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Over the last several years, the United States government has made an unprecedented commitment 

to the prevention of genocide and related atrocities.  In 2019, President Trump signed both the Elie 

Wiesel Genocide and Atrocity Prevention Act (GAPA) and the Global Fragility Act (GFA), each of which 

was designed to better prepare the United States to detect, prevent and effectively respond to 

genocide and mass atrocities.1  

 

Although the GAPA focuses primarily on improving organization and training within the US 

government bureaucracy, the GFA is explicitly designed to promote interventions “to stabilize conflict-

affected areas and prevent violence and fragility globally.” The GFA creates the Stabilization and 

Prevention and Complex Crises Funds, which together provide $1.15 billion to support these efforts.  

 

In April 2022, the State Department released the first of its kind, comprehensive “United States 

Strategy to Prevent Conflict and Promote Stability” (SPCPS), which aims to help the United States 

“integrate its policy, diplomatic, and programmatic response” to fragility and violent conflict.  

Together, these efforts constitute the most significant initiative designed to prevent violent conflict 

(as opposed to intervention in any specific conflict) ever launched.  

 

Scholars and policy makers, however, have almost no systematic social-science research to help guide 

such prevention efforts.  Importantly, therefore, the SPCPS “prioritizes learning, data-driven analysis, 

diplomacy, and information-sharing to understand local dynamics, target interventions, and hold 

actors accountable.  It lays out a clear process to systematically monitor policy outcomes, not just 

program outputs.” 

 

Governments, NGOs and IGOs, of course, have been implementing peacebuilding and conflict 

prevention programs for decades, learning valuable lessons and developing best practices that have 

undoubtedly increased the effectiveness of these interventions.  To our knowledge, however, no 

existing research has attempted to use data-driven, social scientific methods to design and assess the 

effectiveness of programs devised specifically to prevent mass atrocities. 

 

A new initiative, implemented by the humanitarian NGO, Mercy Corps and funded by USAID, presents 

a unique opportunity to assess the effectiveness of one such intervention.  The initiative, called Peace 

Action for Rapid and Transformative Nigerian Early Response (PARTNER), officially launched in 

October 2021, and is scheduled to continue for 5 years.  The project is designed to provide early 

warning of large-scale violence in Nigeria and to promote social cohesion, particularly in Plateau and 

Kaduna states, where rates of communal violence have remained high for decades. 

 

This report briefly describes the research methodology we will use to evaluate PARTNER’s effects on 

several key outcomes related to atrocity prevention and social cohesion.  The report, and some of the 

 
1 https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/1158/text; https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-
congress/house-bill/2116/text, accessed May 30, 2022 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/1158/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/2116/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/2116/text
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costs of conducting the necessary surveys, were funded by grants from the Stimson Center and by the 

John Sloan Dickey Center for International Understanding at Dartmouth College. 

 

PARTNER 

 

Coordinated violence against civilians has plagued Plateau and Kaduna states for decades.  In the two 

years from April 2020-April 2022, for example, the Nigeria Security tracker estimates 564 deaths from 

violent conflict in Plateau and 2,196 in Kaduna.2  Because Nigeria Security Tracker data is gathered 

from media accounts, these are likely underestimates of the true toll of the violence. 

 

Figure 1: Sources of Violence in Nigeria (2018-2021)3 

 
 

The sources of the violence in these regions are diverse.  As figure 1 shows, however, much of the 

conflict in Kaduna and Plateau is driven by gangs, known locally as “bandits,” who engage in 

widespread killing, kidnapping, and looting, or stems from clashes between herders and farmers.  

There are occasional attacks attributed to Boko Haram and other terrorist groups, although these 

attacks have declined in recent years.  The violence in these regions often pits ethnic and religious 

against one another and has been seized upon and exacerbated by local politicians seeking to rally 

support.  

 
2 Nigeria Security Tracker, Council on Foreign Relations, https://www.cfr.org/nigeria/nigeria-security-tracker/p29483 
3 Mark Duerksen, Nigeria’s Diverse Security Threats, Africa Center for Strategic Studies, March 30, 2021. 
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/nigeria-diverse-security-threats/, accessed May 30, 2022 

https://africacenter.org/spotlight/nigeria-diverse-security-threats/
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The Peace Action for Rapid and Transformative Nigerian Early Response (PARTNER) program is 
designed to reduce violence in these areas by building an early warning system that will allow 
information about violent conflicts to be collected, analyzed and disseminated to stakeholders from 
the community to national levels who are in a position to act on this information.  PARTNER has 
received 7.8 million dollars in funding from the United States Agency for International Development.  
The initiative was launched on October 1, 2021 and will end on September 30, 2026. 
 
