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1. Introduction 
March 2023 will mark the fifth anniversary of the publication of the UN-World Bank report 
“Pathways for Peace: Inclusive Approaches to Preventing Violent Conflict.” That report constituted 
a watershed moment in the multilateral system’s understanding of violent conflict, identifying a 
comprehensive set of interrelated causes underlying global conflict trends and articulating an 
evidenced-based argument in favor of greater investment in prevention. Since then, there has 
been evolution in both our understanding of global conflict dynamics, and also in the practice of 
peacebuilding and conflict prevention.  
This paper contributes to a public reflection on Pathways five years on, focusing on how the global 
conflict landscape has evolved, what this means for the UN/WB approach to prevention, and 
whether any adjustments might be needed going forward. It is part of a broader process to assess 
the relevance and impact of Pathways across the multilateral system, and is meant to generate 
discussion with a broad range of actors, including civil society, youth, and member states.  
The paper contains three main sections: (1) a brief overview of the core findings of the Pathways 
report, focusing on the assessment of conflict trends and drivers; (2) an analysis of geopolitical 
trends from 2018 to present, examining possible divergences from the Pathways findings; and (3) 
an assessment of implications of recent trends on the UN and the WB going forward, offering 
some questions that could guide the development of a “Pathways 2.0.” 
 

2. The Pathways Conflict Analysis 
The 2018 Pathways report was framed by a “surge in violent conflict,” which at the time had 
reached the highest levels for at least two decades. This surge was driven by a dramatic increase 
in the number and intensity of intra-state wars, leading to the largest number of battlefield 
casualties in 20 years. The report found, however, that this increase was “a surge, not a trend,” 
highlighting that the overwhelming number of casualties had taken place in three conflict settings 
(Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq).  
The report further noted an internationalization of wars, with 18 out of 47 civil wars involving 
international actors. At the same time, it pointed to a significant increase in the number, diversity, 
and scope of armed groups in conflict, including a large number of violent extremists that 
coalesced around grievances and/or ideology. Indeed, a key finding was that the apparent spread 
of violent extremism was in large part linked to issues of political and economic exclusion in many 
parts of the world. 
One of the most visible effects of these trends was the large numbers of forcibly displaced people 
worldwide. In the ten years leading up to Pathways, the number of internally displaced persons 
increased more than fivefold, while the number of refugees nearly doubled. More than half of the 
world’s refugees at the time were youth. Beyond displacement, the report noted significant 
demographic shifts, with more young people in the world than any time prior and the fastest 
growing populations also occurring in low-income countries.  
Demographic shifts were occurring against increasingly uneven global economic growth. While 
the report noted broad economic improvement, the 2007 economic crisis was still having an effect: 
in 2016, trade growth fell for the fifth consecutive year, while foreign direct investment had 
declined for several years as well. Pathways noted that these trends did not themselves drive 
violent conflict, but they “put stresses on people and systems” and “increased the tendency for 
people to mobilize for perceived grievances.”  
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One of the most important insights from Pathways was the finding that the greatest risk of violence 
stemmed from the mobilization of the perceptions of exclusion and injustice. These perceptions, 
the report found, were rooted in horizontal inequality and exclusion across political, economic, 
and social groups. Exclusion enforced by the state, in particular via repressive forms of 
governance characterized by large-scale human rights violence, posed an especially acute risk 
of violent conflict.  These findings built on new research demonstrating the central importance of 
inequality and exclusion, which had not been previously available in major multilateral reports 
(e.g. the World Development Report). 
Inequality and exclusion manifested most starkly in the struggles over political power, access to 
natural resources, the delivery of basic services, and justice/security. In countries witnessing the 
greatest surges in violent conflict, divisions over these so-called “arenas of contestation” were 
deepest. In contrast, Pathways found that more peaceful countries had found inclusive 
approaches to governance and to distributing resources and rights.  
The implications of the Pathways report were clear: If the international community was to address 
the root causes of violent conflict, it would need to recalibrate its approaches around a prevention 
paradigm focused on addressing inequality and exclusion. This would require a deep 
understanding of the political settlement in fragile and conflict-affected settings overlaid onto 
horizontal and socio-economic inequalities, while also engaging with the broader geopolitical 
factors that were exacerbating inequalities (such as the role of international actors in war, global 
financial trends, and the impacts of large-scale population changes). This paper explores some 
of the key shifts in global factors since the publication of Pathways. 
 

