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The title “How do we…?” refers to the commonly heard phrase among UN policy 
makers, which is indicative of their interest in “actionable” findings and 
recommendations emanating from scholarly research.2
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Another common refrain from a policymaker perspective is the question, often 
presented bimodally, of “What works and what doesn’t.”  The notion of work is also 
related to the common concern with findings from research that inform action; as 
Alex George has pointed out, this is distinct from scholarly concerns with 
generalizable knowledge from systematic inquiry.
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This slide presents concerns emanating from the United Nations’ highest levels with 
knowledge on addressing the principally internal armed conflicts from the early 
1990s to the present.  Along the way, landmark publications such as those referenced 
are the vehicle by which scholarly research and findings on issues of causes of 
conflict, patterns of escalation, peace processes, and peacebuilding are integrated 
into policy-oriented findings and guidance.  For example, the Agenda for Peace draws 
implicitly on the literature on transitions in comparative politics (so, too, the 1996 
Agenda for Democratization), and the most recent iteration of “Big Reports” from the 
UNDP and World Bank such as Pathways for Peace are sought to be reflective of 
current knowledge and “evidenced-based” understanding and learnings from 
scholarly research.2
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One of the most contentious areas that demonstrates challenges at the research to 
policy frontier is the literature of  “root causes” and “drivers of conflict.”  The 
scholarly literature on interactions among conflict drivers, escalation dynamics, 
readiness for peace, and integrated theory on the causes of armed conflict has 
directly affected policy-focused assessment methods on vulnerability to conflict.  The 
USIP report, emanating from the Korbel Pardee Center for International Futures 
Research, covaried findings from quantitative approaches to measuring state fragility, 
which in turn informs the “models” that are used to generate multidimensional 
assessment of vulnerability to conflict within countries.  The study found that the 
models and indicators actually conform well to one another.  But is that a good thing?  
Could it be that they all are working on assumptions about conflict drivers that reflect 
only partial findings from the literature?
Among the key outcomes that this causes-of-conflict literature speaks to is peace 
processes (what substantive issues drive conflict that must be addressed in peace 
accords; political settlements, or elite consensus which is a key feature of such 
agreements; transitional dynamics, such as the tensions between transitions to peace 
and concomitant social dynamics of transformation; social contracts, which ideall
build upon and consolidate political settlements, and the so-called “varieties of 
peace” literature in which conflict drivers are managed or eacerbated by various 
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regime types.
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This vignette explores the literature on political institutions and the sustainability of 
peace as reflected in the power-sharing literature.  In this pioneering book, for 
example, International IDEA sought to harness the literature on power sharing to 
present in a clear and simple way the complicated (and jargon-laden) literature on 
the “best” political institutions to manage conflict in societies riven by identity-based 
conflict.  
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Our third vignette taps into the vast academic literature on social cohesion, and the 
ways in which this orientation and perspective – drawn from literature in sociology, 
economics, political science, and social psychology – speaks to the imperatives of the 
United Nations in pursuit of Sustainable Development Goal 16 which calls for “just, 
peaceful, and inclusive” societies.  The social cohesion concept has seeped into 
common UN discourse, and, in contexts such as Iraq, Cameroon, or Nepal, the social 
cohesion concept informs an entire range of development programming in 
peacebuilding.  For example, in Iraq, research on sport for peace programming draws 
on findings from scholarly research that featured randomized controlled trials of 
cohorts of Christian and Muslim youth in cross-communal soccer programs.  See the 
research here: https://www.science.org/doi/abs/10.1126/science.abb3153; and the 
UNDP program on social cohesion in Iraq here: 
https://www.iq.undp.org/content/iraq/en/home/social-cohesion.html. 
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This volume is an example of sponsored research that features a structured, focused 
comparison of social cohesion bring together Western and local scholars in 
collaborative research.  The findings of this work informed directly a subsequent 
UNDP guidance document on social cohesion programming: 
https://www.undp.org/publications/strengthening-social-cohesion-conceptual-
framing-and-programming-implications. 
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The publication referenced in the previous slides is provided here, and it tracks 
somewhat directly the deep conceptual framework drawn from an exhaustive review 
of the literature on social capital, horizontal inequalities, and the individual and social 
psychology of violence and peace.
The photos show juxtaposition of the concepts of  “bridging social capital” (middle 
illustration) and “binding social capital” (lower illustration).

10



One of the core policy concerns of building capable, responsive, inclusive states reads 
like a page from Max Weber: theories of the state meet the realities of international 
statebuilding, or external efforts to strengthen the legitimacy (e.g., through 
elections), authority (e.g., through security sector reform) and the capacities (such as 
technical assistance to local government) of the state through development 
cooperation.
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A scholarly project identified that the policy-maker efforts to build states with 
external assistance was fraught with some core dilemmas… which resonates in light 
of the 2021 collapse of the Ghani regime in Afghanistan.  From this research, policy 
makers were encouraged to engage in “dilemmas analysis.”  And they do: today, more 
relatable concepts such as “thinking and working politically,” often heard in the halls 
of the UN, reflect an understanding of the policy salience of the academic work to 
identify dilemmas in such interventions.
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The statebuilding literature in turn affected further development of policy, 
particularly at the one entity in the UN system best placed to pursue the aims of 
statebuilding, UNDP.  UNDP programming guidance in this publication has been used 
by UN Country Offices globally to design programs and projects, and these findings 
emanated from scholarly and sponsored research on statebuilding in fragile and 
conflict-affected contexts.
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The presentation ends with reflections on bridging the gap.
1. Scholars and practitioners alike must be cognizant of the tendency to grab from 

academic literature key findings and “factoids” that tend to be replicated through 
a complex organization such as the UN.  There may be a tendency to use 
quantitatively derived findings – numbers – to justify already determined 
assumptions.

2. Ideas travel from research to policy, and a key mechanism is the ways in which 
scholarly work feeds into “Big Reports” such as the 2018 Pathways UNDP-World 
Bank report, and in the myriad of publications that emerge from the UN’s 
specialized agencies.

3. Framing matters: If scholars want to have impact on policy, framing, clearly 
articulated methods, and sufficiently granular findings (contingent 
generalizations) are critical.  Policy update on framing is successful when scholarly 
research informs key concepts and themes that resonate with policy 
professionals; that is, framing that they themselves find useful in their “How do 
we?” discourses.

4. Harmful or hazardous ideas typically come from arrogance by scholars who 
believe that their research informs a particular or specific policy action or 
intervention, when in fact the research itself only marginally contributes to 
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understanding.  Hubris hurts.
5. It is probably most important to realize that policy makers, especially those in 

leading jobs at the UN, are highly educated and sophisticated professions and no 
small number of them have themselves cycled through academic and policy 
careers.  Optimal forms of collaboration involve recognizing that the “bridge” in 
bridging the gap is a rather busy two-way street.
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