
158

© 2018 by the American Academy of Arts & Sciences
doi:10.1162/DAED_a_00481

In Defense of Ambition: Building Peaceful 
& Inclusive Societies in a World on Fire

Nancy E. Lindborg & J. Joseph Hewitt

Abstract: Fragility creates the conditions for violent intrastate conflict. Its consequences contribute to global  
disorder and mounting threats to U.S. national security. Significant impediments to effective action in 
fragile states persist today, even with many years of policy attention and an emerging consensus about 
its centrality in causing armed conflict. Policy-makers across the U.S. interagency have yet to arrive at a 
shared consciousness about the challenge of fragility, a shared understanding of the nature of the prob-
lem, and the types of capacities that can be comprehensively deployed to address it effectively. This essay 
describes recent advances in the development sector with regard to fragile states that suggest a way forward 
for stronger results. The steep challenges of tackling the complex causes of fragility tell us to be measured 
in our actions, but the experiences of recent progress and the urgency to alleviate human suffering tell us 
the time is right for greater ambition.

In the wake of the two world wars, the world expe-
rienced significant progress: an increase in the num-
ber of democratic states, heartening advances to-
ward eliminating global poverty, and significant de-
creases in violent conflict. But those positive trends 
have abruptly reversed in the last decade. Now, a new 
wave of civil wars, historic levels of migrants and ref-
ugees, global pandemics, and increases in violent ex-
tremism are fueling a sense of global disorder. 

One critical cause for this increase in civil wars 
and violence can be traced to the challenges of frag-
ile states. Several decades of scholarship and experi-
ence have identified the strong correlation between 
state fragility and higher levels of violent conflict, ex-
treme poverty, violent extremism, and vulnerability 
to the predations of regional and international pow-
ers. In an increasingly interconnected world, fragili-
ty poses a greater threat to national and internation-
al security than ever before. It also presents pressing 
moral challenges. However, we have yet to effectively  
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organize either the collective resources of 
the U.S. government or international insti-
tutions to address this challenge.

Doing so within U.S. government insti-
tutions will require a significant shift in the 
way U.S. defense, diplomatic, and devel-
opment capabilities operate, moving away 
from deeply stovepiped bureaucracies that 
work without a shared framework to what 
General Stanley McChrystal has called a 
“shared consciousness” that enables more 
cohesive joint action.1 This means moving 
from vertical structures that inhibit effec-
tive action on complex, interrelated chal-
lenges to horizontal approaches that can 
more nimbly work to prevent the crises 
associated with states in which the state- 
society relationship has become dangerous-
ly frayed. As noted by Jean-Marie Guéhenno,  
in the search for effective means to prevent 
and end civil wars, “intelligent orchestra-
tion is the most important strategic vari-
able, and . . . isolated policies, even well- 
executed ones, are unlikely to produce last-
ing results unless they are part of an overall 
coherent and consistent strategy.”2 

Promising approaches for addressing fra-
gility have emerged from the development 
sector, which is grappling with how to pre-
vent significant investments from being 
overturned by repeated shocks from con-
flict and disaster. Development is arguably 
undergoing a paradigm shift, moving from 
narrowly focused investments designed to 
spur economic growth and isolated, sector- 
based programming, to a more systemic ap-
proach of managing risk and building resil-
ience to the effects of disaster and conflict. 
However, unless development, diplomatic, 
and defense approaches align more consis-
tently to adopt a shared understanding of 
how to address fragility, development ef-
forts alone will not be successful.

This essay explores the challenge of fra-
gility and its prominent role in fueling 
“unpredictable instability” and increasing 
threats to regional, national, and interna-

tional security; notes critical obstacles to 
applying these approaches more effective-
ly; and identifies promising approaches to 
addressing fragility that are emerging from 
the development community. It concludes 
with both recommendations and a call to 
action that acknowledge that while anxi-
ety about state fragility and its consequenc-
es may be rising, we have the opportunity 
to pursue new models for a positive future. 

Informed by recent conflict research, many 
policy-makers, especially development pol-
icy-makers, agree that nearly all outbreaks 
of violent intrastate conflict can be traced 
back to the absence or breakdown of the so-
cial contract between people and their gov-
ernment, a condition that policy-makers of-
ten refer to as fragility. By enabling violent 
intrastate conflict and other transnational 
threats, the consequences of fragility pose 
serious challenges to U.S. national security.