The program is being coordinated by Mercy Corps, who will lead local stakeholders in a mentorship 
capacity for the first two years.  After that period, the West Africa Network for Peacebuilding 
(WANEP) will assume leadership, working in collaboration with the Institute for Peace and Conflict 
Resolution (IPCR) and local partners including the Plateau Peace Building Agency (PPBA), and the 
Kaduna State Peace Commission (KSPC).  The program will initially be deployed in 50 communities in 
Kaduna and Plateau, including remote rural villages and densely populated urban neighborhoods. 
 
Government and civil society organizations in Nigeria, including many in Kaduna and Plateau states, 
have experimented with a variety of early warning systems for over a decade.  According to Mercy 
Corps, however, these systems, “suffer from slow or no response, poor coordination, top-down 
mandates that limit community ownership, weak dispute resolution skills among responders, little 
political/financial investment, leadership structures that exclude women and youth, and scant 
rigorous evidence – with the result that unchecked, violence proliferates.”4  Our initial surveys support 
this assessment.  PARTNER is designed to address these limitations and help Nigerian community, 
government, security, and civil society actors “collaborate to increase the effectiveness, local 
ownership, and sustainability of an inclusive EWER system for improved violence prevention.” 
 

PARTNER relies heavily on the input of local actors to design the kind of early warning and response 

system that will be most useful to them.  PARTNER provides training to local stakeholders on how to 

report indications of conflict and respond to violence more rapidly.  The specific design of the 

reporting mechanism will be determined based on information gathered in the first stage of the 

project.  PARTNER will also establish a situation room that will monitor and aggregate information 

from all PARTNER sites and connect them to state and national warning and response systems.  

PARTNER will also sponsor a variety of programs designed to increase social cohesion in local 

communities.  One expectation is that citizens may be more willing to share relevant information with 

the early warning system when levels of social cohesion are high. 

 

In collaboration with local stakeholders, PARTNER is exploring the use of social media platforms to 

report and disseminate warning.  Situation rooms will also monitor existing social media posts for 

potential warning signs of violence.  We will anonymize and analyze data gathered from these posts 

to determine whether social media contains reliable information that can be utilized to increase the 

accuracy of warnings. 

 

 
4 Mercy Corps in partnership with the West Africa Network for Peacebuilding, Peace Action for Rapid and Transformative 
Nigerian Early Response, USAID application.  August 26, 2021. 



5 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

In collaboration with Mercy Corps, we have designed a randomized controlled trial (RCT) to assess the 

effectiveness of the PARTNER program in providing accurate warning of violent conflict, reducing 

response times for security services, increasing social cohesion and, most importantly, reducing levels 

of violence. 

 

The RCT design begins by assigning each of the 50 communities where PARTNER will be deployed into 

3 groups (assignment is random with stratification on levels of violence).  20 communities will be 

assigned to the first group and will receive the early warning and response system along with social 

cohesion training.  The second group, with 15 communities, will receive only the early warning 

system.  The final group, also with 15 communities, will receive no intervention during the first two 

years of the project, but will receive the early warning system starting in November 2023 (it will also 

receive social cohesion programing if results from the first phase indicate it is effective). 

 

The location of the 50 communities in Plateau and Kaduna and their designated treatment group are 

shown in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Map of PARTNER Communities in Plateau and Kaduna by RCT group 
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We will conduct three survey waves to measure any changes in the outcomes of interest.  

Approximately 50 individuals in each community will be surveyed in person (using a random walk 

selection procedure), for a total of 2,500 individuals in each wave. 

 

The baseline survey was conducted between March and May of 2022 (results described below).  A 

second survey will be conducted in the fall of 2023, before PARTNER is deployed to the control 

communities.  A final survey will be conducted near the end of the program in the spring of 2026.  By 

comparing changes in responses between the three groups over time we can assess the effect of the 

PARTNER program.  Our hypothesis is that communities that received the PARTNER intervention 

sooner will show more improvements in key indicators than the communities assigned to the control 

group. 

