Papers of the
2019 Rural
Development Report

Rural youth in the context
of fragility and conflict

by
Ghassan Baliki
Tilman Brück
Neil T. N. Ferguson
Wolfgang Stojetz

54 IFAD
RESEARCH
SERIES

The IFAD Research Series has been initiated by the Strategy and Knowledge Department in order to bring
together cutting-edge thinking and research on smallholder agriculture, rural development and related
themes. As a global organization with an exclusive mandate to promote rural smallholder development,
IFAD seeks to present diverse viewpoints from across the development arena in order to stimulate
knowledge exchange, innovation, and commitment to investing in rural people.

The opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent
those of the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD). The designations employed and the
presentation of material in this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on
the part of IFAD concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or
concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. The designations “developed” and “developing”
countries are intended for statistical convenience and do not necessarily express a judgement about the
stage reached in the development process by a particular country or area.
This publication or any part thereof may be reproduced for non-commercial purposes without prior
permission from IFAD, provided that the publication or extract therefrom reproduced is attributed to IFAD
and the title of this publication is stated in any publication and that a copy thereof is sent to IFAD.

Authors:
Ghassan Baliki, Tilman Brück (Team Leader), Neil T. N. Ferguson and Wolfgang Stojetz
© IFAD 2019
All rights reserved
ISBN 978-92-9072-971-6
Printed December 2019

Rural youth in the context
of fragility and conflict

by
Ghassan Baliki
Tilman Brück
Neil T. N. Ferguson
Wolfgang Stojetz

54 IFAD
RESEARCH
SERIES

This paper was originally commissioned as a background
paper for the 2019 Rural Development Report: Creating
opportunities for rural youth.
www.ifad.org/ruraldevelopmentreport

Acknowledgements
This background paper was prepared for the Rural Development Report 2019 “Creating
Opportunities for Rural Youth”. Its publication in its original draft form is intended to stimulate
broader discussion around the topics treated in the report itself. The views and opinions
expressed in this paper are those of the author(s) and should not be attributed to IFAD, its
Member States or their representatives to its Executive Board. IFAD does not guarantee the
accuracy of the data included in this work. For further information, please contact
ruraldevelopmenreport@ifad.org. IFAD would like to acknowledge the generous financial
support provided by the Governments of Italy and Germany for the development of the
background papers of the 2019 Rural Development Report.

About the authors
Ghassan Baliki is a senior researcher at ISDC and a Research Associate at the Development
Economics and Food Security research group at Leibniz Institute of Vegetable and
Ornamental Crops IGZ near Berlin. He obtained his PhD from Humboldt University of Berlin,
where he studied violent conflict dynamics in Syria at the micro level. Ghassan’s research
focuses on the interlinkages between violent conflict, fragility and food security, particularly in
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). His methodological areas of expertise are
experimental and quasi-experimental impact evaluations, quantitative statistical and spatial
analysis, and micro-level data collection. Ghassan previously was a Marie Curie Fellow with
TAMNEAC (Training and Mobility Network for the Economic Analysis of Conflict) at the
German Institute for Economic Research (DIW Berlin) and he has worked as a consultant for
the EU, the Deutsche Gesellschaft fur Internationale Zusammenarbeit GmbH (GIZ) and the
World Bank.
Tilman Brück is the founder and Director of ISDC. He is also Visiting Professor at the London
School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) and Team Leader – Development
Economics and Food Security at IGZ near Berlin. Tilman is also the co-founder and codirector
of the Households in Conflict Network (HiCN) and the principal investigator of the Life
in Kyrgyzstan Study (LiK Study). His research interests focus on the economics of household
behaviour and well-being in areas affected by violent conflict, fragility and humanitarian
emergencies, including the measurement of violence and conflict in household surveys and
the impact evaluation of programmes in conflict-affected areas. He has published over 40
articles in peer-reviewed journals (including Demography, Journal of Comparative Economics,
Journal of Conflict Resolution, Journal of Development Economics, Journal of the European
Economic Association, Journal of Peace Research and World Development) and edited over a
dozen books and special issues of journals on the economics of conflict and insecurity. Tilman
has led, as a principal investigator, several impact evaluations in conflict-affected and fragile
states. Tilman was previously Director of SIPRI, Professor of Development Economics at
Humboldt University of Berlin, and Head of the Department of Development and Security at
DIW Berlin. He has also worked as a consultant for the German Federal Ministry of Economic
Cooperation and Development (BMZ), the European Commission, the UK Department for
International Development (DFID), GIZ, the International Labour Organization (ILO),
Kreditanstalt fur Wiederaufbau (KfW), the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the United
States Agency for International Development (USAID) and the World Bank. Tilman studied
economics at the University of Glasgow and the University of Oxford, and obtained his
doctorate in economics from the University of Oxford.

Neil Ferguson is a senior researcher at ISDC. He obtained his PhD in economics in July
2013 from Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh, focusing on theoretical and empirical analysis of
the role of multiple aggressors in civil conflicts. His current research interests address a broad
cross-section of theoretical and empirical conflict and development topics, including the role of
micro-dynamics in conflict intensity, behavioural impacts of conflict involvement, and the
relationship between conflict and economic behaviour. Neil has ongoing research projects
focusing on conflicts and violence in Northern Ireland, Kenya, Mexico and the Middle East.
Previously, Neil worked at DIW Berlin and the Stockholm International Peace Research
Institute (SIPRI).
Wolfgang Stojetz is a senior researcher at ISDC and a postdoctoral research fellow in the
Department of Economics at Humboldt University of Berlin. Previously, he was a pre-doctoral
research fellow at Yale University and a research affiliate at DIW Berlin. Wolfgang’s primary
research interests are the economic, social and institutional interactions of development and
violent mass conflict. In his doctoral dissertation, he studied the causal impacts of wartime
military service on long-term social behaviour. The analysis draws on 10 months of fieldwork
conducted in central Angola and makes use of primary quantitative data at the household,
individual and partner levels. Wolfgang studied physics, mathematics and economics at the
University of Colorado (Boulder), the Instituto Superior Tecnico in Lisbon, Portugal, and the
University of Regensburg, Germany, and in the Berlin Doctoral Program in Economics and
Management Science (BDPEMS). He holds a PhD in economics from Humboldt University of
Berlin, and a diploma in Physics from the University of Regensburg (equivalent to MSc).
Wolfgang is an alumnus of the Fulbright Program, the Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting and the
Royal Economic Society (RES) Junior Researcher Symposium, and has received grants from
the BDPEMS, German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), German Excellence Initiative,
German Physical Society (DPG), Humboldt University of Berlin, Portuguese Research Council
(FCT) and United States Institute of Peace (USIP). He has also served as a short-term
consultant to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), ILO,
Peacebuilding Support Office (PBSO), UNDP and World Bank.

Table of contents
1. Introduction

1

1.1 Who are the rural youth? Data and background

3

1.2 Rural youth and conflict in the context of transformation

4

1.3 Conceptual background and approach

4

1.4 Scope and disclaimer

6

2. The interaction of conflict, violence, fragility and rural opportunity
3. The life stages approach

6
11

3.1 The prenatal stage

12

3.2 The early-life stage

13

3.3 The education stage

14

3.4 The transition to employment stage

15

3.5 The employment stage

15

3.6 The family formation stage

16

4. Cross-cutting themes

17

4.1 Agriculture

17

4.2 Migration

18

4.3 Community participation and social cohesion

19

4.4 Radicalization and young people as fighters

20

4.5 Gender-based and sexual violence

20

5. Analyses for pull-out boxes

21

5.1 Education

23

5.2 Employment

23

5.3 Idleness

23

6. DDR programming pull-out

24

7. Conclusions

25

References

28

Appendix

40

Abstract
Despite accounting for only 7 per cent of the world’s population, rural youth account for more than
10 per cent of the world’s conflict-exposed population. In 2016, alone, over 350 million rural youth lived
in conflict-affected countries. Despite conflict’s being defined as “development in reverse”, however,
we find a general lack of research focusing specifically on young people living in rural areas. Yet, from
wider literature, we know that conflict is a cause of adversities across a range of economic and
non-economic indicators. When young people experience violence in consecutive life stages,
adversities from one stage – such as weakened education – can be carried forward into subsequent
life stages - such as transition to employment. In this background paper, we show that exposure to
violence increases infant mortality, reduces birthweight, harms child health, damages human capital
accumulation, restricts performance in education and interacts negatively with labour market
opportunities. Despite this accumulated knowledge, however, we note that key knowledge gaps
remain, especially when it comes to understanding the programmes that can mitigate the damage
exposure to conflict causes. There is, therefore, an urgent need to understand how and why exposure
to conflict harms the lives of rural youth, and perhaps more importantly, how it harms those lives
differently from those of other socio-demographic groups. Given that rural youth are disproportionately
affected by conflict, there is also a need for the design of, and learning from, programmes that are
specifically targeted at protecting and empowering rural youth during the post-conflict phase.

Summary
Conflict has been described as "development in reverse". It is the cause of a wide range of adversities,
across a range of economic and non-economic indicators: from childhood health and mortality to
human capital accumulation, to labour market outcomes and to the quality of institutions. That a
number of these outcomes have also been defined as drivers of conflict shows the pernicious cycles
that might develop in conflict-affected areas. In this context, we aim to develop a nuanced
understanding of how conflict can affect a very particular and vulnerable group: rural youth. Given that
rural youth have different endowments from other sociodemographic groups, how they experience
conflict and the consequences of this exposure are of key importance. Furthermore, young people can
also be – and often are suspected of being – drivers of conflict in their own right. Hence understanding
how rural youth may be affected by conflict may help break the cycle of violence and
underdevelopment.
As a first port of call, we seek to understand who the rural youth exposed to conflict are. We
conservatively estimate that, in 2016 alone, at least 350 million rural youth lived in conflict-affected
countries. Despite only accounting for about 7 per cent of the world's population, rural youth
constituted more than 10 per cent of the world's conflict-exposed population. As conflict-affected rural
youth progress through consecutive life stages, they carry forward the legacies of conflict into their
adult life and old age, shaping later life outcomes.
Despite the particular role of conflict for rural youth, we find a general lack of specific evidence on how
conflict affects rural youth. We hence seek to abstract from more general lessons pulled from
academic and grey literature about the impact conflict has on those exposed to it, and how that might
relate specifically to the endowments of rural youth. We show that exposure to violence increases
infant mortality, reduces birthweights, harms child health, damages human capital accumulation,
restricts performance in education and interacts negatively with labour market opportunities. We also
find some evidence that these adversities can be overcome by good policy choices and programming
in the post-conflict phase.
Despite this accumulated knowledge, however, we note that key knowledge gaps remain, frequently
related to the internal steps that link a particular outcome with conflict as an input. In these situations,
programmatic impact mechanisms often rely on theoretical considerations as they target the proposed
intermediate steps through which conflict is postulated to impact on a particular outcome.
In this regard, we conclude, first, that there is an urgent need to understand how and why exposure to
conflict harms the lives of rural youth and, perhaps more importantly, how conflict harms the lives of
rural youth differently from those of other sociodemographic groups. Second, given that rural youth are
disproportionately affected by conflict, we record a need for the design of, and learning from,
programmes that are specifically targeted at protecting and empowering rural youth during the postconflict phase.

