
STATE OF THE FIELD
In many countries, elections are a flashpoint for violence. Far too often, programs designed 
to prevent election violence are based on intuition instead of evidence, or efforts concentrate 
solely on logistical or technical support on election day. When prevention efforts fail and 
violence erupts, officials may respond with a counter-productive crackdown, citizens lose trust 
in the ability of government and the rule of law to protect them, and years of development 
efforts are reversed. 

USIP’S WORK
The U.S. Institute of Peace conducts research and training, to study and disseminate evidence 
of what works to reduce election-related violence. The results improve the knowledge 
and skills of policymakers and professionals charged with maintaining the peace, in turn 
helping safeguard the very processes that uphold democratic institutions. USIP also applies 
its research to its own programs on the ground to prevent election-related violence. The 
Institute’s recent work includes:

Researching What Works. When is the best time to intervene? Which methods are the most 
effective and cost-efficient—and in which contexts? USIP’s research probes for answers to 
these questions, adding essential knowledge to the practice of preventing election violence. 

USIP studied the impact of eight common tactics in five nations: Bangladesh, Honduras, 
Malawi, Moldova, and Thailand. The findings—published in a new USIP book titled Electing 
Peace: Violence Prevention and Impact at the Polls—include:

�� Supporting security forces and election commissioners in providing quality election 
administration and security represents the most promising route to peaceful elections.

Making Peace Possible
Preventing Election Violence
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“Electing Peace is a rigorous 
and engaging piece of 
research on an understudied 
topic. The volume is set to 
become a seminal work in 
the emerging field of electoral 
violence studies.” 

— Sarah Birch, Professor of 
Political Science, School  
of Politics and Economics,  
King’s College London 



Diplomats often try to help when elections carry the risk of violence. They use their stature and leverage to persuade or 
coerce players to resolve disputes or refrain from violence. But the conditions for engaging successfully remain unclear. USIP’s 
Jennings Randolph Senior Fellow Bhojraj Pokharel is applying his experience with the U.N., the Carter Center, and as head of 
the Nepal Election Commission to help fill that knowledge gap by examining the role of preventive diplomacy in combating 
election violence.

�� International monitoring of conditions leading up to a vote as well as during and after balloting has been effective in 
preventing violence.   
�� Programs that seek to ease citizen frustrations and their sense of marginalization through voter discussions with political 

leaders or via initiatives to involve youth may appear to be logical and valuable tactics, but their impact is modest or unclear.

Results Shape an Emerging Field. Government officials, international organizations, and NGOs routinely request the Institute’s 
guidance in designing election strategies and programs. For example:

�� USIP’s research aids decision-making through briefings to the U.S. Department of State, the U.S. Agency for International 
Development, the African Union, the European Parliament, the Carter Center, and the International Foundation for Electoral Systems. 
�� The Institute’s findings prompted an organization that supports democratic development to shift funding to mechanisms 

that help police and community leaders outside urban areas anticipate violence and prevent it, or respond more quickly and 
effectively when it breaks out.  

�� USIP is creating a guide to help decision-makers match appropriate prevention approaches to various forms of election violence. 
�� In 2017, the Institute will evaluate peacebuilding efforts leading up to elections in Liberia and Kenya, adding even more data to 

its evidence-based study of prevention practices. 

Training Practitioners. Election violence prevention has traditionally centered on engaging certain demographic groups, like 
youth, or the logistical aspects of election day. USIP’s courses add peacebuilding to the mix, helping participants identify election 
security risks and apply alternative prevention techniques for a more sustainable result. 

Development and NGO officials, election commission and international organization representatives, diplomats, country 
specialists, and election personnel—including poll workers and security forces—attend USIP’s workshops. With guest speakers, 
case studies from a range of election environments, and interactive exercises, participants explore the risks and possible solutions 
to design effective programs to prevent violence. 