The source of fragility can be an absence 
of state legitimacy in the eyes of its citi-
zens, effectiveness, or both. Legitimacy is 
weakened wherever societal and govern-
ing institutions are not inclusive or re-
sponsive to all identity groups, including 
minority and marginalized populations. 
Legitimacy may also be undermined when 
weak mechanisms exist by which popula-
tions can hold governing institutions ac-
countable for performance. Effectiveness 
is diminished when state-society interac-
tions fail to produce adequate public goods 
to respond to citizens’ needs for security, 
health, economic well-being, and social 
welfare. High levels of fragility–whether  
caused by illegitimacy, ineffectiveness, or 
both–create conditions for armed conflict 
and political instability.

While policy-makers use fragility as a 
helpful concept for framing a complicated 
set of problems relating to the state-soci-
ety relationship, conflict researchers do not 
test hypotheses about the singular influence 
of fragility on the risks of conflict. Fragility 
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refers to multiple dimensions of the state- 
society relationship, which would typically 
be represented in a regression-based model 
for the outbreak of violent conflict with sep-
arate independent variables. However, we 
think that conflict researchers have success-
fully made the case that fragility enables the 
conditions for violent conflict, based on the 
accumulated evidence from many conflict 
studies that examine the influence of differ-
ent structural attributes of the state-soci-
ety relationship on combined conflict risks.

As Charles Call and Susanna Campbell 
note, the literature from the past decade is 
replete with studies presenting robust ev-
idence on the relationship between struc-
tural attributes of society and future armed 
conflict.3 Many of those structural attri-
butes are directly tied to elements of frag-
ile state-society relationships, including 
variables that align with fragility in terms 
of low legitimacy, like the presence of fac-
tionalized zero-sum political competition, 
past ethnic conflict, ethnic discrimination, 
or weak justice systems. In other cases,  
there are variables that track with fragility 
in terms of poor effectiveness, such as high 
infant mortality rates, high youth unem-
ployment rates, low gdp per capita growth 
rates, or high poverty rates.

But with protection from two oceans, 
peaceful neighbors, and overwhelming mil-
itary capabilities, is the United States im-
mune to fragility? In today’s world, people, 
states, and economies are deeply intercon-
nected, and threats quickly cross bound- 
aries and easily spread over large geograph-
ic distances. Fragility has already tested U.S. 
national security and will continue to do so 
if left unaddressed.

Fragility is the common denominator 
running through some of the steepest se-
curity challenges the United States faces.  
A growing number of composite indices 
that directly measure state-society dysfunc-
tion have made it possible to track and rank 
key elements of fragility at the national and 

subnational levels.4 The combined insights 
from these efforts have clarified the nexus 
between fragility and multiple challenges 
to U.S. national security as well as interna-
tional security: the top seven states respon-
sible for refugees and migrants rank at the 
top of nearly every index on fragility;5 five 
of the top seven most fragile states also rep-
resent the top five sources of terrorist at-
tacks;6 the fifty most fragile states on earth 
are home to 43 percent of the world’s most 
impoverished people, or roughly three bil-
lion people;7 and a majority of the unprec-
edented sixty-five million people current-
ly displaced by violent conflict around the 
globe are fleeing the forty ongoing internal 
conflicts worldwide.8

These conflicts have become increas-
ingly internationalized, as fragile states in 
turmoil are more vulnerable to the preda-
tions of regional and international pow-
ers. Internationalized internal conflicts, 
like those unfolding in Syria, Iraq, Yemen, 
and Ukraine, were a rarity twenty-five years 
ago, accounting for approximately 3 per-
cent of the world’s conflicts. Today, inter-
nationalized internal conflicts account for 
one-third of all global conflicts, have con-
tributed to the 500 percent increase in glob-
al battle deaths over the past ten years, and 
have pushed conflict deaths to a twenty-
five-year high.9 Civil war in Syria alone has 
taken a staggering toll on human life; esti-
mates range from 250,000 to 470,000 lost 
in the conflict since 2011. 