Rural youth in the context of fragility and conflict

1. Introduction
In this background paper, we look at – where possible at the individual level – how conflict and fragility
affect the lives of young people in rural areas, and in turn, how rural youth might also contribute to
conflict and fragility. We argue, broadly, that conflict and fragility are points on a continuum that joins
well-functioning societies to so-called failed states (see figure 1).
Figure 1. The micro-macro nexus of conflict and fragility (source: Brück et al., 2016)

At one end of this continuum is violent conflict, which is the focus of much of this background paper, in
part because of the relatively rich knowledge that has been developed in this field. While we also
consider fragility, we note that relatively little work has focused on this part of the continuum.1
We view violent conflict, as seen from the individual perspective, as an acute shock (e.g. at the onset
of violence), a sustained shock (e.g. in long-term civil conflict scenarios) or both (e.g. an escalation of a
long-term violent scenario). We view the impact at both the covariate level (i.e. where it impacts
_____________________________________________
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In part, this relates to a lack of agreement on the conceptualization and definition of fragility; a lack of micro-level
data specifically collected to close these gaps; and a peculiar endogeneity issue: commonly, the features that define
fragility are, themselves, damaged by fragility.
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everyone in society, such as through damage to institutions and infrastructure) and the idiosyncratic
level (i.e. where impacts vary from individual to individual and household to household, such as
experiencing deaths, injuries or economic loss). In this regard, a person's age, gender, ethnicity,
networks and place of residence influence both the likelihood that a person will be exposed to violence
and how he or she experiences it. We take this notion as our guiding principle and seek to draw direct
and indirect lessons for how conflict affects one particular subset of society: the "rural youth".
In contrast to wider debates that often view young people, particularly rural youth (or, at least, youth
with low opportunities), as the perpetrators of violence (see Urdal, 2004 at the macro level; and the
likes of Humphreys and Weinstein, 2007, and Gilligan et al., 2013, who describe the profiles of
perpetrators of conflicts at the micro level), we also view young people as the victims of violence.
Indeed, notions that rural youth are the perpetrators of violence have often dominated the debate to
the extent that young people have come to perceive that their voices are often ignored in discussions
around conflict.2 This is particularly the case for rural youth, who are discussed directly, if at all, only in
terms of being violent actors. Rather, we note that many young people, and many rural young people,
even in highly violent situations, do not (voluntarily) engage in acts of violence. In turn, it is often
missed that this is a group that is particularly challenged by conflict and might be in need of particular
support. In short, rural youth, too, are the victims of conflict.
In this background paper, we set out to show that conflicts tend to happen in countries with a higher
than average proportion of rural young people. In turn, we show that these individuals bear a
significant burden from conflict, which causes not just immediate harm but harm at all life stages. From
this, a cycle of harm develops that suggests an important need to revisit the narrative that young
people in rural areas have agency in conflict scenarios only as a threat. In turn, there is a need to
ensure that young rural people have agency as victims of conflict and, indeed, as peacebuilders.
Violent conflict acts as a serious, spatially highly correlated and politically contentious barrier that
prevents youth from advancing through critical life stages, or delays their progression in doing so.
Education, socialization, norm development, expectations, training, employment and family formation
are severely curtailed and even prevented by political violence and insecurity. Given this, institutions
and their quality matter significantly for rural youth in conflict-affected areas. Policies and programmes
exist that might reduce the burden of violence or that can reduce the violence in the first place.
However, the evidence base for the performance of these interventions is often weak or absent, owing
in part to the difficulty of capturing key outcome variables relating to conflict.
More generally, specific evidence focusing on rural youth in the context of conflict in any way is also
inconsistent and, as a group, they appear to lack a systematic empirical literature that is specific to the
threats and opportunity spaces in which they live. From the evidence that is available, however, we
see strong grounds to view rural youth as the victims, rather than the perpetrators, of violence. In turn,
policies should focus as much on building resilience to conflict within this group as on preventing them
from joining armed organizations. In turn, more evidence is needed on how to empower rural youth
living in the shadow of conflict in some of the most challenged development settings in the world
today.
From this, we develop the notion that there does not appear to be a single key narrative that surrounds
rural youth in conflict. Conflict research exists at many levels and, often, it is not necessarily possible to
see the implications at one level from research conducted at another. For example, while the link
between conflict onset and poverty is well established (Collier and Hoeffler, 2004), at the individual
level most poor people do not voluntarily join armed organizations. Similarly, while the link between socalled "youth bulge" and conflict is strong (Urdal, 2004), it is less obvious how age, private opportunity
or both affect decisions at the individual level. By the same token, what is relevant to the choices of
_____________________________________________
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individuals living in rural areas may not be the same as what is relevant in urban areas; and what is
relevant to youth may not be relevant to a wider age spectrum.
In this regard, we focus this background paper around two key narratives: the first is that there is
surprisingly little known, specifically, about rural youth in conflict. In turn, we attempt to generalize
lessons for this group from wider knowledge bases. Second, perhaps in part because of the commonly
accepted wisdom that (rural) youth are (likely) perpetrators of violence, the debates that surround their
role as victims and the outcomes this implies often do not take centre stage. The aim of this
background paper is to shed light on what is known, and not known, in terms of these narratives. To
do so, we first contextualize who the rural youth are and how this interacts with conflict. Subsequently,
we focus on the implications of conflict on a range of key life stage indicators for this group.

1.1 Who are the rural youth? Data and background
We view the best way to understand "youth" as a period of transition from childhood dependence to
adult independence. In general, however, this would imply that whoever the "youth" are could be
context specific and even person specific. Therefore, more specifically, we follow more general
principles and define youth as individuals aged 15-24 to ensure comparability, both within our own
research and between this research and other background papers. In principle, we define "rural" in
terms of agricultural and commercialization potential. In reality, however, given the data sources
available to us at the time of writing, we often import definitions of "rural" from root sources, in
particular the World Bank and Afrobarometer. In this regard, while agricultural and commercialization
potential are used as guiding principles, the use of the term "rural" in our discussion relies, at least as
often, on this range of imported definitions.
Given these definitions, we seek first to understand who the rural youth in conflict are. That is, how
many rural youth experience conflict; whether the experience of conflict falls more on rural or urban
youth; and the proportion of all societies living in conflict that could be defined as "rural youth". To do
so, we define a list of "countries in conflict", which we source from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program
(UCDP)/Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) Armed Conflict Database. This list includes all of the
countries that, under UCDP/PRIO definitions, are currently experiencing conflict. We note, because of
minimum thresholds and other definitional factors about what constitutes "conflict" in this database,
that figures pulled from these data are likely to be a conservative estimate. In 2016 (the most recent
year for which there are data), UCDP defined 34 countries as being at war,3 while a further six were
defined as having been at war in the last five years.4
We match these countries at war to World Bank population estimates. These estimates include
population splits by age and gender, as well as the proportion of the country that lives in areas
identified as rural. From this, we therefore calculate (by gender, as well as by total) the number of
individuals aged 15-24 living in rural areas in countries defined as experiencing conflict. We find that, in
2016, around 350 million rural youth lived in conflict-affected countries,5 of whom 179,490,288 were
male. Just under 60 per cent of youth who experienced conflict in 2016 lived in rural areas,6 while just
_____________________________________________
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These are Afghanistan, Algeria, Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, Cameroon, Colombia, Democratic Republic of the
Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, India, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kenya, Libya, Mali, Mozambique, Myanmar, Niger, Nigeria,
Pakistan, Philippines, Congo, Russian Federation, Rwanda, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, Syria, Thailand, Turkey,
Uganda, Ukraine and Yemen. Note: while this database also lists the United States as being in conflict, it is not
included in our list because of an absence of violence in the territorial United States.
4
These countries, and the last year they experienced conflict, are Central African Republic (2013), Malaysia (2013),
Israel (2014), Burundi (2015), Chad (2015) and Lebanon (2015).
5
In 2016, these estimates show that 347,579,040 rural youth lived in conflict-affected countries and
353,925,824 rural youth have lived in countries affected by conflict in the last five years.
6
Broadly speaking, this figure is quite static in time and does not change noticeably when we consider those who
have experienced conflict in the last five years.
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over 10 per cent of all individuals who experience conflict are rural youth. Taken in context, this
suggests that, around the world, almost one third of the world's rural youth experienced conflict in
2016, and that the burden of conflict falls more on rural youth than on their urban counterparts.
Moreover, given estimates that about 16 per cent of the world's population are "youth" ( Lai, 2016) and
that about 45 per cent of the world's population lives in rural areas (World Bank, 2016) and, thus, that
about 7.2 per cent of the world's population is "rural youth", we see that rural youth are
disproportionately affected by conflict. Moreover, we see that rural youth are more affected than nonrural youth, accounting for 60 per cent of all youth exposed to conflict.
Taken in isolation, and in context, the size of these numbers shows the importance of research that
understands how rural youth experience conflict, how they are affected by it and how they might be
active participants in it.

1.2 Rural youth and conflict in the context of transformation
In this subsection, we discuss the links between conflict and the wider framing of the Rural
Development Report on Transformation.
In the first instance, we note that (rural) transformations, given the deep nature of the changes they
imply, may be triggers of conflict. Following standard definitions of rural transformation, one can pick
out a wide range and large number of trends and drivers. While many of these can readily be viewed
as opportunities, that need not always be the case. For example, while one might expect some
modernization of agricultural processes, it may also be associated with other pressures. Populations
might grow; threats might stem from climate change and resource degradation; urbanization might
result, as might migration. In a number of these cases, some of these pressures have been strongly
linked to conflict. Climate, for example, and climate shocks in particular appear to be a robust driver of
the onset of conflict (Hsiang et al., 2013; Burke at al., 2013; O’Laughlin et al., 2012; Tol and Wagner,
2010), as do changes in resource allocations (Homer-Dixon, 1994). Migration, especially forced
displacement, can be viewed as both a cause of and a consequence of violence, with movements
leading to demographic and economic pressures in destination countries (Raleigh et al., 2008; Ware,
2005). Indeed, in certain situations, climate change itself can be a cause of migration-based violence
(e.g. Reuveny, 2007). It is, therefore, important to note the relationship between both the opportunities
and the pressures associated with rural transformation and conflict.
Second, we argue that conflict itself is transformational. On the one hand, this implies that conflict can
lead to some of the kinds of transformations we consider above. While migration is an obvious
contender (Melander and Öberg, 2004; Davenport et al., 2003; Moore and Shellman, 2002; Schmeidl,
1995), demographics are almost certainly affected by conflict (Raleigh and Urdal, 2007; Goldstone,
2002), as are economic and other forms of decision-making (e.g. Brück et al., 2013). In this regard,
conflict can bring about many of the changes – and in particular many of the pressures – that have
been linked with rural transformation.
Finally, we note that conflict is a cross-cutting issue that interacts with many of the other background
papers that will support the Rural Development Report. We discuss these cross-cutting impacts in
detail in the rest of this article.

1.3 Conceptual background and approach
In this background paper, we review the status quo of knowledge, and knowledge gaps, of the impact
of conflict, and by extension fragility and complex humanitarian emergencies, on human development
indicators relevant to rural youth. We note that the types of conflict that individuals experience are
likely to be related to whether one lives in urban or rural areas. In particular, in rural areas, violence
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may be more linked to land disputes and access to resources than to intercommunal tensions. This
relates to a wider concept that exposure to different types of violence can lead to differences in how
individuals respond to that conflict (e.g. Rockmore et al., 2016). In contrast to this concern, however,
we note that there exists relatively little systematic research on rural-specific conflicts, or on how
conflicts might uniquely affect rural youth. Therefore, we focus more widely on conflict and consider
how that might relate to rural areas.
To this end, we propose a "life stages" model that looks at various age bands that, even if not
specifically covered in our definition of "youth", are relevant to people within these ages. For example,
the position of an individual at 20 years of age probably relates as much to what has happened at all
stages in his or her life before that age as it does to what has happened at 20. This builds on the
long-standing understanding that traumas and other childhood experiences can have important
impacts on personal and cognitive development and associated life outcomes. At the individual level,
this implies that individuals worst exposed to conflict and violence suffer disproportionately from
conflict; at a more aggregate level, entire cohorts suffer compared with others, with associated impacts
on the macroeconomy.
In this regard, we define six life stages of relevance: the prenatal stage; the early-life stage; the
education stage; the transition to work stage; the employment stage; and the family formation stage.
Although we discuss these stages in silos, we do so only for expositional ease. We do not imply that
transition from one stage to another is linear, or that they do not overlap. We present this approach in
table 1, along with the specific outcomes that are of greatest interest at each life stage.
Table 1. Life stage and event combinations and life outcomes of interest
Life stage

Conflict → fragility

Prenatal

●
●
●

Maternal health
Birthweight
Survival probability

Early-life

●
●
●

Childhood health
Nutrition status
Excess child mortality

●
●
●

Education enrolment
Education completion
Education performance

Transition to work

●
●
●

Aspirations
Skills accumulation
Labour demand

Employment

●
●

Employment status
(Household) income

Family formation

●
●
●

Marriage age
Marriage markets
Fertility decisions

Primary school

Secondary school
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1.4 Scope and disclaimer
The purpose of this background paper is to act as an introduction to the status quo of knowledge, and,
by extension, the knowledge gaps, of the impact of conflict and fragility on rural youth, and, through the
use of data, to highlight some of these relationships. In effect, this document is therefore presented as
a "primer" on these issues, rather than a complete and comprehensive review of all current related
literature. Similarly, while we will use data to highlight some of the key concerns we raise, these are
not intended to be considered causal identification of key relationships but, rather, to understand the
comparative impact of conflict exposure on rural youth, compared with other societal groups.
In this regard, we outline existing evidence on how rural youth might experience conflict and fragility as
"victims" and, briefly, on how they might contribute to violence. In turn, we provide a snapshot of how
the life development of young people can be influenced by these experiences, in terms of behaviour
(e.g. choices in the labour market) and welfare (e.g. in terms of poverty and food security). Through
this research, we aim to paint an understanding of how rural youth might be, uniquely, affected by
various types of conflict, and how current knowledge gaps can be closed.
To do so, we draw on a range of academic and grey literature, in order to substantiate our key points;
we then draw on some of these key relationships and link data from the Armed Conflict Location Event
Dataset (ACLED) geo-coded database of various conflict datasets and understand how they interact
with the rural opportunity space. Specifically, we interest ourselves in where conflict happens, the
population densities there (as a proxy for the rural/urban split) and night light (which, when we control
for population, acts as a proxy for economic activity).