 

BASELINE SURVEY RESULTS 

 

The baseline survey includes 2,632 respondents in 48 of the 50 selected communities (Mercy Corps 

was unable to complete the survey in 2 communities due to security concerns).  

 

Demographics 

 

Figure 3 shows the summary of the main demographic categories in our sample.  Survey respondents 

represent an approximate cross section of the population in Plateau and Kaduna when compared to 

existing estimates from the region on sex, age, religion and rurality.  

 

Figure 3: Demographics of Survey Respondents 

 
 

Existing levels of Violence 

 

As can be seen in Figure 4, the baseline survey reveals that all of the communities reported at least 

some violence in the previous two years (defined for subjects as “a clash between people that leads to 

bodily harm”).  On average residents reported 1.96 violent events, but there is significant variation 
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both between and within local government areas.  Subjects in some communities estimated much 

higher levels of conflict. For example, several communities in the Zango Kataf local government area, 

which has suffered repeated violence involving Fulani Militias, estimated between 4 and 9 violent 

attacks in the last 2 years. 

 

Figure 4: Average Number of Violent Clashes Reported by Residents of Partner Communities During 

Previous Two Years by Local Government Area 

 
 

Feelings of insecurity are also very high, with 31% of subjects reporting that felt they were at 

“significant risk from violent conflict” in their communities on at least a monthly basis.  Figure 5 shows 

that the level of insecurity was again highest in Zango Kataf, where, in 3 of the 4 communities 

surveyed, 90% or more of respondents said they felt insecure at least once a month during the last 

two years. 
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Figure 5: Percent of Respondents Reporting Significant Personal Risk from Violent Conflict at Least 

Monthly During Previous Two Years by Community and Local Government Area 

 
 

Christian groups (see figure 6 for a map of religious variation in the PARTNER communities) were 

more likely to report violence in their communities, with Christians on average estimating 2.3 violent 

events over the last 2 years, compared to 1.5 for Muslims.  Christians also reported higher feelings of 

insecurity, with 39% saying they felt at significant risk at least monthly, compared to 21% of Muslims.  

These differences remained strongly statistically significant, even after controlling for the 

communities in which respondents lived. 

 

It is important to note, however, most subjects said they felt the security situation in their area had 

improved over the past year, with 76% reporting the situation had gotten much better or a little 

better during that time. 
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Figure 6: Map of PARTNER communities by % Christian Respondents 

 
 

Respondents who experienced violence were also asked to indicate which types of violence they had 

experienced in their areas, including inter-ethnic, inter-religious, armed-gangs (bandits), herder-

farmer and election related violence (respondents could select multiple types of violence if they 

experienced them).  The results are presented in Figure 7. 

 

Respondents indicate that most violence in their communities is perpetrated by armed gangs or stems 

from farmer herder conflicts and election related issues.  Christians were statistically significantly 

more likely to report all three main kinds of violence.  Very few subjects described the violence as 

inter-ethnic or inter-religious (and the differences between Muslims and Christians in these categories 

were not statistically significant), although the other categories of violence often tend to fall across 

ethnic and religious lines. 
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Figure 7: Percentage of Respondents Experiencing Violence by Type of Event and Religion 

 

 
 

 

Extant Early Warning Conditions 

 

Over the last two decades, the Nigerian government, along with a variety of NGOs, IGOs and civil 

society groups have attempted to deploy early warning systems in communities in Kaduna and 

Plateau.  In our survey, 60% of respondents indicated that their community had a “formal early 

warning and early response system” of some kind. 

 

Figure 8 shows the distribution of responses to this question across the 48 communities we surveyed 

(darker red colors indicate a greater percentage of subjects in the community reported that their 

community has an early warning system). 

 

Despite the relatively wide scale of these early warning efforts, however, only 23% of respondents 

said they received any kind of warning more than half of the times when violence has occurred in the 

past two years.  59% strongly or somewhat agreed that there were “a lot of false rumors about violent 

conflict” in the community and 55% said they “never” or “almost never” received warning before 

violence occurred in the past.  Surprisingly, subjects who said their communities had an existing early 
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warning system were no more likely to have received warnings than respondents in communities that 

did not. 

 

To make matters worse, the warnings that respondents did receive were neither timely nor reliable.  

83% of respondents said they usually heard warnings less than a day before the violence occurred, 

and 88% said the warnings they received were “never” or “almost never” correct. 