Further, these internationalized con-
flicts have become much harder to solve, 
providing proxy ground for external pow-
ers to manipulate fragile institutions, ex-
ercise their own interests, and flex their 
muscles, thereby raising concerns about 
the potential for renewed great-power 
conflicts playing out in highly vulnera-
ble fragile states. These conflicts are last-
ing longer and costing more; various esti-
mates of the costs of global conflict range 
from $9 to $13.6 trillion per year.10 
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Finally, these dynamics are playing out 
in a world that changes faster, is more 
complex, and is more inextricably con-
nected than at any time in history. Fifteen 
billion devices were connected to the In-
ternet in 2015; that is more than two devic-
es for every person in the world and more 
than double the seven billion devices con-
nected in 2011. However, this greater con-
nectivity has cut both ways, and access is 
infamously being exploited by organiza-
tions like Al Qaeda and the Islamic State to 
spread radical and violent ideologies and 
recruit foreign fighters.

Fragile states often lack the capacity to 
extend the reach of government over the 
entirety of their respective territories. As a 
result, illicit transnational forces (such as 
terrorist and organized criminal groups) of-
ten hold territory in fragile states.11 Trans- 
national flows of illicit arms, drugs, and 
people are increasingly sophisticated and 
intertwined. And, driven out of their homes 
by violent conflict and poverty, historic lev-
els of refugees and migrants have reached 
the shores of Europe, contributing to the 
political destabilization of key U.S. allies 
in Europe.

Faced with the threat of pandemic dis-
ease, fragile states often lack the institu-
tional capacity to respond quickly and 
effectively to control the spread of new 
outbreaks.12 With the experience of an 
outbreak of Ebola in three fragile states of 
West Africa in 2015 and the more recent 
outbreak of Zika in parts of Latin America,  
the specter of uncontrolled pandemics 
has never loomed larger. In the context of 
a highly interconnected world, fragility  
compounds the threat of the spread of 
pandemic disease to the United States.

In the previous issue of Dædalus, Stewart 
Patrick argues that the threats emanating 
from fragile or failed states typically lack the 
potential to pose a significant or existential 
threat to the United States–we do not dis-
agree.13 However, the many challenges ema-

nating from fragile states do create circum-
stances that test U.S. national security inter-
ests. They impede the ability of the United 
States to attain foreign-policy objectives 
pertaining to the security of allies, the sta-
bility of key regions, and the promotion of 
a liberal international order that ultimate-
ly serves U.S. security interests. Whenev-
er major civil wars or other types of crises 
erupt in fragile states, the deleterious results 
only steepen the ongoing uphill challenge 
for U.S. leadership to strengthen interna-
tional security arrangements that serve to 
protect human rights and dignity for all 
global citizens.

In addition to the security challenges pre-
sented by fragility, the moral challenge also 
looms large. In late 2017, four of the most 
fragile states on any index–Somalia, South 
Sudan, Yemen, and Northeastern Nigeria–
were still teetering on the edge of famine, 
putting twenty million people at risk of se-
vere malnutrition or starvation. From a 
moral standpoint, the human suffering en-
gendered by dysfunctional interactions be-
tween governments and their people places 
a responsibility on the international com-
munity to respond. Whether fragility com-
pounds the spread of a pandemic disease, 
contributes to famine, or enables the con-
ditions for armed violence, the devastat-
ing toll on human life demands a remedy. 
In this respect, we wholeheartedly echo Pat-
rick’s highlighting of the moral dimension 
of addressing fragility. We would only em-
phasize that the moral challenge of fragility 
extends beyond the humanitarian response 
to crises. As these crises emerge from frag-
ile settings not because of bad luck, but be-
cause of structural attributes, the moral im-
perative to address fragility extends to re-
sponding to its root causes, not just to the 
crises and human suffering that are often 
its consequence. 

