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ACRONYMS 
USAID United States Agency for International Development 

ACLED Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project 

AIR American Institutes for Research 

AfP Alliance for Peacebuilding 

CVP Conflict and violence prevention 

AC&V Armed conflict and violence 

TOC  Theory of change 

BITB-HSC Bringing in the Bystander High School Curriculum 

GLOSSARY OF DEFINITIONS 

Armed 
Conflict 

An umbrella term for the systematic use of violence between two or more organized armed groups 
(i.e., any criminal cartel, army, militia, or other military organization, whether or not it is state 
sponsored, excluding any group assembled solely for nonviolent political association). There are four 
primary types of armed conflict: (1) international armed conflict, (2) intrastate armed conflict/ 
internationalized intrastate armed conflict, (3) criminal armed conflict, and (4) non-state armed 
conflict. Under the World Health Organization’s conceptualization of violence, Armed Conflict is a 
form of collective violence that is motivated by political, economic, and social drives. Armed Conflict 
rests at the extreme end of the Conflict Continuum, where organized collective violence meets 
incompatible goals. 

Source: Derived from CPS/Center for Conflict and Violence Prevention, the International Committee of the 
Red Cross, Uppsala University’s Conflict Data Program (n.d.) 

Armed Force 
or Group 

Any army, militia, or other military organization, whether or not it is state sponsored, excluding any 
group assembled solely for nonviolent political association. 

Source: USG Interagency Glossary (2019) 

Chronic 
Violence 

A situation in which high levels of violence are sustained over time and become routine such that 
people begin to perceive violence as normal. 

Source: Adams, T. (2012). “Chronic Violence and Its Reproduction: Perverse Trends in Social Relations”. 
Wilson Center. Citizen Security Series. 

Civilians Those who are not members of the armed forces. In the case of militias and other armed opposition 
groups, the line between civilians and combatants may be blurred. 

Source: USIP Peace Terms Second Edition (2018) 

Climate 
Security 

The ways in which the impacts of and responses to climate change alter the socioeconomic and 
geopolitical systems that affect peace and security. 

Source: USAID Climate Strategy (2022) 

Collective 
Violence 

The use of violence by people who identify themselves as members of a group – whether this group 
is transitory or has a more permanent identity – against another group or set of individuals, in order 
to achieve political, economic, or social objectives. 

Source: Krug, E., Mercy, J., Dahlberg, L., and Zwi, A. (2002). “The World Report on Violence and Health”. The 
World Health Organization.
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Conflict An inevitable aspect of human interaction, conflict is present when two or more individuals or 
groups pursue mutually incompatible goals. ’Conflict’ is a continuum. When channeled constructively 
into processes of resolution, conflict can be beneficial; however, conflict can also be waged violently, 
as in war. 

Source: USIP Peace Terms Second Edition (2018) 

Conflict 
Prevention 

Deliberate efforts to disrupt likely pathways to the outbreak, escalation, or recurrence of violent 
conflict and promote peaceful, resilient communities. 

Source: Strategic Prevention Project (2019) 

Conflict 
Sensitivity 

The practice of understanding how aid interacts with conflict in a particular context, to mitigate 
unintended negative effects, and to influence conflict positively wherever possible, through 
humanitarian, development and/or peacebuilding interventions. 

Source: CDA: Conflict Sensitivity and Do No Harm (n.d.) 

Context The ‘given’ factors in an environment – in particular, the factors that interact with conflict dynamics 
and aid programs and activities. They include the physical, geographic, socio-economic, and 
demographic characteristics, as well as the existing institutions and an area’s history of conflict and 
violence. Understanding the context in which aid is being distributed is the first step in taking a 
conflict sensitive approach. 

Source: CDA: Conflict Sensitivity and Do No Harm (n.d.) 

Countering 
Violent 
Extremism 

Proactive actions taken to preempt or disrupt efforts by violent extremists to radicalize, recruit, 
and mobilize followers to violence, and to address specific factors that facilitate recruitment and 
radicalization to violence. CVE encompasses policies and activities to increase peaceful options for 
political, economic, and social engagement available to communities and local governments, and their 
abilities to act on them. 

