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Sometime around 1775 BCE, Zimri-Lim, the king of 
the ancient Mesopotamian city of Mari in today’s Syr-
ian Arab Republic, wrote the world’s earliest account—
engraved on a clay tablet—of the use of arbitration 
and restitution to settle a dispute between two of his 
vassals. He rebuked one of them: “You have raided 
his country. Everything you took, gather it together 
and return it” (Munn-Rankin 1956, 95). On another 
occasion, the same king negotiated a power-sharing 
agreement over a contested city with his more pow-
erful rival, King Hammurabi of Babylon. Bargaining 
extended over several years—“Remove [that city] from 
the treaty tablet and I shall commit myself!” offered 
Hammurabi at one point—but no agreement could 
be reached, a consequence of the uneven balance of 
power between the two kingdoms (Heimpel 2003, 
379). Violence ensued, and in 1759 BCE the king of 
Babylon destroyed Mari, boasting that he had “turned 
the land into rubble heaps and ruins” and displaced its 
entire population (Heimpel 2003, 177).

Can governance solve the 
problem of violence in 
society?
Can dispute settlement, power sharing, restitution, 
and other forms of governance solve the problem of 
violence in society? Yes, under certain circumstances. 
Violence recedes when individuals, groups, and gov-
ernments have incentives not to use it to pursue their 
objectives, and when not using it eventually becomes 
the norm. Institutions create incentives to reach agree-
ments (cooperation) and enforce them (commitment). 

When institutions of governance—the specific insti-
tutions for making and implementing policy—solve 
cooperation and commitment problems in ways that 
create incentives not to use violence, security prevails. 
When they do not, violence prevails. In the absence 
of cooperation, contending sides walk away from the 
bargaining table, and citizens do not comply with gov-
ernment rules. When commitment is lacking, warring 
factions renege on peace agreements, policy makers 
default on their promises to transfer resources to dis-
contented groups or regions, disputants fail to abide 
by court judgments, the police abuse citizens instead 
of protecting them, and violence ensues.

The framework adopted by this Report emphasizes 
the centrality of three constitutive elements of gover-
nance for development: (1) the relative distribution 
of power among individuals and groups with con-
flicting preferences; (2) the bargaining arena where 
conflicting interests are mediated and policy choices 
are made and implemented; and (3) the barriers to 
entry to this arena. Accordingly, violent conflict is the 
result of three types of breakdowns in governance, 
all rooted in cooperation and commitment problems:  
(1) the unconstrained power of individuals, groups, 
and governments; (2) failed agreements between 
participants in the bargaining arena; or (3) the exclu-
sion of relevant individuals and groups from this 
arena. Power sharing, resource redistribution, dispute 
settlement, and sanctions and deterrence have long 
been identified as potential ways governance can pre-
vent, reduce, or end violent conflict, yet they succeed 
only when they constrain the power of ruling elites, 
achieve and sustain agreements, and do not exclude 
relevant individuals and groups. 
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largely helped reduce violence, but security was  
fragile, and the specter of violence always loomed 
(Bates 2001; North, Wallis, and Weingast 2009). Simi-
lar security arrangements based on deterrence persist 
in many parts of the developing world (Jacoby and 
Mansuri 2010). 

Security, governance, and 
power are tightly interlinked
Security—the security of people—is freedom from 
violence and the threat of violence (coercion).1 Rather 
than representing discrete, opposed situations, secu-
rity and violence are on a continuum. For that rea-
son, this Report measures security as the reduction 
in the incidence of violence.2 The threat of violence, 
however, is more difficult to measure. Compounding 
the measurement challenge is the overlapping and 
coexis tence of violence and security.3

Security is a precondition for development
The cost of violence to development outcomes is 
staggering (figure 4.1). In 2015 violence cost the global 
economy US$14.3 trillion, or 13.4 percent of the global 
gross domestic product (GDP), and this cost has risen 
by more than 15 percent since 2008 (IEP 2015). Violent 
conflict has a negative impact on GDP per capita 
(figure 4.2). Civil war reduces economic growth by 2.3 
percent a year (Collier 2007; Dunne and Tian 2014). 
Violent crime hinders economic development as well 
(Dell 2015). A 1.00-point decrease in homicide rates 
per 100,000 persons is associated with a 0.07–0.29 
percentage point increase in GDP per capita growth 
over the next five years (World Bank 2006). 

At the micro level, violence results in changes 
in household composition, losses in the productive 
capacities of household members, the destruction of 
productive assets and livelihoods, and displacement 
(Ibáñez and Vélez 2008; Justino 2009). Violence and 
its threat also indirectly impede trade, investment, 
and growth because of the uncertainty and the loss of 
trust and cohesion they generate (Knack and Keefer 
1997; Zak and Knack 2001). For example, violent con-
flict directly cost Iraq 16 percent in per capita welfare 
from April 2011 to April 2014 and Syria 14 percent. 
However, when the foregone benefits of trade integra-
tion between the two countries and their neighbors 
are taken into account, the total cost of war almost 
doubles, to 28 percent for Iraq and 23 percent for Syria 
(Ianchovichina and Ivanic 2016).

The state’s monopoly over violence is a 
precondition for security
In traditional societies, when security was still in the 
hands of private individuals and groups, the credible 
threat of violence through retaliation served as a 
deterrent against violence, and it was the main deter-
minant of order and security.4 The threat of revenge 

Figure 4.1 Violence inflicts a high cost on 
development

Sources: WDR 2017 team, using data from World Bank 2011; World Bank, World Development Indicators 
(database), 2015; Geneva Declaration Secretariat 2015; UCDP/PRIO 2015.

Note: The figure displays median values for all countries, by level of violence, for which data on  
development outcomes and violent deaths are available, ranging from 91 countries for poverty ratio  
data to 170 countries for access to electricity. Vulnerable employment is expressed as a percentage of 
total employment.
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Figure 4.2 Violent conflict is associated 
with a reduction in GDP per capita

Sources: WDR 2017 team, based on Blattman and Miguel 2010 using data  
from World Bank, World Development Indicators (database), 2015, and 
UCDP/PRIO 2015. 

Note: Incidence of conflict = number of violent conflicts in a country that led 
to at least 25 battle deaths in a year, between 1960 and 2015. GDP = gross 
domestic product.
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capacity—the stock of material and technological and 
human resources available to the state—to enforce 
these bargains and deter groups tempted to defect 
or renege on them is uneven and discontinuous over 
time and space.

Violence affects governance by changing 
power and norms
Violence and security change the distribution of 
power among groups and consequently affect gov-
ernance—how these groups interact within a set of 
rules, which are themselves a function of the groups’ 
relative power (see chapter 2 and Tilly 1978).6 One 
group’s use of force can strengthen or weaken—even 
annihilate—the power of other groups almost by 
definition. Assassinations, mass killings, coups, and 
revolutions do just that. New actors emerge and 

Modern societies, by contrast, are fundamentally 
characterized by a concentration of security arrange-
ments in the hands of the state, which has a monop-
oly over the means of violence and coercion (Weber 
1965; Mann 1984). At its core, the state’s monopoly 
over violence is the outcome of a collective agreement 
among powerful actors—an elite bargain, really—over 
who can use violence and when its use is acceptable 
(Wallis 2016).5 The use of violence and coercion under 
this agreement is organized by the state, which typi-
cally enforces the agreement.