Given the significant threats and costs of 
fragility, why has effective policy for sup-
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porting country transitions out of fragility 
remained elusive? On paper, Republican 
and Democratic administrations alike have 
made “weak,” “failed,” and “fragile” states 
a priority in their national security strate-
gies.14 In the late 1990s, the Clinton admin-
istration recognized that states “unable to 
provide basic governance, safety and se-
curity, and opportunities for their popu-
lations” could potentially “[generate] in-
ternal conflict, mass migration, famine, 
epidemic diseases, environmental disas-
ters, mass killings and aggression against 
neighboring states or ethnic groups–
events which can threaten regional secu-
rity and U.S. interests.”15 After 9/11, the 
Bush administration was primarily con-
cerned about the exploitation of weak 
states by terrorists. And before the transfer 
of power to President Trump, the Obama 
administration’s national security strat-
egy stated: “fragile and conflict-affected 
states incubate and spawn infectious dis-
ease, illicit weapons and drug smugglers, 
and destabilizing refugee flows. Too often, 
failures in governance and endemic cor-
ruption hold back the potential of rising 
regions.”16 But the United States has not 
gotten measurably better at achieving its 
desired outcomes in these environments. 
In practice, fragility rarely becomes the fo-
cused area of effort, despite receiving sig-
nificant attention in foundational strategic 
documents. Each situation is different, but 
there are some common reasons for this 
difficult reality.

A crisis-driven focus. First, administrations  
inevitably become hostage to the latest ter-
rible crisis and, by necessity, focus energy 
and resources on responding to rather than 
preventing crisis. The cost of this approach 
has become increasingly untenable, with 
an ever greater reliance on reactive tools, 
including military action, deployment of 
peacekeeping missions, and increasingly 
higher levels of humanitarian assistance. 
The result is a persistent focus on fragile 

states, but only after crisis hits, when ac-
tion is more urgent and expensive, options 
are more limited, and problems are harder 
to solve. For example, the 2014 Ebola out-
break quickly spread from West Africa to 
the United States and resulted in Congress 
passing a significant package of postcrisis 
assistance intended to build greater, lon-
ger-term global health security in the re-
gion.17 These are, unfortunately, the kind 
of investments that rarely occur until after 
an attention-grabbing threat has landed. 

Bureaucratic impediments. Second, the ver-
tical structures of government bureaucra-
cies remain a significant impediment. The 
U.S. government is organized to divide se-
curity, development, and political action, 
each with its own frameworks, theories 
of change, and time horizons, precluding 
more effective joint approaches. A confus-
ing web of authorities and areas of respon-
sibility serve to ignite turf battles and cre-
ate incentives for competition rather than 
collaboration. 

In addition, agencies are geographically 
organized in inconsistent ways, making it 
harder to have a shared analysis. The De-
partment of Defense (dod) is organized 
regionally, the Department of State is or-
ganized to operate via government-to-gov-
ernment interaction, and the United States 
Agency for International Development 
(usaid) has a hybrid approach, with both 
state-based and regional operations. Those 
differences, coupled with the different ca-
pabilities that each bring to bear in fragile 
environments, can lead the three D’s (di-
plomacy, development, and defense) to 
analyze fragile contexts within different 
frameworks. The results are often cast in 
terms of the analyzing agency’s set of ca-
pabilities, which can undermine the po-
tential for coordinated action.

Efforts are further hampered by con-
gressional constraints that impose budget 
inflexibility through earmarks and com-
petitive congressional committee juris-
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dictions. For example, in 2010, the State 
Department, dod, and usaid brought a 
carefully crafted joint action plan for Iraq 
to Congress that required presentation 
to two different appropriations commit-
tees. The Armed Services Committee fully 
funded the dod plan, while the State De-
partment and usaid were allotted only a 
fraction of the necessary funding by their 
committee, invalidating the core assump-
tions and effectiveness of the plan.18 

Lack of a shared consciousness. The most im-
portant challenge, however, is the absence 
of a “shared consciousness,” as termed by 
General Stanley McChrystal, among exec-
utive branch agencies about exactly why, 
what, how, and when to engage collective-
ly in fragile states. The result is that each 
branch essentially operates with blinders 
on, limiting its ability to see the larger eco-
system of the challenge. 

A recent study by Stanford University, 
Chatham House, and the United States In-
stitute of Peace underlined this challenge in 
a retrospective look at coalition efforts in Af-
ghanistan over the past decade.19 The study 
found that there were essentially three sepa-
rate, simultaneous lines of effort during this 
period: intelligence efforts, which sought 
information on Al Qaeda; military units, 
which fought the Taliban; and development 
actors that helped the Afghan state and so-
ciety to rebuild. However, the methods em-
ployed by the intelligence and military ac-
tors served to exacerbate corruption and 
undermine the trust of the people in their 
state, undercutting the significant invest-
ments into rebuilding the state that were 
meant to strengthen the confidence of the 
Afghan people in the first place.