2. The interaction of conflict, violence, fragility and
rural opportunity
In this section, we look at how conflict, violence and other manifestations of fragility affect rural youth
and how they interact with the space in which rural youth live. To do so, we compile spatially
disaggregated data on the timing and location of various manifestations of social instability from
ACLED (Raleigh et al., 2010). ACLED data cover all of sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) and collect
spatio-temporal data on remote violence, battles, violence against civilians and riots/protests.
Insofar as the data allow, we map the locations of each of these forms of violence onto the “rural
opportunity space” proposed in the framing elements for the report, which we proxy via population
density and night-time luminosity (where we control for population). This follows the notion that, if two
places have the same population, higher night light in one location is probably a proxy for higher
economic activity and/or potential, reflecting a higher commercialization potential.
Data on conflict are obtained from ACLED, which is available for Africa since 1997 and is updated
monthly. The data contain geo-referenced information on various forms of conflict incidence, including
protests and riots, violence against civilians, remote violence and battles. For the purpose of this study,
we use observations with high geographic precision (i.e. only at the level of villages, towns or cities
and their outskirts) for a period of three years, from the beginning of January 2015 until the end of
December 2017.
In addition to conflict event data from ACLED, we use 2015 spatial population data from Worldpop
(www.worldpop.org; Africa population count data, Linard et al., 2012; Africa age-structure data, Tatem
et al., 2013), as well as the latest monthly average of the night-time lights from the Visible Infrared
Imaging Radiometer Suite (VIIRS; Murphy et al., 2006). Both the population data and the VIIRS data
are available at very high resolutions (about 1 km). The population data can also be disaggregated by
age group and gender.
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In order to spatially match the conflict event data with the high-resolution population and night-time
light data, we generate a political geographic square grid for the whole of Africa, with a side length of
150 km. In total, the African continent is represented by 1,359 grid cells. Border areas that do not fill
more than 50 per cent of the cell area are not included. This is evident in the exclusion of the Comoros
Islands and parts of the Horn of Africa from the final gridded dataset. The exclusion of these areas is
performed to ensure the uniformity of the cell sizes.
The apparently arbitrary choice of the cell size at this stage is based on a number of analytical and
practical factors. In the first instance, population and conflict event data tend to be highly spatially
autocorrelated. This implies that neighbouring grid cells at the highest resolution levels by design
contain clustered observations. High spatial autocorrelation can lead to measurement errors. The
selected size ensures a meaningful visual graphical representation of the data and reduces
compilation errors compared with higher levels of precision. Furthermore, by construction, the ACLED
dataset captures event data at the village, town and city levels. The data-coding process selects the
coordinates of the centroids of the polygons representing these administrative areas. Hence, without
prior knowledge of the village or city sizes, it is problematic to disaggregate these units to very highprecision grids.7
In order to measure the intensity of conflict, we count the number of conflict events falling within each
grid cell broken down by our four main conflict categories, which are represented spatially in the maps
of figure 2. Battles include skirmishes between armed actors with or without change of territory.
Violence against civilians is violent incidents reported to be deliberately targeting civilians. Remote
violence includes incidents such as aerial bombardment and remote shelling of a specific location
without a clear target, while riots and protests include any reported violent and non-violent
demonstrations that took place in the specified period. We present all our maps with legends of the
quantiles to ensure comparison across conflict types without falling back on the actual number of
incidents. In other words, these figures show the relative intensity of each form of violence.
As expected, all types of conflict events are concentrated in urban densely populated areas of the
African continent. Yet there is also evident spatial variation between them. Most remote violence and
battles between 2015 and 2017 took place mainly in the Horn of Africa, South Sudan and northern
Nigeria, which matches priors. Protests and violence against civilians are much more widespread
across the whole continent.
The three maps in figure 3 shows a similar representation of the grid cell spatial system for population,
share of the population who are youth and night-time light. In addition, we add a point layer of the sum
of all types of conflict events in our time period. One can see that there is a clear spatial relationship
between population density and night luminosity on one hand, and conflict events on the other hand,
which comes as no surprise. However, this relationship becomes less evident for the share of youth.

_____________________________________________
7

From our experience, it would be possible to reduce the grid sizes to about a side length of 50 km without
jeopardizing the accuracy and quality of the ACLED data but this requires highly specialized levels of computing
power.
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Figure 2. Distribution of conflict events in Africa 2015-2017
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Figure 3. Spatial relationship between conflict and population densities

Finally, we interest ourselves in how different types of conflict interact with population spread and, in
particular, the youth population. The correlogram in figure 4 shows all the Spearman correlations of the
conflict variables of interest, as well as the total number of female and male youth, and the share of
youth in the total population.
There are three interesting trends shown in figure 4. First, the correlation between night-time lights and
population densities is strong. This simply reflects the fact that most of the high population densities
are concentrated in urban areas. In other words, the lower the night-time radiation emissions, the less
urbanized the geographical area under study. Given the difficulty in obtaining independent spatial
distributions or estimates of rural and urban proportions of the grid cells, we can only rely on the
population densities and the night-time lights as indirect proxies.
Figure 4. Correlogram at the spatial grid level
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Second, we find a relatively strong relationship between protests/riots and youth population densities,
as well as the more expected relationship with night-time luminosity. This implies that protests are
more likely to take place in dense and urban areas and that they are also much more likely to involve
young people. We find no strong correlation between these variables and battles or remote violence.
Third, violence against civilians is also correlated with young population but less so with night-time
lights. This suggests that there is a more complex interaction between violence against civilians and
population densities in the urban/rural divide.
To further test these relationships, we a run simple linear regression focusing on two outcome
variables: violence against civilians and protests/riots. Table 2 presents the findings for a selection of
models.
Table 2. The conditional correlation between extent of violence and commercialization and economic
potential
A.

(1)
(2)
Violence against civilians

(Intercept)
Night-time
light

7.59***
(1.12)

2.57*
(1.17)

(3)

(4)

-4.57
(7.89)

0.99***

(0.31)
0.76***

B.

0.91**
(0.30)

(0.07)
0.71
(0.42)

1,539
0.01

0.46
(8.04)

0.84***

(0.06)
Youth share

Observations
R-squared

2.50*
(1.16)
-0.73*

(0.28)
Population
(100k)

(5)

0.40
(0.43)

1,539
0.08

1,491
0.00

1,539
0.09

1,491
0.01

-0.64*
(0.91)

-36.91***
(7.05)

-0.38
(0.88)

-11.73
(6.46)

2.56***

4.55**

(0.23)

(0.30)

Protests and riots

(Intercept)
Night-time
light

6.01***
(0.90)
4.72***
(0.23)

Population
(100k)

1.34***

1.05***

(0.05)
Youth share

Observations
R-squared

(0.06)
2.53
(0.38)

1,539
0.22

1,539
0.32

1,491
0.03

0.97**
(0.25)
1,539
0.37

1,491
0.22

***, p < 0.01; **, p < 0.05; *, p < 0.1.

Broadly speaking, these analyses allow us to test for conditional correlations between the key
variables. That is, for example, while night-time luminosity and population density are highly correlated
with each other and with urban/rural boundaries, they may capture slightly different things. For
example, in two places with the same population, a lower level of night-time luminosity might reveal a
lower level of economic activity and reflect weaker structural transformation. In this regard, running
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analyses on such conditional correlations allows us to proxy both agricultural potential and
commercialization in a way that the simple correlations above cannot.
In section A of table 2, we see no evidence of a relationship between the youth share of the population
and violence against civilians. Perhaps unexpectedly, we see a significant and positive relationship
between population and violence against civilians. This is almost entirely intuitive, however. Thought of
in extremes, if the population is zero, there are no civilians to be victims of violence and none to
perpetrate it. Of greater interest, however, is that, once we control for population, we see a negative
relationship between night-time luminosity and violence against civilians. In turn, this suggests that
violence against civilians takes places in the places with the lowest commercialization potential, other
things considered.8
In section B, we repeat these analyses, to understand the relationship between protests/riots and our
range of demographic and economic inputs. Here, we see some (although not incontrovertible)
evidence that riots correlate strongly with youth populations. In other words, riots are more likely to
affect – and perhaps involve –young people. Beyond this, we once again see a strong positive
correlation between population and the onset of riots, which follows a similar logic to that above, to a
certain degree. This suggests that riots are more likely to affect urban youth. Finally, the impact of
night-time luminosity is positive in all specifications of the model, suggesting that riots occur in places
with greater economic activity and, thus, that might have higher commercialization potential, or that are
more structurally transformed.
In this regard, we draw a number of general conclusions, which suggest that rural youth experience a
different range of threats from urban youth. In particular, "traditional" forms of armed conflict tend to
affect youth more in places with less commercialization potential, although this does not hold for less
direct forms of violence, such as rioting. We discuss the potential outcomes of these threats in the next
section.

3. The life stages approach
In this section, we discuss the impacts of conflict on six key “life stages” that are linked to the life
outcomes of youth and young people more generally (see Calderon-Mejia and Cantu, 2017, for a
similar approach). Although some of these life stages take place in early life, exposure to shocks at
these ages has been shown to carry through life. This builds on the well-established notion that the
foundation for later life success is in childhood. Therefore, we focus on a range of stages that stretch
from conception until that same child typically considers conceiving his or her own child. In this regard,
we cover all life stages up until what we might consider the “end of youth”, on the understanding that
all life stages before this influence the kind of “youth” an individual can expect to have (or, indeed, can
expect to be). Within each stage, we focus on a relatively small number of outcomes that are of most
interest in illustrating the wider concerns. We discuss each below, with a focus on five main concerns:
the status quo of current knowledge; gender perspectives within the status quo; knowledge gaps that
stem from the status quo; implications for and from programming; and conclusions, discussions and
reflections.

