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1 WHY A CONFLICT-
SENSITIVE APPROACH?
As we engage in any given context, our intervention inevitably becomes part of that context. 
Thus the context has an impact on our intervention just as our intervention has an impact 
on the context. These often unintended and unexpected dynamics have a direct and indirect 
influence on pre-existing conflicts and tensions.

Conflict Sensitivity applies:

•	 to all contexts, regardless of the severity or frequency of violence, even in situations 
where underlying tensions have not recently resulted in violence;

•	 across all working levels, from the operational level to management and strategic 
policy levels;

•	 to all types of work, encompassing humanitarian, development, peacekeeping and 
peacebuilding activities; and

•	 to all actors, including international agencies/organisations, local partners, civil 
society, government and private sector.

In order not to fuel or exacerbate existing tensions, we have to be aware of the role that 
humanitarian organisations play in conflicts, which form the background of our actions, and 
to behave accordingly. Correspondingly, Action Against Hunger has recently recognised 
Conflict Sensitivity as a binding policy in all of our missions. This guide offers the necessary 
tools in order to mainstream Conflict Sensitivity throughout the entire project cycle.

Schoolgirls wait for Action Against Hunger to take 
them to a mental heath group activity with social 
workers and psychologists. 

Village of Bawiza, 3 kilometres from Mosul and 
recently liberated from the control of DAESH. 2017.
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CONFLICT
ARMED CONFLICT DEFINITIONS:

ESCOLA DE CULTURA DE PAU INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE OF THE RED 
CROSS

International Humanitarian Law (IHL) 
“distinguishes between two types of armed 
conflicts, namely: 

• International armed conflicts, opposing 
two or more States

• Non-international armed conflicts, 
between governmental forces and non-
governmental armed groups, [or between 
two organised armed groups,] or between 
such groups only.” (ICRC 2008, 1)

A “confrontation between regular or 
irregular armed groups with objectives 
that are perceived as incompatible in 
which the continuous and organised 
use of violence a) causes a minimum 
of 100 battle-related deaths in a 
year and/or a serious impact on the 
territory […]  and human security […] 
and b) aims to achieve objectives that 
are different than those of common 
delinquency […].” (Escola de Cultura 
de Pau 2014, 29)1

1	 We	will	use	the	definitions	of	Escola	de	Cultura	de	Pau	in	this	short	version.	However,	conflict	can	be	classified	among	different	
lines	using	different	kinds	of	indicators.	Alternative	classification	systems	can	be	found	in	the	extended	version	of	this	manual.

CONFLICT INTENSITY
Usually conflict intensity is classified along the major 
lines of (1) the intensity of the conflict: high, medium 
or low; and (2) a conflict’s trend: escalation of violence, 
decrease of violence, or unchanged.

CONFLICT INTENSITY ESCOLA DE CULTURA DE PAU
(1) "those that cause over 1,000 annual battle-related 
deaths"
(2) "affect significant parts of the territory and 
population" and 
(3) "include numerous actors (that establish 
relationships of alliances, confrontation or tactical 
coexistence among themselves)’. 
Consequently, ‘medium and low intensity conflicts, 
with over 100 annual battle-related deaths, have the 
aforementioned characteristics but with a more limited 
presence and scope"
(Escola de Cultura de Pau n.d.).

2 CLASSIFYING CONFLICT

COMPLEX EMERGENCY
A complex emergency, 
as defined by the 
Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee, is “a 
humanitarian crisis 
which occurs in a 
country, region, or 
society where there is 
a total or considerable 
breakdown of authority 
resulting from internal 
or external conflict’ 
and ‘which requires an 
international response 
that goes beyond the 
mandate or capacity 
of any single agency 
and/or the ongoing UN 
country programme” 
(Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee Working 
Group 1994).
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IDENTIFICATION PHASE
Conflict-sensitive programmes may take several different approaches, depending on its aims 
and the context it is operating in. A conflict-sensitive programme may:

a)	 be designed to address a conflict directly, contributing to peacebuilding;have a 
different aim independent of the conflict, in which case it would work around 
conflicts, treating them as impediments or negative externalities that are to be 
avoided in order that the programme may not be negatively affected; or

b)	 recognise the link between programmes and conflicts, and make attempts to mitigate 
conflict-related risks, so that its work neither negatively affects, nor is negatively 
affected by, conflict dynamics.

The latter approach (c) is the one that we promote for all Action Against Hunger actions in 
conflict situations. Therefore, understanding the context in which we are working is central 
to designing and implementing our strategies in a conflict-sensitive manner. 