This example is a stark illustration of 
how each effort was pursued with a differ-
ent definition of the problem, with differ-
ing timelines and frameworks for actions 
and fundamentally different goals. Typi-
cally, the development community looks 
at longer-term change, while defense and 

diplomatic efforts address more immedi-
ate security and political problems. How-
ever, without more closely aligned goals, 
progress on the issues of fragility will re-
main limited, and, too frequently, short-
term gains will result in longer-term crises. 

Meaningful progress will require a con-
certed effort to transform the business 
model of government, making it more 
proactive, adaptive, and integrated. A new 
approach requires a shared consciousness 
among the U.S. government interagency 
about how best to deploy the tools of U.S. 
foreign policy, and the horizontal effec-
tiveness to work with one another: diplo-
macy and security must be achieved local-
ly; development and security are political 
concerns; and diplomacy and develop-
ment cannot be separated from security 
and stability.

This type of cohesive framework for put-
ting states back together after a major con-
flict was articulated in the Commission on 
Post-Conflict Reconstruction’s 2003 re-
port, Play to Win.20 The Commission stated 
that the priority areas requiring substan-
tive local, U.S., and international commu-
nity effort were security, justice and recon-
ciliation, economic and social well-being, 
and governance and participation, and the 
report enumerated specific goals and tasks 
for short-, medium-, and long-term transi-
tion. The Commission also cautioned that 
a successful approach required mutually 
reinforcing and coherent action across all 
four pillars of engagement and that suc-
cess would be jeopardized if security, jus-
tice, economic, or governance issues were 
addressed in isolation from one another. 

The Commission drew heavily upon the 
key lessons learned during the Balkans 
conflict and its aftermath. Unfortunately, 
by the time of its release in 2003, attention 
had already shifted to new imperatives im-
posed by the 9/11 attacks, underscoring the 
perennial problem of lessons lost as admin-
istrations and priorities change. 
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In the very recent past, three important 
changes have emerged within the develop-
ment sector that demonstrate the poten-
tial for overcoming some of the obstacles 
described above. These changes signal a 
paradigm shift in strategy away from more 
traditional humanitarian and development 
approaches to a more integrated approach 
for working in fragile states. Traditional 
development efforts have long focused on 
investing in productive economic growth 
and advancing key objectives in health, ag-
riculture, or education with a steady deter-
mination to steer clear of politics. 

This approach was mirrored in the Mil-
lennium Development Goals (mdgs) an-
nounced by the un in 2000. The mdgs 
comprised a fifteen-year plan for realiz-
ing eight global goals to end extreme pov-
erty, including realizing universal prima-
ry education, promoting gender equality, 
reducing child mortality, improving ma-
ternal and child health, and developing a 
global partnership for development. De-
spite these ambitious objectives, the mdgs 
conspicuously avoided any of the challeng-
es posed by conflict, inequity, or lack of hu-
man rights and justice. At their conclusion 
in 2015, poverty was increasingly concen-
trated in the most fragile countries.

This result did not come as a surprise 
to many. As early as the late 1990s, usaid 
sought to address the need to understand 
the political dynamics of development and 
instituted a pioneering initiative to include 
democracy promotion and, later, conflict 
analysis as part of its development agenda.  
usaid also released its Fragile States Strat-
egy in early 2005. 

Then, in 2011, the World Bank released its 
landmark World Development Report: Con-
flict, Security and Development, calling for a 
different approach to help conflict-affected  
states emerge from cycles of conflict by in-
vesting in an integrated set of activities em-
phasizing citizen security, access to justice, 
and job creation. The report proposed an 

evidence-based framework that empha-
sized institutional legitimacy as funda-
mental to stability. More recent reports in 
2016 and 2017 on states of fragility from the 
International Institute for Economics and 
Peace and the Organisation for Economic  
Co-operation and Development have ad-
vanced this work to develop further ev-
idence for frameworks that address the 
challenge of fragility.21 Finally, both the 
un and World Bank have recently adopt-
ed conflict prevention as core priorities, a 
commitment highlighted by the release 
in October 2017 of Pathways to Peace–an 
unprecedented joint report that presents 
a comprehensive overview of global evi-
dence pertaining to conflict prevention.22  

These reports were key in articulating the 
evidence base and developing the frame-
works for addressing fragility. However, in 
the U.S. government, real change has re-
mained hampered by chronic underfund-
ing and a lack of full acceptance by many 
humanitarian and development profes-
sionals, especially those skittish of becom-
ing too engaged with “politics.” However, 
three key developments have helped cata-
lyze an accelerated shift from more tradi-
tional relief and development approaches 
to a greater focus on fragility.