Source: USAID Policy for Countering Violent Extremism Through Development Assistance (2020) 

Criminal 
Cartels 

Armed, organized groups that do not seek to topple the state, but rather seek to control territory 
for the purpose of extracting exclusive economic benefits via illicit activities. 

Source: Lessing, Benjamin. (2015). “Logics of Violence in Criminal War.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 59.8: 
1486-1516. 

Drivers of 
Conflict and 
Violence 

Social patterns that emerge when the interactions between identities, institutions, narratives, social 
norms, values, and interests generate sufficient dissatisfaction or incentives that individuals and 
groups seek to achieve their objectives through confrontation or violent means. 

Source: CVP/Violence and Conflict Assessment Framework (n.d.) 

Ethnic 
Violence 

A form of targeted political violence that is motivated by ethnic division, hatred, and/or conflict. 

Source: Brown, M. (1997). “Ethnicity and Violence” in The Ethnicity Reader: Nationalism, Multiculturalism, and 
Migration. eds. Montserrat, M. and Rex, J. 

Gangs Gangs are associations of three or more individuals who adopt a group identity in order to create 
an atmosphere of fear or intimidation. Gangs are typically organized upon racial, ethnic, or political 
lines and employ common names, slogans, aliases, symbols, tattoos, style of clothing, hairstyles, hand 
signs, or graffiti. The association’s primary purpose is to engage in criminal activity and the use of 
violence or intimidation to further its criminal objectives and enhance or preserve the association’s 
power, reputation, or economic resources. Gangs are also organized to provide common defense of 
its members and interests from rival criminal organizations or to exercise control over a particular 
location or region. 

Source: Department of Justice: Violent Gangs (2023)
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Identity Salient markers of similarity, distinction, or affinity among individuals and groups. Identity is not 
necessarily inherent, but rather emerges from one’s relationships to others in a given context or 
situation. Actors can mobilize around a shared identity, especially when a person or group’s sense 
of self is threatened or denied legitimacy or respect. In these cases, identify is used as a driver of 
conflict. 

Source: CVP/Violence and Conflict Assessment Framework (n.d.) 

Incentives The real or perceived rewards attached to decision-making. Together with interests, incentives may 
help explain an individual or group’s motivations for engaging in violence or conflict for economic, 
political, or social gain. 

CVP/Violence and Conflict Assessment Framework (n.d.) 

Institutions Formal or informal rules and practices governing human interaction. These include social and 
political structures, laws, policies, organizations, and other mechanisms for shaping human behavior. 

Source: CVP/Violence and Conflict Assessment Framework (n.d.) 

Internally 
Displaced 
Person 

Persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or 
places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed 
conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights, or natural or human-made 
disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized state border. 

Source: UN OHCHR (n.d.) 

Marginalized 
Groups 

People who are typically denied access to legal protection or social and economic participation 
and programs for historical, cultural, political, or other reasons. Marginalized groups often suffer 
from discrimination in the application of laws and policy; access to resources and services; social 
protection. They may be subject to discrimination, persecution, harassment, stigma, and violence. In 
some cases, they may also be described as “underrepresented,” “at-risk,” or “people in vulnerable 
situations.” 

Source: Additional Help for ADS 201: Suggested Approaches for Integrating Inclusive Development Across the 
Program Cycle and in Mission Operations (2018) 

Narrative An individual or group’s strongly held beliefs about the way history has unfolded, which may 
incorporate both objective explanations of events and also subjective, perception-based 
interpretations of events. Narratives are critical components of personal development and well-
being, and intergroup and intergenerational norms and culture. 

Source: CVP/Violence and Conflict Assessment Framework (n.d.) 

Narratives The stories that we tell and are offered to us (by institutions, media, etc.) to make meaning of our 
lives and condition. 

Source: CVP/Violence and Conflict Assessment Framework (n.d.) 

Peacebuilding A wide range of efforts by diverse actors at the community, national, and international levels to 
address the immediate impacts and root causes of conflict and violence before, during, and after it 
occurs. 

Source: Alliance for Peacebuilding (n.d.) 