Delivering Informed Support in the Field. Working through local partners, USIP supports election commissions, election monitors, 
the security sector, and civil society with evidence-based expertise. For example: 

�� In the run-up to the peaceful 2015 elections in Burma, USIP helped the Myanmar Police Force develop a code of conduct that 
officers carried on election day to guide them in responding effectively to any incidents. 
�� The Institute conducted pilot projects in Afghanistan in 2014 to improve the ability of communities to ensure peaceful elections 

and to persuade citizens to participate. As part of its broader efforts, USIP helped replicate a successful 60 Second Film 
Festival it supported in Pakistan a year earlier. The Institute and its local partners also leveraged cricket, poetry, and other 
Afghan cultural traditions for community outreach.
�� In 2013, USIP supported civic education on the importance of peaceful voting in Pakistan. It also trained 900 citizen journalists 

to report violence in regions where public information is harder to find. These citizen journalists were instrumental in breaking 
stories of women being prevented from voting. Their reports led to legislation that is under consideration to criminalize efforts 
to prevent women from voting.
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CURRENT SITUATION
The war in Syria has killed more than 400,000 people, 
uprooted 12 million—half of the population—and 
propelled a wave of refugees that threatens stability from 
the Middle East to Western Europe. But this war, seeded 
in the 2011 uprisings against President Bashar al-Assad, 
isn’t just one conflict: In addition to the involvement of 
major powers like Russia, Iran, Turkey, and the U.S., a 
complex knot of local and sectarian disputes among 
armed opposition groups, ISIS, the al-Qaeda-linked Hayat 
Tahrir al-Sham, and government forces endangers the 
nation’s future, no matter who rules at the national level.

USIP’S WORK
The U.S. Institute of Peace works in Syria and neighboring countries to increase the knowledge 
and skills needed by civic, religious, and tribal leaders who are trying to resolve their own 
conflicts without violence. Through convening, training, and facilitating dialogues, USIP helps 
Syrians develop practical solutions to their underlying disputes and design a peaceful postwar 
future. USIP’s recent work includes:

Resolving Communal Conflicts. When ISIS captured the city of al-Qahtaniya in northeastern 
Syria, more than 100 families were forced to flee their homes. Military operations to combat 
ISIS prompted the closure of a road that connected Arab villages to a vital market. Without swift 
action, tensions between local authorities and communities cut off from key economic markets, 
namely Arab Sunni Muslims, Christians and Yazidis, threatened to deteriorate further, with the 
possibility of violence arising. 

Making Peace Possible
USIP’s Work in Syria

The model of facilitated 

dialogue that USIP applies 

in Syria and Iraq can be 

expanded, according to 

Elie Abouaoun, director of 

Middle East and North Africa 

programs: “Small cases can be 

used in larger circumstances. 

It’s a way to illustrate the cycle 

of violence and its cost, and to 

promote a social transformation 

that shifts the thinking from 

praise of violence as a 

solution—a pattern that plagues 

this region—to pursuing a 

culture of compromise.”

A Syrian refugee returns to Homs, Syria (Xinhua/Pan Chaoyue)
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USIP took the initiative to ease tensions by 
bringing together 14 religious, tribal, and 
civic leaders in 2015 for unprecedented 
talks. After four months of discussions 
and negotiations, the diverse group of 
stakeholders eased the tensions. The result: 

�� Ensured the return of the displaced 
families
�� Reopened a key market road, connecting 

surrounding communities to necessary 
goods
�� Increased local capacity for conflict 

mitigation
�� Encouraged sustained cooperation 

among local leaders

The next stage of the project aims to build on this impact in 2017, with additional conflict-mitigation training and dialogues in 
Northeast Syria, in the areas of Tal Hamees, Ras al-Ayn, and Tal Abyad.

Reducing Tensions Between Refugees and Hosts. When refugees flee for neighboring countries such as Lebanon, Jordan, 
and Turkey, the resulting strain on security forces, schools, and social services can threaten the stability and safety of host 
communities and vital U.S. allies. It also risks exposing refugees to additional violence.

In countries bordering Syria, USIP cultivates more cooperative relationships and reduces friction between refugee populations 
and their hosts. Through small grants, the Institute enables local and international organizations to:

�� Train and facilitate dialogues among young refugees and their host communities in Jordan and Lebanon—enhancing their 
abilities to resolve conflict peacefully, address community needs, and become local leaders 
�� Educate journalists in Lebanon on avoiding charged language that risks exacerbating existing problems

Preparing for a Democratic Transition. USIP began work on Syria when the revolution started in 2011. In 2012, USIP helped 
convene dozens of peacebuilding experts and community activists to develop a shared vision for a democratic future for Syria. 
The project, called The Day After, was a partnership with the German Institute for International and Security Affairs. Leading 
international experts provided guidance on:

�� Implementing economic and social reforms 
�� Strengthening the rule of law 
�� Crafting a constitution 
�� Guiding vital elements of political transitions 

The project culminated in the establishment of The Day After Association, a Syrian-led NGO based in Istanbul that connects the 
diaspora with activists in Syria, works to strengthen local councils inside the country, and influences policy thinking on the conflict, 
including testimony in the U.S. Congress. 