3. Major Shifts Since Pathways 
The Pathways report was published during one of the most rapid increases in conflict trends 
globally since World War II. Indeed, from 2011 to 2017, there was a sixfold increase in battle-
related deaths in civil war, with 2015 the deadliest year since the end of the Cold War.1 While 
these numbers reduced slightly from 2017 to 2020, the past two years saw a steady increase in 
global battle related deaths.2 This has brought us to the highest levels of conflict-related violence 
since WWII, with the Deputy Secretary-General noting that two billion people, one quarter of 
humanity, now live in places affected by conflict.3 
This section lays out some of the most important factors behind this continuing rise in conflict 
risks, identifying the most salient differences with the 2018 Pathways moment. While each of the 
following events and trends may be described in isolation, it is more useful to think of the past five 
years as the evolution of a complex, interconnected system which has been destabilized on 
several of its more important nodes. While direct causal pathways are difficult to identify with 
precision, broadly destabilization has appeared to accelerate some of the underlying drivers of 
violent conflict, potentially inhibited others, and may require a rethinking of how to take Pathways 
forward.  
 

The pandemic 
The COVID-19 pandemic began as a health crisis but has had an impact on nearly every sector 
around the world. Beyond the numbers killed – and still emerging long-term impacts on health 
and education – the most salient impact has been on the global economy. Global poverty 
increased for the first time in a generation, while unemployment soared to levels not seen since 
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the Great Depression.4 Drastic reductions in the labor market, tourism, and production, along with 
disruptions of value chains around the world, contributed to a slowing of global markets and rapid 
decline of trade and commerce.5 This has had a dramatic impact on livelihoods, food systems, 
and access to health in a wide range of settings, particularly in already fragile settings with poor 
governance and infrastructure.6 
The starkest trends have been in the spike in inequality globally. Almost all countries saw 
reversals in human development in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, while most low, 
medium, and high Human Development Index (HDI) countries saw continued declines in the 
second year.7 The World Bank estimates that the combination of the pandemic, the war in 
Ukraine, and inflation has driven 100 million more people into poverty, while the bottom earners 
experienced by far the greatest downturn in their average wages.8 In some parts of the world, this 
triggered the deepest recession in nearly a century, pushing an estimated 70 million additional 
people on the African continent into extreme poverty, as debt levels increased to 58% by 2020.9  
The number of billionaires also shot up faster than at any rate in history.10 Growing rates of 
inequality were witnessed at the global level, but also within countries, where the poorest 
populations doubly suffered by also being more vulnerable to the health risks of COVID-19.11 This 
led the World Bank to refer to COVID-19 as the “inequality pandemic,” an accelerator of nearly 
every form of social and economic disparity, including the extraordinarily different trajectories for 
countries’ recoveries from 2021 onwards.12 There is also evidence that government responses to 
the pandemic in many settings – certainly not just fragile contexts – may have further eroded trust 
in state institutions.13 
The pandemic had direct and indirect impacts on violent conflict rates as well. Several studies 
indicated that increased inequalities and a sense of marginalization heightened risks of violent 
conflict.14 In some settings, armed groups took advantage of poor government responses to 
generate public sympathy and drive recruitment.15 And globally, the pandemic appears to have 
generated a rise in political violence.16 In some cases, it was a trigger for broader social unrest 
and an increase in demonstrations, leading to a global increase in public unrest in 2020 and 
2021.17 These effects are not uniform: one study indicated that the pandemic had increased 
violent conflict in the Middle East region, while having little to no effect elsewhere in the world.18  
In wealthier countries, the pandemic in fact triggered far more ambitious social safety net 
programming, witnessing some of the most economically redistributive social policies in decades. 
In poorer countries, the opposite tended to be the case, as pandemic spending led to greater 
inequalities and fewer social protections.19 
Broadly, it appears the pandemic has had three interrelated effects on violent conflict trends 
globally: (1) by increasing poverty and burdening already vulnerable groups in conflict-affected 
societies; (2) by offering new opportunities for violent actors to capitalize on instability for 
recruitment; and (3) by putting strain on already weak governance institutions that struggle to 
provide security and deliver basic services to their citizens.20 
A fourth trend is worth flagging here: the enabling environment the pandemic has created for 
transnational organized crime. While difficult to measure accurately, there is ample evidence 
indicating that organized crime has flourished during the pandemic, as groups took advantage of 
spikes in demand on the informal market, ruptures in global supply chains, declines in anti-
corruption governance capacities, and even opportunities to benefit directly from the vaccine 
rollout itself.21  
  



