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Peace and conflict studies knowledge 
has dramatically expanded over the last 
25 years. Scholars know much more 
about why conflicts start, and how they 
can be prevented. In parallel, innovation 
and technology actors have begun to 
engage with issues of peace and conflict. 
Yet cooperation between these actors is 
still relatively rare. We argue that there 
are important synergies that can foster 
peace-positive innovation in order to de-
velop mechanisms and technologies to 
support human security and peacebuild-
ing. We outline five steps to move the 
peace innovation agenda forward.

Innovators and scholars can meaningfully collaborate to shape peaceful societies. 
We offer five steps they can take together
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Inclusive alternatives to Global North-centric 
development and security mechanisms (and 
peace research itself) are needed to bring new 
ideas into this space. Given challenges of pro-
moting peace in complex crisis environments, 
we should encourage innovations that both (i) 
improve business accountability and efficiency 
in conflict reduction and peace promotion; 
and (ii) reduce the likelihood that unintended 
consequences of business activities (or those of 
subsidiaries) will exacerbate conflict. Businesses 
increasingly want to contribute in this space, 
and the framework here enables them to mean-
ingfully participate rather than simply engag-
ing in ‘peacewashing’ or mere public relations 
campaigns. 

Advancing a Peace Innovation Agenda

Emerging opportunities and insights in the 
peace innovation sphere are already reshaping 
how we operationalize research questions and 
agendas that drive peace innovation. Now is 
the time to convert desire into action. Taking 
advantage of peace and conflict scholars’ deep 
thematic and area-based expertise, we can gen-
erate new frameworks to integrate stakeholders 
and move peace innovation forward to bridge 
gaps between social development, innovation, 
scholarship and policy.  

‘why’ not ‘what’ of product offerings, we must 
internationalize and globally contextualize the 
growing societal pull for innovators to act as 
global change agents. 

Global opportunities in peace and conflict inno-
vation are tantalizing, but existing networks like 
Stanford’s Peace Innovation Network tend to fo-
cus upon Global North network hubs instead of 
emerging cities like New Delhi, São Paulo, Cape 
Town, Shanghai or Buenos Aires. Moreover, 
research proximity matters, concerning complex 
issues of conflict, migration, urban violence, or 
others. The same holds true for innovation – and 
is why the most innovative firms conglomerate 
in global hubs, finding that the value of proxim-
ity to other change agents outweighs any finan-
cial benefits of dispersal. Thus, while Europe 
and the USA are at the forefront of global innova-
tion, finding the most insightful regional and 
sub-national peace innovation will likely occur 
outside these hubs. Supporting such emerging 
actors – both innovators and scholars – is thus of 
paramount importance.

For example, conflicts in remote settings can 
do immense damage before the international 
community or even national actors are able to 
respond. While there are nearly always early 
warning signs of conflict, securing this infor-
mation in a timely, actionable manner remains 
a major hurdle. Further, while many innovators 
have attempted to crowdsource or scrape social 
media for early warnings, efforts have often 
been contingent on extensive local use of social 
media, which can be unreliable in less physically 
and digitally accessible crisis settings. A glo-
balized peace innovation approach can reduce 
response timeframes, provide contextualized 
understandings, and ultimately enable more 
rapid engagement of ideas and innovations to 
help build peace. 

As a counter-weight to state-centric, technology-
dependent and commercially-governed security 
research, we consider peace innovation’s po-
tential in assessing, analyzing and articulating 
human security needs as a key opportunity. 
Positive impacts for peace innovation must thus 
begin by benefitting first and foremost the most 
vulnerable who are less able to voice their experi-
ences of insecurity. Such access to the means 
of expression and communication is essential 
to reducing societal insecurity, especially as its 
withdrawal is often a precursor to conflict. 

Globalize the Peace Innovation Playing 
Field

The merging of business, tech, and societal 
values towards peace-positive aims (e.g. Creat-
ing Shared Value) has led to dramatic shifts in 
supply chain management, subcontracting, and 
other corporate interactions in the developing 
world. Firms are encouraged to engage more 
deeply in ‘corporate diplomacy’ in conflict-prone 
or unstable areas of operation, hoping to leverage 
their local clout to support peace or prevent back-
sliding into war. As post-conflict and conflict 
regions also often represent some of the world’s 
last ‘untapped’ markets, corporate and political 
interest in peace innovation offerings are grow-
ing rapidly. 