Promoting Interfaith Cooperation. Faith leaders play a pivotal role in bringing a nation together: They can use their influence 
to guide followers, advocate for peace, and provide counter-narratives to extremist interpretations of religion. That’s why USIP 
supports initiatives that encourage interfaith cooperation and inclusion of minority and moderate voices. 

In 2014, USIP convened a cross-section of the most influential faith leaders from Syria and the diaspora. In Istanbul and 
Washington, D.C., they adopted core principles such as tolerance, equality (of ethnicity, gender, and religion, for example), shared 
national identity, inclusivity, human rights, acceptance, and accountability. As ISIS gained its foothold, they condemned “religious 
fanatic sectarianism and hatred,” providing an important alternative view.
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CURRENT SITUATION
For decades, Iran has vexed the international community. It 
introduced Islam as a form of governance in 1979 and has 
supported militants abroad and defied international norms. 
Recent developments—including the centrist Hassan Rouhani’s 
presidential victory and the 2015 nuclear deal—hold the potential 
for improved international relations and a boost to the economy. 
However, economic revitalization is slow, and the nation remains 
a complex and contentious factor in global politics. 

USIP’S WORK
The U.S. Institute of Peace aids policymakers’ thinking on Iran and provides a unique forum 
for virtual diplomacy in the absence of formal ties between Washington and Tehran. USIP 
convenes experts, briefs lawmakers, and presents comprehensive views of Iran’s internal 
politics and relationships with the rest of the world through unbiased, fact-based research and 
analysis by Western and Iranian writers. USIP’s recent work includes:

Educating Policymakers, Academics, and the Public. Even though Iran’s prominence in 
the Middle East has increased, reliable resources on the nation remain scarce. That dearth 
prompted USIP to convene 50 of the world’s top Iran scholars to contribute to the book, The 
Iran Primer: Power, Politics and U.S. Policy. 

First published in 2010 and updated in 2015, the unprecedented project acts as a comprehensive 
guide to Iran’s politics, economy, military, foreign policy, and nuclear program. The book’s authors 
present a range of views, prioritizing no single political perspective or agenda.

Making Peace Possible
USIP’s Work in Iran

The Iran Primer “covers the 
tortuous diplomacy of every 
U.S. presidency from Jimmy 
Carter to Barack Obama... 
as well as Iran’s relations 
with its neighbors and with 
China, Russia, and the EU. 
Concise, comprehensive, 
and well organized, this 
is a beautifully wrought 
handbook.”

Foreign Affairs
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The Iran Primer also is available online through a website, iranprimer.usip.org, that offers analysis representing 20 think tanks, 
eight universities, and senior officials from six U.S. presidential administrations. Hosted by USIP in partnership with the Woodrow 
Wilson International Center for Scholars, the website provides articles, data, timelines, a rundown of U.S. government actions, and 
other resources. The material has been cited, quoted, and republished in congressional testimony, college syllabi, and a variety of 
print and online publications. 

Convening Experts Through the Iran Forum. The Iran Forum is a series of discussions initiated by USIP in cooperation with seven 
think tanks. Top scholars, policymakers, thought leaders, and elected officials come together during events to analyze nuclear 
issues, Iran’s role in the Middle East, and the political tenor in Washington and Tehran. The Forum hosts two phases of each 
discussion: one for the public and a second with congressional staffers. 

Forum events highlight a diversity of viewpoints and have included:

�� The Iran Nuclear Deal: Pitfalls and Promises. In July 2015, two nuclear experts, a sanctions specialist, and an Iran scholar 
debated the implications of the historic deal reached by Iran and the world’s six major powers.
�� Politics of a Nuclear Deal: Former U.S. & Iranian Officials Debate. In April 2015, a unique panel of former U.S. and Iranian 

officials assessed the political dynamics that would shape the fate of nuclear agreements.
�� Iran Sanctions: What the U.S. Cedes in a Nuclear Deal. In July 2014, a former Treasury Department official and experts from 

three think tanks and the Congressional Research Service explained the potential trade-offs for the U.S.
�� Nuclear Flashpoints: U.S.-Iran Tensions Over Timetables and Terms. In June 2014, former Department of State, CIA, and 

Treasury Department officials explored potential obstacles—including the challenges of sanctions—to a nuclear deal.
�� The Rubik’s Cube™ of a Final Agreement. In May 2014, a former Department of State official, a RAND Corporation analyst, and 

a nuclear proliferation expert examined the volatile issues behind nuclear accords.