Protective 
Factors 

Individual or environmental characteristics, conditions, or behaviors that reduce the effects of 
stressful life events. These factors also increase an individual’s ability to avoid risks or hazards, and 
promote social and emotional competence to thrive in all aspects of life, now and in the future. 

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (n.d.)
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Radicalization A process by which a person or group adopts extreme ideas or beliefs and comes to view violence 
as a justified means to advance them. While most people who adopt radical views will never use 
violence, those who do often adopt ideologies that rationalize their actions. 

Source: USAID, Policy for Countering Violent Extremism Through Development Assistance (2021) 

Rebels Armed, organized non-state actors that seek to challenge and counter the government via the use 
of violence. These actors are also commonly referred to as insurgents or guerrilla fighters. They 
commonly coordinate with external forces and political militias and gangs. 

Source: Armed Conflict Location Event Data Project (ACLED) (n.d.) 

Refugee Someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear 
of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, 
or political opinion. 

Source: UNHCR: Convention and Protocol Related to the Status of Refugees, 1951 and 1967 

Risk Factors Characteristics linked with individuals perpetrating violence, but they are not direct causes of 
violence. A combination of individual, relationship, community, and societal factors contribute to the 
risk of violence. 

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020) 

Rule of Law The principle of governance in which all persons, institutions and entities, public and private, 
including the state itself, are accountable to laws that are publicly promulgated, equally enforced 
and independently adjudicated, and which are consistent with international human rights norms 
and standards. It requires measures to ensure adherence to the principles of supremacy of the law, 
equality before the law, accountability to the law, fairness in the application of the law, separation of 
powers, participation in decision making, legal certainty, avoidance of arbitrariness, and procedural 
and legal transparency. 

Source: United Nations, The Rule of Law and Transitional Justice in Conflict and Post-Conflict Societies, 
Report of the Secretary-General (2004) 

Sexual 
Crimes 

Acts of rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization, or any 
other form of sexual violence of comparable gravity. The International Criminal Court classifies 
Sexual Crimes as a Crime Against Humanity. The crime requires the perpetrator to have committed 
an act of a sexual nature against a person, or to have caused another to engage in such an act, by 
force, or by threat of force or coercion, such as that caused by fear of violence, duress, detention, 
psychological oppression, or abuse of power, or by taking advantage of a coercive environment or 
a person’s incapacity to give genuine consent. An act of a sexual nature is not limited to physical 
violence and may not involve any physical contact — for example, forced nudity. Sexual crimes, 
therefore, cover both physical and non-physical acts with a sexual element. 

Source: International Criminal Court: Policy Paper on Sexual and Gender-based Crimes (2014) 

Vigilantes Any organized group or actor that has access to arms and employs violent or nonviolent means 
to attain their strategic objectives. These groups and actors operate independently from the 
government or state apparatus; however, they can help advance shared goals and strategic objectives 
they might have with the state – e.g., pro-government militias/paramilitary groups. More commonly, 
the term Nonstate Armed Actors often refers to anti-government actors, such as insurgents, 
separatist, terrorists, as well as their respective groups. 

Source: Bateson, R. (2021). “The Politics of Vigilantism.” Comparative Political Studies 54.6: 923-955. 

Vigilantism Extrajudicial violence in response to crimes, real, perceived, or not yet committed, perpetrated by 
individuals or groups. This is also known as mob violence. 

Source: Bateson, R. (2021). “The Politics of Vigilantism.” Comparative Political Studies 54.6: 923-955.
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Violence The intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against another person or 
against a group or community that results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, 
psychological harm, maldevelopment, or deprivation. 

Source: Krug, E., Mercy, J., Dahlberg, L., and Zwi, A. (2002). “The World Report on Violence and Health”. The 
World Health Organization. 

Violence 
Prevention 

Activities to prevent the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against 
oneself, another person, or against a group or community that either results in or has a high 
likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment, or deprivation. 
Prevention activities may seek to decrease risk factors that lead to violent behavior, or reinforce 
protective factors that decrease the likelihood of violent behavior, whether at the individual, 
community, or societal level. 

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (n.d.) 

