
Given almost all acts of terror today 
occur in conflict settings, effectively 
and sustainably reducing the threat 
from proscribed groups requires 
understanding conflict better and finding 
entry points to tackle it – in particular the 
powerful incentives that exacerbate and 
perpetuate conflicts involving proscribed 
groups. Strategies that appear to offer 
shortcuts to security will continue to 
fail – or require constant, year-on-year 
investments – if they try to ignore this 
reality.

This report analyses patterns in conflicts involving proscribed 
groups from the al-Qaeda–Islamic State family tree. It draws on 
examples from Afghanistan, Egypt, Kenya, Kyrgyzstan, Iraq, the 
Sahel (in particular, Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso), the Philippines, 
Somalia, Syria, Tunisia and Yemen. Proscribed groups in these 
contexts include the Taliban, al-Qaeda, al-Shabaab, al-Qaeda in 
the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and Ansar al-Sharia, al-Nusra, as 
well as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and its related 
affiliates in Egypt, Libya, the Sahel and the Philippines.

It tracks state behaviours in these settings, before analysing 
responses to these conflicts, and the extent to which gender and 
other inequalities have been integrated in response strategies. 
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Lesson 4
Responses should take into account the ways in which states have 
exacerbated internal conflicts involving proscribed groups in the 
following ways: 

n perpetrating the corruption, exclusion and abuse that drives conflict

n overreacting to proscribed groups’ provocation 

n deliberately nurturing or inflating the ‘terror’ threat to acquire the 
benefits of fighting it

n misusing these benefits for other ends
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 A self-reinforcing system
The combination of conflict drivers, proscribed groups’ behaviour, 
states’ flawed responses and international reinforcement of 
the latter typically forms a self-reinforcing system. This sort of 
system is hard to transform, and it helps to account for protracted 
conflict, the resilience of proscribed groups, and international 
strategic failure in these settings. Moving forward will require 
actively learning about how to transform these patterns and 
dynamics.

Lesson 1
Four structural conflict drivers stand out in particular for their 
role in causing and/or sustaining the conditions for proscribed 
groups to thrive:

1.  violent fragmentation of order, leading to predation and 
consequent security dilemmas for many caught in the crosshairs

2. kleptocratic levels of corruption

3. large-scale injustice and the absence of channels for redress

4.  unequal access to services, opportunities and resources

Lesson 2
Proscribed groups have demonstrated a shrewd grasp of conflict 
dynamics, which has not been matched by responses. They have 
often tailored their approach accordingly – consistently and 
effectively forming and positioning themselves in response to 
the significant conflict drivers, by: 

1.  challenging corruption

2. providing protection from abuse and predation (other than  
their own)

3.  dispensing rough ‘justice’

4.  providing relief, services and opportunities

Lesson 3
Proscribed groups’ violence may be abhorrent, but it is rarely 
irrational: its strategic intent is usually to enforce control, 
undermine opponents and provoke overreaction.
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Lesson 5
Prioritising the elimination of particular groups without a strategy 
for addressing the conditions that give birth to them is an 
approach that has failed too often. International responses to 
these conflicts must recognise and move beyond the following 
core failings that have been replicated across many conflicts 
involving proscribed groups: 

1.  weak analysis and understanding of conflicts, proscribed groups, 
states and public attitudes

2. short-term, violent strategies that generate blowback

3.  the reinforcement of conflict drivers – particularly abuse, 
corruption and exclusion 

4.  weak design and perverse impacts of security assistance and 
partnerships 

5.  the tendency to undermine peacebuilding, relief and development

6. neglect for the gender dimensions of conflicts involving  
proscribed groups

7.  closure of civic space and crackdowns on dissent

8. hoping to win hearts and minds while failing to improve  
people’s lives 

9. the failure to monitor, evaluate, learn and adapt

Lesson 6
States and international coalitions have relied on gender 
stereotypes and assumptions that have undermined the 
potential for appropriately gendered responses, leading to a 
disproportionate impact on women and girls – and on gender 
equality more widely. Too often, women and girls are only narrowly 
included and instrumentalised to provide intelligence or access, 
rather than being included to lead efforts to promote gender 
equality in its own right.

Lesson 7
The pursuit of ‘least bad’ engagement strategies and outcomes in 
conflicts involving proscribed groups will always be tempting, but 
it is immensely important to avoid the pitfalls of past responses 
and embrace a wider range of strategies. This will involve 
designing responses that:

1.  understand the problem from a conflict perspective and strategise 
for the long term

2. avoid overreaction to provocations and focus on solutions

3. transform the relationship between negative state behaviours and 
proscribed groups’ resilience

4. rethink security assistance to align it with a peace and governance 
strategy

5.  give peaceful change a chance through support for societal 
empowerment

6. enhance rather than undermine progress on tackling harmful 
gender norms 

7.  maintain constant readiness to explore dialogue and 
reconciliation

8. support independent relief and development organisations

9. learn and adapt via better-functioning feedback loops

Read the full research 
report:
Attree L, Street J (2022), 
‘No shortcuts to security: 
Learning from responses  
to armed conflicts  
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groups’, Saferworld, May
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