Briefing Decision Makers and Building Relationships. Through its focused research, USIP has become a leading source for 
timely Iran analysis. As a result, USIP experts periodically brief members of Congress and officials from the Pentagon and U.S. 
service academies. 

The Institute also maintains relationships with Iranian think tanks, foreign affairs analysts, economists, women’s rights activists, and 
officials to stay up to date on the latest political, economic, and social trends.
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CURRENT SITUATION
The sole democratic evolution to arise from the Arab Spring 
remains an incomplete victory against authoritarian rule and 
violent extremism. Tunisia’s success is key, both as a model for 
a volatile region, and to counter radicalization. Yet economic 
stagnation and unemployment, political disaffection in poorer 
regions, and the inherent difficulties of a major political and 
social transition continue to threaten Tunisia’s stability. 

USIP’S WORK
The U.S. Institute of Peace works on the ground with local 
partners, conducts research that feeds into policy thinking, 
and convenes key leaders in the field and in Washington. The 
aim is empower Tunisians to safeguard their own country’s 
democratic gains. The Institute’s initiatives build the political, 
social, and economic inclusiveness necessary for long-term 
stability. Recent work includes:

Cultivating Community Mediators. Applying its pioneering work in conflict resolution and violence 
prevention, USIP established and supports the Alliance of Tunisian Facilitators, a network trained to 
diagnose and resolve underlying conflicts peacefully. Alliance members include lawyers, journalists, 
civil society leaders, and other professionals who understand local dynamics and causes of conflict, 
and who learn from each other’s experiences to advance the practice. 

Since 2014, Alliance successes have ranged from resolving disputes between unlicensed 
street vendors and local authorities in the poor, west-central market town of Kasserine to 

Making Peace Possible
USIP’s Work in Tunisia

Beyond Security: Why a 
U.S.-Tunisian Strategic 
Partnership Matters

Tunisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi, speaking 
at USIP in May 2015, said 
his country’s democratic 
constitution and 
successive, broad-based 
governments can be a 
model for bringing stability 
to the broader Middle East 
and North Africa. 
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helping activists, journalists, and police union members in the volatile 
Gafsa region diffuse tensions. The common thread: local interventions 
responding to local needs. 

The University of Manouba near Tunis, for instance, was the site of 
multiple incidents of politically motivated student violence in 2012. 
To mitigate tensions between two student unions connected with 
national political parties, USIP and the Alliance brought the groups 
together. The project resulted in a formal code of conduct that outlines 
shared values and provides a guide to ethical interaction and dispute 
resolution. USIP and the Alliance now train students in how to mediate 
conflict and apply the code of conduct. 

Spurring Change in Policing. To sustain Tunisia’s democratic 
institutions, the nation’s traditionally authoritarian security forces 
need to be inclusive, citizen-centric, skilled in handling emerging 
security challenges such as violent extremism, and proactive in 
institutionalizing reforms.

With that objective, USIP now advises the Tunisian National Police and 
National Guard with an on-the-ground presence as they conduct a 
comprehensive assessment of their training system and then update 
it to build the kind of service-oriented law enforcement that Tunisia’s 
emerging democracy needs.

The Institute also builds trust and enhances cooperation among 
Tunisian citizens and security services through the USIP-developed 
Justice and Security Dialogue method. Transparent, participatory 
processes support Tunisian citizens and security forces in 
collaboratively identifying and addressing security challenges.

Reforming the Security Sector. Across the Maghreb, USIP has worked 
with local and national leaders to reform criminal justice systems and 
protect citizens’ rights. 

In 2016, the Institute convened ministry officials as well as frontline 
border guards from Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia for a series of 
workshops to discuss common threats and possibilities for joint work along their borders. They developed a strategic action plan 
to enhance regional cooperation that was disseminated to the U.S. Department of State and the Global Counterterrorism Forum, 
made up of 29 countries and the European Union.
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CURRENT SITUATION
After five decades of autocratic military rule, Burma (also 
known as Myanmar) has initiated a critical transformation 
to representative democracy. But regional and national 
tensions threaten the already tenuous transition: 
Disagreements between the military and elected civilian 
government, intercommunal and religious cleavages, 
and precarious security structures strain the capacity of 
leadership and risk the nation’s stability.

