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Wrap up Conflict Sensitivity Expert Retreat – taking conflict sensitivity to 
the next level 
 
 
Oberhofen/Switzerland, 30/09 – 02/10/2014 
 
A three-day Conflict Sensitivity Expert Retreat was held from 30 September until 2 October 
2014 in Oberhofen, Switzerland, with about 40 leading international experts in conflict 
sensitivity from think thanks, NGOs, universities and donors. The retreat was organized by 
KOFF swisspeace.  It aimed to bring conflict sensitivity ‘to the next level’ by asking the 
participants: where do we stand now, what do we aim for and how will we get there.  
  
The retreat relied on the critical thinking, innovatory spirit and creativity of the group of 
participants. To bring conflict sensitivity to the next level needs joint and collaborative efforts 
as a “conflict sensitivity community”. The group jointly identified trends, opportunities and 
strategies and identified structures and actions that were needed to engage further. 
 
The retreat was steered along the open space technology process which provided a 
framework for creativity and new ideas. It helped setting the stage, opening up, letting 
thoughts, frustrations and vague ideas flow on the first day, on the second day giving space 
for creativity to dig deeper on subjects that appeared the day before, and on the last day, 
nailing key ideas down and strategies them for future endeavours that would help take 
conflict sensitivity to the next level.     
 
 
The following organisations participated at the CS-retreat:  
American University/Journal of Peacebuilding and Development JPD, Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
Frieden und Entwicklung FriEnt, Caritas Switzerland, CDA, Clingendael Institute, core. 
Consultancy, DFID, European External Action Service EEAS (EU), European Peacebuilding 
Liaison Office EPLO, GIZ, HEKS Swiss Interchurch Aid, Helvetas Swiss Intercooperation, 
Human Security Division (Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs FDFA), Institute for 
Peace and Development of the University Duisburg-Essen INEF, International Alert, Local 
Capacities for Peace International LCPI, Misereor, OECD, PeaceNexus Foundation, Swiss 
Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC), Swisspeace, UNDP BCPR and several 
independent consultants. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

[2] 

 

 
 
 
Day 1: Looking back and looking towards the future 
 
Leading questions of day 1: 
– Why are we here, who are we as a group? 
– Where is CS today? 
– What have we accomplished? 
– Where is CS heading – what are trends? 
  
Why are we here: The purpose of the retreat was to bring international key experts in 
conflict sensitivity together, to reflect upon where CS stands and what could be future 
opportunities to take it to the next level. The idea of the retreat was born out of the feeling 
that despite the fact that much has been achieved, conflict sensitivity is still not implemented 
systematically, that it is not sufficiently integrated in organisational structures and procedures 
and that it could be much more relevant for political and strategic decision-making. 
 
Where is CS today: A brief history of CS was presented that led through the evolution of CS 
following the genocide in Rwanda 1994, the creation of several conceptual frameworks, 
methodologies and tools in the late 1990s onwards; since 2000 the gradual adoption of CS in 
development and humanitarian assistance and the adaptation of CS into institutional 
processes of organizations as well as sector-specific adaptations (education, food security, 
journalism etc.) and more recently in business; finally the CS Retreat in 2014 as momentum 
to capitalize past achievements and strategize future endeavours.  
The presentation can be downloaded here: https://prezi.com/pgjmatw1wyc_/brief-history-of-
conflict-sensitivity/?utm_campaign=share&utm_medium=copy 
 
What have we accomplished: Reflections were presented on certain assumptions on 
where we stand as a community with regards to CS, what are accomplishments and 
bottlenecks. The following observations were made:  
 

i. Though CS is nothing new and despite good intentions for its implementation, it still 
lacks sufficient operationalization;  

ii. Often CS is rather treated as a separate topic than an organic part of organizational 
processes and of ways of working; 

iii. CS is part of policies and normative frameworks, but its institutionalization remains 
challenging as it would need the buy in and commitment from the management to the 
field level; its consistent application also asks for substantial technical skills, 
resources and adapted organizational structures; 

iv. CS actors invested a lot in the development of guidance and tools, which can be 
useful but also overwhelmingly technical and not strategic; the fact that tools exist 
and that trainings are offered is not a guarantee for a knock-on effect of subsequent 
CS application. Less but more harmonized tools along with a clear dissemination, 
capacity and institutionalization strategy might have been more effective;  

v. Finally to promote CS in the business sector remains relatively limited. There is still a 
certain hesitance of civil society actors to engage with the private sector, only few do 
so despite the fact that non-conflict sensitive business practices bear a high risk; and 
despite that the private sector has a potential for peacebuilding. Maybe the language 
of «conflict sensitivity» may not be applicable to «business language» - «human 
rights» might have a more positive connotation and be an entry point.  