_____________________________________________
8

We currently lack an indicator to perform similar analyses on agricultural potential.
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3.1 The prenatal stage
Before we consider the prenatal stage specifically, we make passing reference to the “pre-conception”
phase. Although we revisit this in more depth later, it is worth reflecting at this point that conflicts can
induce changes in fertility decisions. Who becomes pregnant during episodes of violence and who
gives birth during them may change. In general, the relationship between these fertility decisions and
later life outcomes is poorly understood (in part because of the complex methodological problems it
poses), yet it remains important, as it implies both direct and indirect impacts on life outcomes.
Beyond this reflection, which we return to in the final of our life stages, we define three major outcomes
of interest during the prenatal stage: maternal (physical and mental) health, birthweight and child
survival probability.
There are plenty of reasons to believe that conflict has negative repercussions on the health of those
exposed to it (Bundervoet et al., 2009; Guha-Sapir and D’Aoust, 2011). There are also good reasons
to believe that a strong and adverse relationship exists between maternal health (and maternal stress
in particular) and a child’s birthweight (Duque, 2017) and between birthweight and later life outcomes
(Alderman et al., 2006; Currie and Almond, 2011; Hack et al., 2002; Black et al., 2008; Currie and
Vogl, 2013). In turn, this implies that maternal exposure to conflict will influence a child’s outcomes at
birth, which in turn can affect a child’s outcomes at all subsequent life stages, and that stress is a likely
driver of such outcomes (Camacho, 2008).
The relationship between conflict and food (in)security is well established (Messer and Cohen, 2007;
Hendrix and Brinkman, 2013), as are the link between poor food security and birthweight (Nabarro,
2013) and that between low birthweight and later life outcomes. It follows that in utero exposure to
conflict, via increased food insecurity for mothers, adversely impacts later life outcomes through the
relationship running from conflict to food security to birthweight and fetal development (Kudo, 2016;
Mansour and Rees, 2012; O’Hare and Southall, 2007). Broadly speaking, within this literature, there is
little effort to differentiate impacts on boys and girls, in part because theories are gender neutral and,
linked to that, because in conflict situations women may not know the gender of an unborn child and
cannot differentiate action on those grounds.
So far, we have focused on adverse outcomes of the children who survive until birth in conflict
scenarios. Another concern is the impact of conflict on foetal loss. Seminal work stretching as far back
as the 1970s shows that prenatal shocks induce the probability of foetal loss and, indeed, that they
may affect the genders differently (Trivers and Willard, 1973). More recent work has suggested that
conflict and violence are linked to the kinds of shocks that can increase the risk of foetal loss and that
there are, indeed, gender aspects to such losses (Valente, 2015). In this regard, conflict affects the
probability of miscarriage in women, generally, but also has knock-on gendered effects. The wider
impacts of conflict-induced foetal loss, however, remain broadly unstudied.
More generally, in this literature a range of theories compete to explain the relationships at play. Often,
they involve multiple steps which, themselves, have not been independently established in the context
of conflict. Consequently, optimal design of interventions to mitigate the impacts of in utero conflict
exposure may be based on multi-step theories that are not (fully) backed up by context-specific
empirical support. In particular, studies often go from a conflict-related input to child birthweight
outcomes, rather than separately establishing the impact of conflict on maternal health, or household
access to food, and the subsequent relationship between health/access and a child’s birthweight. In
turn, the design of programmes is, implicitly, theoretical as they work through these intermediate steps.
Despite this, however, a relatively substantial literature (e.g. Higgins et al., 1989; Bhutta et al., 2005;
Fink et al., 1992) has shown that various types of nutritional interventions have been shown to boost
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birthweight, although questions surround the performance of nutritional programmes in complex
environments (Brück et al., 2018).
Similarly, a small literature has developed particularly around the influence of "mindfulness" on
reducing maternal stress during pregnancy (e.g. Dunn et al. 2012; Vieten and Astin, 2008), although
this has more often focused on the levels of stress experienced by expectant mothers, rather than birth
outcomes, which are of more interest in this context. In turn, two questions arise. The first, again, is
about the usefulness of such approaches in the complex environments in which stress is induced by
conflict, massacres or other forms of violence. In this regard, we note (with no small degree of
abstraction) that other psycho-social support programmes have proven useful in influencing behaviour
in violent and pre-violent settings (e.g. Blattman et al., 2017; Heller et al., 2017). The second concern
is that, to our knowledge, the effects of such programmes on birthweights have not yet been studied.
In combination, while there are some lessons that can be drawn from programming, key knowledge
gaps remain.

3.2 The early-life stage
Broadly speaking, the outcomes of interest in the early-life stage align with those in those in the
prenatal phase, with interests in (excess) child mortality and poor child nutritional outcomes. In this
regard, we first seek to clarify the purpose of this subsection. In contrast to the information above,
where we discuss the effects of children who are born to mothers who have been exposed to conflict,
in this subsection we discuss the consequences of exposure of children in early childhood. Thus, while
many of the effects appear to be the same, the mechanisms at play are substantively different.
We build this section, again, from a similar set of theories to those discussed above. First, therefore,
we build on the established links between conflict and food security and on the consequent fact that
some of the worst (long-term) effects of malnutrition occur during the first two years of life (Nabarro,
2013). In this period, impacts on health, brain development, trainability and productivity are not just
more severe but are seen as largely irreversible (Black et al., 2008). In this regard, the impact of
conflict on food insecurity has the further adverse impact of increasing severe forms of malnutrition in
young children, which in turn can have permanent and adverse developmental impacts. In Nigeria,
conflict has been shown to have strong impacts on child height – a key indicator of nutrition status –
during their early life (Akresh et al., 2012). Impacts on child health, too, frequently arise but go well
beyond the direct effects one might expect from conflict (i.e. death, injury and other outcomes that are
direct consequences of violence) (see, for example, O'Hare and Southall, 2007).
In this regard, we treat excess childhood mortality as an extreme outcome of wider adverse health
impacts and, therefore, conduct the discussion with respect to this outcome, noting that, if conflict
drives such extreme outcomes, it can also drive less extreme adverse health outcomes. The links
between conflict and (excess) child mortality are, in fact, covered in great depth in the literature (Ali,
2014; Dagnelie et al., 2014; Verwimp, 2012; Verwimp and van Bavel, 2004; Kiros and Hogan, 2001;
Lindskog, 2016; Singh et al., 2005; Guha-Sapir and van Panhuis, 2004). A number of potential
mechanisms are, however, posited to explain this relationship, including malnutrition, food insecurity;
access to water, sanitation and hygiene; access to healthcare facilities and medicine; changes to
intra-household decision making; and forced migration and other forms of displacement. While
information on the headline relationship is strong, therefore, the pathways are less well defined,
especially as different types of conflict appear to have different impacts (Ali, 2014) and that there
appear to be gendered aspects of the effects (Dagnelie et al., 2014), which it is argued relate to higher
vulnerability of boys in utero.
From a programmatic perspective, there is a short but relatively comprehensive literature on the
successful performance of interventions in reducing early-life malnutrition (WFP, 2013; 2016).
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Questions still arise about their performance in places where conflict may induce migration or other
adversities that interact with the programmes’ theories of change (Brück et al., 2018). Similarly, a wide
range of interventions have been shown to be successful in the reduction of infant mortality (Hollowell
et al., 2011; Makinto et al., 2006). There has been a tendency to focus on state-level reforms and/or
wider development trends (e.g. Claeson et al., 2000) that are likely to be undermined or to be entirely
unavailable in conflict-affected societies. By contrast, medical interventions, such as prescription of
vitamin A in Nepal, may be more realistic in conflict-affected scenarios (e.g. West et al., 1991) but
uptake issues are still likely to be prevalent (Young et al., 2004). In this regard, knowledge gaps
remain prevalent, particularly in how to combat malnutrition and infant mortality in conflict scenarios.

3.3 The education stage
Both primary and secondary education are key means to develop productive and life skills of young
people in rural areas and elsewhere. Indeed, such a long line of literature establishes the relationship
between accumulation of education and life outcomes (e.g. Blanden and Gregg, 2004) that it barely
seems worth dwelling on the fact. What is clear, however, is that human capital accumulation is an
important component in the transition from youth to adulthood. In turn, options and life trajectories
beyond the youth phase are strongly co-determined by schooling and education.
However, conflict and fragility often impact in significant ways on both the quality and quantity of
education that is provided and, perhaps more importantly, that is demanded. In this regard, even
primary education is of key importance for conflict-affected rural youth, as it is likely that many youth in
war zones have not attended or completed primary school and, consequently, are effectively excluded
from secondary education.
A deep literature, covering multiple case studies, has developed that links the effects of violent conflict
to education, specifically at the primary school level and, therein, particularly on enrolment in schools,
and in terms of attendance and attainment (a short list of examples includes Akresh and de Walque,
2008; Barrera and Ibáñez, 2004; Chamarbagwala and Morán, 2011; Rodríguez and Sánchez-Torres,
2012; and a review by Justino, 2010); however, some literature also suggests that it is more likely that
it affects only secondary education (Swee, 2009), as temporary primary schools can be set up on a
more ad hoc basis and require less specific teacher skills than secondary schools. The impact on
secondary education, therefore, has also become established (Brück et al., 2014; Shemyakina, 2010;
2011), and further recent evidence suggests that there may be gender effects within this, with girls
more likely to exit education than boys (United Nations, 2017a).
Despite this body of evidence, however, key knowledge gaps still remain. Key among these is that
most literature does not, and often cannot, disentangle the supply-side impacts, such as physical
damage to schools and the loss of (good) teachers, from demand-side impacts, such as expectations
stemming from returns to investment. In the few articles that attempt to bridge this gap, results are
often contrary to expectations. For example, de Groot and Göksel (2011) show that demand for
education increases as a consequence of terrorism in the Basque country. The mechanisms of impact
are also not strongly understood and may differ for boys and girls, across different conflict types and
for different ethnic or demographic groups. Specifically, this suggests that effects might be different for
individuals in urban and rural areas; that the nature of effects may be different (e.g. in terms of access
versus anticipated returns); and, in turn, that policy prescriptions may also need to differ.
Redeveloping education and education systems in conflict and post-conflict scenarios is important for
multiple reasons. First, it has been mooted as a way to break down the legacy of conflict itself
(McGlynn et al., 2009; Hilker, 2011); second, poor education may also be an input into conflict onset
(Urdal, 2004; Østby et al., 2009; Stewart, 2011); and, finally, even multiple years after a conflict,
education appears to be worse in affected areas (e.g. Ferguson and Michaelsen, 2015). While efforts
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have been made to understand how this can be achieved, there is a tendency to focus at a system
level (e.g. Luzincourt and Gulbrandson, 2010; Sinclair, 2002; Davies, 2003). While this may deal with
the supply-side concerns, however, some demand-side concerns might remain unanswered, including
how individuals form expectations about the value of education; and how the wider economy supports,
or demands, the skills that can be drawn from a given system. Similarly, such system approaches do
not necessarily address the gender inequality inherent in how conflict influences education and human
capital accumulation.

3.4 The transition to employment stage
This subsection focuses on the period between school and work. In effect, therefore, what we refer to
is the concept of idleness – that is, a period in which a young person is neither in education/training
nor employed (e.g. Landale et al., 1998). Idleness is important, as it is not just a potential consequence
of conflict but also has been linked to its onset (Bricker and Foley, 2013), particularly via concepts
such as "youth bulge" (Urdal, 2004).
In particular, we focus on two areas linked to idleness: the "aspiration gap" (see, for example, World
Bank, 2013) – that is, the difference between the jobs individuals would like and those an economy
demands and/or provides – and the skills gap (Capelli, 2012) – that is, the gap between the skills one
possesses and those that one needs to perform successfully in the labour market. On the one hand,
conflict is known to lead to the destruction of physical capital (e.g. Fearon, 1995), reductions in
investment (e.g. Fielding, 2004; Bussmann, 2010), damage to entrepreneurship (Brück et al., 2013),
etc. In combination, this creates a situation where young people transitioning from education to the
labour market face additional difficulties, anyway. In turn, the economy in question may not demand
the skills that these young people have accumulated. On the labour demand side, there are adverse
impacts on the macroeconomy, as well as damage to productive activities and sectors (Blattman and
Miguel, 2010). On the supply side, conflict also impacts on human capital accumulation, as discussed
in the previous subsection. These impacts may be a lack of human capital accumulation in any guise,
but may also include the accumulation of skills that the economy does not demand. In combination,
this fosters an environment for unmet expectations as the skills individuals hold are absent, or are
insufficient to meet the demands of the labour market – or, at least, to meet individual expectations of
what constitutes a "good job". In turn, individuals may desire jobs that are not produced in the
economy, as a consequence of the violence (World Bank, 2013).
Put another way, conflict may damage both the quality and quantity of jobs available; and individuals'
capacity to efficiently do those that are. This is of particular relevance in rural areas, where the
opportunity space may be smaller, or at least narrower, than in urban areas (Leavy and Hossain,
2014; Asciutti et al., 2016). In turn, it is important to know what, if anything, can mitigate the labour
market damage associated with conflict. On the one hand, multiple studies have provided solid
evidence of developing sustainable livelihoods in post-conflict settings (Peeters, 2009), and of
stimulating individual opportunity in the aftermath of conflict (Blattman and Annan 2011), as well as a
wider understanding of what can be achieved in post-war reconstruction periods (Bozzoli and Brück,
2009). In these approaches are some stories of hope that programming can boost livelihoods after
severe episodes of violence. On the other hand, however, what might mitigate the damage arising in
the first place, and how that affects urban and rural populations, or men and women, differently, is an
open question.