But large gaps remain. There is a fundamen-
tal difference between developing solutions 
designed to bring long-term development and 
those designed to address the more acute chal-
lenges of peacebuilding. Further, Global South 
expertise claimed by many social development 
innovation actors does not necessarily translate 
to the skills needed to work in conflict specifi-
cally. Such claims may even be detrimental to 
insightful analysis or innovation recommen-
dations that are desired and/or beneficial to 
conflict-affected stakeholders. In the context of 
a tech sector increasingly concerned about the 

• We identify five ways to move the peace 
innovation agenda forward.

• First, stakeholders must strengthen 
the scholar-entrepreneur-policy triad of 
peace innovation.

• Second, if ‘disrupting conflict’, then do 
so with informed purpose.

• Third, promote ethical innovation 
through culturally sensitive 
engagement.

• Fourth, make innovations that deliver 
specific positive impacts in conflict-
affected environments.

• Fifth, make efforts to globalize the 
playing field of peace innovation.
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Pro-Peace Innovation Opportunities

Peace and conflict studies knowledge has ex-
panded dramatically over the last 25 years, and 
we know much more about why conflicts start, 
and how they can be prevented. In parallel, in-
novation and technology actors have started 
engaging with peace and conflict issues. Thus 
far, however, innovators have had little interac-
tion with peace scholars as they try to become 
peacebuilders, despite many expressing a deep 
interest to positively impact fragile and conflict-
affected regions across the globe.

While allocating tech billions for future moon-
shots seems commonplace, there is untapped 
value in promoting joint efforts between aca-
demics and innovators that help those suffering 
today. In being guided by state-of-the-art peace 
research to build new violence prevention and 
peacebuilding tools, chances for positive societal 
impact will be maximized. By integrating re-
searchers’ deep knowledge of peace and conflict 
processes with peace-positive innovation and 
entrepreneurship, we can develop mechanisms 
and technologies that support human security 
and peacebuilding around the globe.

In support, we outline several opportunities in 
the peace innovation space, and call for innova-
tors and scholars to activate peace collaborations. 
We examine select challenges that actors in this 
space currently face, and outline how innovator-
academic partnerships can help address some of 
today’s most intractable global peace and conflict 
problems. We call for five ways to take peace in-
novation forward:

1. Build the scholar–entrepreneur–policy triad

2. Disrupt Conflict’ – with informed purpose

3. Promote ethical innovation

4. Deliver specific positive impacts

5. Globalize the peace innovation playing field

Build the Scholar–Entrepreneur–Policy 
Triad of Peace Innovation

Peace innovations – innovations strategically de-
signed and specifically implemented to attempt 
to build peace – can have real-world, transforma-
tive impacts on vulnerable people. We also know 
integrated, multi-stakeholder approaches give us 

the best chances for success, in everything from 
refugee integration and public security policy to 
private sector support for early warning systems 
in conflict zones. Contextual conflict-sensitive 
guidance for peacebuilding innovators will thus 
measurably help their products carry more value 
and have greater impacts for affected communi-
ties. Here, strategic partnerships between in-
novators, businesses, scholars, governments and 
philanthropists – including funding approaches 
formalizing peace on the innovation agenda 
– can meaningfully contribute to conflict reduc-
tion and global peacebuilding. 

We propose the creation of inclusive peace in-
novation spaces that bring complementary 
actors together in houses of joint work, located 
at universities or peace research institutes, or 
within start-up communities themselves to 
better incubate ideas. These spaces will unite 
unique constellations of actors who understand 
commercial interests, yet critically recognize 
that entrepreneurs need fundamentally different 
approaches when engaging with core peace and 
conflict issues. Patterned upon social enterprise 
models that equally prioritize human develop-
ment and societal impact with profit, these new 
spaces will build innovation strategies in a man-
ner that is both good for beneficiaries and users 
of new technologies in conflict regions and good 
for business. 

Dedicated spaces for personal, cooperative inter-
actions are necessary for impactful innovation. 
This interaction can also deliver more substan-
tial guidance for companies or entrepreneurs 
than what private political risk consulting or 
social impact assessment advice might offer. Ex-
isting social development and technology incu-
bators like IDEA London, the Grameen Creative 
Lab, ICT4Peace and BUILD Peace are promising 
platforms, but tend to only offer meeting spaces 
for likeminded innovators; or focus more upon 
humanitarianism than peacebuilding. By ex-
tending the scope of these incubators to include 
academic leaders, stakeholders can tease out 
ideas that are more sensitive to local needs, and 
discover actionable solutions.

