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Introduction 

In the short history of conflict resolution
3
, several approaches were developed and practiced, which 

all have their pro’s and con’s. By having applied the approaches in peace missions, many successes 

have been accomplished, but much can improve even more. For the current era, the main lesson to 

be (re)discovered is to take the local level serious. This approach has been labeled as ‘community-

oriented analytical approach’, or ‘exotic localism’ in informal discussions. First this approach and its 

advantages are discussed. Subsequently the other approaches, mainly focusing on their 

disadvantages, are explained. After having shown the disadvantages of community-oriented 

analytical approach, it will be concluded that a new form of that approach should solve most current 

problems, which will result in better ways of transforming violent conflict into positive peace.  

 

 

The community-oriented analytical approach 

Béatrice Pouligny is a supporter of the community-oriented analytical approach. The approach:   

“implies fundamental changes in the intelligence and communication capacities of outsiders, in 

order that they might better understand local contexts and, more particularly, identify the local 

actors likely to be the major  motors for change (…) [it means] simply taking stock of what various 

social science disciplines have to say about the situations under consideration, and  using that 

knowledge within an operational analytical approach”
4
. 

In practice this means that outside interveners need to extend their knowledge and communication 

to local circumstances, and that not they themselves, but local people (either grouped in local NGOs 

or individuals) are the most important actors. Not all knowledge needs to come from the locals 

themselves, also social sciences can be used. Additionally Pouligny notes that international 

organizations and international NGOs should see themselves as facilitators, not as key actors, in a 

leverage process
5
. 

 

Advantages of the community-oriented analytical approach 

There are several advantages of this approach.  

 Firstly, the use of local resources (people and products) has advantages in time: it reduces 

the time needed for conflict resolution to start, and the organizations will not leave after a certain 

period. Ball, on the case of DDR-processes, states that timing is important: “donors should be 

prepared to act early on, ideally before wars actually end”
6
. Early intervention in the conflict can save 

lives. At the larger scale level of the international community, much time is needed to discuss 

whether or not to intervene, and if so, how and who will do it. At the local level the need for 

intervention is clear to the people, and local people and NGOs will have less choice on how to 

intervene: they will simply do whatever they are capable of. Even more time is saved since the 

people and products are geographically near the conflict area. Also, local resources are present for a 

long period of time. Mainly the first period after conflict is critical and at the end of this period the 

international community has often already left
7
. This approach also focuses on achieving positive 

peace and not on the mere absence of violence
8
.  
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 A second advantage of local resources is the reduction and stability in costs. International 

staff and material resources are more expensive than local resources, even without the travelling 

expenses. Also, because the local resources will stay within the country, there is stability in costs: 

local NGOs and people will not disappear after a few years, which sometimes is the case with the 

international community.  

 Thirdly, since local people and resources are embedded in the local culture, the chance on 

local support is big. Currently people sometimes turn against international missions because it is not 

seen as representative of their norms and values. For example in Afghanistan and Iraq, where some 

people see the Western countries as an invading force that wants to implement ‘their’ democratic 

ideas. Local support is crucial for success. For example, “Security Sector Reform cannot be 

implemented successfully without the co-operation of those who stand to lose the most from the 

process”
9
. With local support, the confidence in the own society will grow which will cause an 

upward spiral of development. When organized by local people, the population will be motivated to 

help since it gives meaning to their life and may help in processing the past. “For both consociational 

democracy and corporatism to work well, the population needs to identify with and feel loyalty to its 

social sectors”
10

. 

By using the local culture, cultural mistakes will additionally be avoided
11

. In many 

international situations it is difficult to completely understand and cooperate with one another and 

this can now be avoided by using more local people and knowledge of the society. Also, in 

international missions the root-causes of conflicts are sometimes misunderstood. Local people will 

know these and consequently the right steps will be taken from the start
12

. 

 There are two last advantages. The first is that the diverse character of local help has proven 

useful in splintered post-war societies
13

. Secondly, some things do not need help: for example, 

refugee return often occurs spontaneously
14

. So instead of the international community interfering in 

this, local actors could study whether it is necessary to help in this, and eventually help if needed. 

 

 

Other approaches 

There are three other major approaches in conflict resolution: critical theory; liberal peace; and 

(un)critical peacebuilding. Their pro’s and con’s are explained here.  

