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There are more armed conflicts today than there were six 
decades ago. It is believed that the prevalence, severity 
and impact of armed conflict will only get worse. The rise 
in internationalised intrastate and interstate conflicts 
has left dispute resolution in a state of crisis. The world 
is no longer dealing with the traditional wars of the past. 
Today, conflicts are longer lasting, more fragmented, and 
exacerbated by cyber threats, new digital technology and 
a breakdown of norms among geo-strategic actors. Great 
challenges are posed by local conflicts with less traditional 
actors, extremist movements and non-state armed actors 
spreading their reach across borders and expanding their 
operational scopes. 

As a result, there is a growing feeling that mediation and 
peace processes must adapt to the changing landscape 
of war. For mediation to be successful and bring 
sustainable peace it is necessary to take stock of the 
deficiencies of the process and to emphasise preventive 
diplomacy. It is imperative that mediators reflect on 
their performance and address the difficulties that affect 
their efforts in order to secure and sustain peace. 

There is no doubt that mediation has evolved in the 
recent past. There are more actors involved in mediation 
today, such as women and youth. They are increasingly 
using complementary approaches and hybrid models 
of negotiation. The field has become much more 
professionalised as a result.
While there are many examples of successful mediation 
processes, many flaws, weaknesses, and deficiencies 
remain. Lack of contextual knowledge contributes to the 
poor performance of mediators. In some cases, mediation 

efforts are not informed by sufficient knowledge of local 
culture. Important challenges include: the selection of 
a chief mediator, trust building, preventive diplomacy, 
the inclusion of women, and capacity-building for the 
negotiators. These challenges are further exacerbated 
by the lack of interest of the international community/
funding agencies to invest in the prevention of armed 
conflicts.

CHALLENGES IN MEDIATION: 

1) Selection of the Chief Mediator:

The United Nations (UN) and regional bodies like the 
African Union are fond of appointing politicians, heads 
of state, ministers and diplomats as chief mediators 
because they have political clout. Having been a head 
of state or a minister does not make one necessarily 
an effective mediator. They often lack real knowledge, 
experience and skills in mediation. Some of them 
might even lack temperament and patience, which are 
virtues in mediation. They are usually in a rush because 
they must show quick results, they fear failure, and 
consequently apply a lot of pressure on the parties 
to reach an agreement. They don’t negotiate enough, 
leaving warring factions to agree on some contentious 
issues not out of conviction but out of convenience. This 
method of work does not produce implementable peace 
agreements nor sustainable peace. 

To ensure that these high-profile personalities conduct 
mediation in a professional manner, education is key. 
Through induction courses in mediation, politicians can 
become cognisant and aware of the norms that they 
bring to the processes and how they affect the prospects 
for peace. There should be an effort to professionalise 
them to become  mediators prior to their appointment.

2) Trust Building: 

Trust is the cornerstone of any successful mediation. 
Building trust should be a strategic priority at every 
stage throughout the mediation and implementation 
process. Trust needs to be built at three levels: a) trust 
in the mediator, b) trust between conflict parties; and 
c) trust within conflict parties. This can help to maintain 
momentum and survive shocks because each level 
reinforces the other.

MEDIATION IN VIOLENT CONFLICT                                            

October 2022



Copyright: Anwar Gargash Diplomatic Academy 2022. 
Disclaimer: The views expressed in this publication are solely those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Anwar Gargash 
Diplomatic Academy, an autonomous federal entity, or the UAE Government. 

a. Trust in the mediator is vital to initiate and sustain 
conflicting parties’ engagement in talks. An effective 
mediator can work as a ‘repository’ for trust, bridging 
trust deficits between the parties and mitigating their 
sense of exposure and vulnerability during dialogue or 
bargaining.

b. Trust between conflict parties is precarious. It is 
difficult to build and easy to lose, and once it is broken, it 
is even harder to rebuild. Parties can accumulate mutual 
reassurance throughout the mediation process through 
repeated demonstrations of their commitment as new 
risks and suspicions arise, for example, by acknowledging 
grievances, symbolic gestures or confidence-building 
measures.

c. Trust within conflict parties needs to be built from 
leadership through the chain of command to the 
support base, so that a party as a whole can have faith in 
his/her negotiators to deliver dividends. Conflict parties 
may require mediation support to achieve this because 
leaders may lack skills in political representation or 
consultation.