3.5 The employment stage
In many ways, the underpinning concerns in this subsection are very similar to those of the transition
to employment stage but aim to focus more specifically on the jobs market damage that stems directly
from conflict, rather than the indirect outcomes of skills mismatches. Put another way, while the last
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subsection, at least in part, focused on individual opportunity in a given labour market, this subsection
aims to look more directly at how the labour market evolves during conflict. Put yet another way, our
interest here is in aggregate change in the labour market. As above, there are strong links between
(youth) unemployment and conflict onset, suggesting that unemployment and underemployment
(Blattman and Ralston, 2015) may be drivers of violence, although the evidence for such a
straightforward relationship is not, itself, very straightforward (Dowd, 2017).
Broadly speaking, we therefore interest ourselves in how conflict can affect the wider macroeconomy,
and the implications this might have for the labour market during and after the conflict. The link
between economic growth and employment, both where employment drives growth and where growth
drives employment, is well established (e.g. Solow, 1956); thus, the impact of adverse shocks to GDP
on employment and other labour market outcomes barely requires justification. At its very base,
conflict is argued to be costly. Fearon (1995), for example, notes that, because of the damage to
productive resources, conflict is almost strictly irrational from a pure economic point of view. In turn, the
impact of conflict on growth and GDP is, almost naturally, bound to be negative (Rodrik, 1999).
Indeed, the very fact that conflict damages economic growth and GDP has proven to be a major
confounding issue for seminal work that studies what causes conflict onset (e.g. Miguel et al., 2004;
Bergholt and Lujala, 2012).
It is, therefore, unsurprising that conflict has been shown to have major negative impacts on GDP and
economic growth (Abadie and Gardeazabal, 2003; Dorsett, 2013). In turn, via the relationship between
growth and employment, it is also easy to believe that conflict reduces the amount, as well as the type
(see previous subsection), of opportunity available within a given labour market. Of particular concern
for rural youth are the sectoral interactions between conflict and opportunity. For example, a wide
range of work suggests that violence plays a particular role in certain sectors (a body of work, for
example, considers tourism: Mansfield, 1994; Tarlow, 2006; Enders et al., 1992). In the case of rural
youth, the relationship between conflict and the agricultural sector is of particular interest. On the one
hand, it is reasonably well established that agriculture plays an important role in cultivating peace (De
Soysa et al., 1999). In addition to harming food production (Duffett, 2016) and, by extension, returns to
agricultural opportunity, conflict has other specific consequences for this sector. Conflict-related
displacement in Colombia often involved individuals being expropriated from rural economies (Schultz
et al., 2014; Oslender, 2016), while conflicts regarding land are particularly common in
rural/agricultural areas (Derman et al., 2007; McDougal and Almquist, 2014). Indeed, damage in these
sectors often extends into the post-conflict period (McDougal and Caruso, 2016). More generally, there
are some good reasons to believe that conflict influences the labour market participation of men and
women differently (see, for example, Lehrer, 2008).
From a policy perspective, the so-called "convergence" literature has suggested that, in the post-war
period, growth of a conflict-affected country converges, quickly, with its long-run growth path (Baumol,
1986). This assumption is, however, often disputed outside the context of the Second World War and
pays little attention to any effects on the sectoral composition of the economy in the post-war period. At
the more micro level, McDougal and Almquist (2014) suggest that collective organization, such as the
formation of cooperatives, does not necessarily reduce experience of land conflicts. Brück and
Schindler (2009), alternatively, show major inequalities in terms of land access in post-war
Mozambique. In turn, this may be suggestive of key policy gaps in how to deal with aggregate and
sectoral experience of conflict, and how to support equitable post-conflict solutions.

3.6 The family formation stage
In the prenatal stage, we mentioned in passing the potential relationship between exposure to conflict
and fertility decisions. Here, we revisit this notion in depth. Specifically, we are interested in three
important outcomes: first, the impact of conflict on the age at which individuals marry; second, more
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generally the impact of conflict on marriage markets; and finally, the relationship between conflict and
fertility decisions.
Evidence on the relationship between conflict and age at marriage is rather mixed and probably
relates to the nature of the conflict itself and the demographic effects that it has. In Nepal, for example,
women worst exposed to conflict are more likely to marry earlier (Valente, 2016), while work in
Tajikistan reduces entry into the marriage market for women of "marriageable age" (Shemyakina,
2011). In Rwanda, women exposed to the genocide marry later than those in less exposed areas. In
part, this sheds light on precisely how the nature of conflict might be important. In the case of excess
male mortality, such as in the areas worst affected by the genocide in Rwanda, impacts have also
been found on age differences in relationships (Jayaraman et al., 2009). Impacts on age and gender
structures, more widely, are likely to play important roles and it is, therefore, important to study and
understand the demographic effects of conflict before considering its role in marriage markets.
In terms of fertility decisions, however, other impacts come to the fore. In Rwanda, women in the worst
affected places tend to have children earlier; there is a negative impact on the replacement rate in the
short term; but it grows significantly in the longer term, as households attempt to replace lost children
(Schindler and Brück, 2011) or otherwise engage in Weberian reproductive practices.
Given the general lack of clarity on these results, it is not (immediately) clear whether or not conflict
has adverse impacts on marriage markets and fertility or if these effects are, for the most part, neutral.
We note that a major exception is the potential for early, not just "earlier", marriage in Nepal, and the
wide programmatic literature on the prevention of child marriage that exists (e.g. Brown, 2012;
Gaffney-Rhys, 2011; Jain and Kurz, 2007). As other changes are neutral, it is not clear what role policy
prescriptions play, or even the aims they would have.

4. Cross-cutting themes
Although we propose conflict, itself, to be a cross-cutting theme in that it interacts with multiple other
topics within the Rural Development Report, we note that there are also a range of cross-cutting
themes inherent in conflict. That is, there are (adverse) impacts of conflict that could have impacts at
all stages of the life cycle and are, therefore, worth considering outside the life cycle framework.

4.1 Agriculture
Agriculture and informal economic activities are invaluable pillars for job creation in conflict-affected
and fragile countries, particularly in rural areas. Just over one third of the population of SSA are
categorized as “youth” (United Nations, 2017b). In turn, the agricultural sector should be an obvious
choice for employment and income generation. However, the engagement of youth in agriculture
remains extremely low given that the average age of farmers in Africa is approximately 60 years
(FAO, 2014). Hence, there is considerable lack of interest in engaging in farming activities, and indeed
reluctance to do so, among the youth, which is clearly manifested in the high level of rural-urban
migration among young Africans.
In conflict settings, the rural youth who migrate voluntarily seeking better economic opportunities or
who are forced to migrate to safer areas away from violence are less likely to return to their rural
homes. This trend has been a centre of attention of many international development organizations and
national governments. Both scientific and development work have attributed the challenge to a number
of factors, which include limited access to land and markets, ineffective agricultural value chains and
lack of inclusive training in agriculture, among others. These conditions are particularly worsened in
remote fragile and conflict-affected areas, especially in regard to access to farming land. Therefore,
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there is a close triangular link between governance and political stability, agricultural productivity, and
rural youth migration.
Overcoming these intertwined challenges is difficult, and hence it is imperative to enhance localized
engagement by promoting the importance of agricultural and farming, both as a tool to reduce the
stresses of fragility and conflict (e.g. strengthening food security) and to create opportunities for the
youth to contribute to the economy away from violent actions.
Moreover, the low level of rural youth’s engagement and employment in agriculture has myriad
repercussions in fuelling conflict. First, low agricultural productivity during times of conflict results in
great shortage of food and heightened food insecurity, which in turn increases the likelihood of conflict.
Second, youth seeking off-farm economic opportunities who migrate away from rural areas face many
economic and social challenges, which results in increased economic and social deprivation. This
fuels grievances among the youth, which can lead to political riots and an increased likelihood of
conflict onset. Hence economically and socially empowering rural youth through offering sustainable
and attractive agriculture opportunities and providing applicable and technical know-how and training
can prevent long-term eruption of violence. Yet, as long as the opportunity cost of engaging in farming
activities is perceived as being higher than that of joining rebel groups or migrating, the vicious
triangular link cannot be broken. Whether or not the formation of beliefs about such opportunity costs
is rational or time-consistent remains an important question, however.
Despite the relevance of the linkages between youth and agriculture, there remains surprisingly a lack
of knowledge on several important and relevant questions concerning rural youth in fragile and
conflict-affected states. These include: How do livelihood choices and decision-making of rural youth
differ under politically stressful conditions, such as in conflict and fragile settings? What are the
opportunity costs facing rural youth during wartime? Does the increased engagement of youth in
agriculture strengthen socio-economic resilience, and, if so, how? And, finally, does the engagement
of rural youth in agriculture help prevent violence on one hand and strengthen peacebuilding on the
other hand?

4.2 Migration
That conflict causes, often mass, movements of people is very strongly determined in the literature
(Melander and Öberg, 2006; Davenport et al., 2003; Moore and Shellman, 2002; Schmeidl, 1995).
Individuals volunteer to move away from conflict, whether very short or very long distances. While
there is a certain layer of voluntariness to these actions, however, it should not be forgotten that even
economic migration can come at the cost of eroded cultural ties and networks in origin countries. That
conflict also leads to involuntary migration, however, is of even greater concern.
Individuals who are involuntarily displaced face an array of problems that only grows as the duration of
the displacement increases. Households rarely recover lost assets (Ibanez, 2009); consumption and
ownership of assets is damaged (Ibanez and Moya, 2006); harsh conditions are experienced during
and after displacement (Bozzoli et al., 2016); adverse coping strategies are often required (Bozzoli et
al., 2016); and chronic poverty and poor labour market outcomes in origin and home countries can
emerge (Raeymaekers, 2011). This can include cases of skills mismatches, especially for rural youth,
whose agricultural skills may have little value in urban locations to which they are displaced. In turn,
even when individuals return to their place of origin, it is unclear if, or when, their quality of life will
return to its previous standards. In contrast, much literature has focused on integration of displaced
populations in destinations, rather than on the welfare impacts of such migrations. While some work
(e.g. Jacobsen et al., 2006) has looked at livelihood creation programmes, the welfare of forcibly
displaced people remains low (Verme et al., 2015), suggesting a requirement for deeper mitigation of
the effects of (forced) displacement.
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Given that priors suggest that distress migration might be high among rural youth, particular focus on
this group is required – not least on the determinants of this migration, the consequences of skills
mismatches and the kinds of behaviours that might result. In turn, policy evidence on what works to
counter these outcomes for this particular group is required. For example, especially given the
importance of agriculture to the rural community, it should not be an afterthought in addressing the
needs of involuntarily displaced people, or the populations hosting them (FAO, 2017). Consequently,
"rebuilding the agricultural sector [is a] fundamental condition" (FAO, 2017, page iv) In turn, agriculture
and rural development, more generally, become key cornerstones in curbing migration pressures
(FAO, 2016). In turn, meaningful investment in rural development can become an important part of the
response to current and future migration challenges. How successful are the interventions that have
aimed to achieve this, however, is an open question.