Pathways for Peace: Five Years On 
 
Changes in the Global Conflict Landscape Since “Pathways for Peace”    

 
 

 
  
5 

Geopolitical Fracture 
Levels of geopolitical polarization and competition have increased significantly since the 
Pathways report, due in large part to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. However, the war in Ukraine 
punctuates what has been a steady trend of geopolitical fracture and growing tensions over the 
past 15 years, and which was certainly part of the Pathways contextual analysis. Even more than 
in 2018, geopolitics has come to be understood as a transitional period where many of the familiar 
patterns and centres of power are put into question. The Secretary-General has referred to this 
as a rise of “multipolarity,” with a growing number of actors exerting influence on the world stage. 
Another expert called this a moment of “Westishness,” characterized by ambivalence about the 
role of American military hegemony (and indeed moral standing, given vaccine inequality), deep 
interdependence of Eastern and Western actors (e.g. European reliance on Russian oil and gas, 
American debt and trade dependence on China), and a proliferation of risks without a clear set of 
structures or rules to manage them.22 Similarly, the 2022 OECD States of Fragility report  points 
to an “age of crises” for which the current system is poorly prepared.23 
The impacts of these geopolitical developments on conflict risks are difficult to assess, but some 
conclusions appear relatively clear. First, the risk of broader inter-state conflict beyond Ukraine is 
much higher than in 2018. This is evidenced by the rhetoric of world leaders around their 
willingness to use strategic weaponry, a prepositioning of military assets along national 
boundaries in eastern Europe in particular, and the move by Sweden and Finland to join NATO 
(Article 5 of which would require members to respond to any incursion across their borders). 
Beyond the Russia standoff, heightened rhetoric around Taiwan over the past year and an 
increase in long-range missile testing from the DPRK has kept tensions high in Asia.24 
Second, the war in Ukraine has prompted a significant increase in military spending and a relative 
drop in social spending. At the time of Pathways’ publication, military spending as a percentage 
of GDP had actually dropped steadily for a 15-year period, with falling armed service rates in 112 
countries and proportional drops in military spending in 94 nations.25 Spending on nuclear and 
heavy weapons had also fallen, with 108 nations reducing their overall holdings. However, many 
of these positive changes happened roughly a decade ago and have begun to reverse, with 
significant shifts expected as a result of the war in Ukraine. If NATO countries meet their current 
pledges, their spending will rise by 7 per cent in the coming few years alone, likely driving global 
militarization rates up as well. Increases in military spending usually lead to relative drops in 
spending on issues like education, social services, and ODA, all of which are crucial in addressing 
underlying causes of violent conflict.26 As the economic sanctions on Russia continue and belts 
are tightened as a result of oil prices, the cuts to social spending are likely to run even deeper.27 
Third, growing great and middle power confrontation has been accompanied by a proliferation in 
the number of potential escalation points, in particular around under-governed areas like cyber, 
outer space, and nuclear weapons. Scenarios where anonymous cyberattacks threaten strategic 
weapons sites, or where an attack on an early warning system in outer space triggers a large-
scale response, all indicate the real possibility that small points of conflict could spiral into wider 
forms of violence.28 In particular, the increasing entanglement of nuclear weapons with 
conventional technologies has created uncertainties over the potential use of so-called tactical 
nuclear weapons and/or the blurring of the longstanding norm against nuclear weapons use.29 
Finally, the forums for de-escalation, confidence-building, and transparency appear to be less 
effective than ever before. Multilateral registries of military capacities (such as UNMILEX and 
UNROCA)30 are in a state of decline, with major powers less interested in sharing information 
about their arsenals. Similarly, the NPT – the longest standing bulwark against nuclear weapons 
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use – is seen by many as unlikely to reduce the risks of nuclear use, while the US-Russia START 
treaty has barely survived to today.31 Reviving the Iran nuclear deal in this context seems a 
farfetched proposition. Moreover, the Security Council is at perhaps its lowest point since the 
2003 invasion of Iraq, unable to act on any of the major conflicts today. Perhaps the strongest 
indicator of this crisis within the multilateral system has been the public statements by most of the 
P5 members that they would be open to reforming the Council. 
 