The monopoly over violence is an ideal that few 
states attain in all places at all times. It is the outcome 
of complex historical processes that unfold over 
decades, if not centuries (box 4.1). The elite bargains 
that give rise to this monopoly are contested, rene-
gotiated, and reasserted every day, everywhere. The 

Box 4.1 How modern governance was born offers lessons for today’s 
“fragile” countries

Today’s governance is the child of yesterday’s violence. 
From the earliest records of human societies until the 
modern era, violence has been the norm (Pinker 2011). It 
was not until violence was constrained by the state that 
development began to occur on a large scale (North, 
Wallis, and Weingast 2009). Even the countries that enjoy 
the highest per capita incomes and most peaceful societies 
in the world, such as most of Europe, emerged from wars 
and violent contests for power (Tilly 1985, 1990). They were 
“fragile states” for most of their historical trajectory.

How these countries made this transition from violence 
and underdevelopment to security and prosperity reveals 
intriguing patterns. As commerce expanded in medieval 
Europe, violence specialists—individuals or groups that 
procured resources for themselves primarily through vio-
lence and coercion—traded the provision of security for 
financial resources to finance their wars (Braudel 1966). 
They allowed economic activity to flourish under their 
protection, founded states, and ceded some power and 
rights to business and other elites (Duby 1991; Bates 2001). 
Later, these rights were gradually expanded and eventually 
conceded to the majority of the population (Acemoglu and 
Robinson 2006). Constraints on unbridled power and other 
outcomes of these bargains between elites were formalized 

into laws. But violence did not disappear—on the contrary, 
more revenues were available to finance more external 
wars. It was now monopolized by these emerging states 
and channeled toward providing law and order, combating 
crime, and protecting property rights (Bates, Greif, and 
Singh 2002). Modern governance was born.a 

Today, millions of people live under the rule of nonstate 
armed groups, contemporary equivalents of the medieval 
violence specialists who gave rise to the western European 
states.b Wartime institutions—the “rules of the game that 
result from the interaction between civilians and armed 
factions”—have created new, enduring realities on the 
ground, with profound implications for processes of state 
and nation building in the aftermath of violence (Justino 
2016; see also spotlight 4). The relative security of places 
such as Somaliland provides a compelling illustration of the 
sustainability of the governance arrangements that arise 
organically—and without donor intervention—from the 
bargains struck among armed rebels, business communi-
ties, and civilians (Bradbury 2008). These arrangements 
exemplify the significance of these homegrown rules for 
the future governance of postwar countries—and the puz-
zles they pose to the international development commu-
nity (Weinstein 2004).

Source: WDR 2017 team.

a.  This narrative has been extended by some authors to contemporary states in eastern Africa and Southeast Asia as well. See Weinstein (2005) and 
Slater (2010).

b. Gambetta (1996); Weinstein (2007); Mampilly (2011); Ahmad (2015); Arjona, Kasfir, and Mampilly (2015); Sanchez de la Sierra (2015).
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between 1400 and 1700 reveals that it is associated 
with more postcolonial violent conflict, in addition 
to lower levels of trust and a stronger sense of ethnic 
identity (Besley and Reynal-Querol 2014).

Governance can prevent conflicts from 
becoming violent
Social choices, political change, and development 
itself are all inherently contentious and conflictual 
processes. The status quo benefits some members 
of society; any change is likely to benefit others, and 
conflict ensues (Acemoglu and Robinson 2006). This 
Report defines conflict as an active disagreement or 
dispute that arises when two or more individuals or 
groups believe their policy choices, interests, pref-
erences, or concerns are incompatible. Accordingly, 
conflict in itself is not necessarily negative, and it 
can even be a constructive force for social change 
(Keen 1998). It is, in fact, an integral element of 
human interactions, and it is found in all societies at 
all times. 

Poverty, inequality, and other manifestations of 
the unevenness of the development process generate 
tensions and distributive conflicts (Hirschman 1958; 
Knight 1992; Bardhan 2005). In addition to uneven 
development, three other broad sets of factors can 
also cause conflicts: identity and ideology; resources, 
including land, water, and extractives; and economic 
and other shocks. More often than not, these factors 
combine (box 4.3).9

Conflict and violence are not the same
And yet conflicts, no matter what causes them, 
need not erupt into organized violence. Examples 
are numerous. At the micro level, peaceful protests, 
strikes and lockouts, boycotts, and mass resignations 
are all examples of nonviolent manifestations of con-
flicts over any of these sets of drivers. At the country 
level, Australia, Botswana, and Norway all have oil 
or mineral wealth, and yet none has experienced 
significant violent conflict in generations. Singapore 
and Switzerland are ethnically, religiously, and lin-
guistically diverse, but they enjoy some of the lowest 
levels of violence anywhere. Belgium recently expe-
rienced an acute crisis between parties representing 
its two main ethno-linguistic groups, including 541 
days without a central government, but no violence 
erupted. Why? Because these countries have effective 
institutions of governance. They make all the differ-
ence in whether and when a conflict turns violent. 
A main message of this chapter is that institutions 
of governance can address conflicting interests and 
preferences without recourse to violence.10

gain power from rebellions and wars. Historical and 
contemporary examples abound. Indirectly, individ-
uals and groups can use violence and coercion to 
concentrate the proceeds of growth and development 
in their hands and increase their relative power by 
strengthening networks of patronage or gaining 
informational advantages (Levitsky and Way 2012). 

Moreover, violence also affects norms of behavior 
and can shape new values and attitudes, including atti-
tudes toward violence itself (box 4.2). This impact can 
be positive as well as negative. Exposure to violence 
from war has had surprisingly salutary and persistent 
effects on altruism (Burundi), empathy (Liberia), and 
political participation and social mobilization (Sierra 
Leone). It has also been linked to increased trust in 
government (Uganda), voluntary compliance with 
authority (Liberia), as well as higher levels of social 
capital, reciprocity, and interpersonal trust (Nepal).7 
Exposure to violence can also shape attitudes toward 
women along several fronts—including labor force 
participation, marriage and divorce (Germany after 
World War II), political participation (Peru), and bar-
gaining among household members—and contribute 
positively to changes in gender roles.8 Violence also 
changes identities and beliefs, including as a result of 
migrations and changes in the composition of house-
holds (Justino, Leavy, and Valli 2009).

The effects of violence on norms and attitudes can 
also be negative. The increased cooperation brought 
about by exposure to violence is mostly observable 
within groups rather than between groups, leading 
to forms of parochialism or identity-based insularity 
(Bowles and Gintis 2011). This effect could in theory 
generate more violence by reinforcing within-group 
cohesion based on distrust of others. Indeed, violence 
has the observed effect of hardening attitudes toward 
others and can also help construct identities in more 
rigid ways (Grossman, Manekin, and Miodownik 
2015). These new norms and identities increase the 
support for elites who favor the continuation of vio-
lence to strengthen or extend their hold on power 
(Fearon and Laitin 2000; Fearon 2006). The power and 
resources that accrue to political elites who benefit 
from the use of violence then fuel more violence (Bes-
ley and Persson 2011). 