Fragile states self-identify for the first time. 
First, in 2011, the International Dialogue 
on Peacebuilding and Statebuilding an-
nounced the New Deal for Engagement in 
Fragile States at the Fourth High-Level Fo-
rum on Aid Effectiveness (hlf-4) held in 
Busan, South Korea, the quadrennial gath-
ering of international development actors 
to forge key agreements and chart global 
development progress. The New Deal–
based on an agreement between self-iden-
tified fragile-state governments (the g 7+), 
international donors, and civil society or-
ganizations and designed explicitly to cre-
ate more inclusive, accountable systems of 
governance–called for new ways to invest 
financially and politically in fragile states.23 
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The New Deal’s five peace-building and 
state-building goals build on a growing col-
lective wisdom on the most effective ways 
to help fragile countries move toward great-
er peace: foster inclusive political settle-
ments and conflict resolution; establish 
and strengthen people’s security; address 
injustices and increase people’s access to 
justice; generate employment and improve 
livelihoods; and manage revenue and build 
capacity for accountable and fair service  
delivery.24

Though the New Deal was not officially  
incorporated into the main platform of 
hlf-4, it was included as one of eight 
streams of activity, representing a signifi-
cant shift in the mainstream development 
world. Unfortunately, support and engage-
ment of the New Deal among G7 countries 
(Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States) 
has been limited to development agen-
cies. To realize its full transformative po-
tential, support for the New Deal will have 
to be expanded in both donor governments 
and fragile states to include security, politi-
cal, and development departments and be 
championed by civil society with more ex-
tensive community engagement.25 The po-
tential of the New Deal is further limited 
by the inability of most g 7+ countries thus 
far to demonstrate proof of concept; in-
stead, many member states have contin-
ued to descend into further conflict. How-
ever, it retains promise as a model for the 
kind of compact that could create greater 
coherence and effectiveness in providing 
a carrot-and-stick approach to those states 
trapped in fragility and conflict.

Sustainable development goals prioritize in-
clusivity and accountability. Second, as the 
mdgs approached their conclusion in 2015, 
un member states began negotiating the 
Global Goals for the next fifteen years. The 
mdgs’ track record demonstrated that the 
elimination of extreme poverty could not 
advance without tackling the messy dy-

namics of exclusion, conflict, and fragility, 
thus opening the door for change. 

Despite initial opposition from mem-
ber states reluctant to introduce politics 
into the development agenda, the Sustain-
able Development Goals (sdgs) adopted 
in 2015 recognize that development invest-
ments cannot be sustained unless states 
and societies are inclusive, accountable, 
and just. Significantly, sdg Goal 16 seeks 
to promote peaceful and inclusive societ-
ies for sustainable development, provide 
access to justice for all, and build effec-
tive, accountable, and inclusive institu-
tions at all levels. The g 7+ countries were 
among those most active in advocating for 
this goal. In this way, the sdgs represent a 
deep shift in the collective mindset of de-
velopment practitioners and has already 
ignited a new approach. 

Refugee crises fuel rethinking of humanitar-
ian architecture. Third, just as the Global  
Goals were adopted, the refugee and mi-
grant crisis of 2015 began breaking on the 
shores of Europe. The protracted conflicts 
of Africa and Afghanistan were sudden-
ly overlaid with new wars in Syria, Libya, 
and Yemen, and a renewed conflict in Iraq. 
As both refugees and migrants overflowed 
beyond the saturated frontline states, they 
sought refuge and a better life in Europe. 
As Sarah Kenyon Lischer has detailed, the 
global humanitarian system strained to ad-
dress these multiple crises simultaneously, 
revealing cracks in the long-standing sys-
tem of safety nets and necessarily prompt-
ing a rethinking of the business model of 
humanitarian assistance.26 