The rise of authoritarianism, loss of social cohesion 
The Pathways report was published in the midst of a trend of increasing authoritarianism which 
has continued for the past five years. Steady decreases in key areas like freedom of expression, 
economic rights, transparent elections, and distribution of political power have taken place in 
every region of the world.32 According to Transparency Index, eight in ten people worldwide live 
in countries that are now ranked as “partly” or “not” free, while a rising number of countries have 
witnessed further entrenchment of non-democratic forms of rule.33 The number of coups or other 
non-democratic shifts in power was the highest in 2021 than the previous decade.34 And there is 
growing evidence that alliances of autocratic regimes globally are working to thwart economic and 
political pressure by others in the international community.35 The impact on social cohesion is 
difficult to quantify, but early analysis suggests a negative trend in terms of trust in institutions.36 
Worryingly, there is emerging evidence that interventions by the international community – 
including the UN and World Bank – are having little impact on these trends, in some cases even 
unintentionally bolstering authoritarian tendencies in some settings.37 
 

Regional organizations in crisis 
One of the less visible but troubling trends over the past five years has been the decline in the 
ability of regional organizations to respond coherently and effectively to conflict risks. Of course, 
the most salient of these examples is the OSCE, which has been unable to play a meaningful role 
in reducing tensions around Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.38 But in Africa, several examples point 
to a withering of regional cohesion as well: IGAD has been barely relevant to the civil war in 
Ethiopia, unable to act in the face of the coups in Sudan, and has played little role in pushing 
forward the peace process in South Sudan. Indeed, a study of the UN’s regional strategy for the 
Horn of Africa indicated that 2018 was a sort of apex of optimism about the region, after which 
few of the predicted positive trends bore out.39 In West Africa, successive coups in Burkina Faso 
and Mali – in the past a trigger for significant actions by ECOWAS and the AU – received muted 
responses over the past few years, leading some to question the role of regional organizations in 
responding to risks of instability.40 While the security trends at the regional level may not be major 
deviations from the past, the inability of regional organizations to act in a unified manner does 
appear to be increasing. 
 
Food systems and global health 
The war in Ukraine and lingering effects of the pandemic have had deep impacts on our global 
health and food systems. Skyrocketing fertilizer and gas/oil costs have led to dramatic increases 
in food prices, without a commensurate increase in buying power in many parts of the world.41 
While some experts indicate that the costs of food may be reaching an apex and could decline,42 
the ripple effects across the world are likely to be felt for several years more at a minimum. And 
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as the Arab Spring underscored, there are clear links between livelihoods, basic services, and 
the willingness of populations to rise up in widespread unrest. The popular demonstrations before 
and during the COVID restrictions were another indicator that food and health are likely to be 
some of the most important aspects of our global conflict landscape in the immediate and longer-
term future.43  
 
Climate and insecurity 
While the pandemic contributed to a short-term drop in carbon emissions,44 the past five years 
have witnessed a consolidation of the evidence that human-caused climate change is 
accelerating well beyond the 1.5 degree threshold established by the IPCC. Recent years have 
seen more record temperatures, fires and storms around the world, alarming reminders that the 
climate crisis marches on, alongside other planetary-level changes wrought by the Anthropocene. 
Biodiversity collapse is one of them. More than 1 million plant and animal species face extinction, 
while billions of people are already affected by changes to ecosystems. 45 Climate-driven shocks 
to food systems, livelihoods, migration patterns, and economies are increasingly frequent and 
intense. And while the impacts of climate change on insecurity are indirect and rarely the primary 
cause of conflict, there is growing consensus that climate-driven trends are having an 
unmistakable impact on the risks of violent conflict and the responses required.46  
Importantly, many of the most recent empirical studies have found that climate-driven shocks are 
disproportionately born by the most vulnerable and marginalized in a given setting, causing them 
to fall further behind other groups. Indeed, studies of deeply polarized settings like Nigeria, 
Somalia, and the Lake Chad region have indicated that climate-driven impacts on livelihoods have 
fueled disenfranchisement, perceived marginalization, and even at times recruitment into armed 
groups.47 Various forms of maladaptation – where the state responds to climate trends in a way 
that increases risks – have been shown to drive conflict dynamics in some settings.48 
These findings align well with the Pathways framework, demonstrating the linkages between 
exclusion and the risks of violent conflict. While indirectly, they appear to indicate that climate-
driven changes to livelihoods in particular is increasing levels of inequality and exclusion, in turn 
driving up the risks of violent conflict in some settings. 
 

