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Behind every number and lesson cited in this report are people: millions of individuals 
engaged in the difficult, daily work of preventing violence or rebuilding after conflict. 
They are local leaders negotiating across lines of distrust and women and young 
people speaking up to shape their own futures, working across ethnic and political 
divides, resolving disputes before they escalate and creating space for those who 
have been marginalized. They are also civil servants in national institutions, elected 
officials and members of government, working to advance peace for their citizens. 
This Overview is, among other things, a record of their work and a call to support it 
further.

Building peace is now more essential than ever. Conflicts are on the rise; peace 
agreements are under strain; and the governance and financing systems the world 
relies on to address these challenges are also under pressure. Given these constraints, 
peacebuilding, in the multilateral context, represents a largely politically consensual 
and cost-effective solution to many peace and security challenges, and a promising 
alternative to costly, short-term mitigation. And yet, peacebuilding efforts remain 
under-financed and their impact little documented or communicated. Realizing the 
potential of peacebuilding requires political commitment and engagement at the 
national level, accompanied by sustained international support. Strengthening the 
support system for peacebuilding will require a leap forward in capturing, measuring 
and communicating what peacebuilding has actually achieved. From policy guidance 
to real-life examples and tools, this Overview sparks an urgent conversation and 
proposes concrete pathways for the global peacebuilding community to rise to the 
challenges of our time.

Today’s Global Context for Peacebuilding

Geopolitical Context. The world is at a crossroads. Conflicts are becoming more 
frequent, complex, protracted and violent. Nearly two billion people — one in four 
globally — now live in fragile and conflict-affected settings, where a tenuous existence 
and the risk of violence are part of daily life. A global decline in good governance and 
shrinking civic space are intensifying pressures on already fragile contexts. If current 
trends continue, by 2030, more than half of the world’s poor could live in countries 
experiencing high levels of violence, with risks spreading to neighbouring regions. 
Meanwhile, multilateralism is under strain, and growing geopolitical fragmentation 
is reshaping how UN Member States engage with peace and security issues; the use 
of force is gaining renewed prominence and peacemaking is increasingly undermined 
by transactional incentives that overshadow sustainable solutions. These dynamics 
are redefining the conditions under which peacebuilding efforts operate and 
raising urgent questions about how peacebuilding can prevent conflict and lay the 
foundations for sustainable peace and development in a changing world.
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Financial Context. This evolving geopolitical landscape is accompanied by a growing 
imbalance in global investment priorities. Over the last two decades, the world has 
spent one dollar on peace for every 100 dollars of military spending. As conflicts 
and military expenditure rise, so does the need to invest in peace, especially in the 
most fragile contexts. Yet, as a share of global aid, allocations to peace efforts in these 
contexts have declined to only 7%, while humanitarian responses represent 24%. 
Global aid is also shrinking at an exceptional pace, with a historic contraction of 23% 
in 2025. The consequences of these shrinking resources disproportionately affect 
the world’s most vulnerable, as aid constitutes 66% of total external financing in the 
most fragile contexts. Two-thirds of the countries most exposed to aid cuts, where 
aid represents more than 15% of national income, currently receive peacebuilding 
support from the United Nations. The growing gap between resources devoted to 
emergency responses and those allocated to addressing the root causes of violence 
underscores both a structural challenge, which can accentuate risks, and a strategic 
opportunity to better align global investments with peace objectives. 

The Case for Peacebuilding

Despite rising geopolitical polarization and declining trust in multilateral institutions, 
peacebuilding continues to stand out as one of the few approaches broadly embraced 
by both donor and recipient countries. An increasing number of countries on all 
continents are seeking to engage with the United Nations’ peacebuilding architecture, 
as illustrated by a growing demand for Peacebuilding Fund eligibility and voluntary 
engagement with the Peacebuilding Commission. This trend demonstrates strong and 
growing confidence in the value of peacebuilding at the national level. Peacebuilding 
can create a bridge between short-term agreements that are needed to cease 
hostilities and the long-term conditions that enable sustainable peace. It ensures that 
this path is grounded in international law, human rights, the principles of the United 
Nations Charter, regional frameworks such as the Peace and Security Architecture of 
the African Union (AU), as well as a shared responsibility to uphold human dignity. 

Research also points to global economic returns on peacebuilding. The World Bank and 
the United Nations estimate that sustained investment in effective conflict prevention 
efforts could save up to $70 billion globally each year. Yet these projections of future 
savings, however compelling on paper, have largely failed to shift aid budgets — in 
part because they remain abstract and long-term, difficult to verify against real-world 
outcomes. What is also missing is a different kind of evidence: documented proof of what 
peacebuilding has concretely achieved, and narratives that translate that proof into 
stories capable of moving policymakers and publics in ways that numbers alone do not. 