So, violence affects norms, and norms affect 
violence. Violence affects power, and power affects 
violence. These two-way relationships highlight 
the broader point that violence can be persistent 
and self-sustaining. It tends to occur in interlinked 
episodes, with its intensity subsiding between 
cycles (World Bank 2011). Within-country and cross- 
country analysis of historical violent conflict in Africa 
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Box 4.2 The persistent links among gender-based violence, power,  
and norms 

Gender-based violence (GBV) reflects power inequalities 
between women and men. Women and girls are more com-
monly the victims of GBV—a manifestation of power imbal-
ances tilted in favor of men that characterizes many cultures 
around the world, most of them patriarchal. According to 
Watts and Zimmerman (2002, 1232), “Violence against 
women is not only a manifestation of sex inequality, but 
also serves to maintain this unequal balance of power.” 
Collectively shared norms about women’s subordinate role 
in society, which potentially leads to violence against them, 
perpetuate the power imbalance. 

Female genital mutilation (FGM), sex selection, child 
marriage, dowry deaths, honor killings, and widowhood 
rituals are harmful cultural practices that are supported by 
various social norms and beliefs. For example, FGM is tradi-
tionally believed to preserve a girl’s virginity until marriage; 
not conforming to the practice may lead to social exclusion, 
stigma, and the inability to find a husband (UNICEF 2013). 
Sex-selective abortions, infanticide, neglect of female chil-
dren, and mistreatment of women who did not bear male 
children are manifestations of pervasive son preference, 
typically grounded in rigid patrilineal and patrilocal family 
systems and the special role of male children in religious 
rituals.a Dowries—a practice that strengthens son pref-
erence because it leads parents to consider daughters as 
liabilities—has often been linked to brutally violent acts 
against women—such as harassment, domestic violence, 
murder, and suicide—as a way to extract a higher dowry 
from the wife’s family (UNFPA 2013). Honor killings involve 
murders, often committed by close relatives, in the name of 
“family honor.” Such killings of women are a way to sanc-
tion the refusal of a female to enter an arranged marriage, 
an attempt by a female to marry outside her own social 
group, or the attack of a female by a rapist (UNFPA 2000; 
Pande 2015). Widows are sometimes victims of violence 
by in-laws and the object of humiliating rites and isolation 
as part of the mourning process. Such acts are intended 
to demonstrate a widow’s grief and innocence in her hus-
band’s death (Chen 2000; Sossou 2002).

The continuation of these practices is supported by 
both women and men. The power imbalance can become 

internalized, and violence can even become acceptable for 
the victims, who may be afraid to challenge shared norms 
out of fear of backlash (they may not even be aware of 
alternatives to the norm). For example, more positive atti-
tudes toward FGM are typically found in countries where its 
prevalence is higher. Interestingly, support for the continu-
ation of FGM is generally similar among women and men, 
and among women greater support is expressed by those 
who themselves have undergone FGM. 

Biased formal laws restricting women’s economic 
opportunities reinforce (and are reinforced by) discrimi-
natory gender norms, which in turn strengthen the power 
imbalance. Although many countries have recently carried 
out reforms to remove legal restrictions, about 90 percent 
of the 173 countries reviewed in a recent study still have at 
least one legal gender difference on the books, including 
laws requiring a woman to seek her husband’s permission 
to work, travel, and register a business, and prohibitions on 
women working in certain industries or hours (World Bank 
2015).

The persistence of these cultural practices depends in 
part on reciprocal expectations about the behavior of oth-
ers.b As long as discriminatory norms are broadly shared 
by a critical mass of individuals who expect that others 
will conform to the practice, there will be no incentive to 
deviate from them. A shift requires coordination of beliefs 
because each individual’s action depends on expectations 
of what the others will do. Strategic interdependence of 
individual beliefs will maintain the unequal distribution 
of power. Many state laws (such as those prohibiting FGM, 
domestic violence, child marriage, sex-selective abortions, 
and dowries, often introduced under domestic and interna-
tional pressure from women’s movements) have not been 
effective in reducing the prevalence of harmful practices 
because of the failure to understand the conditions needed 
to shift norms and the need to translate laws in the context 
of the local culture (see chapter 3). Other forces may lead to 
persistence that does not depend specifically on reciprocal 
social expectations, but rather on private motives that vary 
considerably across individuals and may require specific 
policy interventions (Efferson and others 2015). 

Source: WDR 2017 team.

a. Das Gupta and others (2003); Milazzo (2014); Jayachandran (2015).
b. Mackie (2000), with specific reference to FGM.
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individuals from using violence. The absence of this 
deterrent will likely decrease the cost of the violent 
option. Violent conflict, then, is the outcome of the 
failure of institutions of governance to resolve a con-
flict, regardless of what factors or combinations of 
factors cause it. Three types of such governance fail-
ures can lead to violent conflicts: bargaining failures 
between individuals and groups; the unconstrained 
power of the state; and the exclusion of powerful indi-
viduals and groups from the bargaining arena where 
policies are made and implemented. 

Bargaining failures. Violence can arise when agree-
ments between opposing sides break down, such as 
when the state’s monopoly over violence falls apart 
(Bates 2008a, 2008b). This violence becomes the pre-
ferred—and rational—way for certain individuals and 

Violent conflict is the result of a 
governance failure
There are converging indications that the use of orga-
nized violence to resolve a conflict is the outcome of a 
rational decision: leaders go to war when they believe 
the expected benefits of a war outweigh its expected 
costs (Tilly 1978; Fearon 1995), and young men join 
gangs and rebellions when this option is superior to 
the next best opportunity foregone (World Bank 2011). 
Institutions and norms shape behavior—including 
violent behavior. They create incentives for individu-
als and groups to use violence, or refrain from using 
it, to resolve conflicts by determining the expected 
gains from each option. These incentives differ in 
various institutional settings. For example, the exis-
tence of a credible threat of sanctions will discourage 

Box 4.3 Several factors can cause conflicts, and they often combine

Identity is perhaps the broadest set of drivers of conflict. 
It encompasses ethnicity, race, language, territory, caste, 
gender, sexual orientation, religion, belief, and potentially 
all “markers” of difference between human beings. Identity 
carries the seeds of conflict in its womb: those who share 
the same identity are part of the “in-group,” while those 
who do not are the “out-group”—the others. When people 
acquire a strong and exclusive sense of belonging to a sin-
gle group, the stage is set for conflict (Sen 2006). Just as 
identities are a primary driver of conflict, conflict is the main 
way identities are shaped (Berman and Iannaccone 2006; 
Fearon 2006): “There is nothing like conflict to determine, 
delineate, and accentuate the sense of belonging” (Lianos 
2011, 4).

