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INTRODUCTION 
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. 

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. 

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 

KEY FINDINGS 
Results 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. 

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 
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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. 

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. 

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 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 on actual bystander behavior one 
year after the intervention, there were reductions in some forms of violence 
among students in the BITB-HSC condition relative to the control condition. 

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.
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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. 

SUMMARY 
In this review we 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. While this review only identified a handful of studies evaluating outcomes of interventions designed to prevent 

joining, engaging, or supporting violent groups, 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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from https://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:mau:diva-26933 

Non-
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