Without better data on the past and current impact of peacebuilding — evidence 
that is specific, accountable and accessible — the case for peacebuilding is 
difficult to make effectively to policymakers, donors or the people they answer to. 
Peacebuilding lags far behind humanitarian and development fields in the shared 
data practices that allow a sector to communicate its value and advocate for its 
work. This gap has hindered the ability to demonstrate results, learn systematically, 
enhance effectiveness and communicate the value of peacebuilding. In bridging this 
gap, there must be a commitment to responsible usage, so that stronger data systems 
strengthen, rather than expose, the communities they intend to serve. 
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Pathways Ahead

An Operational Definition of Peacebuilding Support. An approach to peacebuilding 
fit for today’s challenges starts with a clear definition of what peacebuilding support 
entails and how it can best be delivered. While definitions of peacebuilding have 
evolved to reflect its holistic and inclusive nature, their breadth risks blurring policy 
and resource allocation efforts. This Overview advances an operational definition of 
peacebuilding support as a politically anchored, inclusive, and nationally owned 
approach to address the root causes of conflict within States, by strengthening 
national and local capacities and institutions on which sustainable peace depends. 
It aims to deliver long-term impact by building resilient systems, reducing risks 
and catalysing sustainable development. This definition is neither universal 
nor definitive. Rather, it is a practical definition built on a consensus of diverse 
peacebuilding stakeholders meant to guide analysis, policy, resource allocation 
and impact measurement. This shared definition also offers a common framework 
to engage multilateral development banks, private finance and innovative financing 
mechanisms, and to better align what is funded with what is needed for peace to 
endure.

Upholding Inclusive National Ownership. Peacebuilding is, at its core, a nationally 
owned process. The primary peacebuilders are not international organizations or 
donors but instead the institutions and people who live with the consequences of 
conflict and must ultimately build and sustain peace themselves. Governments and 
their citizens are the essential actors, and the meaningful participation of women, 
youth, and marginalized groups is what makes sustainable peace possible. External 
peacebuilding support actors — often donor countries, the UN, regional organizations 
or international financial institutions — can accompany and reinforce these nationally 
led initiatives. Sustained international support, grounded in international law 
and human rights, can provide critical investment, bolster coordination and help 
exchange best practice across contexts. Establishing these clear roles ensures that 
peacebuilding leadership remains firmly with national actors while carving out clear 
avenues of effective engagement for the international community. 

Emerging Technologies. The peacebuilding community must proactively integrate 
new technologies and AI-assisted tools into evaluation and adaptive programming 
— while establishing ethical guardrails grounded in local agency and human rights 
norms. New tools such as impact evaluations, sometimes supported by artificial 
intelligence, offer important opportunities to help fill the data gap and enhance the 
effectiveness of peacebuilding. These advances can enable more timely, inclusive 
and context-sensitive peacebuilding practices. Current approaches tend to silo 
evaluation and decision-making. However, new technologies can help peacebuilders 
and peacebuilding support actors integrate evidence into programme design and 
implementation, adapting projects and informing decision-making in real time. These 
tools must be integrated in ways that support local knowledge and decision-making 
rather than supplant them. These technologies also carry extensive risks and are 
prone to misuse. Predictive analytics, social media monitoring, mass media analysis 
tools and the like have sometimes been weaponized to amplify division, increase 
surveillance and target vulnerable communities. Ultimately, by embedding these 
tools into peacebuilding strategies with appropriate safeguards, peacebuilding efforts 
can become more efficient at prioritizing prevention.

The primary 
peacebuilders are 
not international 
organizations or 
donors but instead 
the institutions and 
people who live with 
the consequences 
of conflict and must 
ultimately build 
and sustain peace 
themselves.

”

 3Executive Summary



The Impact Imperative

Peacebuilding works, but peacebuilders and those who support them must do better 
at proving it. Countries from every region have embraced peacebuilding as a means of 
preventing conflict and sustaining peace within States. The challenge now is to make 
that case rigorously and in terms that move budgets and political will.

Committed international support is vital for securing future investments, enhancing 
coordination and sharing lessons across peacebuilding contexts. The United Nations, 
alongside its international and national partners, must continue to leverage its 
peacebuilding architecture and tools for more nationally led, adaptive, inclusive, 
data-driven and evidence-based peacebuilding efforts. 

A Strategic Response to Current Challenges

This Overview issues a rallying call: peacebuilding support often means investing where 
and when no one else will — taking the kinds of political, financial and operational 
risks that other types of international investments avoid. That is precisely what makes 
it indispensable. The path from fragility to resilience depends on well-structured, long-
term investment in national systems, leadership and institutions. External support 
must nevertheless remain scrupulous. International actors must ensure that their 
support facilitates and enhances inclusive approaches grounded in international law 
and human rights. Peacebuilding is central to the international community’s ability 
to prevent conflict, protect development gains and support countries in transitions. 
While the current geopolitical and financial context presents significant challenges, 
it also offers an opportunity to reposition peace as an indispensable global good 
and peacebuilding as an effective means to address growing conflict and fragility 
within States.

The chapters that follow develop each of these issues in depth, and draw on evidence, 
field experience and tools from diverse contexts around the world. 