 
 
 

https://prezi.com/pgjmatw1wyc_/brief-history-of-conflict-sensitivity/?utm_campaign=share&utm_medium=copy
https://prezi.com/pgjmatw1wyc_/brief-history-of-conflict-sensitivity/?utm_campaign=share&utm_medium=copy
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The presentation concluded with the question whether the CS-“community” had missed 
opportunities or seen things wrong despite its many achievements; and the appeal to 
challenge the concept during the three days in order to take conflict sensitivity to the next 
level.   
The Reflection Note can be downloaded here: http://koff.swisspeace.ch/what-we-work-
on/conflict-sensitivity/ 
 
 
Where is CS heading – what are trends: Five groups brainstormed around the questions of 
trends that could be relevant for the future of CS; encountered obstacles and irritations; 
specificities about the CS concept and practice; and CS good practices and take aways.  
 
External trends 
– The global war on terrorism (GWOT) increasingly justifies military responses to conflicts 

and actors such as ISIS. There is a trend to boost the security and stability agenda with 
military means. 

– How can secularized Europe provide answers for religiously justified violence?  
– The fragility discourse as well as the debate around Post-2015 agenda have a strong 

statebuilding focus. Even though peacebuilding is somewhat integrated, the 
peacebuilding agenda seems to be pushed in the background, the same applies to 
conflict sensitivity. 

– Organized crime is still not addressed: what are potential answers? 
– Private sector responses beyond the post-2015 agenda and fragility debate? How to 

engage constructively with private sector in order to strengthen middle income countries 
vs fragility? 

– Where is CS in humanitarian responses? Most of the time they have to be quick and in 
very new and complex situations.  

 
Trends relevant for the future of CS:  
– No future for the term and narrow use of CS 
– Trend towards risk analysis which will englobe the different concepts 
– Trend of “fragility” is over – the new focus lies on “resilience” //  - however the second 

group working on this topic found: that the discourse on ways “out of fragility”, “fragile and 
effective states” will replace the one on CS, or have CS implicitly integrated in it 

– Trend towards radicalisation as well as urban violence 
– Trend to increase local capacity in CS in their social movement/civilian disobedience etc. 
– Increasingly important role of the private sector  
– Trend to give more importance to social service sectors as vectors for peacebuilding  
– Trend of humanitarian assistance as increasingly important factor for out of fragility given 

that it is sometimes often the only actor in conflict settings over a long period of time  
 
Obstacles/Irritations of CS: 
– Overlapping but competing agendas e.g. fragility 
– CS is de-linked from the political level 
– CS is not adequately linked to the other agendas 
– Misapprehension or misunderstanding of CS 
– The language auf CS is sometimes confusing or not understood 
 
 
 
 

http://koff.swisspeace.ch/what-we-work-on/conflict-sensitivity/
http://koff.swisspeace.ch/what-we-work-on/conflict-sensitivity/
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Specificities about CS: 
– CS has multiple claims: to the individual, the organization, on the ground etc. 
– CS is not peacebuilding; but CS can be a precondition and entry point to peacebuilding 
– CS means responsibility, empowerment, transparency about intention, objectives and 

practices, inclusion of diverse actors, processes 
– CS can also mean tensions 
– The question if CS as positive contribution to peace and statebuilding may be too 

ambitious 
– There is an epistemological dilemma: CS versus not CS 
– CS is contextual, it considers long term effects on communities, the timing needs to be 

right and it is relative to different perceptions 
 
Good practices and take-away of CS: 
– CS provides space and language to talk in a non-antagonistic way 
– It helps to understand mutual needs 
– CS is a process rather than an one off event 
– Even small resources can have a big positive impact 
– On local level CS works well and is perceived as very relevant; the challenge is to link the 

local, national and international level 

 
 
 
Day 2: Open Space – Identifying opportunities for change 
 
 
Leading questions of day 2: 
– What do we want to create? 
– What are the opportunities for change? 
– What is possible in the unknown future? 
 
The key to day 2 was that in used ‘open space technology’ – that is the participants 
themselves were responsible for guiding the way in which the day would evolve – to highlight 
key topics, issues and dilemmas that they were interested in discussing. The day started with 
participants able to propose certain topics, alongside time slots and locations with then the 
rest of the group able to ‘sign up’ to join them. It was encouraged that participants engage in 
groups and issues that were the most relevant and interesting for them and that the “rule of 
two feet” applies. The group was encouraged to use creative ways to develop ideas, non-
conventional thinking and an open approach to brainstorming.  
 
