is
welfare maximising and to learn much more about the incentives of the
government. Similarly, government capacity building requires conducting
censuses of the population for interventions to work. More should be done to
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understand people’s readiness to be made legible to the state and how this
evolves when interventions are implemented.

What type of external interventions are needed in pivotal
moments?

External interventions can cause more harm than good. Much more research
should be conducted into how pivotal moments should be leveraged and the
type of external support that is needed. Support comes in many forms, including
military interventions, such as UN peacekeeping missions, military aid, debt
relief, and development and humanitarian aid. There is currently not enough
evidence to support which of these is needed and when, or the conditions for
their effectiveness.

How to move away from transitional institutions?

Another under-researched question is how to move away from transitional
institutions set up to bring peace temporarily. While these institutions may be
necessary to bring about peace in the short term, they may not bring sustained
stability in the long run. However, once in place, they are difficult to break away
from. A key question is how to ensure that the transition is done peacefully. The
role of justice is also key in this: To bring about peace in the short-term,
perpetrators of war crimes are often not brought to justice. This is especially
true if these very perpetrators are included in the new governance structures.
However, this often leaves victims without recourse or even an understanding
of who is responsible for these crimes, potentially hindering any long-term
reconciliation between communities. More research needs to be done to
understand how justice can be carried out without disturbing fragile peace
agreements.

Ethics of doing research in fragile environments.

Conducting research in fragile environments brings unique ethical
considerations that require careful, context-sensitive approaches. More so than
any other context, significant power differentials exist between local populations
and researchers, along with a heightened risk that projects could aggravate
existing tensions. More needs to be done in terms of understanding ethical
research practices in such settings to safeguard participants and also ensure
that the research does not exacerbate existing vulnerabilities, tensions, or
inequalities. Key principles that can be explored include how to streamline the
“do no harm” principle (for example, via continuous risk assessments), receiving
informed and clear consent from participants, ensuring confidentiality and data
security, upholding transparent communication with local communities, and
navigating research with respect and consideration for local norms.
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