4.3 Community participation and social cohesion
There is vigorous debate on the impacts of conflict on the social cohesiveness of communities,
including rural communities and societies. On the one hand, extensive literature argues that conflict
and violence weaken social bonds by eroding trust, spreading violent norms and reducing civil
engagement (Colletta and Cullen, 2000a,b). In a broad sense, this is supported by a range of
experimental results. Rohner et al. (2013) show conflict interacts with conflict in Uganda; Silva and
Mace (2015) that many forms of charitable giving go down in events of sectarian conflict; and Cassar
et al. (2013) that various forms of giving in laboratory experiments decline. Despite this, however, a
wide range of work (see Bauer et al., 2016, for a review) argues that a different fact exists – that
conflict, in fact, results in an increase in prosocial behaviour, based on a meta-analysis of 16 studies in
various conflict settings. Historically, there appear to have been situations where war has fostered
societal transition and strengthened existing states and the public institutions that promote cohesion
(Carneiro, 1970; Choi and Bowles, 2007; Diamond, 1999; Flannery and Marcus, 2003; Morris, 2014;
Tilly, 1985). At the micro level, war has been shown to promote prosociality in a range of situations
(e.g. Voors et al., 2012; Bellows and Miguel, 2009). War seems to have spurred psychological
processes that lead to the emergence of more complex forms of societal organization, and individuals
exposed appear to be more cooperative, have strong other-regarding preferences, join more civic
groups, more willingly assume leadership roles in their communities and are more likely to contribute
to collective actions.
In part, however, these effects may also depend on the experience individuals have as a consequence
of this violence (Rojo-Mendoza, 2014). Those directly victimised, for example, may receive social
support, which in turn changes their own preferences for reciprocation. In turn, ongoing work
(Ferguson and Leroch, 2019) suggests differences may also exist across type of conflict one is
exposed to, the perpetrator of that violence and how one is personally affected. Given the mix of proand antisocial outcomes that have stemmed from different conflicts (and, potentially, within the same
conflict), this constitutes a major research gap. This complex picture is complicated by confounding
effects from omitted variables. For example, individuals might select into different neighbourhoods,
which affects how they are exposed. More cooperative individuals may be more likely to experience
certain forms of conflict; or the least prosocial might be more likely to be killed or migrate as a
consequence of conflict. Distinguishing more carefully along the spectra of conflict, violence and
fragility, and isolating and separating causal impacts are likely to integrate the seemingly rival (sets of)
theories.
Once again, therefore, the precise need for prosocial policy and programming is not so clear cut. While
Collier (2003) describes conflict as development in reverse, these lessons might not apply to social
cohesion and other social aspects in the aftermath of violence. In turn, whether or not programming is
expressly needed is, in itself, a key question. Beyond that, however, there is some evidence from field
experiments (Fearon et al., 2009; Gilligan et al., 2014; King et al., 2010) that development
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interventions might boost prosocial behaviour in post-conflict periods; while other forms of political
"intervention", such as elections, might achieve the same (Grossman and Baldassarri, 2012). In turn,
while this does not necessarily prove the need for such interventions, there is some suggestion that
they can be successful if and when they are needed, although, we note, such evidence is not
necessarily guaranteed (Esenaliev et al., 2016; Aladysheva et al., 2017).

4.4 Radicalization and young people as fighters
Recent terror events worldwide have brought back the question of the drivers of youth radicalization
back onto the agenda. Most of the perpetrators of recent terror events have been below the age of
25 but, despite a plethora of evidence on youth radicalization (Onuoha, 2014; Yusuf, 2011; Yom and
Sammur, 2017), work here has tended to focus on group ideologies, rather than the underlying
processes. Relative deprivation and marginalization have been found to be stronger determinants of
radicalization in Europe than political identity (Franz, 2007; Gurr, 2013). By contrast, however, seminal
evidence from Lebanon suggests that terrorists are actually more highly educated and more likely to
be from middle-class backgrounds than the population as whole (Krueger and Malečkova, 2003).
While it is, therefore, a common view that youth in fragile places, who already face a myriad of social
and economic challenges, constitute a pool of potential extremists, a "unit of analysis" problem exists
at the individual level (Blattman and Ralston, 2015) to broadly confirm this relationship, although in
many conflicts, such as Sierra Leone, a majority of combatants were young people from rural
backgrounds (Bellows and Miguel, 2009).
Experience of military service in armed groups has left marks on the lives of millions of young people
across the world (Wesselis, 2006; Derluyn et al., 2004). Understanding how and why young people,
and those from rural areas, become involved in conflicts as perpetrators is, therefore, of key
importance. In contrast, however, recent work (Brück et al., 2017; Blattman and Ralston, 2015) has
suggested that, while there is a plethora of macro-level evidence on these reasons (Becker, 1968;
Collier and Hoeffler, 2004), the micro-foundation of this literature – particular on individual choices to
engage in collective violence – is often absent. In turn, it is also difficult to understand how such
decisions can be deterred.
Reintegration of ex-combatants in the post-conflict phase, however, is also of extreme importance, as
these individuals are likely to be among those who, otherwise, might pose the greatest threats to future
peace and stability (Ginifer, 2003). In turn, a substantial literature has developed around the
reintegration of former combatants in the post-war period (e.g. Colletta et al., 1996; Fusato, 2003;
Rossi and Giustozzi, 2006; Leff, 2008). While there are some notable successes in this literature
(Blattman and Annan, 2013; Humphreys and Weinstein, 2007), and while international organizations
have initiated large-scale demobilization programmes, knowledge of their effectiveness is somewhat
limited. On the one hand, little is known about the causal legacies of military service and violence at a
young age on post-service employment. On the other, most disarmament, demobilization and
reintegration (DDR) efforts have not been rigorously or systematically evaluated.

4.5 Gender-based and sexual violence
Exploring rural youth affected by fragility and conflict through a gender lens emphasizes important
issues around the victimization, vulnerability and protection of young women in violent contexts.
Sexual abuse and rape are particularly ferocious atrocities young women experience (in addition to
many others such as enslavement and forced marriage) and over the past decade have gained
prominence in qualitative research, media reporting and the policy sphere. Recent research shows
that these acts are likely to occur in all situations of fragility and conflict and for various reasons,
including, but certainly not limited to, use as a “weapon of war” (Wood, 2006, 2009, 2010; Cohen,
2016). Yet it is difficult to quantify its prevalence and myriad consequences, for many reasons related
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to data collection. Thus, quantitative estimates of prevalence at any level of aggregation should be
interpreted with caution (Peterman et al., 2011a,b). The recent Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict
(SVAC) dataset offers a comprehensive database of sexual violence during armed conflicts since
1980. It includes six dimensions of sexual violence – prevalence, perpetrators, targeting, form, location
and timing – and provides path-breaking cross-national estimates, but does not provide information on
victims because of the aforementioned data issues and limitations (Cohen, 2013; Cohen and Nordås,
2014).

5. Analyses for pull-out boxes
To generate the pull-out boxes, we conduct an analysis that uses publicly available data sourced from
the most recent wave of Afrobarometer data in seven randomly selected African countries with present
and/or historical conflict and fragility burdens: Burundi, Guinea, Kenya, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Sudan
and Uganda. We use Afrobarometer data because it is comparable across countries, unlike many
other major sources, such as Living Standards Measurement Study LSMS surveys. This ensures that
any comparability, or divergence, in the results across different countries relate to differences in those
findings, rather than in the survey technology.
From Afrobarometer, we define exposure to violence from a question that asks individuals if they have
been the victim of violence in the last year. We match this data to the urban/rural market within the
survey and generate our youth population based on age information included in the survey. In
addition, we extract information on a range of indicators of interest, related to our life stages models.
Specifically, we extract the highest level of education individuals have completed; their employment
status; and whether or not they are currently either employed or in education, in order to determine
"idleness". In addition, we also extract gender and age as controls in our analyses.
We run a series of non-causal regression analyses on each of these indicators, with the aim of
extracting whether or not these indicators are significantly worse for conflict-exposed rural youth than
other groups. It is important to note that these analyses essentially establish conditional correlations
between the inputs in question and do not establish if any of the inputs has caused conflict, or if conflict
has resulted in the outcomes. Rather, the analyses are designed to understand the conditions of rural
youth in conflict, rather than the causes of those conditions.
We therefore conduct what amounts to a difference-in-difference-in-difference analysis. Here, we seek
to establish the relationship of the combination of rural youth and conflict on outcomes, compared with
the same outcomes for a range of other groups (e.g. non-conflict-affected urban youth; conflictaffected non-youth). We therefore estimate the following equation:
= + _1
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In equation (1), the impact of violence on rural youth is, therefore, captured by the interaction of the
urban/rural binary variable; the youth/non-youth binary variable; and the violence exposure binary
variable.
We present full results from these analyses in tables A1-A3 in the appendix. To simply the analysis,
we also conduct a more direct comparison between conflict-affected and non-conflict-affected rural
and non-rural youth. Full results from these analyses can be found in tables A4-A6. We discuss the
results below. Summary statistics for the main variables are presented in table 3 below. We compare
these results across two classifications within the rural transformation space that are available within
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this sample: where the structural transformation typology is “low-slow” and “low-fast”.9 Results from
these analyses are presented below in table 4. To generate these results, we take the mean value of
each variable within a transformation space and then use a simple t-test to compare these means.
Table 3. Pooled summary statistics for key variables (N = 11,946)
Variable
Rural
Age
Violence
Employment
Education
Gender
Idle
Youth

(1)
Mean
0.695
39.60
0.104
0.371
3.296
1.501
0.428
0.181

(2)
SD
0.460
47.79
0.306
0.483
5.418
0.500
0.495
0.385

(3)
Min.
0
18
0
-1
-1
1
0
0

(4)
Max.
1
79
1
1
3
2
1
1

On average, our sample contains more men than women, which is as likely to be a product of
Afrobarometer’s sampling process as anything else. On average, the respondents are just under
40 years of age, but range from 18 to almost 80, with almost 20 per cent matching our definition of
youth; similarly, we see slightly more urban than rural individuals but a large proportion of the sample
resides in rural areas, meaning that we can meaningfully separate rural youth from other groups within
the data. Finally, we see that over 10 per cent of the sample (thus, some 1,200 individuals) have
experienced violence, further allowing disaggregation of this information into those who have
experienced violence directly and those who have not.
Table 4. Comparison of means of key variables across rural opportunity space (N = 11,946)

Variable

(1)
meanls

(2)
meanlf

(3)
diff

Violence

0.124

0.0853

0.0385***

0.751

0.639

0.112***

0.189

0.173

0.0156*

38.92

40.29

-1.374

1.501

1.501

-0.000166

2.72

3.87

-1.149***

0.295

0.446

-0.151***

0.51

0.346

0.164***

(-6.89)
Rural
(13.36)
Youth
(2.22)
Age
(-1.57)
Gender
(-0.02)
Education
(-11.66)
Employment
(-17.23)
Idle
(-18.39)

Standard errors in parentheses. ***, p < 0.01; **, p < 0.05; *, p < 0.1.
_____________________________________________
9

Unfortunately, because of the sample countries chosen by our process and the fact that we focus on sub-Saharan
Africa, we see very little variation in other domains of the rural transformation space, suggesting these analyses split
in other ways are unlikely to be revealing in terms of the differences seen between such clusters.
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In table 4, we see that there are key structural differences across the different structural transformation
typology groups. Those in the “low-fast” cluster of countries are significantly less likely to have been
victimized by violence than those in the “low-slow” cluster of countries. However, by contrast, they are
also less likely to be “youth”, they exhibit higher education and employment outcomes and they are
less likely to be idle.

5.1 Education
When we analyse the entire sample, we find that individuals in rural communities are less educated
than their urban counterparts, but that youth do not appear to be any more poorly educated than other
age groups.
Perhaps of more interest is that, with the exception of Liberia, we find no evidence that rural
communities exposed to violence have different educational outcomes from rural areas that are not. In
Liberia, unexpectedly, the relationship is positive, suggesting that rural areas that experience violence
actually exhibit higher levels of education than those that do not. We find no impact of interaction with
youth exposed to violence, suggesting that young people exposed to violence are no worse off, in
terms of education, than those who are not. Perhaps even more interestingly, we find quite robust
evidence (significant in three of seven countries) that rural youth (when controlling for the general
negative impact on education experienced in rural communities) are actually slightly more educated
than their older counterparts. Put another way, this suggests that, while both young and old in rural
areas have lower levels of education than their urban counterparts, the gap is smaller between youth
than between older generations. Finally, we find no evidence that being a rural young person exposed
to violence worsens education, compared with other societal groups. When we analyse the
relationships for youth, the same broad results hold.

5.2 Employment
When we analyse the entire sample, we find that, in most countries (Sierra Leone excepted), there is a
negative relationship between being resident in a rural community and reduced probability of being
employed; we also find a strong and robust correlation in all countries between being a young person
and reduced employment opportunities. However, once again, we find little evidence that violence
impacts on employment opportunity, although it is slightly lower in Kenya. Moreover, exposure to
conflict does not appear to exacerbate the adversities of either being young or living in a rural location.
Indeed, in Burundi we find that exposure to violence, in part, mitigates the impacts of being from a rural
area, while in Sudan and Uganda there is some evidence that exposure to violence mitigates the
adversities associated with being young.
However, in both Burundi and Sudan, we see a strong and negative impact associated with rural youth
experiencing violence. In addition to the adversities associated with being young and bring from a rural
area, experience of violence further lowers the probability of being employed. In both countries, there
is, therefore, a “triple whammy” of being young, being from a rural area and being exposed to conflict.

