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Terminating armed conflicts and healing the social fabric in the 
long-run is a complex and contentious socio-political negotiation 
process involving individuals, families, communities, and society 
at large. These processes are often assisted by institutional 
mediators, who are traditionally conceptualised as “impartial” 
third parties like specialised NGOs and IOs, UN agencies and 
government actors that manage or resolve potential conflicts. 
Much of the crucial mediation work on the ground, however, is 
being conducted by insider mediators: 

Insider mediators are individuals who come from the society or 
community affected by a conflict and work to facilitate 
communication and negotiation between the conflicting parties. 
These mediators are influential and legitimate, precisely because 
of their internal links to the conflict context and personal 
closeness to the conflict parties. Insider mediators can be 
community leaders, religious leaders, civil society activists, or 
other respected figures trusted by both sides of the conflict, and 
often take on multiple roles simultaneously, such as messenger, 
intermediary, conflict analyst, witness, mentor, and ceasefire 
monitor. Although the term "insider mediation" is relatively new, 
cultural practices of local mediation have been present for a long 
time. For example, in many regions of Africa, religious leaders 
have always played a significant role in conflict resolution. The 
benefit of introducing the concept of insider mediation is that it 
allows for a larger conversation around the practice, including on 
strategic support, capacity-building mechanisms, funding 
opportunities, and good practices. 

With the changing nature of conflicts globally, insider mediators 
become more crucial. Conflicts are becoming increasingly 
complex and fragmented, resulting in the decrease of formal 
peace processes and comprehensive peace agreements. At the 
same time, the number of mediation and conflict actors has 
increased, along with the awareness of the need to engage with 
local actors and to focus on inclusion. Rather than third-party 
mediators or peacebuilding actors who fly in and out of a 
conflict, insider mediators are rooted in the communities. In 
contexts of protracted and multi-faceted conflicts characterised 
by fragile relations, where there is often no option of a single 
agreement as an end-all solution, insider mediators are well-
placed to step in. As such, they are essential for conflict 
resolution in today's world.  

Building trust through relationships. Insider mediators often 
have pre-existing relationships with both sides of the conflict, 
which can help to build trust between the parties. They tend to 
be seen as impartial and trustworthy, even if they are not 
neutral, and their involvement in a mediation effort can lend 
credibility to it. All mediators should be good at building 
relationships. These skills are even more important when trust is 
based primarily on interpersonal connections rather than official 
responsibilities and mandates. Because of their reputation and 
personal connections, insider mediators are likely to be more 
effective than official or third-party mediators in conflict-
affected contexts where formal power structures are challenged, 
authorities are frequently viewed as untrustworthy, and 
suspicion or resistance may occur towards external actors. For 

example, in the central region of Cote d'Ivoire, women who had 
received insider mediation training stepped in to resolve 
intercommunity tensions when the mayor was perceived to be 
partisan. They successfully convinced protesting youth to refrain 
from using violence and hate speech, thereby preventing the 
escalation of tensions, by leveraging their existing relationships 
with the communities. 

Understanding the (cultural) context. Insider mediators have a 
profound understanding of the cultural context in which a 
conflict occurred or is currently occurring. This can assist them 
in navigating the underlying social, political, and economic 
dynamics and to help identify solutions that are culturally 
appropriate and acceptable to both sides. Insider mediators may 
understand why armed groups mobilise and, more importantly, 
what they require to demobilise and (re)integrate. They 
understand their grievances because they have experienced 
them. This can help to transition Disarmament, Demobilisation 
and Reintegration (DDR) from a technical issue to something that 
is embedded in people's daily lives. In the Great Lakes Region, 
many (former) fighters have crossed borders and started 
families in different Great Lakes Region countries. In this 
complex context, insider mediators draw on and use cultural 
practices, ways of understanding reality, and communication 
techniques specific to the communities to foster trust. Although 
high-level political processes unquestionably remain important, 
insider mediators play a critical role in promoting reconciliation 
and ensuring official initiatives are sensitive to local cultural 
dynamics in receiving communities.  

Promoting communication and dialogue. Insider mediators can 
help to promote communication and dialogue between 
conflicting parties. They can serve as a link between different 
groups and contribute to creating a safe space for discussions. 
They can help to reduce tensions and build trust by encouraging 
both sides to listen to and understand each other's perspectives. 
Insider mediators play an important role in community-based 
reintegration programmes for ex-combatants in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo. They serve as a conduit for 
communication between non-state armed groups, the 
government, and the receiving communities. Insider mediators 
connect the different narratives where direct communication 
between parties has been strained. They also connect 
community-level needs and issues to national and state-level 
processes. 

Sustainability. Insider mediators can help to promote the long-
term viability of peace agreements by fostering ongoing 
communication and cooperation among the parties involved. 
They may be able to identify potential conflicts or 
misunderstandings and work to keep them from escalating. 
Insiders can help to build trust over time and promote a more 
lasting resolution by maintaining an ongoing dialogue and acting 
as an early warning system. Furthermore, they establish a sense 
of local ownership over peace arrangements. Involving insider 
mediators in drafting peace agreements ensures that the 
proposals align with the issues on the ground, securing their 
implementability and sustainability. They ensure that, to those 
affected, peace doesn’t feel as imposed from the outside but 
rather as crafted from within. In Nigeria, traditional rulers from 
Benue state act as insider mediators to enforce the Natural 
Resource Peace Agreement in the Agatu Local Government Area. 
They use their position of power in the communities to explain 
the reached agreements to the constituencies and encourage 
them to accept them, as well as to ensure that the agreements 
are embedded in local contexts. 
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Increasingly, (international) peacebuilding actors are supporting insider mediator (IM) networks 
and initiatives. However, experience so far has shown that these initiatives have capacity gaps 
that prevent them from realising their full potential to better resolve conflicts and contribute to 
trust- and cohesion building in their communities. Based on a needs assessment carried out by 
Clingendael Academy, several areas were identified where they specifically require support to 
ensure their long-term impact. 
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