Resources are another major driver of conflict, whether 
they are natural resources such as oil, minerals, and gem-
stones; common pool resources such as fisheries, forests, 
grazing land, and water basins; or private resources such 
as agricultural land and cattle. An extensive literature asso-
ciates natural resources with the onset of violent conflict 
(Caselli, Morelli, and Rohner 2015; Ross 2015). Resources 
can trigger conflict whether they are scarce or abundant 
(Collier and Hoeffler 1998; Bardhan 2005). Conflict over the 
mismanagement and overuse of common pool (or open 

access) resources is ubiquitous and has been the subject of 
landmark analyses and case studies (Ostrom 1990; Ellickson 
1991). Resources also generate rents, which can be used to 
fuel and sustain conflict (Besley and Persson 2011). 

Economic and other shocks may also drive conflict: An 
external (exogenous) event or condition (such as a drought, 
climate change, the discovery of a new trade route, or a hike 
in commodity prices) or an internal (endogenous) event or 
condition (such as technological change or demographic 
shifts) can disrupt a stable situation by introducing tension 
in the control of scarce or expanding resources.a 

The development process itself—or rather its uneven-
ness in the form of poverty, income inequality, and urban 
migration—can also be a powerful driver of conflict.b

Drivers of conflict can combine. Horizontal inequality—
the confluence of ethnic identity and income inequality—is 
a particularly explosive combination (Esteban and Ray 
2008; Esteban, Mayoral, and Ray 2012). Extreme sce-
narios feature all drivers. Such was the case of Darfur in 
Sudan, where local conflicts over land and water resources, 
drought, poverty and inequality, and ethnic and religious 
polarization all conspired, at a time when local governance 
broke down, to turn these drivers of conflict into one of the 
deadliest civil wars of the time (de Waal 2007). 

Source: WDR 2017 team. 

a.  For drought, see Miguel, Satyanath, and Sergenti (2004); for climate change, Burke, Hsiang, and Miguel (2015); for commodity price shocks, Dube and 
Vargas (2013) and Bazzi and Blattman (2014); and for demographic shifts, Goldstone (2002).

b.  For poverty, see Justino (2009); for income inequality, Fajnzylber, Lederman, and Loayza (2002), Montalvo and Reynal-Queyrol (2008), Stewart 
(2008), Enamorado and others (2016), and Ray and Esteban (2016); for urban migration, World Bank (2010). 
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succeeded in avoiding violent conflict. The extent 
of groups’ access to state structures (in the form of 
jobs in the government and the military) and to state 
resources (such as land, commercial licenses, and 
other rents) determines the degree of inclusiveness 
or exclusiveness of these elite coalitions (Lindemann 
2008, 2010).

Institutions of governance create incentives 
not to use violence
Ironically, some of the clearest insights into how insti-
tutions of governance shape incentives to prevent 
and reduce violent conflict have come from recent 
work on the ways violent groups maintain order and 
security within their own ranks (Justino 2016). Prison 
bands and slum gangs create informal governance 
rules to adjudicate disputes, divide resources, and 
enforce sanctions among their members (Venkatesh 
2006; Skarbek 2014). Criminal associations such 
as the Sicilian Mafia do so as well (Gambetta 1996). 
Pirate organizations are a fascinating illustration of 
the emergence of rules of governance aimed at resolv-
ing conflicts driven by material inequalities and per-
ceptions of unfairness and at eliciting cooperation 
among members of the group (Leeson 2011). 

Formal and informal institutions of governance 
solve commitment and cooperation problems in ways 
that create incentives not to use violence. What these 
governance institutions are exactly, how they solve 
these functional problems, and under what conditions 
they work (or fail) to prevent, limit, or end violence are 
the subject of the rest of this chapter.

Governance can improve 
security in four ways
This Report identifies four categories of governance 
institutions that directly create incentives for individ-
uals, groups, and governments to refrain from using 
violence to resolve conflicts.11 Other types of institu-
tions, such as markets or schools, play only indirect 
roles. 

•  Sanction and deterrence institutions. Governance 
institutions that punish and deter opportunistic 
behavior reduce incentives for violent behavior by 
increasing the cost of violence. Over time, they also 
shift preferences away from violence by changing 
norms and attitudes toward violence, leading to 
the internalization of new norms (see spotlight 5 
on crime). Ultimately, they foster a culture of vol-
untary compliance based on legitimacy (chapter 2). 

groups to alter the distribution of power in their favor 
or to pursue their interests (Fearon 1995; Wagner 
2000; Walter 2009). Such is the case in several fragile 
states, in the peripheral areas of many stronger states, 
but also in the so-called ungoverned spaces (which 
are often just “differently governed”) (Pujol 2016) 
(spotlight 4). What these very different places have in 
common is the failure—sometimes localized only—of 
bargaining over who has the monopoly over violence 
in a territory.

Unconstrained power of the state. Although the state’s 
monopoly over violence is a necessary condition of 
security, it is by no means sufficient to guarantee the 
long-term security of people and property. Violent 
conflict can, and often does, come at the hand of 
the state itself, particularly through its military and 
police. Ruling elites often resort to military force and 
repression against civilians to avoid having to share 
power (Acemoglu and Robinson 2006). Police forces 
may threaten and use unsanctioned violence against 
the population of urban slums instead of protecting 
them, as occurs in some U.S. and Latin American cit-
ies. Governments, or the private interests that have 
captured them, often violently expel local communi-
ties from their land for reasons ranging from grant-
ing concessions to mining corporations to expanding 
infrastructure projects (Hall, Hirsch, and Murray Li 
2011; Moyo, Tsikata, and Diop 2015).

Exclusion of powerful actors. Violence can also 
emerge when powerful actors are excluded from  
the bargaining arena where policies are made and 
implemented—usually along identity fault lines. The 
distribution of power among ethnic groups, measured 
by their access to central state power, is a strong predic-
tor of violent conflict, whether in the form of repres-
sion by the state or rebellion against the state. Cross- 
country statistical analyses using the Ethnic Power 
Relations data set indicate that countries in which 
large portions of the population are excluded from 
access to the state based on ethnicity are more likely 
to face armed rebellions and to experience violent 
repression by the state (Wimmer, Cederman, and Min 
2009; Rørbæk and Knudsen 2015). The level of such 
exclusion seems to matter, too: the more excluded 
from state power ethnic groups are, the more likely 
their members are to initiate violent conflict with 
the government, especially if they have recently lost 
power (Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 2010). 

Qualitative comparative and case study analyses 
of violent conflict in postcolonial Africa share the 
same finding that exclusionary elite bargains have led 
to trajectories of civil war, whereas countries in which 
elites have struck more inclusive elite bargains have 
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diminishing returns, capital punishment appears to 
have statistically insignificant effects on crime.12 

On the other hand, incarceration has negative 
effects on recidivism, and the empirical findings 
are particularly troubling for youth. The experience 
of prison appears to create opportunities to build 
criminal capital and deepen criminal social networks, 
with the result that hardened youth frequently end 
up returning to crime after incarceration and at 
higher rates with harsher prison conditions. Incarcer-
ation can also ruin a youth’s employment prospects, 
thereby reducing the future opportunity cost of vio-
lence (Mueller-Smith 2015). 