Technological risks 
While certainly present in 2018, the past five years have witnessed an acceleration of the global 
risks posed by new and emerging technologies. The growth of cyber-capabilities amongst a range 
of state and non-state actors has spread globally, without a corresponding increase in global 
governance systems to address them. Similarly, AI-driven technologies pose risks in the areas of 
lethal autonomous weapons systems, biological weapons, potential conflicts in outer space, and 
deeper social fragmentation and polarization. Uncertainty over the future of work in many sectors 
that are influenced by technological advancements has driven concern of potential loss of 
livelihoods and even deeper levels of inequality globally. More generally, AI convergence with 
other spheres has meant that technological evolution has dramatically outstripped the ability of 
the multilateral system to manage these risks.49 
 
A state of “polycrisis” 
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A recent briefing by the President of International Crisis Group to incoming Security Council 
members offered a telling indication of current conflict trends, which she referred to as a “polycrisis 
– a series of global, systemic, mutually-reinforcing shocks, including COVID, inflation, food 
insecurity, and the climate crisis.”50 Indeed, this polycrisis is accompanied by what many have 
called an increasingly polycentric world order, where the constellation of global powers, regional 
organizations, and multilateral institutions fail to fit together into a coherent whole. Much of this 
growing sense of instability was present before and during the 2018 drafting of Pathways, but the 
above trends have deepened and accelerated the polycrisis.51 
As the following section explores, many aspects of the polycrisis reinforce the Pathways analysis 
of 2018, but may also point to a broader and somewhat different set of policy responses needed 
to meet today’s challenges. 
 

4. Implications for Pathways Approaches 
None of the shifts in the global conflict landscape over the past five years indicates a need to 
doubt or rethink the core Pathways analysis. Indeed, if anything, the coincidence of rising 
inequalities and conflict risks in many parts of the world resonates with and reinforces Pathways. 
At the same time, some of the trends may require re-focusing efforts in areas that were not central 
to the Pathways analysis in 2018. Some of the most important areas and key questions that could 
shape a “Pathways 2.0” are considered here. 
 

Ukraine: a blind spot or an epiphany? 
The war in Ukraine has dominated discourse on global conflict risks and may have created a 
distortion in how the international community views conflict risks. Indeed, in a recent internal 
discussion within the UN, there was a recurrent comment that Ukraine had “changed everything,” 
when in fact the above analysis points to a continuation of many conflict trends.52 More worrying 
still, the war in Ukraine appears to have justified hawkish positions within the West, leading to 
greater military spending, an abandonment of many key climate-friendly commitments, and a 
questioning of commitments to ODA.53 As the Pathways report indicates, under-investment in 
social spending tends to lead to greater inequalities in fragile settings in particular, contributing to 
heightened risks of violent conflict. And delays in the green transition are likely to lead to 
accelerated climate-security impacts of the kind described above.  
Questions: How much does the war in Ukraine change the basic Pathways analysis around 
inequality? Rather than a blindspot, was Ukraine actually an eye-opener for many to finally come 
to grips with geopolitical polarization? Should there be focus more on the ways military spending 
increases and consequent decreases in social spending may lead to greater conflict risks? Does 
Ukraine impact the Pathways findings around Middle Income Countries and conflict?  

 
Beyond the “fragile, conflict-affected” paradigm 
Many of the key trends in the past five years have deeply affected middle-income countries, 
underscoring the need for a prevention lens that expands beyond the so-called “fragile, conflict-
affected” grouping of states.54 In particular, the erosion of the social contract in richer countries 
may indicate that accelerating loss of trust could lead to far more pervasive changes globally than 
our current systems anticipate.  
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Questions: How to move beyond the FCV paradigm and think of prevention as a universal 
prerogative? What implications would such a shift have on donor approaches, prioritization of 
spending, and the peacebuilding work of the multilateral system? Could all countries be asked to 
act and report on their respective prevention obligations?  