 

Figure 8: Existing Formal Early Warning and Response Systems in Kaduna and Plateau 

 
Respondents indicated that the response to violence by the government security forces was also 

lacking.  Only 41% of respondents reported that when violence occurred in their communities, police 

or other official security services even arrived before the violence was over.  As a result, residents 

have increasingly placed their hopes for protection in local community security groups, known locally 

as “vigilantes.”  84% of respondents said that these groups intervened in violent conflicts before the 

violence was over (twice the rate for police).   

 

As can be seen in figure 9, respondents were much more likely to receive warnings from these local 

security groups (20%) than from the police (9%) and much more likely to trust the accuracy of the 

information they received from the local security groups (77%) compared to the police (45%).  

Unfortunately, as International Crisis Group reports, these groups are “poorly trained and equipped” 
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and “some commit grave human rights violations.”5 Many of these groups are also ethnically exclusive 

or beholden to local politicians, which threatens to exacerbate communal and political tensions. 

 

Figure 9: Frequency and Trust in Warning of Violence in Kaduna and Plateau 
 

 
 

Social Cohesion 

 

The baseline survey also explored several measures of social cohesion in the PARTNER communities.  

Several of these measures are depicted in figure 10 below.  Overall, just over half of respondents 

reported relatively high rates of social cohesion across each of these measures.  Differences between 

Muslim and Christian respondents were relatively small when asked whether people in their 

communities “generally get along” and whether they would be comfortable if a close relative married 

someone from another ethnic or religious group.  Christians were more than 20% less likely than 

Muslims, however, to say that people in their communities could be trusted and 15% less likely to say 

that they interacted with members of other groups regularly. 

 

 

 

 

 
5 International Crisis Group, “Managing Vigilantism in Nigeria:  A Near-term Necessity,” Africa Report N°308, 21 April 2022, 
p. i. 
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Figure 10: Measures of Social Cohesion, by Respondent Religion 

 
 

Correlates of Insecurity 

 

The data gathered in our baseline survey also allow us to identify factors that correlate with higher or 

lower levels of violence and feelings of insecurity across individual respondents and across different 

communities.  It is important to note, however, that some of these factors, such as respondents’ 

subjective feelings of trust in other community members or the existence of an early warning system 

in their community are likely endogenous to violence (i.e., an early warning system was deployed 

because of frequent violence).  We should use caution, therefore, not to interpret these effects as 

necessarily indicating causal relationships. 

 

Figures 11a and 11b show the marginal effects of 6 factors on respondents’ reported number of 

violent incidents in their communities in the last two years (11a) and on the probability that they felt 

they were at significant personal risk from violent conflict over the same period (11b).  The results 

show that women reported about .4 less violent events over the last two years than did men, but do 

not report feeling significantly more or less secure.  Notably, as described above, the existence of an 

early warning system in the community appears to have no significant effect on the level of violence 

or respondents’ feelings of insecurity.  Residents of large communities reported 1.3 fewer violent 

events and were 17% less likely to feel insecure.  Residents of rural communities, in contrast, were not 

more likely to report higher levels of violence, but they are around 9% more likely to say they felt at 

risk at least monthly.  Christian respondents reported .4 more violent events and were 11% more 

likely to feel insecure.  Finally, respondents who reported that people in their community could be 

trusted, reported .6 fewer violent events and were 7% less likely to say they felt insecure on a 

monthly basis.  
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Figure 11a: Marginal Effects of 6 Factors on Number of Violent Events Reported 

 
 

Figure 11b: Marginal Effects of 6 Factors on Probability of Feeling Insecure 
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Conclusion 

 

Together, these results suggest that there is a significant opportunity to improve early warning and 

response in communities in Kaduna and Plateau.  Violence and insecurity are endemic in these 

regions, residents do not trust the police or existing early warning systems, and many people have 

placed their trust instead in unaccountable vigilante groups.  Indeed, 59% of respondents agreed that 

“I would feel safer if I had accurate information about violent conflicts in my community before they 

happen.” 

 

PARTNER represents a significant, innovative effort to provide better warning of violence to these 

areas and we believe that our study represents not only an important effort to measure the 

effectiveness of PARTNER, but can serve as a model for determining “what works” in other atrocity 

prevention efforts around the world. 

 