These findings are consistent with various ana-
lytical studies suggesting that mano dura approach-
es—a set of heavy-handed government policies to 
combat criminal gangs in Latin America—are coun-
terproductive (Kleiman 2011). These studies posit 
that heightened police engagement in crime-ridden 
communities may increase the risk of police abuse 
of innocent citizens and undermine citizen trust in 
government and community cohesion (Berkman 
2007; World Bank 2010). Conversely, programs such as 
the “Youth and the Police” project in Belo Horizonte, 
Brazil, which organized workshops and seminars 
between police and youth groups, have been shown in 
some preliminary evaluations to improve local police- 
community relations (Berkman 2007). 

In Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, Pacifying Police Units 
(UPPs) combine an increased police presence to 
regain control of urban territory from armed crimi-
nal groups with a new model of “proximity policing.” 
This program seeks to build closer ties with local 
residents by holding community meetings and social 
events, providing teenagers with soccer lessons, and 
engaging in informal dispute settlement. In addition, 
it starkly reverses policemen’s financial incentives 
by offering performance bonuses for reducing police 
homicides, thereby replacing an earlier policy that 
offered higher salaries to police officers who shot 
suspects in acts of legitimate defense. A recent eval-
uation of the impact of the introduction of the UPPs 
indicates that homicides by police would have been a 
massive 60 percent higher without UPP intervention 
(Magaloni, Franco, and Melo 2015). 

Power sharing can reduce violence by 
changing incentives and increasing 
contestability
Power-sharing mechanisms give multiple contend-
ing elites a stake in the decision-making process and 
can rebalance power in the governance arena. Some 
form of power sharing aimed at co-opting elites and 

Examples range from speed limits and penalty fees 
to prison sentences.

•  Power-sharing institutions. Governance institutions 
that balance, divide, and share power reduce the 
incentives to engage in violence by increasing the 
benefits of security. They may increase the contest-
ability of policies as well. Examples include consti-
tutions and proportional representation electoral 
systems. 

•  Redistributive institutions. Governance institu-
tions that allocate and redistribute resources and 
resource rents are a special case of power-sharing 
institutions. They too reduce the incentives to use 
violence by increasing the benefits of security. 
Examples include budgets, social transfers, and 
victim compensation schemes.

•  Dispute resolution institutions. Governance institu-
tions that resolve and arbitrate disputes reduce 
incentives for using violence by stabilizing expec-
tations. They can also shift preferences toward non-
violent outcomes. Examples include courts, as well 
as institutions of property rights such as contracts 
and titles. 

Sanctions and deterrence can reduce 
violence by changing incentives and 
preferences
Deterrence maintains security by raising the cost of 
engaging in violence, whether by preventing crime 
(general deterrence) or by limiting recidivism (spe-
cific deterrence). Sanctions limit opportunities to use 
violence by way of incapacitation. Formal institutions 
of deterrence and sanction include the array of insti-
tutions falling under the criminal justice system such 
as the police, prosecutors’ office, courts, prisons, pen-
alties, and fines. Under the state’s monopoly over vio-
lence, the coercion emanating from these institutions 
deters and constrains those tempted to use violence 
to pursue their objectives.

Robust empirical evidence indicates that crime 
responds to the preventive potential of incentives  
set by the criminal justice system, which is deter-
mined by two main parameters: a (nonabusive) police 
presence and number of policemen and the length of 
prison sentences. More police and more police pres-
ence have been shown causally to lead to declines in 
crime (Di Tella and Schargrodsky 2004; Chalfin and 
McCrary 2014). The length of prison sentences has as 
well, but to a lesser extent: for the adult population, 
the elasticity of crime with respect to length of sen-
tence is small but still positive, whereas youth do not 
seem responsive to this incentive. Finally, because 
the effects of length of sentence exhibit rapidly 
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identity-driven violent conflict. Where violence has 
already occurred, they give rebel factions incentives 
to lay down arms by offering them alternative ave-
nues for contesting power in nonviolent ways, such 
as in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Liberia, and South 
Africa.13 Over time, cooperation builds trust in the 
power-sharing mechanism and enhances its legiti-
macy—the extent to which people voluntarily comply 
with institutions and decisions (see chapter 2).

Cooperation is more likely when parties in a 
conflict can credibly commit to deals
Fighting parties are significantly more likely to 
cooperate and sign peace agreements to end wars if 
the deals contain specific assurances to share power 
(Walter 2002; Hartzell and Hoddie 2003). Enshrining 
power-sharing arrangements in peace agreements 
removes motives to continue fighting and has been 

constraining majority rule has been attempted to end 
violence in nearly all conflicts within states over the 
last few decades. Power-sharing arrangements are 
especially relevant for societies divided along ethnic 
and religious identity lines such as in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Kenya, Lebanon, Northern Ireland, and 
South Africa, but also in countries where the conflict 
is a legacy of opposing ideologies.

Power-sharing institutions can take many forms. 
In one set of forms, particular offices or processes in 
national government can lower barriers to the entry 
of certain groups to the policy arena and increase its 
contestability. Examples include ensured representa-
tion of different individuals or factions in executive 
positions (Iraq, Kenya, Lebanon, Somalia); ensured 
minority voice in policy making through vetoes for 
minorities in coalition governments or supermajority 
requirements; positive action mechanisms such as 
legal quotas for women and marginalized groups in 
public office (India); and forms of legislative selection 
that guarantee the representation of all factions and 
groups such as electoral systems with proportional 
representation. In a second set of forms, power is 
distributed among groups at the subnational level. 
Examples include federalism (Belgium, Nigeria); 
administrative decentralization (Nepal, Sierra Leone); 
or regional autonomy (Aceh, Indonesia; Bougain-
ville, Papua New Guinea; Catalonia, Spain; Corsica, 
France)—see Gates and others (2016).

Cross-country statistical analyses robustly associ-
ate institutions of power sharing with better security 
outcomes (Gurr 1993; Linder and Bächtiger 2005)—see 
figure 4.3. Executive power sharing in broad multi-
party coalitions, an executive-legislative balance of 
power, multiparty systems, and proportional rep-
resentation electoral systems are all significantly 
correlated with less incidence and risk of internal 
conflict, and less vulnerability to domestic terrorism, 
after controlling for economic and population charac-
teristics. Statistical and empirical evidence in favor of 
decentralized and federal governance institutions is 
not as strong (Lijphart 2012).

Power sharing can reduce violence by 
giving the parties in a conflict incentives  
to cooperate
Mechanisms of power sharing manage conflict 
by encouraging cooperative behavior among rival 
factions. They give leadership elites incentives to 
collaborate, bargain, and encourage conciliation 
and tolerance among their followers. They also help 
mitigate the effects of the exclusion of minorities 
by majorities, reducing the likelihood of the onset of 

Figure 4.3 An even balance of power 
is associated with positive security 
outcomes

Sources: “Power distributed by social group” variable: V-Dem, version 6; 
“order and security” variable: World Justice Project, Rule of Law Index, 2015, 
Factor 5.

