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The 2008 Accra Action Agenda on Aid Effectiveness, signed onto by the US, concluded that 

broad country ownership, including governments, civil society and the private sector, is critical to 

aid effectiveness. A whole of government, interagency approach to US interests requires the 
development of a whole of community infrastructure for including local voices in conflict 

assessment, policy planning and program implementation.  Donors will benefit from local 

participation in conflict assessment in a variety of ways. 
 

A Thorough Assessment Saves Time and Money and Prevents Mistakes.  Creating a 

successful program or policy requires deep assessment of the context, the conflict, needs on 
the ground and the capacity that exists locally and internationally to address the challenges. 

Skimping on assessment wastes time and resources. U.S. counterinsurgency experts claim the 

switch in military strategy with the surge in Iraq came with an assessment sea change of 95% of 
the military’s time spent listening, drinking tea and assessing the situation with locals and 5% 

military engagement.  The development and diplomatic community should do likewise.  The 

ratio of assessment to programming may seem like ‘analysis paralysis.’  But given the strong 

critiques of wasteful and ineffective aid programs, there is a good chance that “less is more” and 
quality is more important that quantity in development programs. 
 

Local Voices Hold Cultural Intelligence and Understand Internal Divisions. Only diverse 

teams of outsiders and insiders representing a country’s spectrum of socio-economic, ethnic, 

religious, lingual, age, educational and regional backgrounds will provide a conflict assessment 
that is adequate for policy and program planning. The model of donors sending in inter-

disciplinary teams for several weeks can shed important insights into U.S. policy and programs 

in a region.  But it cannot adequately capture the complex cultural worldviews, history and 
language of a place as these relate to local conflicts.  Outsiders are often unable to adequately 

understand the divisions and ranking social system within a country.  Insiders of different socio-

economic, ethnic, religious, or linguistic groups may defer to other groups in public settings, or 

“say what you want to hear” with outsiders present.  Outside donors and programmers should 
be aware that insiders may not be able or willing to communicate directly about complex 

dynamics of conflict.  The identity and presence of outsiders and translators who have their own 

biases skew data about local conflict dynamics.  For example, in Afghanistan, people from some 
of the country’s minority ethnic groups, like the Hazara, may not speak publically on the 

dynamics of conflict when outsiders or other ethnic groups are present.  
 

Whole of community coordination on conflict assessment could lead to more effective 

conflict assessments, policy planning and greater program impacts.  “Whole of 

Community” refers coordination between the United Nations, Regional Organizations, 
International NGOs, Government diplomatic, development and defense agencies, local 

governments and local civil society leaders (CSOs). CSOs are increasingly being asked to 

participate in uncoordinated conflict assessments by different countries and donors.   Local 
leaders spend a great deal of time providing insights to their international partners.  This lack of 

international coordination consumes local leader’s energy and wastes international resources in 
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these duplicative processes.  ‘Whole of Community’ conflict assessment input can increase the 

quality of conflict assessment while decreasing the duplicative number of processes costing 
both money and time and resulting in “assessment fatigue.”  A Whole of Community approach 

fosters coordination of donor’s short term, high impact investments and local actor’s interest in 

long-term, sustainable change.   
 

RECOMMENDATIONS:  
 

1. Demonstrate Democracy in the Assessment Process. Donors send messages about their 

values in the assessment process. Inclusive, respectful processes where diverse stakeholders 

discuss, decide and implement programs together demonstrate democratic decision-making. 
Local people often have little choice whether donors decide to come to their country.  When 

they are left out of key assessment processes and policy decision-making, it sends a message 

that undercuts public diplomacy efforts to link US policy to democracy and conflict prevention.  
Donors should be clear that they are making a commitment to invest in developing local 

solutions if they are asking local people to commit time and effort to assessment. 
 

2. Choose Local Voices Carefully. Often the same local elites are repeatedly chosen to 

participate in donor assessments. Recognizing the strength of civil society as its diversity, 

include a broad range of local voices from, for example, community-based organizations, 
religious and ethnic leaders, women and youth leaders, and independent media.  This helps to 

ensure local voices truly are representative and are not speaking for narrow interests of a 

particular group. There are people in every context who have fostered an ability to see the 
conflict from multiple points of view.  Finding these people is key to conflict assessment. 
 

3. Take Time to Listen. Civil society often feels like donors come to them with projects in hand 

and a box to tick for “consulting with civil society” rather than taking the time to listen and assess 

the conflict with diverse local voices.  Setting up interviews and identity caucus focus groups 

helps to ensure that assessment processes come out with valid results.  It may be the quality of 
the listening rather than the quantity of time that is most important. 
 

4. Foster “Civil Society” not a “Project Society.” Democracy requires a diverse and active civil 

society that holds government responsible for its essential functions. When donors exclude 

diverse local voices from assessment processes, these key insights are also missing in policy 
planning which then tends to see local civil society as “implementers” of projects rather than 

empowered agents of social change and policy advocacy. A focus on projects also undermines 

an empowered civil society by fostering competition for funds and damaging collaborative 

relationships about local groups. 
 

5. Invest in Helping to Develop Ongoing Internal Conflict Assessment Teams and Caucuses 
Teams of insiders and outsiders should be set up, like they were in Rwanda, to advise the 

international community in policy and program planning. Conflict assessment caucuses are safe 

spaces for identity groups to discuss together and develop an assessment that reflects their 
own unique perspectives.  If comfortable, they can then share a public report of their analysis 

while maintaining some degree of individual anonymity that can protect them from reprisals from 

other identity groups.  Given the ongoing dynamics of conflict, regular conflict assessment 

processes are necessary.  Insider teams can help to pull together the information developing 
out of caucus assessments to feed into donor decision-making. 
 
Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) are non-governmental groups such as charities, community-based 
development organizations (CBOs), women's groups, media, business associations, faith-based 
organizations, professional associations, trade unions, self-help groups, coalitions and advocacy groups. 
 