5.3 Idleness
Of interest in Guinea and Sierra Leone is that experience of violence is negatively correlated with
idleness – that is, individuals who experience violence are less likely to be idle than those who do not.
Across the sample as a whole, however, individuals in rural areas are much more likely to be idle in
youth. In Burundi, Guinea and Uganda, being rural and young has an additional negative impact. The
negative impacts of being in a rural area and of being young compound each other. The impact of
violence is, again, not terribly clear-cut, however. Violence does not exacerbate the negative effects of
being from a rural area in any country. Similarly, while youth exposed to violence are more likely than
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youth as a whole to be idle in Guinea, they are less likely to be so in Liberia and Sudan, with no effects
in the other countries. Beyond this, we once again find no evidence that there are any unique effects of
being young, rural and exposed to conflict.
In combination, these results fail to paint a clear-cut picture that rural youth exposed to violence are
worse off than rural youth more generally, or indeed that youth from any place exposed to violence, or
individuals from any area, are necessarily worse off for experiencing conflict than their counterparts
who do not. Given the depth of the literature, this might well be somewhat surprising, yet we note
some key messages that we can learn from these results. For example, rural youth who are exposed
to conflict in Burundi face significant adversities as a consequence of all three sets of experiences;
similarly, we see evidence that violence worsens the probability of rural individuals in Guinea being
idle.
Despite this, we should not mask the fact that the results here are somewhat underwhelming and lack
a main or distinct set of takeaways. However, this may relate in part to the definition of exposure to
violence at the individual level. This may simply reflect the fact that individuals who are victims of
violence do not, for the most part, experience greater adversities than those who experience violence
as a more covariate shock, as much as it suggests that we do not capture the impacts of conflict that
are suggested by a substantial body of literature.

6. DDR programming pull-out
The DDR of armed group members is a cornerstone of ending conflicts and keeping peace. DDR
programmes have been implemented in countries around the world in settings as diverse as
Colombia, the Philippines and the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
The United Nations defines the key terms as follows (UNDDR, 2005):
Disarmament is “the collection, documentation, control and disposal of small arms, ammunition,
explosives and light and heavy weapons of combatants and often also of the civilian population”.

 Demobilization is “the formal and controlled discharge of active combatants from armed forces or
other armed groups”.
 Reintegration is “the process by which ex-combatants acquire civilian status and gain sustainable
employment and income”.
As participation in DDR services is often non-randomly distributed among demobilizing soldiers,
estimating the causal effects of programmes statistically is complicated. A few rigorous studies exist,
but results on impacts vary substantially. Humphreys and Weinstein (2007), for instance, use detailed
survey data and matching but find no strong effects of programme participation in Sierra Leone, while
Gilligan et al. (2013) use a quasi-experimental approach to identify positive economic impacts in
Burundi (but not downstream impacts on social or political integration). Work on ex-combatants in
Angola suggests that DDR programme participation had little impact on long-run behaviour caused by
wartime experiences (Justino and Stojetz, 2018; Brü and Stojetz, 2018). Seethaler (2016) provides a
recent, general overview of impact assessments, possibilities and challenges of DDR programmes.
The existing evidence suggests that programme context, design and modalities are critically important.
Early DDR efforts sought to merely dissolve armed groups and break existing structures and ties. Over
time, programmes have come to emphasize promoting positive peace and long-term development and
have adapted to the changes in contexts, operational set-ups and legal challenges (Muggah and
O’Donnell, 2015). Still, the focus is often on reintegration in economic terms, providing cash transfers
and occupational training to the veterans. More recent programmes broaden the scope and offer
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additional services such as psycho-social counselling and police monitoring. Yet it is apparent that
programmes also need to better account for wartime trajectories and trauma, preferences, behavioural
biases of veterans and the post-war realities they face.
In many contexts, soldiers come from and return to rural settings at a young age. Many challenges are
particularly relevant to rural youth and are illustrated by the Angolan experience, where most men
were obliged to join an armed group in their teenage years and most survivors returned to their rural
communities of origin (Human Rights Watch, 2005; Parsons, 2004; Porto et al., 2007; Ruigrok, 2006;
Udelsmann Rodrigues, 2007; World Bank, 2010). First, the reinsertion support mandated by the Luena
Memorandum of Understanding signed at the end of the Angolan war, including agricultural kits and
training, reached only very few demobilizing soldiers. Second, many returnees faced issues related to
land, including restricted access to land/issues of property rights, difficult growing conditions on plots
that had lain fallow for years and the threats posed by the vast number of unexploded landmines
scattered across the country. Third, many returnees were denied basic rights of citizenship, as they did
not have identity documents, hampering prospects of being hired, making investments and becoming
more productive. Fourth, many returnees did not have the skills and/or did not want to be farmers
(contrary to the expectations of policymakers), triggering subsequent migration to urban areas. Fifth,
many were adversely affected by the timing and politics of the transition in Angola from the receipt of
emergency and humanitarian aid to longer-term development assistance from the international
community. For example, food aid and the distribution of seeds and tools were sometimes suspended
before veterans were even able to cultivate land.

7. Conclusions
In this paper, we discuss how conflict, as a cross-cutting issue, interacts with the lives of young people
in the rural areas of the world. To the best of our knowledge, and quite surprisingly, this is the first such
survey focusing on this topic. We first provide some basic intuition of who the rural youth living in
conflict are and how likely this group is to experience violence. Based on UCDP/PRIO definitions of
countries currently at war, we show that at least 350 million rural youth were exposed to conflict in
2016, the most recent year for which UCDP/PRIO data are available. Although a startling number in
itself – especially as it suggests that about one third of the world's rural youth were exposed to
violence in a single year – we note that it is probably a conservative estimate. UCDP/PRIO definitions
require a minimum of 25 battle deaths per year and that at least one actor in the conflict is the state.
This ignores the wider range of violence, including one-sided anti-government violence, terrorism and
non-fatal uprisings, such as riots.
By a similar token, we show that the rural transformation space interacts in various ways with different
forms of violence. For example, "traditional" forms of political violence tend to take place in the areas
with the lowest commercialization potential (i.e. areas with relatively low night-time luminosity per
population), while the opposite is true for riots, which tend to take place in areas with higher
commercialization potential. Perhaps of greater importance, however, we find that conflict
disproportionately affects rural youth. Although they account for about 7.2 per cent of the world's
population, we estimate that they constitute at least 10 per cent of the populations (and 60 per cent of
the youth) exposed to conflict. On one hand, this might not be too surprising. In the context of work on
fragility (Baliki et al., 2017), for example, youth are shown to experience fragility much more intensely
than older individuals. On the other hand, however, it shows a surprising knowledge gap. Although
they bear a disproportionate brunt of conflict exposure, and are among those most likely to be
recruited into organized violent groups in a number of conflicts (Urdal, 2006), work focusing directly, or
specifically, on rural youth affected by conflict is rare and, for multiple life stages, almost entirely
absent.
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Similarly, despite a wealth of macro-level evidence on the kinds of conditions in which conflict takes
place, and how this might hint at the role played by rural youth, we note that there is a key problem
with the unit of analysis (Blattman and Ralston, 2015; Brück et al., 2016) when it comes to mapping
such suggestions to the individual level. Precisely why rural youth (or any other definable social
grouping) might select into violence is unclear. Differentiating the rural youth most at risk of engaging
in such antisocial behaviours from those who are not remains a difficult task.
In turn, although not providing a direct challenge to the notion that rural youth are likely perpetrators of
violence, our body of work deviates from this in two key ways. First, it shows that there is a need for
deeper research on who perpetrates violence. At the policy level, this is important because it provides
better understanding of how peacebuilding programmes can be targeted, which is likely to maximize
efficiency and impact. Second, and perhaps more importantly, it suggests a need to challenge this
inherently negative notion about youth in conflict. As well as being potential perpetrators, we show in
depth that rural youth are the victims of conflict, and that such victimization is associated with a whole
array of adverse outcomes for youth that stretch into later life and threaten their capacity to transition
into full adulthood. By a similar token, while many policy interventions have sought to target rural youth
in a wide range of ways, we find little evidence of systematic learning from these interventions,
particularly in conflict settings. In the absence of such learning, it is not clear what helps, let alone what
helps most.
We therefore review what the academic literature and accumulated knowledge to date has to say
about the impacts of being exposed to conflict in general and how those lessons can, or at least might,
be relevant to rural youth. From this work, we note that exposure to conflict cuts across a range of
strata that are important for all youth, including rural youth. From this, we develop the life stages model
where we understand how conflict directly (and indirectly, by its impact on earlier-life outcomes)
impacts, and most often damages, the lives of those exposed to it (see Calderon-Mejia and Cantu,
2017).
Broadly speaking, we show that conflict can cause harm at almost all stages of young people's lives:
from before they are born until they seek to form their own families. Within this, however, we point to a
number of key knowledge gaps, which in turn have implications for policy prescriptions to overcome
this harm. More optimistically, however, we also point to some evidence from policy that shows how
such adverse outcomes can, at least in part, be mitigated. This includes work on demobilizing and
rehabilitating conflict actors (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2007; Gilligan et al., 2013), on boosting postconflict livelihoods (Blattman et al., 2014), on the role of psycho-social support (Blattman et al., 2017),
etc.
From this work, four messages become clear. First, conflict appears to come close to being
"development in reverse", causing harm directly and indirectly to those exposed to it at all, and across
all, life stages. Second, because rural youth face a unique set of circumstances and adversities (even
in peacetime) and because they are disproportionately exposed to conflict, they are uniquely
vulnerable to these adverse effects. Third, in this context, it is somewhat surprising that so little work
has focused specifically on how conflict affects this group, compared to other socio-demographic
groups. Finally, while there remains significant work to do, there are some optimistic results from
programming on how to mitigate at least some of these effects, although, again, these results often
lack a focus on rural youth.
In this regard, in some ways this background paper disputes the usual narratives that surround (rural)
young people and conflict, not least that the hypothesis that rural youth are likely to engage in
antisocial behaviour casts them as troublemakers, or a threat. This narrative is inherently negative and
masks the damage that conflict causes to the lives of these very same people. The perception of this
narrative has been enhanced by discussion of the youth bulge and fast population growth, as well as
shrinking rural opportunity. By contrast, we show that the key issue for rural youth is how they are
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affected by conflict. In turn, policy prescriptions should assist in building resilience to, and promoting
recovery from, the experience of conflict, as well as on preventing it in the first place.
We therefore conclude, jointly, that more work needs to be done to understand, specifically, how and
why exposure to conflict harms the lives of rural youth by contrasting and comparing both the
exposure to conflict of this group with the exposure of other groups and the impacts of that exposure
with the impacts of exposure of other groups. Stemming from that, and given that rural youth are
disproportionately affected by conflict, we note the need for specific programming that aims to protect
rural youth during conflict and in the post-conflict period. This builds on three concepts: first, that the
life endowments of rural youth are different from those of other groups, such as urban youth and even
rural non-youth; second, that how they experience conflict is, in part, a product of these endowments;
and third, that as a consequence, rural youth may require different policy prescriptions from other
groups.
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Table A1. The relationship with education level
(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

(8)

Burundi

Guinea

Kenya

Liberia

Sierra Leone

Sudan

Uganda

Pooled

violence

-0.137

1.825

-0.251

-0.284

0.356

4.397**

0.204

0.275

(0.773)

(1.843)

(0.324)

(0.647)

(0.881)

(2.047)

(0.445)

(0.292)

-2.298***

-2.751***

-1.100***

-1.207**

-1.765***

-0.00115

-1.474***

-1.439***

(0.148)

(0.503)

(0.133)

(0.543)

(0.359)

(0.773)

(0.171)

(0.126)

-0.198

-0.233

0.0922

-0.377

0.736

-0.0990

0.335

0.188

(0.283)

(0.860)

(0.245)

(0.857)

(0.768)

(1.361)

(0.288)

(0.228)

0.186

-1.286

0.335

2.427***

-0.244

-3.468

-0.0586

0.734**

(0.830)

(2.783)

(0.433)

(0.896)

(1.367)

(2.335)

(0.495)

(0.361)

-0.246

-1.540

0.813

0.400

-0.145

-4.704

-0.379

-0.416

(1.059)

(3.220)

(0.717)

(1.479)

(2.308)

(4.149)

(0.882)

(0.629)

1.127***

2.281*

0.427

0.465

2.307**

0.365

0.528

0.779***

(0.313)

(1.253)

(0.307)

(1.209)

(0.967)

(1.697)

(0.326)

(0.279)

-0.649

0.126

-1.376

-3.226

-1.350

5.341

-0.498

-1.055

(1.248)

(5.074)

