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Introduction
Commonly-accepted best practices for preventing violent conflict suggest that action be theoryinformed, holistic, collaborative, facilitative and sustained. Prevention is argued to be far less
costly than trying to end war and re-build afterwards; and early prevention is considered superior
to later intervention.
In The Sage Handbook of Conflict Resolution Lund has authored an encyclopedic overview of
the state of the art of prevention, noting that, “the simple antidote to ‘act early’ has given way to
a deeper concern about getting those actions right. This is because misapplied preventive efforts,
even if timely, may be worse than taking no action at all. (cf. Lund, 1998a). Thus, the growing
research on ‘success’– preventive actions that were tried and no escalation occurred – is
especially policy relevant. Instruments in the potential prevention toolbox are not ipso facto
effective, for that hinges on which is applied when, where, and how.”1
Lund goes on to assert that, “it is widely accepted that different interventions are needed at
different moments (e.g., Lund, 1996: 191; Rothchild CAII, 1996: 44). As indicated, it is also
believed that several kinds of instruments are needed. But such a multi-pronged strategy cannot
mean everyone doing everything in every stage and place. More is not necessarily better.
Consequently, the leading current research question being urged for the field is which mixes
of differing instruments are most effective in which stages of conflict and contexts, other
things being equal (e.g., Miall, 1992; Nicolaides, 1996; Harff, 2005). (italics and bold added)
The question remains, however, how do you decide what needs to be done, by whom, and in
what sequence or combination?
This is the problem of discerning violence prevention action and this paper presents a decision
making tool for systematically and strategically choosing from the range of possible actions.
Before presenting this decision making tool, however, it is necessary to discuss the relationship
between conflict, violence and power, and then present a framework for transforming power
since this is the theoretical underpinning that forms the basis of this tool.

Conflict, violence and power
The term “violent conflict” is an unhelpful conflation for those really seized with the challenge
of ending violence and nurturing peace. Why do we treat “violent” as an adjective when it is the
removal of violence itself that should be our focus when we work for peace? Why do we say
“post-conflict peacebuilding” when we know it is really post-violence peacebuilding - as though
conflict is now over with the signing of a peace agreement?

1

Bercovitch, Jacob, Kremenyuk, Victor and Zartman, I. William (eds.) (2009) The Sage Handbook of Conflict
Resolution, Sage Publications Inc., Thousand Oaks, California: Lund, Michael Chapter 15, “Conflict Prevention:
Theory in Pursuit of Policy and Practice” pp. 287-321.
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Some reply that this is really a semantic issue. What about the fact that there can be conflict
expressed non-violently, they assert. What’s wrong with the goal of conflict transformation, they
ask.
Clearly, violence can beget violence. So, if we are to build peace, the working assumption is that
we should focus on its enemy: violence. That means to focus more on the actual actors and
factors that are in themselves a form of violence or likely to be violating someone. In other
words, we need to be concerned with both overt (direct) and structural (indirect) violence.
Of course, there is conflict in these cases, and on the positive side there are actors and factors
that are peaceful or auger well for peace. But if we accept the premise that it is violence itself
which is the enemy of peace and that conflict which is managed in a healthy, nonviolent manner
is ok – and perhaps even desirable - then we no
longer need to worry as much about the conflict
(the symptom). Rather, it is something deeper
that requires transformation.
A deeper examination of violence reveals that
power underscores violence. That is, to inflict
direct violence upon someone means to use
one’s power over them. In other words, power is
used in an abusive, destructive manner. A focus
on violence therefore becomes a focus on power
and both the challenges and opportunities to
transform power from abusive to constructive
forms become clear. These challenges
ultimately must address deep-rooted values.

