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This research brief delves into the pragmatics of implementing 
conflict-sensitive research in violence-affected contexts, with 
a particular emphasis on how communicative, relational and 
bureaucratic peculiarities can potentiate or constrain 
possibilities of this approach on the ground. Conflict sensitivity 
refers to integrating an understanding of the local context and 
stakeholders into engagement strategies to minimise negative 
effects and, where possible, enhance positive outcomes. The 
underlying premise is that research and action are always 
influenced by and interact with their surrounding context, 
including at different levels of society, in both visible and 
invisible ways. Conflict-sensitive approaches call on 
researchers to explicitly delineate how their work affects the 
conflict environment and how this environment, in turn, 
impacts their research. 

Conceptualising applied conflict sensitivity, Roxani Krystalli 
and colleagues introduced a framework for relevant, 
respectful, right-sized, and rigorous research in development 
contexts. The framework highlights meaningful engagement, 
informed consent processes, and incorporating local 
knowledge and contributions into research designs, ensuring 
participants and research teams are represented adequately, 
treated fairly, and involved ethically. This requires high 
standards of transparent documentation, internal and external 
validity, reproducibility, and thorough verification of research 
results. It underscores the relevance of research by ensuring it 
meets the actual needs of communities and stakeholders, 
integrates their priorities, and communicates findings 
effectively for real-world impact.  

When individuals and organisations leverage these 
approaches, however, the vicissitudes of executing conflict-
sensitive strategies under conditions of acute insecurity can 
subvert even the most well devised plans. For example, 
situated vocabularies and gestures are vital in delicate security 
circumstances and for conflict sensitive research. Those 
having worked in violence-affected contexts will be quick to 
recognise the (body) language used to reference-without-
naming: labelling perpetrators simply as “they”, jutting out the 
chin and eyes the direction in which militias may be found or 
using silence as an answer when asked if a particular group 
attacked the village that day.  

Gaining precise knowledge of these embodied nuances is 
close to impossible on a project timeline. However, by 
incorporating an inception phase in the research design, 
researchers can leverage interpersonal interactions that build 
and strengthen connections with the community based on trust 
and care. This creates the space and time that research 
practitioners need to develop a baseline communicative 
understanding that mitigates some immediate risks of talking 
within and about a conflict-affected environment when that 
very environment is fraught with a multitude of security 
threats. Initial insights from an inception phase are therefore 

crucial for safely navigating through the complexities of 
language and communication challenges while paving the way 
for more relevant, respectful, right sized, and rigorous research 
in the subsequent stages.   

Permissions and bureaucratic requirements represent another 
challenging terrain for the possibility of conflict-sensitive 
research. National and local government officials, for instance, 
gatekeep the access for an international agency to conduct 
research among their communities. There are also socialised 
norms of permission, such as when an independent researcher 
requires the blessing of the local militia leader to continue her 
field research without being violently targeted by the group. 
Notably, certain topics of significant humanitarian and moral 
concern, such as investigations into sexual violence and 
human rights abuses, may be rendered by authorities off-
limits for discussion or inquiry, which poses significant 
challenges for research permissions. Some states resist having 
their current conditions of instability classified as an armed 
conflict; others may be quick to do so with an eye on the 
expanded powers and possibilities such a classification might 
afford.  

Meanwhile, community leaders may be reluctant to accept 
research on gender, ethnic, or wealth inequalities since it may 
be perceived as threatening to cultural norms, local interests, 
and relations of power. Navigating permissions can be deeply 
frustrating: to gain access, vast injustices central to a conflict-
sensitive understanding may need to be ignored, while using 
language that obscures rather than reveals the extent of 
(structural) violence can feel like a betrayal of one's principles. 
This is an ethical dilemma that each researcher needs to solve. 
In some cases, it may be partially alleviated by constructive 
dialogue with potential spoilers in which collective benefits of 
situationally controversial research can be highlighted. 

Institutional relationships – and the interpersonal ones that 
constitute them – are equally critical. Each organisation comes 
with its bureaucratic opportunities and constraints as well as 
relational entanglements that research practitioners need to 
effectively navigate to keep their research conflict-sensitive. 
Success in multi-stakeholder efforts in violence-affected 
contexts demands interpersonal trust, agility, and 
bureaucratic flex. Trusting relationships with institutional 
stakeholders and bureaucrats ensure the steady and accurate 
flow of critical security information from one entity to another, 
among other critical situational empirics. Original communities 
may become unavailable due to violence, displacement, or 
simply because it would be unethical to continue in light of 
acute insecurity. In response, organisations, donors, and 
researchers must be flexible in adapting project timelines and 
strategies. This means adjusting their own budgeting and 
reporting standards to maintain ongoing efforts on the ground, 
while extending grace, care, and latitude to those closest to 
the threats.   

As this Research brief has demonstrated, effective conflict-
sensitivity in applied research requires pragmatic and flexible 
planning around context-specific communicative, relational 
and bureaucratic peculiarities. To address this, the following 
table presents practices related to project coordination, 
collaboration and concertation, alongside resulting challenges 
and solutions. 
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The table below outlines three separate strategies for collaboration across multiple organisations, a major institutional challenge for conflict-sensitive applied 
research, and the conventional best practices for each approach. It is important to note that a single project may incorporate elements from more than one of 
these strategies. Importantly, this table does not suggest that continuing research or project work is always the best approach; certain circumstances may 
demand the cessation of activities entirely. It is meant to present some of the more common challenges to each of these approaches to research and action as 
well as institutional and individual responses that can help reduce risk and mitigate the impact of uncertainty and volatility in the security landscape.    