Violent 
Extremism 

Advocating, engaging in, preparing, or otherwise supporting ideologically or politically motivated 
violence to further social, economic, political, or religious objectives. 

Source: USAID, Policy for Countering Violent Extremism Through Development Assistance (2021)
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
USAID’s Bureau for Conflict Prevention and Stabilization and Center for Conflict and Violence Prevention partnered 

with the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED), American Institutes for Research (AIR), and Alliance 

for Peacebuilding (AfP) to co-create and implement a learning agenda that establishes the evidence base for effective 

approaches to armed conflict and violence prevention (CVP); identifies opportunities for CVP investments that would 

produce new knowledge; and provides USAID staff with events, tools, resources, and guidance to incorporate learning 

agenda findings into their work. A total of six Learning Agenda Questions (LAQs) were created, including themes of 

conflict sensitivity and integration; preventing and countering violent extremism; conflict and violence prevention; conflict 

sensitive peacebuilding; monitoring, evaluation and learning; and climate security. AIR examined the LAQs related to 

conflict and violence prevention. This report presents findings from an evidence review of armed conflict and violence 

(AC&V) research, intended to map the evidence base for what approaches are effective in reducing the communal, social, 

and economic incentives motivating involvement with violent actors, and in which contexts, while pinpointing areas that 

require greater investigation. Using systematic review methodologies to examine evidence produced between 2012 and 

2022, AIR identified 1,872 research and evaluation titles for abstract review based on inclusion criteria, retaining 129 of 

these resources for full thematic analysis and research synthesis. 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
Results confirmed previous research findings which found that there are multiple relationships and pathways into 

violence – being bystanders to violence in a community, being victims of violence in a community, or direct engagement 

in violence within a community. This finding held true regardless of violent group or violence type. This finding points 

to the potential of inserting prevention opportunities with the same populations at risk for violence at different points 

in their risk development pathway, beginning with their first exposure to violence as a bystander, and later as a victim, 

before their vulnerability reaches its peak and they become either more easily pushed into violent groups out of fear of 

continued victimization or pulled into these groups by a shared sense of identity or social protection. This review also 

found that while there is more research than ever being done with former or current perpetrators, hopefully increasing 

our understanding of motivations and incentives to engage in violence, many studies with perpetrators (87%) were rated 

as producing evidence with questionable or low credibility. Small sample sizes, recall bias, social desirability/redemption 

bias, and selection bias undermined the credibility of evidence produced in these studies. However, this finding is not 

that unusual given the nature of the question under study, where it is difficult to access populations at greatest risk, 

generate control groups to compare intervention groups against, and sample sizes are generally small unless relying on 

large secondary survey datasets, which then suffer from “data fishing” limitations (Daniels, Angleman, & Grinnan, 2015; 

Mark, 2015). 

INTRODUCTION 
USAID offers a wealth of knowledge in both armed conflict and violence (AC&V) prevention and implementing life-

enhancing programming in conflict-affected environments. Recognizing these capacities, the project team pursued an 

intensive, multi-stakeholder engagement process involving 43 interviews with USAID/DC and mission staff working 

across AC&V, education, food security, health, rule of law, and humanitarian assistance issues. Together, these 

consultations revealed an interest in addressing the dynamic factors that encourage various degrees of involvement 

with violent actors. To understand those factors, the levels at which those factors and players operate, what guidance 

exists to help identify and interrupt them, and where USAID can grow as thought leaders, AIR conducted an evidence 

assessment of AC&V prevention research guided by the following question: 
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What are evidence-based theories of change, interventions, and entry points to reduce the 
different communal, social, and economic incentives that motivate individuals to join, engage 
with or otherwise provide material support to different types of violent actors? 

Engagement with these groups is defined according to activities that are generated by or on behalf of individuals or 

groups in the context of the violence they produce either explicitly (e.g., actual violence) or implicitly (e.g., threats of 

violence), rather than engagement for social or familial purposes unrelated to threatened or actual violence. “Violent 

actors” is inclusive of mobs, gangs, cartels, militias, and rebel groups – among others. 