 
The planetary transformation 
Perhaps the highest priority globally today is generating the resources and collective political will 
to take forward a just, green transition. This will involve transformational changes to our energy 
production, industry, trade, approach to intellectual property, and livelihoods. It has the potential 
to create a new generation of jobs and growth that could address many of the negative trends 
identified here, but also a real risk that wealthy countries and industries will take a quantum leap 
forward and leave vulnerable regions further behind.  
Questions: How can the major transformations required to address the triple planetary crisis of 
climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution be used to address the underlying issues of 
inequality and social fracture? How can the multilateral approaches to conflict prevention be 
climate sensitive, but also how can our global climate response be conflict sensitive?  

 
Food and health systems 
The pandemic and war in Ukraine both point to the central role that health and food systems play 
in global stability. Rather than question the Pathways approach, this seems to emphasize the 
need to consider how food systems and access to health may impact horizontal inequality. This 
may require a multi-scalar and multidisciplinary approach, looking at how global supply chains 
play out in highly localized settings. 
Questions: How can the causal chains involving food and health be more meaningfully brought 
into the Pathways analysis? Should Pathways 2.0 have a greater focus on trade, food chains, 
and the global health system?  

 
The role of transnational organized crime and corruption 
While certainly mentioned in the Pathways report, TNOC plays a relatively minor role in the overall 
analysis. Given the evidence over the past few years of the large and growing role that TNOC 
plays in undermining good governance, enabling armed group activities, and extending the 
lifespan of conflicts, it may be worth considering how Pathways could emphasize this issue going 
forward.  
Questions: How much should Pathways 2.0 emphasize good governance, anti-corruption, and 
combatting illicit transnational flows of goods?  

 

Emerging risks, static institutions 
The tectonic changes that have occurred over the past five years suggest that the multilateral 
system is too slow, fractured, and non-inclusive to respond to new risks. Certainly, the pandemic 
response underscored this, but other trends around AI evolution, bio-risks, cyberthreats, and the 
cascading effects of climate change are all outstripping our global governance institutions. Indeed, 
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one of the biggest risks may be that our responses will provide benefits to only a few, heightening 
inequalities and ultimately creating new conflicts. This means the Pathways process going 
forward may need to think more about maladaptation and unintended consequences than 
previously.  
Questions: How to ensure our climate responses does not consolidate resources and power in 
an elite few? How could AI development accelerate inequalities, and what does this mean for 
global governance of emerging technologies? What can we do to ensure a more equitable 
approach to the next pandemic? How can we develop institutions that are less static and rooted 
in big power politics, more able to respond nimbly to emerging risks? How can Pathways 2.0 more 
meaningfully place inclusion at the heart of its work? Are there opportunities around the Our 
Common Agenda process – e.g. the Emergency Preparedness Platform, the New Agenda for 
Peace, the new Social Contract – where these issues can come together?  
 
Implications for prevention and peacebuilding responses and programming 
While a forthcoming UNU paper will go more into programmatic, the trends over the past five 
years raise some important questions for how the UN, World Bank, and others approach 
programming. 
Questions: Should programming be more explicitly about perceived patterns of exclusion and 
inequality? Can we develop indicators for addressing horizontal inequality that could be baked 
into programming, shifting goals more directly into the root causes of conflict? Can we have better 
analytics on perceptions of grievances and whether those grievances are political, social, or 
economic in nature to ensure more responsive and effective action? Could the UN/WB 
approaches become less nationally-driven and more multi-scalar? Could the two organizations 
develop regional strategies that draw on broader trends (e.g. climate, food systems, migration) 
that then drive national and local programming? Current discussions within the UN and WB have 
focused on global debt fragility, upscaling of IFIs, and the need to focus more on MICs. What 
does all this mean for the likely of resources and/or political attention being focused on deeper 
dynamics of exclusion and injustice per Pathways? Addressing conflict is now being reframed as 
a “Global public good.”55 Is this a step forward or back for conflict prevention and sustaining 
peace? 
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