The discussions held on day 2 laid the foundation for the outcomes of the last day.  
 
 
A few snap shots from the discussions of the different groups: 
 
Topic: Conflict sensitivity versus Peacebuilding 
– CS and peacebuilding as different domains or a continuum?  
– How narrowly do we define and operationalise CS? 
– Do-no-harm may be an easier policy goal than peacebuilding or conflict transformation: it 

is better to do no harm than “pretending” to do peacebuilding by having an ill-designed 
peacebuilding project  
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Topic: New trends, new violence – what roles CS can have 
– An application of mediation, dialogue and peacebuilding tools to organized crime 
– CS of security and justice work as it often generates more violence 
– New approaches to state building in the New Deal and the need for a systemic 

understanding of issues and global trends 
– The need to engage with other actors which may imply the change of the CS-language – 

the core-message of CS remains the same but the language to be adapted to different 
audiences 

 
Topic: CS Support Facility 
– Creation of a facility to improve the availability of appropriate expertise (expert/advisory 

pool) and implementation support services to organizations integrating CS into their work; 
this as a logical step after the creation of tools and guidance so as to bring CS to the next 
level 

 
Topic: Clarity about the objective of CS, the ways to get there and the myth of 
“mainstreaming” 
– CS is in an identity-/midlife crisis: The traditional definition of CS (understand the context, 

understand the interaction and act upon it in order to avoid negative impacts and to 
contribute to positive impacts) is still accurate; however the very term of “conflict” 
sensitivity is misleading, narrowing down and repulses non-traditional actors. Hence the 
need for “new bottles” for the same vintage; i.e. to explain the CS-concept to a very 
different group of actors and ask how they would call it 

– A CS community spirit is missing, hence leverage, advocacy, discourse-leading capacity, 
standard-setting and partnership building are low. To bring CS to the next level agencies 
need to come out of their “silo” and create a CS-Consortium (or network).  

 
Topic: To bring in local perspectives of CS 
– Do-no-harm is a very linear way of thinking – people from different parts of the world may 

have problems in understanding the same thing given the context-specific ways of 
thinking about social change.  

– There is a need to make sure not to dominate with western concepts. Tacking stock of 
what the meaning of conflict sensitivity is for people in the respective contexts; as well as 
collecting more examples, evidence and grasp what the success for local people is. 

– The need to further exchange between different levels – donors, academia, locals, 
implementers etc. – in order to bridge the gap 

 
Topic: What is the business case for CS; integrate CS in policies for responsible business 
– Discussed the relevance of using risk and mitigation language for companies, identifying 

the (clear?) business case and how we can really convince businesses to engage in CS.  
– The group questioned whether it is useful to make a distinction between company 

violations that take place in conflict zones (big C) and non-conflict zones. It was 
discussed that however you define conflicts, is a conflict even if it is between the 
company and the community. There is the potential to use remedy mechanisms and CS 
in relation to different forms of conflict including company-community conflict. 

– Identified the need to develop a publication on CS due diligence practices and meet more 
often to discuss ways forward on these issues.  
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Topic: Incentives for CS – CS as quality management and how to sell it as good 
management and leadership approach 
– How can it be assured that money is not spent for the sake of spending but in the most 

“useful” and “conflict sensitive” way – what incentives are needed?  
– In order to make donors and other actors more accountable a “conflict sensitivity index” 

could be established; the creation of a CS-quality-labelling with an independent entity to 
monitor implementation. There could be learning prizes for the best failure, for risk taking 
and then good change – this would generate competition for good CS-action.  

 
Topic: Power of CS in theory, partnerships, methodology, transformation 
– The most important factors to achieve positive change are trust, capacity, and willingness 

– however often existing power-dynamics are perceived as impeding CS-implementation: 
power in our own institutions, in the context we work, in the gap between external and 
local actors, the feeling of powerlessness vis-à-vis decision makers etc.  

– What could be opportunities to impact power positively and use it in a positive way? How 
can we take into account power in our analysis and partnerships? – i.e. to integrate 
power analysis into conflict analysis;  i.e. to create empowering partnerships and 
networks between CS-actors in the north and south; to make ourselves aware and 
confident that we do have power leverage capacity within our own organizations, vis-à-vis 
others etc.  

– How can we use CS to question certain power dynamics and issues; how does doing so 
contribute to a transformative element, how does it support peacebuilding? 