Note: The “power distributed by social group” variable is measured on a 0–4 
scale, ranging from 0 (political power is monopolized by one social group) 
to 4 (social groups have equal political power). The “order and security” 
variable is measured on a 0–1 scale, ranging from 0 (low score) to 1 (high 
score). This composite variable consists of three dimensions measuring 
whether “crime is effectively controlled”; “civil conflict is effectively limited”; 
and “people do not resort to violence to redress personal grievances.”  
OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.
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Verdier 2004). Budgets then become the true battle-
ground for distributive conflicts, and they reflect the 
bargains made among elites and between elites and 
citizens (Dorotinsky and Pradhan 2007). 

Redistributive mechanisms address conflicts 
driven by poverty and inequality, usually in combina-
tion with the three other drivers. They can address con-
flicts rooted in grievances about the lack of access or 
unequal access to land and natural resources; inequal-
ities along identity fault lines (horizontal inequality); 
and economic or environmental shocks. Redistribu-
tion can also address conflicts stemming from the 
greed of groups coveting the natural and material 
resources of the state and the rent extraction opportu-
nities that access to these resources generates.14 

Forms of redistributive governance institutions 
and policies include fiscal decentralization, intergov-
ernmental transfers, taxation, social security systems 
and safety nets, subsidies and cash transfers, funds 
such as pension funds and permanent funds, and, by 

negatively and significantly associated with renewed 
violent conflict (Walter 2015). Given the lack of trust 
among warring factions, mechanisms that ensure the 
credible commitment of elites, both to one another 
and to their followers, play a major role in ensuring 
that, once reached, power-sharing arrangements are 
implemented and violence stops (Keefer 2012). 

Independent third-party mechanisms are the main 
mechanisms for ensuring the credibility of commit-
ments in general (Schelling 1960; Bates 2008b). The 
same mechanisms can work to credibly commit par-
ties in a conflict in the specific case of implementing 
power-sharing deals. For example, the deployment of 
international peacekeepers provided security guar-
antees for the agreements that ended the civil wars 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Liberia, and Sierra Leone. 
The commitment of regional and international pow-
ers played a similar role in reaching power-sharing 
accords in Lebanon, the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia, and Mali. However, third-party external 
enforcers cannot always ensure that power-sharing 
arrangements end the violence and restore order. 
Under which conditions do power-sharing arrange-
ments promote order and security, and when do  
they fail?

As in the earlier example of ancient Babylon and 
Mari, large power asymmetries between contending 
factions make it easy for the stronger side to renege 
on its promises and hard for the weaker side to hold 
it to account for failing to commit (Walter 2009). 
Power asymmetries rooted in governments’ monop-
oly over taxation of resources explain the likelihood 
of violent repression (Besley and Persson 2009). They 
also explain why some wars last longer than others 
(Fearon 2004). Conversely, power-sharing institutions 
can reduce violence when they constrain the power of 
ruling elites (figure 4.4). The more accountable a gov-
ernment is to a large share of the population, the eas-
ier it will be able to credibly commit to share power 
and the fewer incentives the sides will have to return 
to violence (Walter 2015; Gates and others 2016).

Redistributing resources and wealth can 
reduce violence by changing incentives 
Redistributing wealth and sharing power affect 
security in similar ways. Indeed, they often go hand 
in hand: accessing centers of power and decision 
making opens the door to controlling resources and 
extracting rents. But elites can also redistribute wealth 
without having to share power by simply using fiscal 
policy to transfer resources to groups that threaten 
to use violence to pursue their interests (Bueno de 
Mesquita and others 2002; Acemoglu, Robinson, and 

Figure 4.4 Constraining state power 
ensures security

Source: WDR 2017 team with data from the World Justice Project, Rule of 
Law Index, 2015. 

Note: The “order and security” variable (Factor 5) is measured on a 0–1 scale, 
ranging from 0 (low score) to 1 (high score). This composite variable consists 
of three dimensions measuring whether “crime is effectively controlled”; “civil 
conflict is effectively limited”; and “people do not resort to violence to redress 
personal grievances.” “Government officials in the police and the military do 
not use public office for private gain” variable (Factor 2.3) is measured on a 
0–1 scale, ranging from 0 (low score) to 1 (high score). Results are presented 
as residuals after controlling for the natural logarithm of income per capita. 
OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.
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by way of patronage, a mode of governance in which 
politicians, or patrons, confer public jobs and benefits 
on supporters or clients (Keefer and Vlaicu 2008; Rob-
inson and Verdier 2013). A time series cross-sectional 
study of 40 African countries found that expanding 
the size of cabinets by one additional minister reduces 
the risk of a coup more than the effect of a 1 percent 
increase in GDP—see Arriola (2009).

Governments often resort to patronage in public 
employment to maintain the stability of coalitions and 
ensure the loyalty of key constituencies whose dis-
content could jeopardize security (North and others 
2013). During the recent uprisings in the Arab world, 
oil-rich governments—confronted with mounting 
dissent at home and concerned about the contagion 
from neighboring countries—decided to hike both the 
numbers and compensation of public employees in an 
effort to keep the peace and maintain the loyalty and 
quiescence of a key constituency (Brownlee, Masoud, 
and Reynolds 2013)—see figure 4.5. 

Large increases in the public sector wage bill have 
deleterious effects on both budgetary sustainability 
and administrative efficiency. Attempts at curbing 
the trends have generally failed or have not been 
sustained (World Bank 1999). Despite these problems, 
public sector employment can solve the first-order 
problem of violence. Timor-Leste is a case in point. 
Following widespread unrest in 2006, the new gov-
ernment used revenues from the oil windfall to 
increase the budget 14-fold, from US$135 million in 
2006 to US$1,850 million in 2013. Public employment 
spiked from 20,000 to more than 35,000 during the 
same period, along with social transfers to veterans 
(Srivastava and Blum 2016).

Redistribution can become corruption
The rent redistribution and patronage that accom-
pany the bargains that are often necessary to maintain 
security and solve the first-order problem of violence 
frequently come at the expense of public integrity 
(Szeftel 1998). In few countries are these trade-offs 
between “buying the peace” and controlling cor-
ruption more salient than in the Republic of Yemen. 
Before the revolution of 2011, Republic of Yemen tribes 
formed a core part of the elite bargain that ensured 
relative security in this historically weak central state. 
An essential element of these armed tribes’ loyalty to 
the central government was a vast patronage network, 
both formal and informal, that benefited the cooperat-
ing tribal elites. The Ministry of Tribal Affairs handed 
out formal monthly stipends to more than 4,500 tribal 
leaders across the country. In elections, the regime 
also favored local tribal elites, who used their position 

extension, social services such as health and educa-
tion. Other institutions of governance, such as public 
employment, can serve both redistributive purposes 
and productive ones. 