In May 2015, the first-ever Global Human-
itarian Summit was held in Turkey, where 
more than nine thousand humanitarian, 
development, and political participants and 
fifty-five heads of state from 173 countries 
convened to seek solutions to the human 
suffering created by acute violent conflict 
and historic displacement. Key agreements 
focused on breaking down the stovepipes 
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between humanitarian and development 
activities, with a greater emphasis on un-
derstanding and addressing the drivers of 
violent conflict. As a result, the World Bank 
is opening new windows of concessionary 
funding for states like Jordan and Lebanon 
to better address the strain from the mas-
sive onslaught of refugees and to forestall 
them from collapsing into crises as well. 
The World Bank’s International Develop-
ment Association’s ida18 is the largest re-
plenishment of ida resources by donors 
in the organization’s fifty-six-year history, 
and has a bold, new focus on increasing at-
tention and investment in fragile states, ac-
knowledging the core development chal-
lenge they represent.

The promising developments described 
above have helped codify the internation-
al community’s collective wisdom both 
on what to do and, increasingly, on how 
to prevent fragility or mitigate state fail-
ure. At least five important principles have 
emerged for guiding policy and programs 
in fragile states: 1) invest in sustainable 
security that entitles civilians to justice;  
2) support legitimate governments, char-
acterized by inclusive politics, accountable 
institutions, and reconciliation; 3) create 
conditions for inclusive, equitable eco-
nomic growth; 4) enable locally led change 
by training and equipping local partners 
and investing in country systems; and  
5) sustain efforts over time, since change 
can take a generation or more to reveal it-
self. The way forward for supporting frag-
ile state transitions to resilience depends 
on putting these principles into practice.

Many promising initiatives for address-
ing fragility were instituted in the Obama 
administration, both within usaid and 
across the interagency. For example, the 
U.S. government established and provid-
ed active support for values-based institu-
tions that continue to provide normative 
support for more resilient democracies, in-

cluding the Community of Democracies, 
Open Government Partnership, Inter- 
American Democratic Charter, and sdg 
Goal 16. And within the U.S. government, 
many efforts have focused on breaking 
down internal stovepipes and linking ear-
ly warning with early action, such as the 
Atrocities Prevention Board and a new Cen-
ter for Resilience within usaid. 

The State Department has sought to rec-
ognize the role of the private sector, faith 
leaders, and civil society in a world that is 
no longer simply the domain of diplomats. 
The National Security Council sought to 
establish a regular series of deputies’ meet-
ings to take up the issue of those fragile 
countries that warrant increased focus and 
attention. The Obama administration also 
negotiated critical new presidential direc-
tives to create greater interagency coher-
ence, including Presidential Policy Direc-
tive 6 on Global Development and Presi-
dential Policy Directive 23 on U.S. Security 
Sector Assistance Policy. In the first year 
of the Trump administration–with its na-
tional security strategy still forthcoming–
it remains too early to assess how the cur-
rent administration will put principles for 
fragile state engagement into practice.

In 2016, the Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, the Center for New 
American Security, and the United States 
Institute of Peace convened a bipartisan 
study group composed of former U.S. gov-
ernment officials and private-sector and 
ngo leaders specifically to capture key les-
sons and make recommendations to the 
next administration.

These recommendations offer a policy 
framework that takes the lessons of the 
last three administrations and builds on 
the collective wisdom of what to do based 
on a “four S approach”: strategic, selec-
tive, systemic, and sustained. Specific rec-
ommendations are organized into three 
compacts: one domestic, both within the 
administration and within Congress; one 
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within the international community; and 
one within fragile states. 

Most important, that study acknowledg-
es that the United States cannot tackle fra-
gility everywhere, but can apply strategic 
and selective criteria to determine both pri-
ority areas for action, where it is most likely 
to have a positive impact, as well as specific  
efforts for enabling more systemic action 
that uses all the capabilities of the U.S. gov-
ernment over a sustained period. Colombia 
is an example of how this approach can re-
sult in success: Plan Colombia combined 
security, diplomatic, and development in-
vestments over a sustained period span-
ning three administrations. This approach 
helped transform a failed narcostate that 
threatened U.S. security into a partner with 
a rising economy and a new peace agree-
ment ending fifty years of conflict. 