(0.992)

(2.141)

(5.921)

(4.851)

(1.019)

(0.822)

-0.588***

-0.641

-0.423***

-0.145

-1.124***

0.452

-0.769***

-0.471***

(0.0883)

(0.417)

(0.110)

(0.389)

(0.312)

(0.623)

(0.107)

(0.0958)

4.768***

5.204***

5.173***

4.731***

5.231***

5.329***

5.177***

3.811***

(0.192)

(0.754)

(0.197)

(0.693)

(0.553)

(1.112)

(0.223)

(0.235)

Observations

1,200

1,200

2,391

1,167

1,191

1,200

2,397

11,946

R-squared

0.232

0.035

0.042

0.013

0.047

0.006

0.072

0.072

rural

youth

rur*vio

40

you*vio

rur*you

rur*you*vio

gender

Constant

Standard errors in parentheses. ***, p < 0.01, **, p < 0.05, *, p < 0.1.
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(1)
Variable

Table A2. The relationship with employment

Variable

rural
youth
rur*vio
you*vio
rur*you
rur*you*vio
gender
41

Constant

Observations
R-squared

Burundi

Guinea

Kenya

Liberia

Sierra Leone

Sudan

Uganda

Pooled

(0.171)
-0.131***
(0.0328)
-0.140**
(0.0628)
0.518***
(0.184)
0.315
(0.235)
0.140**
(0.0694)
-0.705**
(0.277)
-0.0508***
(0.0196)
0.324***
(0.0426)

(0.0880)
-0.124***
(0.0240)
-0.181***
(0.0411)
-0.0778
(0.133)
-0.191
(0.154)
0.153**
(0.0599)
0.263
(0.242)
-0.0612***
(0.0199)
0.331***
(0.0360)

(0.0576)
-0.0833***
(0.0237)
-0.264***
(0.0436)
0.112
(0.0768)
-0.127
(0.127)
0.0169
(0.0546)
0.0430
(0.176)
-0.0782***
(0.0195)
0.832***
(0.0350)

(0.0430)
-0.171***
(0.0361)
-0.228***
(0.0570)
0.0877
(0.0596)
0.145
(0.0984)
0.174**
(0.0804)
-0.112
(0.142)
-0.0605**
(0.0259)
0.479***
(0.0460)

(0.0801)
0.0757**
(0.0327)
-0.147**
(0.0699)
-0.0236
(0.124)
-0.239
(0.210)
0.0494
(0.0880)
-0.148
(0.539)
-0.109***
(0.0284)
0.537***
(0.0503)

(0.0912)
-0.0179
(0.0344)
-0.255***
(0.0606)
-0.0625
(0.104)
0.338*
(0.185)
0.0590
(0.0756)
0.0184
(0.216)
-0.252***
(0.0277)
0.904***
(0.0495)

(0.0827)
-0.211***
(0.0317)
-0.288***
(0.0536)
0.0327
(0.0920)
0.477***
(0.164)
0.193***
(0.0605)
-0.460**
(0.189)
-0.119***
(0.0198)
0.821***
(0.0414)

(0.0250)
-0.0953***
(0.0108)
-0.208***
(0.0195)
0.0264
(0.0309)
0.0839
(0.0539)
0.1000***
(0.0239)
-0.0448
(0.0704)
-0.0989***
(0.00820)
0.388***
(0.0201)

1,200
0.032

1,200
0.044

2,391
0.058

1,167
0.037

1,191
0.032

1,200
0.089

2,397
0.050

11,946
0.146

Standard errors in parentheses. ***, p < 0.01, **, p < 0.05, *, p < 0.1.

Table A3. The relationship with idleness

Variable
violence
rural
youth
rur*vio
you*vio
rur*you
42

rur*you*vio
gender
Constant

Observations
R-squared

(1)
Burundi

(2)
Guinea

(3)
Kenya

(4)
Liberia

(5)
Sierra Leone

(6)
Sudan

(7)
Uganda

(8)
Pooled

-0.103
(0.197)
0.234***
(0.0376)
0.181**
(0.0719)
-0.122
(0.211)
-0.233
(0.269)
-0.179**
(0.0796)
0.484
(0.317)
0.0965***
(0.0225)
0.458***
(0.0488)

-0.275**
(0.117)
0.250***
(0.0319)
0.185***
(0.0546)
0.131
(0.177)
0.619***
(0.204)
-0.384***
(0.0795)
-0.430
(0.322)
0.147***
(0.0265)
0.270***
(0.0478)

-0.0161
(0.0460)
0.0843***
(0.0189)
0.0686**
(0.0348)
-0.0234
(0.0613)
0.0239
(0.102)
-0.0246
(0.0436)
0.124
(0.141)
0.0668***
(0.0156)
0.0168
(0.0279)

-0.0302
(0.0440)
0.0871**
(0.0369)
0.207***
(0.0583)
0.0314
(0.0609)
-0.202**
(0.101)
-0.0956
(0.0823)
-0.0106
(0.146)
0.0534**
(0.0265)
0.159***
(0.0471)

-0.167**
(0.0783)
0.0387
(0.0319)
0.0596
(0.0683)
0.0760
(0.121)
0.0763
(0.205)
-0.000228
(0.0859)
-0.361
(0.526)
0.0905***
(0.0277)
0.188***
(0.0492)

0.119
(0.0898)
0.0515
(0.0339)
0.197***
(0.0596)
-0.138
(0.102)
-0.419**
(0.182)
-0.0650
(0.0744)
0.271
(0.213)
0.174***
(0.0273)
0.0412
(0.0487)

-0.0140
(0.0819)
0.229***
(0.0314)
0.103*
(0.0531)
0.0550
(0.0912)
-0.136
(0.162)
-0.105*
(0.0600)
0.133
(0.187)
0.0938***
(0.0196)
0.0564
(0.0410)

-0.0314
(0.0249)
0.139***
(0.0108)
0.116***
(0.0194)
-0.00436
(0.0308)
-0.0648
(0.0537)
-0.102***
(0.0238)
0.0614
(0.0702)
0.100***
(0.00817)
0.530***
(0.0200)

1,200
0.058

1,200
0.089

2,391
0.023

1,167
0.030

1,191
0.021

1,200
0.049

2,397
0.039

11,946
0.190

Standard errors in parentheses. ***, p < 0.01, **, p < 0.05, *, p < 0.1.

Table A4. The relationship with education for youth

Variable
violence
rural
rur*vio
age
gender
Constant

43

Observations
R-squared

(1)
Burundi

(2)
Guinea

(3)
Kenya

(4)
Liberia

(5)
Sierra Leone

(6)
Sudan

(7)
Uganda

(8)
Pooled

-0.625
(0.509)
-1.958***
(0.127)
0.520
(0.572)
-0.0326***
(0.00306)
-0.676***
(0.0866)
5.968***
(0.215)

1.591
(1.444)
-2.745***
(0.430)
-0.656
(2.214)
0.0307***
(0.00286)
-0.479
(0.396)
3.599***
(0.707)

-0.0941
(0.288)
-0.994***
(0.120)
0.0655
(0.388)
-0.00795***
(0.00178)
-0.427***
(0.110)
5.472***
(0.203)

-0.184
(0.582)
-1.108**
(0.485)
1.911**
(0.813)
-0.00395
(0.00646)
-0.157
(0.389)
4.803***
(0.707)

0.347
(0.822)
-1.455***
(0.336)
-0.569
(1.321)
-0.00365
(0.00224)
-0.921***
(0.312)
5.184***
(0.559)

3.195*
(1.778)
0.0698
(0.686)
-2.152
(2.042)
-0.00571
(0.00753)
0.473
(0.621)
5.491***
(1.089)

0.0908
(0.386)
-1.367***
(0.146)
-0.100
(0.434)
-0.00267***
(0.000840)
-0.730***
(0.107)
5.306***
(0.210)

0.179
(0.261)
-1.328***
(0.113)
0.563*
(0.325)
0.00283***
(0.00100)
-0.436***
(0.0957)
3.687***
(0.233)

1,200
0.270

1,200
0.116

2,391
0.046

1,167
0.010

1,191
0.027

1,200
0.005

2,397
0.063

11,946
0.070

Standard errors in parentheses. ***, p < 0.01; **, p < 0.05; *, p < 0.1.

Table A5. The relationship with employment for youth

Variable
violence
rural
rur*vio
age
gender
Constant
44

Observations
R-squared

(1)
Burundi

(2)
Guinea

(3)
Kenya

(4)
Liberia

(5)
Sierra Leone

(6)
Sudan

(7)
Uganda

(8)
Pooled

-0.125
(0.116)
-0.0939***
(0.0291)
0.312**
(0.131)
-0.000801
(0.000700)
-0.0548***
(0.0198)
0.324***
(0.0492)

0.0434
(0.0728)
-0.0818***
(0.0217)
0.0177
(0.112)
-8.41e-05
(0.000144)
-0.0662***
(0.0200)
0.298***
(0.0357)

-0.147***
(0.0525)
-0.0766***
(0.0219)
0.129*
(0.0706)
-0.000286
(0.000323)
-0.0850***
(0.0200)
0.801***
(0.0369)

-0.0257
(0.0389)
-0.134***
(0.0324)
0.0630
(0.0544)
0.000225
(0.000432)
-0.0651**
(0.0260)
0.431***
(0.0473)

-0.0307
(0.0744)
0.0832***
(0.0304)
0.00722
(0.120)
9.90e-05
(0.000203)
-0.118***
(0.0283)
0.524***
(0.0506)

0.0589
(0.0805)
-0.0173
(0.0311)
-0.0522
(0.0924)
-1.97e-05
(0.000341)
-0.240***
(0.0281)
0.839***
(0.0493)

-0.00349
(0.0719)
-0.144***
(0.0271)
-0.0880
(0.0808)
-0.000355**
(0.000157)
-0.124***
(0.0199)
0.756***
(0.0391)

-0.0302
(0.0225)
-0.0681***
(0.00975)
0.0160
(0.0280)
-0.000194**
(8.65e-05)
-0.104***
(0.00824)
0.357***
(0.0200)

1,200
0.023

1,200
0.023

2,391
0.014

1,167
0.022

1,191
0.022

1,200
0.059

2,397
0.035

11,946
0.134

Standard errors in parentheses. ***, p < 0.01; **, p < 0.05; *, p < 0.1.

Table A6. The relationship with idleness for youth

Variable
violence
rural
rur*vio
age
gender
Constant

Observations
R-squared

(1)
Burundi

(2)
Guinea

(3)
Kenya

(4)
Liberia

(5)
Sierra Leone

(6)
Sudan

(7)
Uganda

(8)
Pooled

-0.153
(0.133)
0.180***
(0.0332)
-0.0173
(0.149)
0.00231***
(0.000799)
0.107***
(0.0226)
0.406***
(0.0561)

-0.0491
(0.0970)
0.183***
(0.0289)
-0.0747
(0.149)
0.000531***
(0.000192)
0.142***
(0.0266)
0.300***
(0.0475)

-0.00761
(0.0407)
0.0734***
(0.0170)
-0.00438
(0.0548)
0.00154***
(0.000251)
0.0708***
(0.0155)
-0.0293
(0.0286)

-0.0714*
(0.0398)
0.0654**
(0.0332)
0.0365
(0.0556)
-0.000363
(0.000442)
0.0576**
(0.0266)
0.208***
(0.0484)

-0.157**
(0.0723)
0.0390
(0.0296)
0.0487
(0.116)
-0.000309
(0.000197)
0.0942***
(0.0275)
0.204***
(0.0492)

0.0290
(0.0785)
0.0475
(0.0303)
-0.0842
(0.0901)
0.000588*
(0.000332)
0.163***
(0.0274)
0.0741
(0.0481)

-0.0507
(0.0704)
0.193***
(0.0266)
0.0837
(0.0791)
0.000702***
(0.000153)
0.0926***
(0.0195)
0.0642*
(0.0383)

-0.0453**
(0.0222)
0.115***
(0.00965)
0.00835
(0.0277)
0.000554***
(8.56e-05)
0.102***
(0.00815)
0.533***
(0.0198)

1,200
0.057

1,200
0.064

2,391
0.033

1,167
0.015

1,191
0.021

1,200
0.035

2,397
0.046

11,946
0.190
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Standard errors in parentheses. ***, p < 0.01; **, p < 0.05; *, p < 0.1.
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