Redistribution can buy peace by 
strengthening the social contract between 
states and citizens
Historically, governments used social policy and 
other broad redistributive programs as a way to main-
tain order and reduce civil unrest. One example is the 
mainstreaming of insurance schemes in 19th-century 
Europe in the face of more assertive and better- 
organized labor movements. Much more recently, 
panel data from 16 Latin American countries reveal 
that steady increases in government expenditures on 
social welfare between 1980 and 2010 caused gradual 
but significant reductions in political violence in 
countries that witnessed reductions in inequality 
(Justino and Martorano 2016). Similarly, government 
expenditures on social services such as health, edu-
cation, and welfare in 16 states of India from 1960 to 
2011 were associated with a significant decrease in 
both the outbreak and escalation of riots across the 
country (Justino 2015). That such reductions occurred 
in the medium term further suggests that, here as 
well, these redistributive social policies are working 
through reductions in poverty and inequality. In both 
Afghanistan and India, more government spending 
on public services appears to have played a role in 
reducing insurgent violence (Beath, Christia, and  
Enikolopov 2012; Khanna and Zimmermann 2015).15

Government interventions to reduce urban crime 
in Latin America display a comparable pattern of 
increasing security by reducing poverty and inequal-
ity. Brazil’s conditional cash transfer program, Bolsa 
Familia, had a strong negative causal effect on urban 
crime in São Paulo as a result of increases in house-
hold incomes and changes in peer group membership 
(Chioda, de Mello, and Soares 2012). Colombia’s Famil-
ias en Acción program in Bogotá displayed similar 
results (Camacho and  Mejía 2013). 

Redistribution can buy peace by  
co-opting elites
Short of committing to universalistic redistribution—
usually offered in exchange for citizens abstaining 
from violent contestation—governing elites can 
credibly commit to narrower subsets of the popu-
lation, whether groups with a strong capacity for 
mobilization or elites with veto power (Acemoglu and 
Robinson 2006). Bringing these smaller groups, or 
other elites, into the bargaining arena often happens 
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makes them very credible commitment devices  
(Acemoglu and Robinson 2006). 

Such commitment, coupled with the demon-
strated and repeated capacity of governments to 
make good on their promises, could increase trust 
in government over time and reduce the chances 
of choosing the violent option. Conversely, the poor 
credibility of governments in committing to the 
transfer of resources can lead to violence, especially 
if the chances of overthrowing the government by 
violent means are greater than the probability of it 
credibly transferring the resources (Acemoglu and 
Robinson 2006; Murshed and Tadjoeddin 2009).

Social welfare policies can also reduce political 
conflict by helping to strengthen interpersonal trust 
between citizens. In both theory and analytical case 
studies, interpersonal trust has been classically linked 
to increased social cohesion and thus less social con-
flict. Empirically, it is linked to reductions in crime lev-
els (Lederman, Loayza, and Menéndez 2002). Quanti-
tative evidence linking social welfare to interpersonal 
trust is more limited, but empirical studies do show 
that interpersonal trust is higher among members 
of communities that are economically homogeneous 
and more equal. Conversely, participation in social 
activities, a close proxy of social cohesion, is lower in 
places where economic and social inequality are high 
(Alesina and La Ferrara 2002a, 2002b). 

as parliamentarians to secure public employment 
for their followers. Although some of this employ-
ment was real—particularly in the army and security 
forces—an informal mechanism awarded government 
jobs to more than 40,000 “ghost workers”—that is, 
clients and relatives of tribal leaders who received sal-
aries without being expected to work. This fictitious 
employment consumed up to 6 percent of the national 
budget in the education sector alone (Egel 2013).

Redistribution can reduce violence by 
increasing trust in government and 
interpersonal trust
The exact mechanisms by which redistributive  
policies achieve security entail the resolution of  
commitment and cooperation problems between gov-
ernments and groups pressing for redistribution—
whether these are powerful elites or mobilized  
citizens (Addison, Le Billon, and Murshed 2002).  
Sustained and steady increases in government expen-
ditures on social welfare, such as those in Latin Amer-
ica in the 1990s and 2000s, signaled governments’ 
commitment to the social contract that ties the state 
to its citizens—or at least to the groups that would 
otherwise threaten elite control over the state (Bueno 
de Mesquita and others 2002, 2003). The political  
difficulty in rolling back these social welfare pro-
grams, which have become seen as entitlements, 

Figure 4.5 Recruitment of civil servants increased exponentially in Tunisia and the  
Arab Republic of Egypt in the aftermath of the Arab Spring uprisings of 2011 

Sources: Tunisia: Brockmeyer, Khatrouch, and Raballand 2015; Arab Republic of Egypt: Bteddini 2016.
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behavior—usually codified into laws—including the 
use of violence and other types of offenses. 

In the absence of strong formal institutions such 
as courts or police, individuals and communities 
resort to alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mech-
anisms—that is, a set of informal skills, practices, 
and norms of negotiation and mediation that aim  
to help parties reach self-enforcing bargains and 
reduce the cost and length of disputes. ADR mech-
anisms improve cooperation by building trust and 
improving communication and mutual understand-
ing among parties and by cultivating a set of norms 
that encourage them to stay at the bargaining table 
(Blattman, Hartman, and Blair 2014). They cause a 
shift in preferences away from some options and in 
favor of others. When the third-party institutions 
that enforce contracts are weak or do not exist, dispu-
tants have incentives to renege on their agreements. 
Informal social sanctions can solve this commitment 
problem (Bardhan 1993). The norms promoted by ADR 
mechanisms, such as shaming would-be defectors, 
help enforce the bargains reached. 

In Liberia, a large education campaign to promote 
ADR mechanisms for settling land disputes in 86 
treated communities in 2009 resulted in a 32 percent 
decrease in property destruction relative to the con-
trol group (Blattman, Hartman, and Blair 2014).16 In 
addition to reducing violence, the campaign in Liberia 
also had unintended consequences: it exposed more 
disputes, reflecting power struggles between village 
elders and youth, but these were overwhelmingly 
peaceful. This particular finding underscores some of 
the main points made in this chapter: that conflict is 
a normal element of the change process and is quali-
tatively distinct from violence, and that what matters 
for security is not the occurrence of conflict per se but 
rather its peaceful resolution by institutions. 

Dispute resolution mechanisms do not always 
achieve security. The field experiment in Liberia 
remains an example of self-enforcing dispute reso-
lution institutions helping to resolve low-intensity 
communal conflict, where the distribution of power 
between parties is relatively even. Such is not the 
case in the more acute conflicts over land and water 
resources that plague so many developing countries. 
These conflicts involve significant power dynam-
ics such as land grabs by governments and closely 
connected local elites or extractive and agricultural 
concessions to multinational firms (Hall, Hirsch, and 
Murray Li 2011; Boone 2013). An evaluation of a donor-
funded land mediation program that is also in Liberia 
indicates that once such power dynamics are at play, 

The link between fiscal decentralization and secu-
rity levels is less well documented. One empirical 
before-and-after analysis of 98 districts in Java, Indo-
nesia, shows that the incidence of routine violence 
in the form of neighborhood and village brawls and 
vigilante justice decreases as fiscal decentralization 
is implemented. This analysis suggests that the com-
mitment to devolving resources and autonomy from 
distant central governments to local governments 
may increase the legitimacy of the local government, 
which in turn translates into more cooperative behav-
ior and stronger cohesion among groups (Murshed 
and Tadjoeddin 2008).