 
Topic: Application of CS in peacebuilding work in Europe 
– There are conflicts and conflict risks in Europe – how should peace builders respond? 

We are good at analysing what is happening elsewhere; many peacebuilding 
organizations are still rather paternalistic.  

– There would be need for: conflict analysis in Europe; setting up dialogues on extremism, 
nationalism, racism – the way they are currently done in the media go wrong – there 
would be a need to train moderators ; sharing with the public and decision makers good 
practices in tackling the causes of conflict 

 
Topic: Policy dialogue on peacebuilding and CS with service delivery sectors (education, 
health, rural development etc.) 
– Peace builders should more engage in dialogue with other sectors (non-traditional PB 

actors, service delivery sectors etc.) and look for entry points in order to assist their work 
also with a peacebuilding perspective 

– There is a need to sensitize peace builders to approach sectors and to give them more 
relevance for peacebuilding; not seeing them as sole service deliverer; this could be done 
via INCAF (the current ebola-response would also be an issue for peacebuilding actors).  

  
Topic: Political partnerships for change – engaging with new donors for CS 
– Emerging donors such as from BRIC-countries, Asian and Arab countries pose a 

challenge but also a great potential for CS and peacebuilding. It would be key to have 
them part of CS-discourse for leverage but also for inclusion of CS in their respective 
policies.  

 
Topic: More political sensitivity and CS needs less tool-thinking and more structural and 
resource flexibility as well as strategic partnerships 
– Great potential for CS and change lies in strategic partnerships, this thas not yet been 

explored enough – i.e. the World Bank is interested in strategic partnerships, their  
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shareholder-governments would have the opportunity to push for reform agendas, 
commitments for operationalization exist but there is not enough capacity.  

 
Topic: CS and creating enabling environments for civil society organizations (CSO) political 
actions 
– To conduct CS-assessments in politically restricted areas (un-enabling environments) is 

often a challenge in terms of security, fear, reprisals etc. of concerned actors, this often 
prevents CSOs and NGOs from actually doing CS-assessments, despite its importance 
in particular in such contexts.  

– More reflection would be needed on CS methodologies that allow implementation of CS 
in un-enabling environments – likewise on how CS analysis of such contexts can feed 
into bilateral/multilateral policy decisions.  

 

 
 
Day 3: Strategic Action 
 
 
Leading questions of day 3: 
– Where do we have leverage? 
– What strategic action is taken by whom, when, how? 
– How do we want to operate as a group in the future? 
 
Out of the variety of topics on day 2 five themes were extracted that CS participants 
considered as key to take conflict sensitivity to the next level.  
 
As a concrete output of the CS-retreats 5 working groups were created that will work on the 
respective topics in the months to come.  
 
The CS retreat was a momentum for CS-experts to come together, exchange, reflect, bring 
in and test new ideas. It allowed creating a sense of CS-community-spirit that had not existed 
before. In order for CS to be taken to the next level, a continued engagement of CS-actors, 
community-spirit, sense of collaboration and partnership and a “keeping in touch” will be key.  
 
KOFF/swisspeace will continue to support coordination and information sharing with and 
among the CS-retreat members and other interested experts in the months to come until a 
more formal structure – CS-Consortium – will be established. Via online platform (possibly 
facebook, Linkedin or google-group) information sharing will be facilitated.   
 
 
5 Working groups to take conflict sensitivity to the next level: 
 
KOFF/swisspeace will be in touch with the different WG-leads for update and communication 
to the wider CS-retreat members and other interested experts.   
 
1. Working Group: CS-Consortium/Network/Hub 
Objective of the WG: To promote the establishment of a CS-Consortium (Hub) for leverage, 
discourse-leading, advocacy, standard-setting, partnership-building and support-services. 
The CS-Consortium would become the “centre of gravity” for CS and the heart of a CS-
community.  
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2. Working Group: Accountability-Score Cards 
Objective of the WG: To establish a score-card/accountability standards-system and 
monitoring-mechanism to create incentives and accountability for CS-application.  
 
3. Working Group: Linking Local Voices to Global Policy 
Objective of the WG: To build a network of champions to link local voices to national and 
global policy so that they inculcate CS and that diverse local voices are included.   
 
4. Working Group: Peacebuilding in Europe 
Objective of the WG: To have effective peacebuilding responses to conflict risks in Europe. 
 
5. Working Group: CS and Business 
Objective of the WG: To enable the private sector to be an actor for peace. 
 
 
 
The working groups are open to organizations that did not attend the CS-retreat. Interested 
persons can contact KOFF swisspeace: sabina.handschin@swisspeace.ch 
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