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Graffiti on Mhammed Mansour Street, Cairo, Egypt. Credit: J.Matthews (2013) – Panos



WORKING IN CONTEXTS OF VIOLENCE AND CONFLICT

THINK ABOUT 
INFLUENCES

Government actors

Private sector

Civil society 
organisations

Religious
groups

Trade unions

Social and political 
movements

Visible power structures and formally 
recognised actors are not necessarily the 
most influential or central to change

Pressure to reach 
targets and results 

may increase risks to 
local actorsVolatility of context

Risks to leadership figures

Interventions may 
cause harm or make 

situation worse

Look for invisible forces 
and socialised norms Consider both formal and 

informal politics

What is happening in public, 
private and intimate spaces?

Be aware of patterns 
and complex dynamics

Conduct risk and 
mitigation analysis 
with others

Explore different 
scenarios for 
interventions

Monitor and review 
progress and contexts

Undertake an ethical 
review of expectationsKeep track of and 

understand changes in 
context, which may be 
positive or negative 

ASSUMPTION CHECK

WHO IS DRIVING, BLOCKING 
OR AFFECTED BY CHANGE? 

WHAT ARE THE RISKS?

Potential for backlash 
to change actors and 

programmes

Local

National

International !
MITIGATING RISK 
AND DETERIORATION

ASSUMPTION CHECK
Are you paying attention to how the 
people affected by the violence and 
conflict are analysing their context?

!

ASSUMPTION CHECK

Your agency and your partners 
are not neutral and are not 
immune to being perceived as 
partisan in the conflict – you 
might even be used by one or 
more parties in the conflict

!

Deciding whether and how to work in 
violent contexts is a challenge since these 
are often highly volatile and can present 
significant risk. 

Here, a Theory of Change is best used as 
a way to understand and contribute to a 
change process rather than as a roadmap 
for achieving specific aims.

Principles for creating a Theory of Change: 
 Carry out context analysis to gain an understanding of how positive change 

happens or is resisted; how different actors enable or block it; and how you 
might contribute to it

 Check your assumptions along the way

 Understand risks 

 Understand how to mitigate risks and deterioration 

Each context requires a different Theory of Change, 
which then needs to be continually updated.

CONTEXT ANALYSIS

AT WHAT LEVEL ARE 
THEY OPERATING?

! ASSUMPTION CHECK
Factors that led to change once or 
in one context, might not do so a 
second time or in another context
  

Change does not always 
move in a positive direction

! ASSUMPTION CHECK

!

www.ids.ac.uk/pvca



COLOMBIA

This case study explores citizen agency in several citizen-led 
processes of resistance to violence, variously located within 
and without constitutionally-provided spaces, in a post-conflict 
setting of intense structural and direct violence. Fieldwork in 
Buenaventura in 2014.

EGYPT

This study examines the causes and dynamics of violence 
after the demise of President Mubarak up to present times, 
and explores the extent to which the political settlement 
that emerged in February 2011 was responsible for the rising 
violence and the ensuing revolt in June 2013.

KENYA  
This case study focuses on how citizens live through and 
mitigate different types of violence in Marsabit County, 
northern Kenya. It looks into the part that endemic violence at 
the micro-level plays in the current political settlement, through 
exploration of people’s day-to-day experience of violence in 
2013–14.

SOUTH SUDAN

This case study provides a gendered perspective on the different 
forms of violence experienced by people in an insecure state, 
post-civil war South Sudan. Agency is expressed through the 
modification of customary institutions to develop security 
strategies. Fieldwork in Eastern Equatoria state in 2013.

ZIMBABWE

This study explores the strategies of youth in dealing with 
political violence and repression, in their individual and 
collective forms. It looks at how and whether the repressive 
regime context shapes the socialisation of youth and how they 
experience their citizenship. Fieldwork in Mashonaland and 
Matebeleland in 2013–14.
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It is time to understand better citizen-centred 
perspectives and citizens’ potential in navigating 
and transforming conflict.



This action research project addresses the need to shift from a state-
focused to a more citizen-centred perspective in contexts of fragility 
and chronic violence. It aims to understand how citizens deal with 
violence, in particular how they confer legitimacy to, or withhold 
it from, the various forms of leadership and authority in their 
environment. It also engages with the debates on political settlement 
by showing how the non-elites view the political settlement in their 
context, and how it informs their agency in response to violence. 

The project consists of multiple components, linking research to 
knowledge brokering and capacity building. Researchers worked 
closely with local partners and social leaders already working to 
overcome situations of violent conflict.

This research was supported by
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Institute of Development Studies, Library Road, Brighton BN1 9RE

A young man with a sign against arms during a peace 
demonstration in Medellin, Colombia. 
Credit: P. Smith (2002) – Panos
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