Methodology 

AIR followed best practices in systematic review methodology as advanced by the Campbell Collaborative (2023), and 

developed an analytical framework outlining search parameters, data sources, inclusion criteria, and coding priorities. 

AIR identified search parameters using the PICO criteria (population, intervention, control, and outcomes), with 

particular attention to historically marginalized populations, such as persons with disabilities, youth, children, children 

with disabilities, older adults, LGBTQI+ persons, indigenous and tribal communities, ethnic and religious minorities, 

immigrants, internally displaced and refugee populations, women, boys, and girls. 

Beginning with the abstract review phase, AIR researchers thoroughly searched government resources, online databases, 

peer reviewed journals, and work produced by research institutions and non-governmental organizations, as well as 

unpublished research provided by subject matter experts. While reviewing abstracts for relevance, AIR researchers 

applied the inclusion criteria liberally so as to avoid missing crucial information, thoroughly coding key characteristics 

of all abstracts having potential relevance to the learning agenda question. Bi-weekly quality control reviews ensured 

consistency across coders and produced a catalogue of 129 resources for full-text coding – 129 titles out of the 1,872 

selected for abstract review. Through a deliberative process, AIR developed a codebook for full-text coding, taking 

note of 

 y target populations 

 y geographic locations 

 y theories of change 

 y hypotheses 

 y study designs and data collection methods 

 y outcome measures and indicators 

 y findings 

 y limitations 

 y and evidence quality 

among other characteristics necessary to understand what works when minimizing the draw of violent actors. After 

reviewing 743 resources, 129 titles were retained for thematic analysis (Exhibit 1). 

Exhibit 1. Document Processing Results 

1,872 
titles selected for abstract review 

based on inclusion criteria 

743 

titles retained to review full text 
against inclusion criteria 

129 

titles retained for thematic 

analysis
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AIR rated the credibility of the evidence against criteria assessing the quantitative and qualitative quality of each study, 

using an established credibility of evidence tool (Campie & Solokosky, 2016; Wilson, Olaghere, & Kimbrell, 2019). AIR 

researchers proceeded to analyze findings from the retained evaluations of programs (quantitative and qualitative), 

systematic reviews, rapid evidence assessments, research, and research syntheses. Throughout the research process, AIR 

consulted with USAID to identify and evaluate sub-questions and topics of greatest utility to the agency. 

Included Studies 

The number of titles retained for analysis increased over the 2012 to 2022 time period, with significant and promising 

growth in the evidence base occurring between 2019 and 2021 (Exhibit 2). All regions of the world are represented in 

these studies, with Asia being the most underrepresented (Exhibit 3). There were only 25 studies from within either 

the United States or Canada alone. In other instances, these countries were represented alongside other countries, 

most typically in global research reviews. 

Exhibit 2. Titles Retained for Analysis 2012 to 2022 

Exhibit 3. Geographic Locations of Studies 

© Australian Bureau of Statistics, GeoNames, Microsoft, Navinfo, Open Places, OpenStreetMap, TomTom, Zenrin 
Powered by Bing 

1 

21 
Studies
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Few studies evaluated interventions, with most studies (125 of 129) examining their research questions outside of a 

program evaluation context. About 25% of studies focused on individuals currently or formerly involved in violent group 

activity, from child soldiers to cartels, to street gangs. Twenty-five percent of studies focused on children (0-9) or youth 

(10-29) involvement in violent groups. Most studies were non-experimental (87%). Many studies in this review (103 of 

127) produced evidence rated as either questionable (no credibility) or low credibility (Exhibit 4). This finding is not that 

unusual given the nature of the question under study, where it is difficult to access populations at greatest risk, generate 

control groups to compare intervention groups against, and sample sizes are generally small unless relying on large 

secondary survey datasets, which then suffer from “data fishing” limitations (Daniels, Angleman, & Grinnan, 2015; Mark, 

2015). This does not mean that one cannot draw inferences from the results of these studies and, given that the studies in 

our review were judged as worthy for inclusion in peer reviewed journals, these studies are considered the best in their 

field and should be considered for the value they do bring. 