3) Preventive Diplomacy:  

Despite early warning mechanisms which already 
exist, there is always reluctance by the international 
community to invest in the prevention of violent conflict 
and in long-term peace building. Billions go into peace-
keeping operations, humanitarian assistance, and into 
many other agencies. Yet, the world failed to respond 
to various aggressions and gross violations of norms 
and international law in various places such as Crimea, 
Georgia, and Syria. The world failed to recognise the 
significance of early warning signals from Russia when 
it began to build up its forces on the border of Ukraine. 
Preventing this war might have been impossible, 
however serious effort in preventive diplomacy 
might have de-escalated tensions and brought about 
substantive dialogue to address Russia’s underlying 
concerns. 

One of the challenges that further complicates 
the funding of mediation is that the international 
system is fragmented, especially given deadlock and 
disagreements at the UN Security Council on global 
security issues and the management of conflicts. Lack 
of funding and logistical support also restricts our ability 
to act fast and exercise flexibility. It goes without saying 
that prevention would save trillions of dollars being 
spent in peace-keeping and humanitarian support. 
More importantly, it can save lives and prevent senseless 
destruction.

4) The Inclusion of Women:  

Inclusion in mediation has been talked about for years, 
both as a normative and an effectiveness issue. Efforts 
to include women in peace processes have been gaining 
momentum for over twenty years through the adoption 
of UN Security Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 on Women, 
Peace and Security (WPS) and yet real progress in 
women’s meaningful engagement remains limited. 

Gender exclusion needs to be understood as a long term 
systematic, societal problem and not simply as a problem 
for peace processes only. There is a need to think of it in 
broader terms and not confine it to the WPS agenda in 
order to identify opportunities for longer term societal 
progress, for example through women’s meaningful 
engagement in politics.

What the world seems to ignore is that women’s 
contributions in most conflict resolution processes 
happen at the grassroot level. Women connect across 
divides, support dialogue, and build capacity. More 
should be done to recognize their informal roles and 
enhance their ability to participate at various levels of 
the negotiation process. 

In addition, the contributions of civil society 
organisations (CSOs) in peace processes is crucial. Their 
engagement can be helpful to build the right conditions 
for negotiations. They can include various  constituencies 
with the potential to contribute to change – women, 
youth, the business community, trade unions, and 
religious actors. Evidence suggests that these spaces can 
do valuable long-term work to prepare the ground for 
future peace, even while conflicts continue. CSOs can be 
instrumental when thinking of constitutional issues like 
women’s rights, economic recovery, and reconciliation.

5) Capacity Building for Negotiators:  

There is a need to address the gaps in knowledge and 
skills in the field of mediation. Mediation courses and 
trainings have been developed and are available to 
practitioners. However, the breadth of participation, 
regularity, duration and depth of training that is 
undertaken across the field is insufficient. In reality, 
what is lacking is rigorous self-evaluation, external 
assessment, and mechanisms to institutionalise lessons 
learnt. What is totally missing as well is trainings for 
negotiators of the warring factions. Indeed, selecting 
a negotiator is usually based on loyalty to the political 
leader, with qualifications, knowledge, and skills in 
mediation taking a back seat. Therefore, negotiators go 
to negotiate with a ‘winner takes all’ attitude instead of 
a ‘win-win’ mentality. Training would enhance a positive 
outcome for all. 

CONCLUSION: 
 
Reforms on the methods, techniques, appointments, 
expertise, and trainings are essential for mediation to 
become more effective. There is a need to reach out to a 
wider variety of actors and perspectives, to build a better 
understanding of inclusion, to focus on outcomes and 
to engage business and economic actors who are often 
critical to sustaining conflict and peace. We have to work 
across governments, non-state actors and academia, to 
listen and learn from one another and to re-commit to 
working together to support peaceful outcomes through 
mediation and negotiations.  