 

Critical theory  

This theory looks extremely critical at former forms of conflict resolution: former interventions were 

a form of political contestation; there was lack of respect for international law and arbitrary and ad 

hoc use of military force on the basis of the political stakes involved
15

. Where there is lack of political 

stakes, no intervention will be made
16

. This critical view questions whether interventions should be 

made at all; and if so it states that it should be done radically different from the current approach.  

It is useful to rethink why external actors should intervene in the first place, and which goals 

and assumptions are behind it. The community-oriented analytical approach also highlights this. 
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However  the alternative of doing nothing is not very realistic. In this era of globalization and 

weapons of mass destruction, allowing conflicts is too dangerous. Due to globalization, the Western 

population sees every disaster across the globe, and consequently feels the need to do something: 

“yet for their [the West’s] own domestic audiences presented with another African famine, for 

example, they cannot also be seen to be doing nothing”
17

. Also, although one can be sceptical, it is 

interesting to remember the following quote: 

“Demonstrating that aid does harm is not the same as  

demonstrating that no aid would do no harm”
18

 

No aid will definitely do harm, it will result in more victims compared to situations where aid is given, 

even though the method of aid at this moment may not be the best one.  

 

Liberal peace and (un)critical peacebuilding 

Before explaining both approaches separately, the pro’s and con’s of both approaches can be given. 

Both promote intervention of the international community, that strives to creating market 

democracies. This mainly has advantages in funding, either via monetary and/or material and/or 

personal means.  

 However the presence of the international community has distorting/perverse effects on the 

economy of a country: local prices go up; local people switch to professions that make money and 

forget their own profession, etcetera
19

.  

 Also, the fact that the international community invades a country and takes control, in order 

to give the local government autonomous control, seems contradicting
20

. When the international 

community is the lead actor in institution building, it undermines the emergence of local 

organizational capacity
21

. Sometimes the armed conflict will not likely be stopped without external 

intervention, but at the same time, the external presence diminishes the autonomous strength of 

contenders
22

. The international presence can even directly hinder the process by which contenders 

reach peace by themselves
23

, and regarding elections, it limits the degree of autonomy and efficacy 

of the election
24

. 

 Another disadvantage of international interference is the interest of the international 

community in keeping the accords on track in the short run, which sometimes directly conflicts with 

longer-term goals. The international community has separate security interests which may not 

converge with the overall development of citizen oriented, rights-respecting systems of public 

security and justice
25

.  
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Also the aspect of universality of norms and values plays a role. As Christine Bell notes, 

“human rights institutions within a peace agreement cannot be separated from the proposed role and 

scope of the political institutions”
26

. However these political institutions and consequently the human 

rights institutions, are modelled on Western liberal ideas of judicial enforcement
27

. This may not be 

shared by the local population which will cause problems for the implementation of the program.  

 

Liberal peace  

During the first years of application of this approach, it has, in the form of Structural Adjustment 

Programmes of the World Bank, often had a negative impact. Problems relating to dependency, 

incoherence, and wrong duration evolved
28

. Therefore adjustments were made: democratization 

should henceforth go gradually and controlled; elections should reward moderation; there should be 

peace-oriented adjustment policies; coordination should be effective and the time frame realistic
29

. 

In practice however the approach has often failed to provide the sorts of stability and 

economic growth envisioned
30

. The financing is often delayed, which is harmful
31

. Other 

disadvantages are that policies of the International Financial Institutions (IFIs) of macroeconomic 

restraint the public expenditures that are essential to peace. The policies also tend to increase and 

exacerbate economic inequalities, and tend to create more unemployment
32

. IFIs are also limited to 

their own charters, which prescribe them to only work with recognized governments
33

. Then there is 

their preference to support visible, attractive, and potential successful projects.  This may cause a 

self fulfilling prophecy in which aid is successful
34

. Also some key political tasks of peace 

implementation tend to be underfunded
35

. Summarizing, the interference of the international 

community depends on politics: what do they gain from it? 

 

(un)critical peacebuilding  

This theory has some differences in the methods of conflict resolution, but the same end goal. The 

dilemmas of the liberal peace approach should be dealt with
36

 by including local knowledge, root 

causes, multidisciplinary analyses, and including an analyses of all possible outcomes of a mission
37

. 

The approach recognizes that conflict resolution is about politics of donors
38

. As a solution to these 

problems a transition should be made in the mind of the West, by seeing post-conflict operations as 

the first of many phases of international engagement in recovering countries. The international role 

should shift towards “a more “ordinary” international development and monitoring presence” and 
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exit should be seen as a process instead of an event
39

. A specific critique on this approach is that, for 

the sake of safety, the process of democratization should not go slowly but as fast as possible
40

. 