3 CONFLICT SENSITIVITY 
APPROACH IN THE PROJECT 
CYCLE

In order to obtain 
reliable data you 
need to include a 
sample of informants 
that represents the 
parties to the conflict 
and those affected 
by it (pay special 
attention to gender 
representation). It is 
essential to crosscheck 
all information, so as to 
avoid obtaining opinions 
rather than facts.

CONFLICT ANALYSIS
WHO: Conflict analysis can be conducted by 
an Action Against Hunger team, as well as by an 
external consultancy. You will need to assess which is 
the better choice depending on the specific context. 
An external consultancy might be perceived to be 
more neutral, while an Action Against Hunger team 
may have better insights into local realities and 
relevant factors for the project. 

HOW: First familiarise yourself with the conflict 
through desk-based research and reading (mass 
media, government services, Action Against Hunger 
country strategies, etc). Then consult with affected 
people and local actors (local partners, communities 
and authorities, business and religious leader through 
e.g., focus groups, surveys, interviews, etc.) to verify and 
supplement the information you have already gained.

WHERE: A conflict analysis can be conducted 
at several different levels. The challenge here 
is to identify the relevant levels and their 
interconnectedness. Where relevant, the 
Headquarter and/or the Country Director can be 
included in the process.

TOOLS
Annex D - Conflict 
Analysis, Conflict Tree, 
Conflict Phases, Actors/
Stakeholders-mapping, 
Scenario Analysis, Risk 
Analysis, Scenario 
Building, Interview guide, 
Gender Analysis
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The following is a step-by-step guide on context analysis, 
which should provide a thorough understanding of the 
conflict in which the programme is implemented.

The COUNTRY PROFILE is generally developed at HQ 
level, as it forms part of the country strategy. It serves 
to determine the general programme strategy and 
facilitate a quick and general overview of the country in 
political, economic, socio-cultural and historical terms. 
In addition, the document should provide information 
on emerging political, economic, ecological and social 
issues, and in particular should identify any conflict-
prone areas and any history of conflict. 

ACTOR ANALYSIS refers to all those engaged in or 
being affected by conflict. This includes any individual, 
group or institution that is contributing to the conflict; 
affected by conflict (whether positively or negatively); 
or engaged in dealing with conflict. When the key 
actors of the conflict have been identified, an analysis 
needs to be conducted with regards to their respective:

•	 Needs (what actors consider to be vital in order to survive)
•	 Interests (their motivations, ultimate goals, and underlying aims behind their positions 

or demands)
•	 Positions (the solution presented by actors on key issues, regardless of others’ interests)
•	 Capacities (sources of power: actors’ potential to affect the context, positively or 

negatively. This includes resources, access, social networks and constituencies, and 
other support and alliances)

•	 Relationships (interactions between actors at various levels, and their perception of 
these interactions.)

Particular attention should be paid to spoilers, which are specific individuals or groups with 
an interest in maintaining the negative status quo.

In order to determine potential areas of intervention, it is essential to identify and 
understand the interconnected CONFLICT CAUSES, DIMENSIONS and DYNAMICS, and 
the specific contexts in which conflict arises (Haider 2014). In order to be able to behave 
sensitively and avoid exacerbating the conflict, it is important to understand not only the 
triggers of conflict but also their possible root causes. There is rarely just one cause of 
conflict; in most cases, there are a number of causes, which in turn have an effect on one 
another. It is therefore vital to pay attention to political, institutional factors, socioeconomic 
and environmental factors. 

Understanding CONFLICT DYNAMICS helps to identify windows of opportunity. SCENARIO 
BUILDING is a tool the project team can use to this end, enabling them to assess different 
possible developments and think through appropriate responses. It is recommended that 
three scenarios are prepared: a) best case scenario, describing the optimal outcome of the 
current context; b) middle case or status quo scenario, describing the continued evolution 
of current trends; and c) worst case scenario, describing the worst possible outcome. 
Only scenarios that fall within the limits of Action Against Hunger’s capacity to respond 
appropriately should be considered. Try to explain key events and assess their consequences 
and take into account temporal patterns (e.g. a four-year election cycle or climatic changes), 
as they may be important to understand conflict dynamics. Undertaking this exercise with 
different actors and groups can reveal contrasting perspectives.