For example, the Tech Challenge was a 2014 
contest sponsored by USAID and Humanity 
United that funded 15 ideas responding to spe-
cific challenges for atrocity prevention. But win-
ning innovations were hampered by inadequate 
scaling mechanisms (a common concern), and 
as development occurred on ‘innovation islands’ 

without business or scholarly insights, few in-
cluded adequate incentives for those in conflict 
settings to adopt products. Without the syn-
chronicity effects that academic guidance could 
have provided, many projects were simply rolled 
out and ignored. 

Peace innovation is too important to be housed 
in one-off contests. Such initiatives should be 
integrated as continuous processes coupled 
with systematic supportive environments, us-
ing best practices on peacebuilding to guide 
innovators. Linking peace and conflict expertise 
with innovation actors can profoundly influence 
innovation thinking, particularly in reframing 
how meaning and value can be created. More 
concretely, incorporating peace scholarship with 
innovation processes can promote the merging 
of commercial and social value, reshaping how 
companies and innovators see their roles as posi-
tive change agents.

‘Disrupt Conflict’ – but Do So with 
Informed Purpose

Perhaps the single most over-used cliché in Sili-
con Valley is that a new ‘disruptive’ innovation is 
going to ‘change the world’. The best clichés are 
born of truth, and there is little debate that Sili-
con Valley innovations have changed the lives 
of billions around the world. Yet as concerns 
peacebuilding, change alone does not always 
equal improvement, or even true impact. To de-
velop innovations that can improve lives in areas 
of conflict, we need to better harness existing 
knowledge to ensure that these impacts are as 
positive as possible.

Peace scholars can offer substantial value, help-
ing to explain why certain innovations might 
work and/or should be supported, and why oth-
ers that promise to ‘disrupt’ conflict dynamics 
might just make things worse. The notion of 
‘disrupting conflict’ is often used simply as a 
trendy synonym for ‘stopping conflict’, for in-
stance ‘Disrupting Conflict is Good Business’, 
as supported by many American NGOs and the 
UN. Yet we can take this concept further. Essen-
tially, disruption in a peace and conflict sense 
means considering the causes and consequences 
of violence in new ways, and exploring new (or 
neglected) markers and drivers for conflict itself 
to illuminate innovation opportunities. This 
could include developing social media apps to 
promote non-violent action or community-level 
peace education, micro-toolkits that offer media-

tion services to hard-to-reach conflict-affected 
communities; or other ‘disruptions’ that provide 
informed purpose to innovation. 

To use a thematic example, urban violence af-
fects both state and non-state actors, including 
businesses, government, and citizens. Peace-
positive innovations might integrate public and 
private approaches to support urban security and 
resilience in public policy and business models. 
One potential solution is a multi-stakeholder, 
multi-sectoral ‘Urban Support System’ that 
incentivizes certain actions and integrates solu-
tions supporting sustainable growth and non-
violence. Cutting across arenas including urban, 
planning and construction, housing, transporta-
tion, health, and education, this system might 
geomap how urban violence occurs or is op-
posed; identify potential sites of fragility or resil-
ience; and support public and private responses. 

More substantially, innovation actors could even 
unite with a business like Coca-Cola, which has 
one of the most sophisticated and penetrative 
distribution networks in the world. Scholars 
could help to guide innovation actors to outfit 
Coke distributors with a mobile app (or similar), 
allowing them to ping back if witnessing signs 
of conflict in their distribution areas. Anony-
mous geo-coded data could serve as an early 
warning indicator to alert and reduce conflict 
before it is amplified. Such ideas show how ‘Big 
Data’ can be used in the pursuit of peace by 
business and government actors, and encourage 
peace innovations that speak equally to business, 
governments, and civil society in a positive way.

Promote Ethical Innovation through 
Culturally Sensitive Engagement

When developing innovations for life-or-death 
situations, ethical considerations should be man-
datory. But most tech innovators lack the tools to 
understand the deeper ethical consequences of 
their innovations, including unintended side ef-
fects and dual-use eventualities that could make 
their products not only ineffective but even ma-
levolent. Worse, existing law struggles to resolve 
the ethical quandaries that arise when the use of 
advanced technological equipment collides with 
rights such as privacy and freedom of speech, or 
basic concerns of safety and security. These con-
cerns are magnified in fragile developing coun-
tries. While principles for ethical humanitarian 
innovation have recently emerged alongside 
broader calls for ethical innovation in develop-

ment, the ethical responsibilities of innovators 
developing tools in conflict and other fragile con-
texts must be taken more seriously. 