Exhibit 4. Credibility of the Evidence 

RESULTS 
The hypotheses producing results with the strongest credibility of evidence, in a corpus of evidence that is overall less 

robust as we have explained, were exploring theories of change that predict involvement in violent groups is more likely 

when individuals have different types of experiences with violence and violent groups, over time, and across multiple 

settings within the context where they live, work, or learn (Exhibit 5). This finding was consistent regardless of the type 

of violence or region of the world where the study was done. Hypotheses involving economic pressures as the sole driver 

impacting decisions to join, engage, or support violent groups were only indicated in the handful of studies (2) done in 

indigenous, rural communities. No studies identified religion or peer influence as the sole reason motivating behavior and 

only 2% of studies overall included religion as an explanatory factor motivating behavior. 

Exhibit 5. Theories of Change (TOCs) with Strongest Evidence Base in the Corpus 

TYPE OF INVOLVEMENT 
WITH VIOLENT 
GROUPS HYPOTHESES/TOCs POPULATION EVIDENCE 
Multiple relationships when 
engaging, supporting, or 
joining violent group (over 
time) as bystander, victim, 
and perpetrator 

Push and pull factors 
that involve communal, 
family, individual, social, 
and economic risks and 
incentives 

•  General Population 
•  Youth (10-29) 
•  Perpetrators 
•  Children (0-9) 
•  Male and Female 

29 studies with moderate or 
high levels of evidence in the 
corpus

In this review we found that studies with low credibility 
suffered from small sample sizes, post hoc analysis bias 
(i.e., data fishing), selection bias, internal validity (i.e., 
inadequate relationships between indicators, measures, 
and outcomes), and external validity (inability to test 
the null hypotheses) limitations. Most studies (66%) 
producing evidence with moderate credibility did so by 
relying on in-depth, qualitative methods that triangulated 
data from interviews, observations, focus groups, and 
document or desk reviews of information. The highest 
credibility of evidence (4) came primarily (3 of 4) from 
systematic reviews of published research with/without 
metanalysis. Sixteen studies used experimental designs, 
yet none of these studies produced evidence rated at a 
high level of credibility. 
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Most studies (82%) identified two or more factors motivating behavior. Fifty studies (39%) were exploratory, meaning 

there was no commitment to a specific theory of change or hypothesis to explain why individuals join violent groups. 

Forty-one studies (32%) argued for theories where individuals are pushed into violent groups because of negative factors, 

with many of these factors related to weak or corrupt formal social controls. Twenty-nine studies (23%) argued for 

theories where individuals are pulled into violent groups because they perceive a positive benefit to joining, with the 

majority of these benefits related to identity alignment or social belonging. Seven studies argued for theories where 

individuals are both pushed and pulled into violent groups. Among vulnerable populations, women were included more 

than any other vulnerable group, with social and communal factors most often influencing behavior (Exhibit 6). 

Exhibit 6. Motivations and Incentives Among Vulnerable Populations 

VULNERABLE POPULATIONS 

Children (4 studies, 3 Low, 1 Moderate) 

 y Three of four (75) studies produced outcomes that include social/societal issues singly or in combination as a 

motivating or incentivizing factor 

Women (14 studies, 12 low, 1 questionable, 1 moderate) 

 y 12 of 14 (86%) studies produced outcomes that include social/societal issues singly or in combination as a 

motivating or incentivizing factor 

 y 5 of 14 (36%) produced outcomes that include community issues singly or in combination as a motivating or 

incentivizing factor 

Ethnic Minorities (5 studies, 3 Low, 2 Moderate) 

 y Four of five (80%) studies produced outcomes that include community issues singly or in combination as a 

motivating or incentivizing factor 

Rural Indigenous Communities (2 studies, both low credibility) 

 y Both produced outcomes that include economic issues singly or in combination as a motivating or incentivizing 

factor 

Studies that involved former or current perpetrators of violence represented about 25% of all articles examined. The 

majority of these studies found that motivations at the community or social level of influence explained behaviors related 

to violent group interactions (Exhibit 7), although the overall credibility of evidence from studies involving former or 

current perpetrators was much lower than the other studies in the corpus. 