Fragility creates the conditions for vio-
lent intrastate conflict. The consequences 
contribute to global disorder and mount-
ing threats to U.S. national security. This 
essay has described the significant imped-
iments to effective action in fragile states, 
even with emerging consensus about its 
centrality in causing armed conflict and 
many years of policy attention. Although 
we appreciate the scope of the challenges 
described here, we also think that recent 
advances in the development sector with 
regard to fragile states suggest a way for-
ward for stronger results.

A bold, aspirational vision for a future 
world order and a healthy dose of realism 
are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they are 
mutually reinforcing. We can be realistic 
about America’s ability and will to help 
shape that world order without relinquish-
ing our commitment to peace, stability, hu-
man rights, and effective governance based 
on the rule of law. We can also be realistic 
about the ability and will of fragile states 
to overcome profound obstacles to eco-
nomic growth and inclusive governance 

without declaring such transformations  
impossible. 

The last seventy years have brought the 
world unparalleled peace and security. But 
there are critical challenges to address in 
the institutions that have developed over 
time, both within the United States and 
internationally. Our challenge is to reform 
these institutions to more effectively meet 
the challenge of fragility rather than yield 
to the temptation to jettison their funda-
mental structures in search of illusory sim-
ple solutions. The experiences of recent 
progress in tackling the challenges of frag-
ile states coupled with our appreciation of 
the steep problems ahead tell us to be both 
ambitious and measured in our actions as 
we seek to lead a community of nations into 
the uncertain future. 

While existing institutional architecture 
may be poorly positioned to respond to to-
day’s complexity without significant re-
form, the international community has a 
history of delivering on ambition. Nearly 
seventy years ago, from the ashes of con-
flict, the world united to establish the Bret-
ton Woods institutions: the United Na-
tions, the International Monetary Fund, 
and the World Bank. The United States 
and the international community have long 
proven their ability to do hard things. 

In that spirit, we close with a call to re-
main seized by the challenge to discover 
new ways to strengthen our understand-
ing of and to compile evidence about frag-
ile states. For example, more comprehen-
sive evidence about the cost-effectiveness 
of long-term peace-building investments 
remains elusive. The policy case for ex-
panded engagement in fragile states for 
the purpose of long-term conflict preven-
tion would be strengthened considerably 
with compelling evidence about the rela-
tively modest costs of prevention versus the 
immense costs of crisis response. The de-
bate is not about whether peace-building  
investments cost less than humanitarian  
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responses to crisis. Of course they do. The 
case that must be made is more complicat-
ed than that and depends on combining 
evidence about the results of foreign as-
sistance with informed speculation about 
a counterfactual. For any fragile state that 
has received significant foreign assistance 
to address the sources of fragility, what ev-
idence exists that those investments actu-
ally reduced the likelihood of a future out-
break of major armed conflict? Second, 
what would have been the estimated costs 
of the international humanitarian or mili-
tary response to such an outbreak? To ad-
vance more convincing arguments about 
the cost-effectiveness of more coherent pol-
icies and programs that address fragility, we 
urge researchers to innovate and build evi-
dence around these claims.

A recent survey of more than three hun-
dred impact evaluations of programs de-
signed to address state-society relations 
found significant gaps in the evidence base 
on the effectiveness of such programs.27 For 
example, rigorous evidence from program 
interventions tend to be concentrated in a 
small number of countries. Evaluations of 

programs designed to strengthen the trans-
parency, accountability, or inclusiveness of 
political institutions are particularly rare. 
The study’s authors found that in the coun-
tries with the largest populations facing the 
steepest challenges of governance, very lit-
tle or no evidence exists about the effective-
ness of development interventions.

We argued earlier that we have two de-
cades of evidence that fragility enables vio-
lent conflict and that the presence of citizen 
security, inclusive justice, and economies in-
crease stability and peace. However, policy- 
makers across the U.S. interagency have yet 
to arrive at a shared consciousness about 
the challenge of fragility, a shared under-
standing of the nature of the problem, and 
the types of capacities that can be compre-
hensively deployed to address it effectively.  
That remains a steep ambition, but one that 
can be supported and accelerated with the 
development of better evidence about what 
works in fragile contexts. With an ever- 
improving understanding of how diplo-
matic, development, and defense actors 
can combine to tackle fragility, that ambi-
tion can be realized.
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