Field Insights throughout the report provide concrete examples of impactful 
peacebuilding initiatives and tools from Guatemala, Nigeria, Kenya and other contexts.
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This first volume of Building Peace in a Changing World, 
titled Investing in Peace When the World Pays for War (2026), 
was produced by the Peacebuilding Impact Hub of the 
Peacebuilding and Peace Support Office (PBPSO) of the 
United Nations Department of Political and Peacebuilding 
Affairs (DPPA) and Department of Peace Operations (DPO). The 
report combines the work of contributors across academia, 
government, civil society and multilateral institutions, with 
inputs and reviews from a group of experts.

Contributing authors: Susanna P. Campbell (American 
University), Cedric de Coning (Norwegian Institute of 
International Affairs [NUPI]), Paul Fargues (PBPSO), Shamil 
Idriss (Search for Common Ground), Arianna Legovini (World 
Bank), Sara Pantuliano (Overseas Development Institute [ODI 
Global]), Maya Ragab (Cairo International Center for Conflict 
Resolution, Peacekeeping and Peacebuilding [CCCPA]), Jago 
Salmon (ODI Global), Patrick Vinck (Harvard University), as 
well as the Policy Planning Unit (PPU) and the Innovation 
Cell (IC) of the Policy and Mediation Division (PMD) of DPPA, 
the Ministry of Interior and National Administration of the 
Republic of Kenya and the National Steering Committee on 
Peacebuilding and Conflict Management of the Republic of 
Kenya, who served as chapter and field insight authors. 

Additional contributing authors: Elvi Agunda (United 
Nations Development Programme [UNDP]), Girija Borker 
(World Bank), David E. Cunningham (University of Maryland, 
College Park and Peace  Research Institute Oslo), Chloe 
Fernandez (World Bank), Marcus Holmlund (World Bank), 
Stephen Jackson (UN Resident Coordinator in China), Kyle 
Jaques (PBPSO), Prisca Kamungi (Office of the UN Resident 
Coordinator [UNRCO] Kenya), Sharif Kazemi (World Bank), 
Madelena Monoja (UNDP), Kathryn Nwajiaku-Dahou (ODI 
Global), Victor Orozco (World Bank), Kehinde Osotimehin 
Olorunleke (UNRCO Nigeria), Patrick Premand (World Bank), 
Michael Robinson (Search for Common Ground), Juan Santini 
(World Bank), Casper Sitemba (UNRCO Kenya), Katie Smith 
(Search for Common Ground), Tammy Smith (Independent 
Consultant), Rana Taha (UN Resident Coordinator in Tunisia), 
Rachel Walsh Taza (Search for Common Ground) and Philipp 
Zimmer (World Bank). The editorial team appreciates the 
depth and range of expertise they brought to the work.

Editorial Board: The report was produced under overall 
guidance of an Editorial Board, the members of which also 
acted as peer reviewers. Members included Ambassador 
Ahmed Abdel-Latif, Pedro Conceição, Solomon Dersso, 
Roeland van de Geer, Nyaradzayi  Gumbonzvanda, 
Dr.  Annika Hansen, Itonde Kakoma, Arianna Legovini and 
Thania Paffenholz. 

This report was prepared under the  guidance  of Elizabeth 
Spehar, Assistant Secretary-General for Peacebuilding 
and Peace Support in the Departments of Political and 
Peacebuilding Affairs and Peace Operations. Substantive 
drafting and editorial direction for the report were led by Paul 
Fargues with editorial coordination by Emmanuelle Bernard 
from PBPSO.

The authors express their sincere appreciation to Rosemary 
A. DiCarlo, Under-Secretary-General for Political and 
Peacebuilding Affairs, for her leadership and continued support 
in advancing the United Nations peacebuilding agenda. 

Associate Editors: Jessica Faieta (Yale University), Jordan 
Ryan (Folke Bernadotte Academy) and Patrick Vinck (Harvard 
University) provided critical contributions to the volume, 
including detailed guidance on structure, careful review of 
individual sections and substantive editorial input throughout 
the production process. Mr. Vinck provided conceptual 
leadership in shaping the initial focus and framework of 
the report.

Additional thanks: The editorial team acknowledges those 
individuals who supported the volume in different capacities, 
including through enriching it with inputs, comments, short 
written contributions or review of specific sections. The editorial 
team would like to extend gratitude to Alex Bruens, Awa Dabo, 
Paolo Fontana, Bushra Hassan, Jonathan Marley, Tobias 
Maureschat, Abigayil Parr, Jago Salmon, Gillian Sheehan, Brian 
Williams and Peace Direct. Finally, thanks are also due to Nesle 
De Schutter, Rosalina Ferrajolo and Ethan Kee for their support 
throughout the research and production process.

This report was copyedited by Paul VanDeCarr. 

Acknowledgements



www.un.org/peacebuilding

@UNPeacebuilding

@United Nations Peacebuilding and Peace Support

@UNPeacebuilding

@unpeacebuilding