Exhibit 7. Motivations and Incentives Among Current or Former Perpetrators 

MOTIVATIONS AND INCENTIVES AFFECTING CURRENT OR FORMER PERPETRATORS  
32 OF 127 STUDIES (25%) 

CREDIBILITY OF EVIDENCE: 1 QUESTIONABLE, 23 LOW, 7 MODERATE, 1 HIGH 

The community or community issues as a motivating or incentivizing factor 
 y 18 of 32 studies (56%) identified community influences singly or in combination as a motivating or incentivizing 

factor to engage with violent groups (14 Low, 3 Moderate, 1 High)*. The high credibility study also found economic 

factors to impact behavior.
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The society or social issues as a motivating or incentivizing factor 
 y 13 of 32 studies (41%) identified societal or social influences singly or in combination as a motivating or 

incentivizing factor to engage with violent groups (1 Questionable, 11 Low, 1 Moderate). 

The economy or economic issues as a motivating or incentivizing factor 
 y 9 of 32 studies (28%) identified family influences singly or in combination as a motivating or incentivizing factor to 

engage with violent groups (6 Low, 2 Moderate, 1 High)*. The high credibility study also found community factors to 

impact behavior. 

The family or family issues as a motivating or incentivizing factor 
 y 8 of 32 studies (25%) identified family influences singly or in combination as a motivating or incentivizing factor to 

engage with violent groups (5 Low, 3 Moderate). 

Interventions and Outcomes 

There were only four interventions in this largely theoretical corpus. We highlight each of the interventions, where it was 

tested, beneficiaries, theory of change, and outcomes produced as reported in the intervention’s evaluations (Exhibit 8). 

Exhibit 8. Interventions and Outcomes from Program Evaluation Results in the Corpus 

STRATEGY: COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT WITH POLICE (WILKE, 2020) 

Theory of Change: Installing technology to help citizens reach police was theorized to decrease citizen skepticism of 
police and criminal impunity of gangs, in order to reduce citizen vigilantism and engagement with gangs. 

BENEFICIARIES LOCATION RESULTS 

Entire Community South Africa POSITIVE EFFECTS: Residents became more willing to rely on police 
and less willing to resort to vigilantism. Results point towards increased 
fear of state punishment for vigilante violence rather than improved 
service quality as the link between state capacity and engagement in 
group violence. 

STRATEGY: BRINGING IN THE BYSTANDER HIGH SCHOOL CURRICULUM (EDWARDS, ET AL., 2019) 

Theory of Change: Train adolescents in tactics to interfere with the perpetrator-bystander-victim cycle in order to 
reduce future engagement in group-based sexual violence. 

BENEFICIARIES LOCATION RESULTS 

Youth United States MIXED EFFECTS: Students exposed to the Bringing in the Bystander 
High School Curriculum (BITB-HSC) demonstrated significant short-
term changes in victim empathy and bystander barriers/facilitators, and 
long-term changes in rape myths, media literacy, bystander readiness, 
and knowledge relative to youth in the control condition. Although the 
BITB-HSC had little long-term impact approximately one year after 
the intervention on actual bystander behavior, there were reductions 
in some forms of violence among students in the BITB-HSC condition 
relative to the control condition.
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STRATEGY: RESEARCH AND ACTION ON SOCIAL POLARIZATIONS (BOURGEOIS-GUÉRIN, MICONI, 
ROUSSEAU-RIZZI, & ROUSSEAU, 2021) 

Theory of Change: Train health, social services, and education professionals in violent radicalization assessment 
when they interact with clients. 

BENEFICIARIES LOCATION RESULTS 

Youth and Adults Canada POSITIVE EFFECTS: After the training, participants felt, on average, 
competent using the assessment to help prevent recruitment into 
violent radicalization and this result was consistent across genders. 
However, the training did spark some conflict among participants, 
who disagreed upon policy related issues related to the prevention of 
recruitment into violent groups. The study was not evaluating the effect 
of the training program on future radicalization. 

STRATEGY: COUNTER-NARRATIVES (SPECKHARD, SHAJKOVCI, & AHMED, 2018) 

Theory of Change: Using counter-narratives to dissuade individuals based in the United States from supporting and 
volunteering for violent groups in Somalia. 