USIP’S WORK
Since 2012, the United States Institute of Peace (USIP) has 
supported security reform; increased the conflict resolution 
skills of local and national leaders, professionals, and 
citizens; and bolstered the peace process through training, education, and community 
engagement programs. USIP’s recent work includes: 

Training the Police Force. The nation’s Chief of Police asked USIP to train hundreds of 
Myanmar Police Force officers from 13 states and regions on the best ways to prevent, mitigate, 
and resolve local conflict. USIP responded with the Policing for Peace program—a series of 
workshops, seminars, dialogues, and trainings for trainers. Launched in 2014, the Policing 
for Peace program is part of USIP’s long-term strategy to institutionalize effective security by 
embedding conflict management approaches within the police force. 

USIP also plans to enhance conflict management skills and knowledge through a Justice and 
Security Dialogue program that promises to preempt violence before it has a chance to erupt 

Making Peace Possible
USIP’s Work in Burma

Burma State Counsellor Aung 
San Suu Kyi Speaks at USIP

In her first public U.S. 

appearance in more than 

two decades, Nobel Peace 

Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi 

discussed Burma’s transition. 

The 2012 event was co-

hosted by USIP and the Asia 

Society and also featured 

Secretary of State Hillary 

Clinton. Policymakers and 

international leaders often 

look to USIP for guidance.
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and destabilize regions. The dialogues aim to foster relationships, fortify trust, and promote collaborative problem-solving among 
the police, government officials, judicial authorities, political parties, civil society organizations, and community leaders

Empowering Religious Leaders. In 2013, a rumor spread within Buddhist and Muslim communities that threatened to lead to 
violence in Burma’s fourth largest city, Mawlamyine. USIP trainees sprang into action, using shuttle diplomacy among religious and 
community leaders to invalidate the rumor within their areas and deescalate tensions among the groups.

This exemplifies USIP’s work helping Christian, Buddhist, Muslim, and Hindu leaders prevent violence through interfaith 
understanding and collaboration. By empowering and connecting such leaders, USIP has earned their trust. USIP has collaborated 
with the Women of Faith Network—Burma’s first woman-led interfaith peacebuilding organization—providing the group with 
operational funds and helping plan and implement its programming, including seven workshops that trained 242 women in four 
cities. 

USIP also facilitated the development of the Buddhist Peace Education Curriculum, which features 41 clergy members, scholars, 
and specialists. The curriculum helps educate Buddhists about peacebuilding and transform exclusionary religious narratives that 
have historically instigated violence.

Mitigating Hate Speech. Technology is two-faced: Online hate speech can spur offline violence—and we can use it to effectively 
promote peace. USIP is supporting local initiatives that leverage technology to monitor hate speech, educate citizens about its 
effects, and alter divisive behavior. Examples include: 

��  A mobile app that monitors speech in both Burmese and English, used by 70 organizations and student associations
��  Regular coordination meetings of organizations working to combat dangerous speech
��  An online resource database for journalists and activists about religious news, which encourages responsible reporting and 

tracks religious conflicts
��  A PeaceTech Exchange, where more than 90 civil society participants learned how to better leverage technology for 

peacebuilding

Ensuring Safe Elections. Building on the powerful Policing for Peace program, the Myanmar Police Force requested USIP’s 
assistance in preventing violence during the 2015 election. The resulting electoral security strategy minimized election day 
incidents. USIP helped: 

��  Overcome bureaucratic roadblocks 
��  Train 240 members of Electoral Security Management Committees, in coordination with the national Union Election 

Commission and the United Nations Development Programme
��  Create an Elections Code of Conduct, printed on 100,000 laminated cards for the police to carry on election day
��  Spur an unprecedented dialogue between police and political parties—including Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for 

Democracy—that resulted in police sharing their election security plans to allay concerns about special police presence at the polls

Strengthening the National Peace Process. USIP is developing an initiative to augment the national peace process. It’s the 
result of extensive research into the needs and knowledge gaps among signatory and non-signatory Ethnic Armed Groups, the 
government, and other stakeholders. Through a series of dialogues, as well as workshops on facilitation and negotiation skills, the 
political players are envisioning comprehensive peace for Burma—and the steps needed to achieve it.
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