Restitution and compensation also reduce 
incentives to engage in violence
Governance institutions that recognize and redress 
grievances present a special case of redistribution. 
They reduce incentives to engage the state through 
the use of violence by seeking to right past wrongs, 
which may help avoid repeated conflict (Walter 2015). 
These institutions include truth and reconciliation 
commissions such as in South Africa after apartheid; 
victim compensation schemes such as in El Salvador; 
and an array of material and nonmaterial measures, 
including symbolic ones, intended to restore people’s 
dignity. The latter should not be underestimated. 
Indeed, the desire to restore a sense of dignity and 
self-worth as citizens and human beings appears to 
have been an essential element of the set of factors 
that triggered the Arab Spring (Brownlee, Masoud, 
and Reynolds 2013). 

Dispute settlement can reduce violence  
by changing preferences
Dispute resolution institutions are critical to secu-
rity and development. They help reduce violence 
and protect property rights. Mechanisms of dispute 
resolution include mediation, conciliation, and nego-
tiation, where parties try to reach mutually satisfac-
tory, self-enforcing agreements on their own. These 
mechanisms also include litigation and arbitration, 
where disputants rely on a third party such as a judge 
or a jury for resolution and the credible commitment 
needed to enforce the resolution. These institutions 
can be informal, such as elder councils in a village, 
or formal, such as courts, ombudsmen, and peace 
negotiators. Institutions of dispute resolution seek 
to resolve conflicts over material resources, whether 
scarce or abundant, such as land, water, extractives, 
and movable assets. They also aim to resolve con-
flicts over violations of norms of socially acceptable 
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that stemming from crime). This chapter does not 
discuss other threats, but it recognizes that they 
can lead to conflict and even violence. In this chap-
ter, violence is defined as the use of physical force 
intended to kill, harm, or destroy. 

 2. Peace, a concept much broader than security, is not 
addressed in this chapter. 

 3. This chapter uses a single framework—a unifying 
model of violence—to address the relationships 
among governance, security, and development, and 
it applies the same framework to all types and actors 
of violence. The many forms of violence, which often 
overlap, include violence from civil war, repression, 
rebellion, coups, interstate conflicts, and genocide; 
violence from gang activity, terrorism, piracy, and 
organized crime; communal violence; urban vio-
lence, riots, and civil strife; and interpersonal and 
gender-based violence. A particular characteristic of 
modern violence is that the lines between forms of 
violence are becoming increasingly blurred (World 
Bank 2010, 2011; Geneva Declaration Secretariat 
2015). Similarly, violence has many agents or actors. 
Governments, political militias, rebels, criminal 
gangs, communal militias, rioters, radicalized indi-
viduals and groups, and external armed forces can 
all be agents of violence. Sometimes, it can be dif-
ficult to tell them apart; indeed, at times different 
actors of violence operate side by side. Finally, vio-
lence mutates from one form to another over time, 
and so do the identities and affiliations of its perpe-
trators, making the typologies of actors and forms of 
violence less useful for the purposes of this Report. 

 4. As the British anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard 
observed in 1940 about the Nuer, an ethnic group 
in today’s South Sudan, “The very readiness of the 
Nuer to employ violence provides a reason, then, 
that violence so rarely takes place” (quoted in Bates 
2001, 45). 

 5. Max Weber, in his 1965 essay Politics as a Vocation, 
originally theorized that the monopoly over violence 
was a single agreement among powerful groups 
over the use of violence. The authors are grateful to 
John Wallis for making this important point.

 6. As Tilly (1978, 62) notes, “Great shifts in the arrange-
ment of power have ordinarily produced—and have 
often depended on—exceptional moments of collec-
tive violence.”

 7. Bellows and Miguel (2006); Blattman (2009);  
Gilligan, Pasquale, and Samii (2011); Voors and others 
(2012); Blair (2015); Hartman and Morse (2015).

 8. Calderón, Gáfaro, and Ibáñez (2011); Justino and oth-
ers (2012); Buvinic and others (2013); García-Ponce 
(2015); Akbulut-Yuksel, Khamis, and Yuksel (2016).

 9. The World Development Report 2011: Conflict, Security, 
and Development identified a very broad range of 
factors associated with violent conflict (World Bank 
2011). It referred to them as internal and external 

self-enforcing dispute resolution mechanisms no lon-
ger achieve reductions in violence (Hartman, Morse, 
and Kitt 2014).

The uneven distribution of power among parties 
to a dispute stands in the way of reaching and enforc-
ing mutually satisfactory bargains. The stronger 
disputants have few incentives to make concessions 
and relinquish power and resources, and they have 
many incentives to renege on agreements over time, 
as the rich literature on bargaining power suggests.17 
Solving disputes and enforcing contracts through the 
threat or use of force then become the more rational 
strategy for a powerful actor because the benefits of 
its use outweigh its costs, such as the risk of sanc-
tions (Schelling 1960; Walter 2015). The existence of 
norms that exclude certain groups such as women 
and minorities from the bargaining arena where 
disputes are settled reinforces power asymmetries 
and perpetuates inequitable and insecure outcomes 
(Platteau 2000). 

Conclusion
As noted in chapter 1, security is a precondition for 
development. However, using governance to solve 
the first-order problem of violence requires reaching 
and sustaining stable elite bargains, and it inevitably 
involves compromises, concessions, and trade-offs 
between development outcomes. The rent redistri-
bution that accompanies the bargains necessary to 
maintain security can constrain development (North 
and others 2013; Acemoglu and others 2014). In spe-
cific cases, power-sharing arrangements between 
elites have helped avoid violent conflict, but they have 
also shackled the economy (Lindemann 2011). Simi-
larly, elite bargains that enshrine existing inequalities 
can ensure security in the short term, but they are not 
sustainable in the long term. How governance can 
resolve these trade-offs among growth, equity, and 
security constitutes a new frontier on the develop-
ment research agenda.

Notes
 1. This chapter is about the security of people, as 

opposed to national security or the security of terri-
tories. Because of the particular threat it discusses—
violence—the definition of security used here is 
narrower than “human security” (where threats are 
multiple, ranging from, in addition to violence, loss 
of income to food shortages, infectious diseases, and 
environmental threats) and yet broader than “citizen 
security” (where the threat is violence, but mainly 
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“stresses,” whether economic, security-related, or 
political, adding that “they can combine and pre-
cipitate actual violence.” This chapter calls a small 
subset of these factors “drivers” and shows instead 
that they cause all conflicts, but need not result in 
violence. It isolates governance as the precipitating 
element that determines whether and when con-
flicts caused by these drivers turn violent. 

 10. Engerman and Sokoloff (2002); Boix (2003);  
Acemoglu and Robinson (2006); North, Wallis, and 
Weingast (2009).

 11. Some institutions of governance are intended to 
produce and sustain violence, such as concentration 
camps, slavery, or apartheid, but they are not covered 
in this chapter.

 12. The authors are indebted to Laura Chioda for 
her clarification of the issues addressed in this 
paragraph. 
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 14. This chapter finds that the traditional distinction in 
the literature between conflicts motivated by greed 
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 15. Some caveats are necessary. In the case of Afghani-
stan, the reduction in violence was temporary and 
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A related study of insurgency in the Russian Federa-
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insurgents were intrinsically motivated by the over-
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reduce violence (see Toft and Zhukov 2015).
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