Throughout the entire 
project cycle, gender 
needs to receive special 
attention. Social actors 
experience violence 
and conflict differently, 
have different access to 
resources and powers, 
and take on different 
roles that come along 
with different needs, 
interests and risks. 
Gender inequalities 
are often exacerbated 
during conflicts, and 
therefore need special 
attention in all of our 
activities.
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NEEDS ASSESSMENT
The project team has to be aware that the process of conducting a 
needs assessment might itself lead to tensions, and thus needs to be 
guided in a conflict-sensitive manner. It is therefore important to ensure 
that expectations are not raised unnecessarily during the assessment. 
Moreover, it is important to carefully consider key questions about the 
process, such as who will conduct it, who will be consulted, and how to 
deal with sensitive issues. In other words, although the needs assessment 
is part of the initial phase, it should be an informed process. Conflict 
Sensitivity is a cross-cutting theme in the Needs Assessment tools of each 
of Action Against Hunger’s technical department.

GOOD ENOUGH APPROACH
Undertaking a ‘Good Enough’ conflict analysis as part of the first-phase 
emergency response is a simple step that may prevent unintended 
negative consequences or side effects. This analysis should be short, easy 
to integrate with other aspects of a multi-sectoral emergency assessment, 
and clear enough to be used by people without conflict-sensitivity expertise.

TOOLS
Needs 
Assessment 
Tools of the 
respective 
technical 
departments

TOOLS
Good 
Enough 
Approach

FORMULATION PHASE
LOG FRAME
The risk and assumptions column of a logical framework is a good place to identify the areas 
where a project might interact with the conflict. The advantage of developing a risks and 
assumptions column is that it requires the team to consider project factors that will increase 
tensions or have a negative impact on the targeted communities.

It will aid effective monitoring and help to ensure flexibility throughout the implementation 
phase. For instance, whenever modifications to the formulation are required at a later stage, 
donors will be more likely to respond positively if those issues have been flagged during the 
formulation stage as risks and assumptions in the log frame or the risk management planning.

TARGETING
The process of selecting beneficiaries is a particularly important issue from a conflict 
sensitivity perspective, as this can have a direct impact on the potential of a project to 
cause or exacerbate tensions in communities. Targeting must be related to either the needs 
assessment or the conflict analysis, and should consider the following questions: 

•	 Is the selection based on need (equity-based approach), or should the entire 
community benefit, irrespective of differences in need (equality-based approach)?

•	 How does the selection relate to divisions within a community, and what are the 
implications of that?

An equity-based approach would normally require the use of selection criteria to determine 
who falls within the beneficiary group. This improves the transparency of the intervention: 
the community itself decides who should form part of the target group, and generates and 
implements the selection criteria. Such processes may require carefully built-in safeguards to 
ensure equitable results, such as that no group is able to dominate and exclude other groups 
(Barbero, et al. 2004).
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BUDGETS
Methods of conflict sensitivity sometimes 
require special funds, which need to be 
included in the budget. Additional budget 
might be needed to: 

•	 Conducting or updating a full conflict 
analysis at the start-up of the project, 
and for reviewing it as part of 
monitoring activities;

•	 Hiring experienced and trained 
conflict advisors to support staff 
to integrate the conflict sensitivity 
approach;Capacity building in conflict 
sensitivity for staff and partners 
involved in the project (and, where 
relevant, community representatives);

•	 Participatory monitoring and regular 
reflection with community members;

•	 Design and implementation of 
feedback/accountability mechanisms;

EXIT STRATEGY
Although the exit itself marks the end of 
a project, a conflict-sensitive approach 
demands that an exit strategy is defined 
prior to implementation. Because 
tensions can arise at the end of projects, 
particularly when communities do not fully 
understand the reasons why the project is 
ending or why an organisation is leaving, 
it is important to adhere to the following 
considerations:

•	 The exit strategy should be designed in 
consultation with the target community

•	 The exit strategy needs to be designed 
in line with the conflict and scenario 
analysis (i.e. what happens to remaining 
goods and equipment? Are there any 
security risks for local staff? etc.)

•	 The capacity building of local actors must 
be an integral part of the project design. 
This ensures that project beneficiaries 
and partners are able to continue 
similar or adapted activities for their 
communities after the project ends.

Girls return home in the Bedouin 
and refugee community of Abu 
Nuwar, one of the most vulnerable 
communities in the occupied West 
Bank. 2017
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IMPLEMENTATION PHASE
START-UP 
Project start-up is the time to double-check your formulation and underlying assumptions. 
If not yet informed by a structured conflict analysis, this is the time to go through a full 
participatory analysis process involving project staff, partners and communities. The start-up 
phase offers a good opportunity to make adjustments before implementation commences, 
especially where opportunities or issues in the design are identified in view of the conflict 
context.  Initial consultations at this stage are important to create or reinforce buy-in and 
ownership of the project by partners, community participants and other relevant actors; 
particularly if only limited engagement with them has taken place during the identification 
and formulation phase.

