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Theories of Change 
This policy brief compares three approaches to insurgency and terrorism.  Underlying assumptions about what is driving 
violence or how change happens inform large-scale policies, often without proven evidence or data to support these 
assumptions, creating a gap between intent and impact.  All interventions should begin with a robust, multi-stakeholder 
conflict assessment to identify complex and interconnected factors driving and mitigating conflict. A conflict assessment 
informs theories (or hypotheses) of conflict drivers and mitigators as well as a plan for what intervention might bring 
about the desired change. A “theory of change” (ToC) is a statement about how an intervention hopes to foster change 
to produce intended outcomes and impacts. ToCs make underlying assumptions explicit. Agencies often design 
programs based on weak assumptions about what will foster change rather than using solid research. ToCs make the 
monitoring and evaluation process more explicit by identifying anticipated changes. ToCs help support evidence-based 
policies and programs that challenge widely held but misguided assumptions.  

3 Approaches to Insurgency & Terrorism 
 Conflict Assessment Theory of Change Intervention Design 

Peacebuilding 
& Preventing 
Violent 
Extremism 
(PVE) 

Insurgent and terrorist 
groups exist and thrive when 
the state lacks legitimacy and 
actively excludes and 
discriminates against certain 
groups. An elite-captured 
state that intentionally 
governs to benefit some 
groups and repress others 

Engage with state, non-
state armed groups, and 
civil society to address 
core grievances and 
design inclusive and 
participatory governance  

Engagement with insurgent and terrorist 
groups will moderate their methods, 
decreasing violence; Correcting perceived 
state discrimination and exclusion in 
provision of services (security, justice, 
healthcare, etc.); Supporting civil society to 
nonviolently assert political grievances 
against the state and press the state to 
reform and become more democratic 

Counter-
terrorism 
(CT) 

Terrorists threaten violence. 
A lack of state capacity to 
contain terrorists is a key 
factor driving violence	  

Isolating	  and	  killing	  
insurgent	  and	  terrorist	  
groups	  will	  decrease	  their	  
ability	  to	  act;	  Increasing	  
the	  state’s	  capacity	  to	  
control	  the	  use	  of	  
violence	  will	  diminish	  
terrorism	  

Enemy-centric efforts to deter, destroy and 
isolate groups that use terror and to 
prepare, prevent, protect, and respond 
to terrorism; Train and equip state 
security forces to prevent and protect 
state interests; Pacify and prevent civil 
society from supporting terrorist groups 

Counter-
insurgency 
(COIN) 

Insurgents threaten and 
destabilize states, causing 
violence. Emphasis on 
undermining insurgent groups 
with a focus on providing 
protection of civilians and 
building legitimacy of state 
institutions. 

Winning over the 
population will defeat and 
contain insurgents by 
removing popular 
support for insurgency 
and restoring 
government legitimacy 

Population-centric efforts win the ‘hearts 
and minds’ of the population (civil society) 
to isolate and undermine insurgent’s 
narrative and increase legitimacy of the 
state 
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Figure 2: How Terrorists Groups End by Seth G. 
Jones and Martin C. Libicki, How Terrorist Groups 
End (Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corp. 2008), 19. 

Conflicting Theories of Change 
CT and COIN focus on threats from specific groups, and takes operational and tactical approaches to "destroy, defeat, 
or disable" these threats and to build state capacity to repress insurgency. Peacebuilding and PVE focus more on 
underlying drivers of conflict and causes of insurgency, which are often tied to elite-captured states that provide public 
services to elite groups and actively exclude and discriminate against other groups. “Countering Violent Extremism” 
(CVE) refers to deterring civilians from joining insurgent or terrorist groups. In contrast, peacebuilding and PVE theories 
of change seek to “improve state-society relations” and support community resilience rather than “build state capacity.”  

Somalia: CT efforts seek to isolate Al Shabaab, viewing the armed group itself as the source of violence in Somalia. 
COIN attempts to undermine their local support by winning the hearts and minds of the local population. In contrast, 
peacebuilding and PVE attempts to foster moderation and responsible governance by engaging Al Shabaab in dialogue. 
 

Kenya: CT efforts seek to isolate and undermine local Al Qaeda affiliates in Kenya. COIN attempts to undermine their 
local support. In contrast, peacebuilding and PVE seek larger Kenyan government reforms to address corruption, 
economic inequality, and land reform, which are seen as drivers of election and extremist violence.  
 

Nigeria: CT efforts seek to isolate and undermine Boko Haram in Nigeria and to aid the Nigerian government’s 
military capacity to exert a monopoly of force. A peacebuilding and PVE approach would address Nigerian government 
corruption, its perceived discrimination, human rights violations, and lack of legitimacy among the Nigerian population.  

 

Evidenced-based Policies 
As illustrated in the RAND Corporation diagram, peacebuilding and PVE’s theory of 
change is backed up by research that most terrorist groups end via political 
processes, not by military force. State-based repression, discrimination, and exclusion 
often fuel insurgencies and terrorism. Traditional CT efforts such as security force 
assistance aim to build state capacity by training and equipping state security forces. 
Yet arming abusive security forces may inadvertently fuel mass atrocities, undermine 
protection of civilians, and drive public support for insurgencies.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
•Consider the different theories of change used to address insurgency and terrorism, and that these 

different strategies - building state capacity and improving state-society relations - may conflict. 
 

•Consider whether actions taken in the short term to address tactical issues might undermine long-term 
policy goals.  The (unintended) consequences of implementing one policy could undermine other policies. 
 

•Seek evidence-based policies by correlating research on terrorism with theories of change.  
 

•Support political processes that engage all stakeholders and address underlying grievances. 
 

•Make Peacebuilding and PVE legal. Current counterterrorism laws and policies often obstruct PVE 
programs, civilians are prohibited from teaching negotiation or nonviolent mechanisms for expressing 
political grievances to groups designated as terrorists on official lists.  

 The Alliance for Peacebuilding (AfP) is a global membership association of nearly 
100 peacebuilding organizations, 1,000 professionals, and a network of more than 
15,000 people developing processes for change in the most complex, chaotic conflict 
environments around the world. AfP amplifies the strengths of its members and works 
collaboratively on issues that are too large for any one organization to tackle by itself. 
 