The four dimensions on which the transformation of power take place
If power truly resides at the heart of violence and we are concerned with preventing violence,
then it logically follows that we must address the underlying power issues. More specifically,
however, we need to be concerned with transforming power from negative and destructive forms
(power-over) to positive and liberating forms (power-with).
The transformation of power from negative to positive forms requires work in four dimensions:
leadership, structures, skills and values.
Leadership
A regularly acknowledged but inadequately addressed key challenge to peace is leaders. Many
function on the basis of “power over”, especially in cases of political violence and war. We must
know how to influence war lords in war zones to move away from violence and towards peace;
and to convince potential peace lords in the capitals of peaceful nations to get behind peace
efforts. The task of transforming power will require that some actors give up or are removed
from their practice of using power to violate. Others who condone, and those who enjoy the
benefits of belligerent leaders’ behaviour, must also be stopped as they tacitly endorse the
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abusive use of power. Belligerent leaders can be removed or dissuaded from using power
abusively by non-violent political processes, the use of diplomatic influence and pressure, and
the legal use of force. The cultivation of positive leadership as an alternative to existing
personalities is another way to shift from a cadre of leaders wedded to destructive forms of
power to those who will use power constructively.
Structures
Structures (laws, institutions, policies, established programs and the processes used to implement
them) that violate must be transformed into those that do not offend; rather, to those that are
inclusive and that liberate human potential. The transformation of institutions requires political
will and practical will. Practical will includes high level technical expertise and ongoing support
to build local capacity.
Skills
The skills to survive in a culture of violence, apart from avoidance, are predominantly “defend
and attack” skills. Necessary in some situations of genuine threat, they are not the skills of
accommodation that produce “win-win” outcomes. These defend and attack skills must be
replaced by skills that enable people and groups to engage one another constructively, to
generate creative outcomes, and to resolve differences without resorting to violence.
Values
Once values have moved from an “I/Them” posture to that of an “I/Thou” posture, the path to
fulfilling human needs, to reaching the conditions of sustainable peace, is cleared.
I/Thou Values” is a simple way of saying that others, both other people and the natural
environment, are no longer seen as alien and exploitable, but integral to the sense of self and to
personal and societal well-being.
The process of transforming power along these four dimensions (leadership, structures, skills and
values) from “power over” to “power with” is a long-term struggle. People, groups and regimes
who use power abusively do not easily undergo a transformation to peace. The abusive use of
power has helped them achieve their goals. For them, violence works.
Structures that embed the abusive use of power, such as national constitutions, laws, policies,
and practices must be changed to achieve peace. They too will not change easily or quickly.
The four dimensions are depicted more descriptively in both modalities (“power over” and
“power with”) in the Power Hour Glass. The transformative process of moving from unmet
needs to met needs (from a culture of violence to a culture of peace) will ultimately have to deal
with values. Values are thus placed at the inner level, or “turning point” that will underpin and
sustain the transformative process. Transformation across all the dimensions, from “power over”
to “power with” will take decades.

5

Discerning violence prevention actions

A tool for preventive action decision-making
Conceptually, to work for peace ultimately requires that we address both overt and structural
violence plus transform the underlying power from destructive to constructive forms along four
dimensions (leadership, structures, skills and values). What does this look like in practice,
however? Additionally, the question still remains: how do you actually decide what needs to be
done, by whom, and in what sequence or combination in order to meet these aims?
The tool for discerning violence prevention action that is presented below answers both of these
questions. This tool and the discussion that follows it describes a number of practical and
targeted violence prevention actions that could be undertaken in Guinea-Bissau based on an
analysis of the violence that was occurring there from 2004 – present.2
2