BENEFICIARIES LOCATION RESULTS 

Youth and Adults 
– Targeting Somali 
Americans 

United States MIXED EFFECTS: Participants surveyed after the intervention 
indicated an unfavorable view of ISIS, asserting that ISIS does not 
adhere to Quran and Islamic principles, and is in fact a terrorist 
organization. Moreover, all of the participants in both focus groups 
during discussions expressed that violence perpetrated by ISIS, namely 
suicide bombings and violence against civilians and other religious 
and ethnic groups, is never justified. However, they also found that 
participants were skeptical about evidence in counter messages that 
bear the seal of a government entity (for example, U.S. State Dept.), 
rendering the effectiveness of such counter-messaging partially, or 
entirely, ineffective due to such symbolic association. 

IMPLICATIONS/KEY FINDINGS 
As we have shown, the hypotheses producing results with the strongest credibility of evidence were exploring theories of 

change that predict involvement in violent groups is more likely when individuals have different types of experiences with 

violence and violent groups, over time, and across multiple settings within the context where they live, work, or learn. 

This result confirmed previous research findings that there are multiple relationships and pathways into violence – being 

bystanders to violence in a community, being victims of violence in a community, or direct engagement in violence within 

a community (Campie, Tanyu, & Holla, 2020; Eisner, 2021; Gill, et al., 2021; Jensen, Atwell & James, 2020). 

This finding held true regardless of violent group or violence type. This finding points to the potential of inserting 

prevention opportunities with the same populations at risk for violence at different points in their risk development 

pathway, beginning with their first exposure to violence as a bystander, and later as a victim, before their vulnerability 

reaches its peak and they become either more easily pushed into violent groups out of fear of continued victimization or 

pulled into these groups by a shared sense of identity or social protection.
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We know from prior research that when there are negative factors in the community and no protective factors in the 

family or within the individual, it is more likely that vulnerable people may be pushed into violence (Beardslee, Docherty, 

Mulvey & Pardini, 2021; Emmelkamp, Asscher, Wissink & Stams, 2020). Still, these social factors may be too far removed 

from everyday experience to be influential on their own, but if they impact experience at the community level, where 

families, individuals, or institutions suffer (e.g., jobs, security, education), community factors could serve as proxies for 

social pressures. As a result, interventions could be successful in the short-term at the proxy level, but preventive action 

would need to address the root cause to prevent violence in the long-term. 

This review also found that while there is more research than ever being done with former or current perpetrators, 

hopefully increasing our understanding of motivations and incentives to engage in violence, many studies with 

perpetrators (87%) were rated as producing evidence with questionable or low credibility. Small sample sizes, recall bias, 

social desirability/redemption bias, and selection bias undermined the credibility of evidence produced in these studies. 

In this review we only found a handful of studies evaluating outcomes of interventions designed to prevent joining, 

engaging, or supporting violent groups. Intervention research in this space is predominately done with individuals already 

involved in violence and as such are not intervening to prevent initial engagement. There are many evidence-based 

prevention strategies that theoretically align with our results, intervening with children, youth, and families who are 

exposed to violence and become victimized. These have been summarized in detail, including implementation guidance by 

the U.S. Departments of Justice and Health and Human Services (2011). Whether they are actually effective at preventing 

the joining, engagement, or support of violent groups at a later point in time, with different populations and in different 

contexts across the world, remains an empirical question that only future longitudinal research can address. 

With these findings in mind, recommendations from this review include: 

1. Invest in prevention strategies for populations with chronic exposure to violence to reduce the collateral 

consequences that can push bystanders to violence into violent groups. 

2. Invest in prevention strategies that support victims of violence with intensive treatment that reduces their likelihood 

of both future victimization and future perpetration. 

3. Invest in prevention strategies that address root causes of violence that impact motivations and incentives across the 

social ecology where individuals are exposed to violence and victimized by violence. 

4. Develop actionable guidance for researchers working with former or current perpetrators to increase the quality of 

their studies so that insights from this critical population can be fully leveraged to drive prevention solutions. 
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