Yet problematically, there exists in some tech 
circles a belief that the ‘right’ innovations can 
ultimately resolve moral issues, or that tech-
nological advances are outside the realm of 
morality as only end-users are to be burdened 
with the consequences of their use. We call for a 
reversal of this thinking, to make ethical issues 
the first – not the last – phase of design. Peace 
innovations inherently raise ethical questions, 
including who can access materials, how they 
are used, and to what ends. Under-considering 
such concerns is a well-worn critique of many 
innovation firms, so partnering with peace and 
conflict scholars provides a critical value-added 
to help ensure guidance on socially responsible, 
conflict-sensitive usage and implementation. 

Many scholars have already deeply problema-
tized these issues. This includes what we coin 
here as the ethics of intent (before entering a 
conflict setting), the ethics of action (researcher 
action while in the field) and the ethics of out-
come (responsibilities after leaving conflict 
areas) as three distinct stages of research design 
for social science fieldwork within conflict zones. 
More comprehensive guidance for innovators 
and entrepreneurs incorporating such consid-
erations could greatly improve ethical thinking 
about innovation.

In practice, this means creating a knowledge 
base for culturally sensitive peace entrepreneur-
ship across innovation lifecycles. This would 
incorporate conflict-sensitive business practices 
and/or rapid knowledge acquisition on conflict 
or crisis events. Existing documents on conflict-
sensitive business practices by SwissPeace and 
the United Nations Global Compact, among oth-
ers, can serve as an initial template, particularly 
after the special needs of innovation actors are 
addressed and internalized. This knowledge 
base can encourage thinking about cultural im-
pacts beyond product-specific adoption, enabling 
more culturally positive innovations.

Make Innovations That Deliver Specific 
Positive Impacts in Conflict Settings

Beyond the scholar-entrepreneur-policy triad, how 
can we institutionalize peace innovation? Deliver-
ing peacebuilding expertise across the vast scope 
of innovation actors (including entrepreneurs, 

tech companies, governments, development 
consultancies and philanthropic organizations) 
will be a considerable challenge. While socially 
progressive startups desire to deliver simultane-
ous financial and social benefit, we need to move 
beyond seeing social awareness as brand risk mit-
igation and instead integrate reward-based social 
innovation into product design itself. This can 
appeal to both for-profit and non-profit operations 
to address social change and development issues 
in a sustainable and scalable manner.

For-profit peace endeavors are possible, but ‘prof-
itable peace’ business implementation requires 
deeper guidance on local contexts for innova-
tions to deliver true positive impacts in complex 
conflict environments. Innovation adoption by 
end-users is a strong predictor of success, and if 
one believes that positive impacts of social inno-
vation are just as valuable as profit for a socially 
responsible 21st century business, the two are 
in many cases mutually reinforcing. The condi-
tions for failure in the traditional startup sense 
also apply in our framework (e.g. if a product 
isn’t adopted by the community it is not valu-
able), with the caveat that certain types of failure 
can exacerbate harm to vulnerable populations 
and need to be problematized before rollout. 
Moreover, international organizations as well as 
corporations can leverage technology and inno-
vation trends for peace. 

Innovators must also consider how their well-
intended technologies may have disheartening 
consequences. For example, drone warfare is 
often presented as a ‘more humane’ alternative 
to traditional conflict, with fewer casualties and/
or collateral damage. Yet drone warfare facilitated 
by ‘disruptive’ conflict innovations may actually 
lead to conflict actors seeking out other means of 
fighting; increase recruitment to terrorist groups; 
or facilitate attacks against Western targets. 

Encouragingly, many positive examples of inno-
vation can be leveraged. Philanthropic organiza-
tions have rolled out innovative tools in challeng-
ing environments (e.g. Gates Foundation efforts 
to eradicate polio), and the Omidyar Network 
and Carnegie Foundation, among others, have 
facilitated and/or funded social development in 
conflict-affected areas. Networks like the Global 
Alliance for Humanitarian Innovation show how 
similar ideas have taken root in the humanitar-
ian space, but far fewer innovators have built 
transformative, socially progressive pro-peace 
perspectives into their operating models.