This tool was utilized by the International Peace and Prosperity Project (IPPP) in Guinea-Bissau to help inform its
actions. The IPPP was a political violence prevention project testing the application of lessons learned and best
practices to develop a model for fragile, failing and failed states. It was funded by Mr. Milton Lauenstein.
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Utilizing the tool for discerning violence prevention actions in Guinea-Bissau
On the horizontal axis at the base of the tool are the Key Sectors where preventive actions will be
targeted. Actions targeting Vulnerabilities to Violence are specified on the upper vertical axis;
and just above these, linkages are made to the overall objective of transforming power along the
four dimensions of Leadership, Structures, Skills and Values. The Vulnerabilities to Violence are
determined through a process that starts with identifying the Key Sectors on which to concentrate
one’s efforts and then going through a series of violence assessments and a triage function.
The Key Sectors include Security, Governance/Institutional, Economic, Civil Society and the
Political Sector (e.g., the political elites).
On the vertical axis, more violence-specific determinations are made. First, the degree of
Structural Violence for each sector is established on a scale of 1 -10, from “minimally
oppressive” to “very oppressive”; and some description of this is made (e.g., Security Sector- is
designated as a “10” with the notation: “bloated Armed Forces dominated by Balanta tribe,
history of violent political activity”).
Next, Overt or Operational Violence is considered for each key sector on a scale of 1 to10, from
“minimal harm with little generalized impact” through “lethal, significant impact” to “war, wide
impact”.
The ranking on each of these scales is a subjective judgment based on feedback from key
informants, insights in various written sources, and professional experience.
Then a “Total Violence Score” (0 – 20) is assigned to each Key Sector by simply adding together
the scores on Structural and Overt/Operational Violence.
The next step on the vertical axis is to transpose the Total Violence Score into a Violence Triage.
In the Guinea-Bissau case, it became evident the Security and Political Sectors presented as the
most pressing concerns.
Use of the tool shifts from this point from the violence analysis phase to preventive action
decision-making. To make the decision about what to do when, and by whom; and thus to target
“vulnerabilities to violence”, Violence Triggers must first be identified.
Violence Triggers are treated not as “potential” triggers. They are treated as triggers that must be
neutralized. The assumption is that if they are not neutralized they will trigger violence. Indeed,
some of them are forms and expressions of violence in and of themselves. Neutralizing them
involves targeting them directly or the vulnerabilities to violence associated with them.
The next step is thus to identify preventive actions, those that remove violence and those that
build peace; that is, those that remove the actors and factors that are a form of violence and those
that build actors and factors that are forms of peace. The preventive actions can be very specific
actions and also a whole program of activities (e.g., capacity building through training and
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development, technical consultation and support, economic planning and economic development
programs).
In this case, we need to target Vulnerabilities to Violence in the Security Sector in GuineaBissau, and with urgency, based on the Sector’s designation of “1” on Violence Triage and the
assassination of the Head of the Armed Forces being deemed a trigger. Actions included “alert
international community/call for stability; reward non-political professional military conduct and
keep the military out of politics”. And, at the very same time, based on the triage exercise which
put the Political Sector at the same number”1” ranking as Security, given that some of the
candidates for the upcoming presidential election were deemed to be “triggers for violence”,
preventive actions such as “mediate talks among political elites” were deemed of the highest
importance.
Also, while it was specified that there was a need to “build a culture of accommodation/national
reconciliation” within the context of the Political Sector, and while specific actions on the four
levels of transformation did take place over time, a more immediate linkage was made. The
action “mobilize (civil society) as a stabilizing element” (identified in the Civil Society Sector)
was activated immediately to have an impact on the Political and Security Sectors, even though
the Civil Society Sector had been assigned the lowest of all five Sectors in the Violence Triage.
Finally, the tool calls for the preventive actions to be linked to the power transformation agenda.
It forces us to ask what specifically can be done in each key sector on the dimensions of
Leadership, Structures, Skills and Values. In this case, while preventive actions such as urgently
alerting the international community about the assassination of the head of the armed forces and
identifying the need for stabilizing actions (e.g., expressing concern through quiet diplomacy,
calling for a small security contingent to be sent to the country), it was also clear that “reward for
non-political, professional military conduct” could be made specific on the dissensions of
Leadership and Structures.
This tool, of course, relies on building relationships with key informants in the country and being
in close and candid communication with them as well as staying abreast of various sources of
information and analyses; and updating the tool frequently. The tool helps the international
community to discern preventive actions. Short –term actions are linked to long-term
transformative work; actions from the grassroots to international level are identified, linkages are
made across sectors, and the challenges of sequencing are addressed.
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