STAFF RECRUITMENT
The recruitment of staff is a key component of project start-up. It is important to consider 
the impact that the project team could have on the communities. The ethnicity, religion, 
political affiliation and nationality of staff, or the way they behave and interact with 
stakeholders, can contribute to tensions inside the communities. 
In divided contexts in particular, the way in which an organisation recruits staff can lead 
to the appearance of bias, lack of impartiality or association with specific groups. This may 
increase tensions, exacerbate existing divisions, diminish trust towards the organisation and 
increase security risks for staff. In order to mitigate these risks, the recruitment policy needs 
to be closely linked to the conflict analysis.

MONITORING AND EVALUATION 
Monitoring and Evaluation practices can be especially 
challenging in conflict contexts due to a range of possible 
restrictions. Nonetheless, monitoring for risks of harm and 
unintended consequences can be of utmost importance. 
Regular updates (such as through workshops) can provide 
vital information about further adjustments that may need 
to be made to the project. 
Projects should be monitored against previously established 
indicators, in order to measure progress. Indicators should 
be disaggregated by gender and ethnic, religious, regional 
or other socio-economic lines, and should encompass the 
following types:
Conflict indicators reveal the changes in the conflict context, 
providing information on how tensions and conflict issues 
evolve. Upward or downward trends in conflict indicators 
should trigger inquiry into whether any aspect of the 
intervention is contributing to these trends.
Interaction indicators track dimensions of the intervention 
that might affect, or be affected by, the conflict. They should 
reflect the key issues highlighted in the conflict analysis. 
These indicators should consider who actually benefits 
from the intervention (through employment, contracts, aid 
recipients, or even through theft or corruption), as well as 
perceptions of the intervention from across different groups. 

Beneficiary feedback 
mechanisms are a 
compulsory method 
in all Action Against 
Hunger activities 
and need to be 
deployed in our 
partners’ activities 
as well. They allow 
us to understand 
unanticipated 
negative or 
positive impacts 
of an intervention 
and how they are 
perceived.

TOOLS
Action Against 
Hunger Beneficiaries 
Feedback Protocol 
(2017)



TOOLS
Scenario 
Analysis, 
Risk 
Analysis, 
Policy 
Paper on 
Security

Implementation indicators provide information on the extent to which the project is 
achieving its objectives. These are the indicators that would be included in any monitoring 
and evaluation plan. In some instances, these indicators will provide directly relevant 
information on conflict sensitivity, especially if they are disaggregated by group or 
geography.
Perception-based indicators contribute to our understanding of perceptions. Particularly 
when  disaggregated by stakeholder group, they have the potential to yield richer 
information that other indicator types on whether and to what extent outcomes may be a 
source of grievance.

RISK MANAGEMENT
When designing and executing programmes that are conflict-
sensitive, it is crucial to analyse the risks and opportunities involved 
so as not to exacerbate tensions or increase risks. Accompanied by 
other approaches and considerations, risk management can assist the 
project team to work successfully in conflict situations, as it accounts 
for the close linkage between staff safety, operational orientation and 
issues of conflict sensitivity (such as the unintended negative impacts, 
and the way the project and staff are perceived from within and outside 
the programme or project).
In order to be accepted by all relevant actors, and thus reduce risks, it is essential that the 
project is perceived positively from the beginning. This is of particular importance because 
Action Against Hunger´s risk management strategy is built primarily on acceptance, rather 
than deterrence or protection. Our best protection mechanism is therefore the acceptance 
of the relevant stakeholders, meaning that potential negative factors associated with a 
project in any given context need to be detected as early as possible.

A child walks between houses in a 
temporary settlement built for those 
displaced by the armed conflict in 
Marawi, Philippines. 2018.





FOR FOOD.  
AGAINST HUNGER  
AND MALNUTRITION.
FOR CLEAN WATER.  
AGAINST KILLER DISEASES.
FOR CHILDREN THAT GROW  
UP STRONG.  
AGAINST LIVES CUT SHORT.
FOR CROPS THIS YEAR,  
AND NEXT.  
AGAINST DROUGHT  
AND DISASTER.
FOR CHANGING MINDS.  
AGAINST IGNORANCE AND  
INDIFFERENCE.
FOR FREEDOM FROM HUNGER.  
FOR EVERYONE. FOR GOOD.
FOR ACTION.  
AGAINST HUNGER.