https://www.wired.com/2016/09/zuckerberg-chan-promise-3-billion-curing-disease/
https://www.wired.com/2016/09/zuckerberg-chan-promise-3-billion-curing-disease/
http://www.idea-london.co.uk/
http://www.grameencreativelab.com/
http://www.grameencreativelab.com/
http://ict4peace.org/
http://howtobuildpeace.org/
http://www.thetechchallenge.org/
http://static1.1.sqspcdn.com/static/f/432032/27053813/1464797176260/RSN_Conflict_Free_Impact_Infographic.pdf?token=Ms0s%2FlD3DB02YzDyAtTa9khaqpM%3D
http://www.oxhip.org/assets/downloads/Principles_for_Ethical_Humanitarian_Innovation_-_final_paper.pdf
http://www.oxhip.org/assets/downloads/Principles_for_Ethical_Humanitarian_Innovation_-_final_paper.pdf
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_ethics_of_innovation
http://www.swisspeace.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/Media/Publications/Deliverable_3_ConflictSensitiveBusiness_InstrumentsandGuidelines.pdf
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/library/281
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/08/drones-actually-the-most-humane-form-of-warfare-ever/278746/
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/08/drones-actually-the-most-humane-form-of-warfare-ever/278746/
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/08/how-drones-create-more-terrorists/278743/
http://remotecontrolproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Hostile-use-of-drones-report_open-briefing.pdf
http://www.thegahi.org/
http://www.thegahi.org/
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Pro-Peace Innovation Opportunities

Peace and conflict studies knowledge has ex-
panded dramatically over the last 25 years, and 
we know much more about why conflicts start, 
and how they can be prevented. In parallel, in-
novation and technology actors have started 
engaging with peace and conflict issues. Thus 
far, however, innovators have had little interac-
tion with peace scholars as they try to become 
peacebuilders, despite many expressing a deep 
interest to positively impact fragile and conflict-
affected regions across the globe.

While allocating tech billions for future moon-
shots seems commonplace, there is untapped 
value in promoting joint efforts between aca-
demics and innovators that help those suffering 
today. In being guided by state-of-the-art peace 
research to build new violence prevention and 
peacebuilding tools, chances for positive societal 
impact will be maximized. By integrating re-
searchers’ deep knowledge of peace and conflict 
processes with peace-positive innovation and 
entrepreneurship, we can develop mechanisms 
and technologies that support human security 
and peacebuilding around the globe.

In support, we outline several opportunities in 
the peace innovation space, and call for innova-
tors and scholars to activate peace collaborations. 
We examine select challenges that actors in this 
space currently face, and outline how innovator-
academic partnerships can help address some of 
today’s most intractable global peace and conflict 
problems. We call for five ways to take peace in-
novation forward:

1. Build the scholar–entrepreneur–policy triad

2. Disrupt Conflict’ – with informed purpose

3. Promote ethical innovation

4. Deliver specific positive impacts

5. Globalize the peace innovation playing field

Build the Scholar–Entrepreneur–Policy 
Triad of Peace Innovation

Peace innovations – innovations strategically de-
signed and specifically implemented to attempt 
to build peace – can have real-world, transforma-
tive impacts on vulnerable people. We also know 
integrated, multi-stakeholder approaches give us 

the best chances for success, in everything from 
refugee integration and public security policy to 
private sector support for early warning systems 
in conflict zones. Contextual conflict-sensitive 
guidance for peacebuilding innovators will thus 
measurably help their products carry more value 
and have greater impacts for affected communi-
ties. Here, strategic partnerships between in-
novators, businesses, scholars, governments and 
philanthropists – including funding approaches 
formalizing peace on the innovation agenda 
– can meaningfully contribute to conflict reduc-
tion and global peacebuilding. 

We propose the creation of inclusive peace in-
novation spaces that bring complementary 
actors together in houses of joint work, located 
at universities or peace research institutes, or 
within start-up communities themselves to 
better incubate ideas. These spaces will unite 
unique constellations of actors who understand 
commercial interests, yet critically recognize 
that entrepreneurs need fundamentally different 
approaches when engaging with core peace and 
conflict issues. Patterned upon social enterprise 
models that equally prioritize human develop-
ment and societal impact with profit, these new 
spaces will build innovation strategies in a man-
ner that is both good for beneficiaries and users 
of new technologies in conflict regions and good 
for business. 

Dedicated spaces for personal, cooperative inter-
actions are necessary for impactful innovation. 
This interaction can also deliver more substan-
tial guidance for companies or entrepreneurs 
than what private political risk consulting or 
social impact assessment advice might offer. Ex-
isting social development and technology incu-
bators like IDEA London, the Grameen Creative 
Lab, ICT4Peace and BUILD Peace are promising 
platforms, but tend to only offer meeting spaces 
for likeminded innovators; or focus more upon 
humanitarianism than peacebuilding. By ex-
tending the scope of these incubators to include 
academic leaders, stakeholders can tease out 
ideas that are more sensitive to local needs, and 
discover actionable solutions.

For example, the Tech Challenge was a 2014 
contest sponsored by USAID and Humanity 
United that funded 15 ideas responding to spe-
cific challenges for atrocity prevention. But win-
ning innovations were hampered by inadequate 
scaling mechanisms (a common concern), and 
as development occurred on ‘innovation islands’ 

without business or scholarly insights, few in-
cluded adequate incentives for those in conflict 
settings to adopt products. Without the syn-
chronicity effects that academic guidance could 
have provided, many projects were simply rolled 
out and ignored. 