 

 

Disadvantages of community-oriented analytical approach 

This does not mean however that the community-oriented analytical approach only has advantages.  

 First of all it is the question whether local actors have the means to be involved in conflict 

resolution. After conflict, countries tend to be poor and many are in need of help. The resources will 

have shrunk in a short period of time. 

 Secondly the question arises whether local actors have the required knowledge. They do 

know much about the local context, but that does not make them conflict resolution experts, proves 

this quote: “not all traditional practices lead to peace”
41

. The organizations may not be very 

democratic – Grindle suggests that they often resist downward accountability
42

. Related to this is the 

loss of enthusiasm that catches many NGOs
43

. 

 Thirdly, by using the old structures, and the same people, the chance exists of re-creating the 

conflict. Exclusionary structures and recruitment patterns, people with histories of political violence, 

provocation, and human rights violations, and the use of former clienteles might sow the seeds of 

(re)new(ed) conflict and leave sectors of the civilian population unprotected
44

 
45

 
46

. 

 Also, local NGOs can become financially dependent on the international community. This can 

question the amount of real ownership, especially seen the fact that the strategy of implementation 

will be heavily influenced by what the donors are willing to fund
47

. NGOs can, as is the case with the 

international community, have an interest in the continuation of their program since it creates jobs
48

. 

All these aspects might influence the policy and results of NGOs. 

 Consequently the trust of the population in its local strengths may be low, which again 

decreases the chance of success. 

 Another major disadvantage is that the authority of the local government might be (further) 

endangered
49

. This approach actually avoids the real issue of citizens who need to be able to count 

on well-performing public organizations
50

. 

However most of these disadvantages can be solved by adapting the community-oriented analytical 

approach, which will be done in the subsequent paragraph. 
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Conclusion: a new community-oriented analytical approach 

The first explanation of the community-oriented analytical approach is vague about the exact roles of 

the local and the international community, therefore more explanation is given here.  

 Even though there are many downsides, the international community can definitely help in 

conflict resolution, especially given its financial resources and powerful position. The international 

community has gained experience in conflict resolution and could therefore coordinate and mediate 

in the conflict resolution process, however in a more custom-made and demand-driven manner. 

Local actors should sense when and what form of conflict resolution is needed, and then ask external 

actors what they need, or external actors could ask them. The approach should be custom-made: fit 

to the specific needs of that area. In general the international presence should be limited to the 

minimum necessary for effective assistance, in which I agree on Lopez
51

. The fact that the smaller, 

less costly UN missions were most successful in solidifying the process of democratization proves the 

use of this
52

. Only in extreme cases, for example genocide, the international community should act 

on its own. When needed, the international community could take a leading role in coordination and 

planning, which is also suggested by Ball who states that the international community should be 

involved in: a) strategic planning B) coordination within the government and with the donor 

community and C) oversight of implementing bodies
53

. Putnam has good suggestions for 

International Human Rights Organizations: they could “facilitate the performance of key institutions, 

….. establish contacts and build working relationships from the government level down, ….. solicit 

local NGO participation, …. and collect reliable monitoring and exchange of information”
54

. Also they 

can “act as watchdogs regarding the treatment of [local and national NGOs and their members] they 

receive from government authorities”
55

. 

 

The emphasis therefore should be on local actors. Most disadvantages will disappear when 

paying attention to the following. 

1. Give local actors more credit and support. By giving them a voice, and leadership as far as 

possible, the problems of loss of enthusiasm and the lack of resources will be solved.  

2. Manage the expectations of the local people
56

. Although a local approach will strengthen 

the confidence in the own skills, it will stay extremely difficult to solve the conflict and 

rebuild the society.  

This keeps us left with two problems. The first one is dependency on the international community. 

This will to some extent always be the case. Western NGOs are becoming more self-reliant, they can 

transfer this knowledge to local NGOs, but the problem will stay with this approach. But the local 

NGOs can demand more from the international community, and when they will be taken serious, this 

will solve the problem. However it will remain difficult. One promising fact is that many NGOs were 

able to free themselves from the tutelage of the government, and this might repeat itself with 

international actors
57

. 
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The last problem is the threat for the government. In the short term this will remain a 

problem. However, once the First needs are fulfilled, NGO employees could be stimulated to work for 

the government. These people often have support from the population, and have skills to take 

leadership.   

 

 

 

 