Peace innovation is too important to be housed 
in one-off contests. Such initiatives should be 
integrated as continuous processes coupled 
with systematic supportive environments, us-
ing best practices on peacebuilding to guide 
innovators. Linking peace and conflict expertise 
with innovation actors can profoundly influence 
innovation thinking, particularly in reframing 
how meaning and value can be created. More 
concretely, incorporating peace scholarship with 
innovation processes can promote the merging 
of commercial and social value, reshaping how 
companies and innovators see their roles as posi-
tive change agents.

‘Disrupt Conflict’ – but Do So with 
Informed Purpose

Perhaps the single most over-used cliché in Sili-
con Valley is that a new ‘disruptive’ innovation is 
going to ‘change the world’. The best clichés are 
born of truth, and there is little debate that Sili-
con Valley innovations have changed the lives 
of billions around the world. Yet as concerns 
peacebuilding, change alone does not always 
equal improvement, or even true impact. To de-
velop innovations that can improve lives in areas 
of conflict, we need to better harness existing 
knowledge to ensure that these impacts are as 
positive as possible.

Peace scholars can offer substantial value, help-
ing to explain why certain innovations might 
work and/or should be supported, and why oth-
ers that promise to ‘disrupt’ conflict dynamics 
might just make things worse. The notion of 
‘disrupting conflict’ is often used simply as a 
trendy synonym for ‘stopping conflict’, for in-
stance ‘Disrupting Conflict is Good Business’, 
as supported by many American NGOs and the 
UN. Yet we can take this concept further. Essen-
tially, disruption in a peace and conflict sense 
means considering the causes and consequences 
of violence in new ways, and exploring new (or 
neglected) markers and drivers for conflict itself 
to illuminate innovation opportunities. This 
could include developing social media apps to 
promote non-violent action or community-level 
peace education, micro-toolkits that offer media-

tion services to hard-to-reach conflict-affected 
communities; or other ‘disruptions’ that provide 
informed purpose to innovation. 

To use a thematic example, urban violence af-
fects both state and non-state actors, including 
businesses, government, and citizens. Peace-
positive innovations might integrate public and 
private approaches to support urban security and 
resilience in public policy and business models. 
One potential solution is a multi-stakeholder, 
multi-sectoral ‘Urban Support System’ that 
incentivizes certain actions and integrates solu-
tions supporting sustainable growth and non-
violence. Cutting across arenas including urban, 
planning and construction, housing, transporta-
tion, health, and education, this system might 
geomap how urban violence occurs or is op-
posed; identify potential sites of fragility or resil-
ience; and support public and private responses. 

More substantially, innovation actors could even 
unite with a business like Coca-Cola, which has 
one of the most sophisticated and penetrative 
distribution networks in the world. Scholars 
could help to guide innovation actors to outfit 
Coke distributors with a mobile app (or similar), 
allowing them to ping back if witnessing signs 
of conflict in their distribution areas. Anony-
mous geo-coded data could serve as an early 
warning indicator to alert and reduce conflict 
before it is amplified. Such ideas show how ‘Big 
Data’ can be used in the pursuit of peace by 
business and government actors, and encourage 
peace innovations that speak equally to business, 
governments, and civil society in a positive way.

Promote Ethical Innovation through 
Culturally Sensitive Engagement

When developing innovations for life-or-death 
situations, ethical considerations should be man-
datory. But most tech innovators lack the tools to 
understand the deeper ethical consequences of 
their innovations, including unintended side ef-
fects and dual-use eventualities that could make 
their products not only ineffective but even ma-
levolent. Worse, existing law struggles to resolve 
the ethical quandaries that arise when the use of 
advanced technological equipment collides with 
rights such as privacy and freedom of speech, or 
basic concerns of safety and security. These con-
cerns are magnified in fragile developing coun-
tries. While principles for ethical humanitarian 
innovation have recently emerged alongside 
broader calls for ethical innovation in develop-

ment, the ethical responsibilities of innovators 
developing tools in conflict and other fragile con-
texts must be taken more seriously. 

Yet problematically, there exists in some tech 
circles a belief that the ‘right’ innovations can 
ultimately resolve moral issues, or that tech-
nological advances are outside the realm of 
morality as only end-users are to be burdened 
with the consequences of their use. We call for a 
reversal of this thinking, to make ethical issues 
the first – not the last – phase of design. Peace 
innovations inherently raise ethical questions, 
including who can access materials, how they 
are used, and to what ends. Under-considering 
such concerns is a well-worn critique of many 
innovation firms, so partnering with peace and 
conflict scholars provides a critical value-added 
to help ensure guidance on socially responsible, 
conflict-sensitive usage and implementation. 

Many scholars have already deeply problema-
tized these issues. This includes what we coin 
here as the ethics of intent (before entering a 
conflict setting), the ethics of action (researcher 
action while in the field) and the ethics of out-
come (responsibilities after leaving conflict 
areas) as three distinct stages of research design 
for social science fieldwork within conflict zones. 
More comprehensive guidance for innovators 
and entrepreneurs incorporating such consid-
erations could greatly improve ethical thinking 
about innovation.

In practice, this means creating a knowledge 
base for culturally sensitive peace entrepreneur-
ship across innovation lifecycles. This would 
incorporate conflict-sensitive business practices 
and/or rapid knowledge acquisition on conflict 
or crisis events. Existing documents on conflict-
sensitive business practices by SwissPeace and 
the United Nations Global Compact, among oth-
ers, can serve as an initial template, particularly 
after the special needs of innovation actors are 
addressed and internalized. This knowledge 
base can encourage thinking about cultural im-
pacts beyond product-specific adoption, enabling 
more culturally positive innovations.

Make Innovations That Deliver Specific 
Positive Impacts in Conflict Settings

Beyond the scholar-entrepreneur-policy triad, how 
can we institutionalize peace innovation? Deliver-
ing peacebuilding expertise across the vast scope 
of innovation actors (including entrepreneurs, 

tech companies, governments, development 
consultancies and philanthropic organizations) 
will be a considerable challenge. While socially 
progressive startups desire to deliver simultane-
ous financial and social benefit, we need to move 
beyond seeing social awareness as brand risk mit-
igation and instead integrate reward-based social 
innovation into product design itself. This can 
appeal to both for-profit and non-profit operations 
to address social change and development issues 
in a sustainable and scalable manner.

For-profit peace endeavors are possible, but ‘prof-
itable peace’ business implementation requires 
deeper guidance on local contexts for innova-
tions to deliver true positive impacts in complex 
conflict environments. Innovation adoption by 
end-users is a strong predictor of success, and if 
one believes that positive impacts of social inno-
vation are just as valuable as profit for a socially 
responsible 21st century business, the two are 
in many cases mutually reinforcing. The condi-
tions for failure in the traditional startup sense 
also apply in our framework (e.g. if a product 
isn’t adopted by the community it is not valu-
able), with the caveat that certain types of failure 
can exacerbate harm to vulnerable populations 
and need to be problematized before rollout. 
Moreover, international organizations as well as 
corporations can leverage technology and inno-
vation trends for peace. 

Innovators must also consider how their well-
intended technologies may have disheartening 
consequences. For example, drone warfare is 
often presented as a ‘more humane’ alternative 
to traditional conflict, with fewer casualties and/
or collateral damage. Yet drone warfare facilitated 
by ‘disruptive’ conflict innovations may actually 
lead to conflict actors seeking out other means of 
fighting; increase recruitment to terrorist groups; 
or facilitate attacks against Western targets. 

Encouragingly, many positive examples of inno-
vation can be leveraged. Philanthropic organiza-
tions have rolled out innovative tools in challeng-
ing environments (e.g. Gates Foundation efforts 
to eradicate polio), and the Omidyar Network 
and Carnegie Foundation, among others, have 
facilitated and/or funded social development in 
conflict-affected areas. Networks like the Global 
Alliance for Humanitarian Innovation show how 
similar ideas have taken root in the humanitar-
ian space, but far fewer innovators have built 
transformative, socially progressive pro-peace 
perspectives into their operating models.
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Peace and conflict studies knowledge 
has dramatically expanded over the last 
25 years. Scholars know much more 
about why conflicts start, and how they 
can be prevented. In parallel, innovation 
and technology actors have begun to 
engage with issues of peace and conflict. 
Yet cooperation between these actors is 
still relatively rare. We argue that there 
are important synergies that can foster 
peace-positive innovation in order to de-
velop mechanisms and technologies to 
support human security and peacebuild-
ing. We outline five steps to move the 
peace innovation agenda forward.

Innovators and scholars can meaningfully collaborate to shape peaceful societies. 
We offer five steps they can take together
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Inclusive alternatives to Global North-centric 
development and security mechanisms (and 
peace research itself) are needed to bring new 
ideas into this space. Given challenges of pro-
moting peace in complex crisis environments, 
we should encourage innovations that both (i) 
improve business accountability and efficiency 
in conflict reduction and peace promotion; 
and (ii) reduce the likelihood that unintended 
consequences of business activities (or those of 
subsidiaries) will exacerbate conflict. Businesses 
increasingly want to contribute in this space, 
and the framework here enables them to mean-
ingfully participate rather than simply engag-
ing in ‘peacewashing’ or mere public relations 
campaigns. 

Advancing a Peace Innovation Agenda

Emerging opportunities and insights in the 
peace innovation sphere are already reshaping 
how we operationalize research questions and 
agendas that drive peace innovation. Now is 
the time to convert desire into action. Taking 
advantage of peace and conflict scholars’ deep 
thematic and area-based expertise, we can gen-
erate new frameworks to integrate stakeholders 
and move peace innovation forward to bridge 
gaps between social development, innovation, 
scholarship and policy.  

‘why’ not ‘what’ of product offerings, we must 
internationalize and globally contextualize the 
growing societal pull for innovators to act as 
global change agents. 

Global opportunities in peace and conflict inno-
vation are tantalizing, but existing networks like 
Stanford’s Peace Innovation Network tend to fo-
cus upon Global North network hubs instead of 
emerging cities like New Delhi, São Paulo, Cape 
Town, Shanghai or Buenos Aires. Moreover, 
research proximity matters, concerning complex 
issues of conflict, migration, urban violence, or 
others. The same holds true for innovation – and 
is why the most innovative firms conglomerate 
in global hubs, finding that the value of proxim-
ity to other change agents outweighs any finan-
cial benefits of dispersal. Thus, while Europe 
and the USA are at the forefront of global innova-
tion, finding the most insightful regional and 
sub-national peace innovation will likely occur 
outside these hubs. Supporting such emerging 
actors – both innovators and scholars – is thus of 
paramount importance.

For example, conflicts in remote settings can 
do immense damage before the international 
community or even national actors are able to 
respond. While there are nearly always early 
warning signs of conflict, securing this infor-
mation in a timely, actionable manner remains 
a major hurdle. Further, while many innovators 
have attempted to crowdsource or scrape social 
media for early warnings, efforts have often 
been contingent on extensive local use of social 
media, which can be unreliable in less physically 
and digitally accessible crisis settings. A glo-
balized peace innovation approach can reduce 
response timeframes, provide contextualized 
understandings, and ultimately enable more 
rapid engagement of ideas and innovations to 
help build peace. 

As a counter-weight to state-centric, technology-
dependent and commercially-governed security 
research, we consider peace innovation’s po-
tential in assessing, analyzing and articulating 
human security needs as a key opportunity. 
Positive impacts for peace innovation must thus 
begin by benefitting first and foremost the most 
vulnerable who are less able to voice their experi-
ences of insecurity. Such access to the means 
of expression and communication is essential 
to reducing societal insecurity, especially as its 
withdrawal is often a precursor to conflict. 

Globalize the Peace Innovation Playing 
Field

The merging of business, tech, and societal 
values towards peace-positive aims (e.g. Creat-
ing Shared Value) has led to dramatic shifts in 
supply chain management, subcontracting, and 
other corporate interactions in the developing 
world. Firms are encouraged to engage more 
deeply in ‘corporate diplomacy’ in conflict-prone 
or unstable areas of operation, hoping to leverage 
their local clout to support peace or prevent back-
sliding into war. As post-conflict and conflict 
regions also often represent some of the world’s 
last ‘untapped’ markets, corporate and political 
interest in peace innovation offerings are grow-
ing rapidly. 

But large gaps remain. There is a fundamen-
tal difference between developing solutions 
designed to bring long-term development and 
those designed to address the more acute chal-
lenges of peacebuilding. Further, Global South 
expertise claimed by many social development 
innovation actors does not necessarily translate 
to the skills needed to work in conflict specifi-
cally. Such claims may even be detrimental to 
insightful analysis or innovation recommen-
dations that are desired and/or beneficial to 
conflict-affected stakeholders. In the context of 
a tech sector increasingly concerned about the 

• We identify five ways to move the peace 
innovation agenda forward.

• First, stakeholders must strengthen 
the scholar-entrepreneur-policy triad of 
peace innovation.

• Second, if ‘disrupting conflict’, then do 
so with informed purpose.

• Third, promote ethical innovation 
through culturally sensitive 
engagement.

• Fourth, make innovations that deliver 
specific positive impacts in conflict-
affected environments.

• Fifth, make efforts to globalize the 
playing field of peace innovation.
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