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Conflict can exacerbate disaster risks and people’s vulnerabilities in many 
ways. It can disrupt governance systems, undermine social cohesion and 
trust, displace communities, erode or destroy critical infrastructure and 
services, and prevent recovery efforts. It often heightens people’s exposure 
to other hazards, and can also undermine food, water and health systems, 
which leads to greater food insecurity or disease outbreaks that become 
crises in their own right.

Globally, there is evidence that disasters are more frequent and more 
deadly in countries experiencing armed conflict, where annual rates of 
disaster-related mortality are 34 per cent higher than in other countries 
(Caso, Hilhorst and Mena 2023 ). This coincides with finance shortfalls 
for managing disasters, linked to significant climate finance gaps for 
fragile and conflict-affected countries (Gulati, Cao, Khouzam et al. 2024 ). 
 
Anticipatory action is a crucial element of disaster risk management, 
reducing the potential humanitarian impacts of a hazard before it 
occurs, or before its most acute impacts are felt. Early applications of 
anticipatory action in conflict-affected settings have focused on two 
tracks (Wagner and Jaime 2020 ): 
 �  �anticipatory action based on forecasts of hazards (either climate- 

or human-induced) that occur in fragile, conflict-affected or violent 
contexts, to act in anticipation of the forecast hazards in a conflict-
sensitive manner 

 �  �anticipatory action based on forecasts of the humanitarian impacts of 
a conflict, such as conflict-induced food insecurity or displacement, 
to act in anticipation of these impacts.

As anticipatory action is increasingly implemented in multi-risk 
environments, in which conflict and other hazards overlap and conflict 
plays an important role in driving risks, these two tracks may need to 
converge to implement effective and conflict-sensitive anticipatory 
action for any (combination of) hazards. This includes considering how 
conflict and its impacts interact with other risk factors, and how they 
can affect anticipatory action programmes.

Considering conflict as a driver of risk
Conflict can increase the affected population’s exposure to both natural and 
human-induced hazards. This is most notable in the case of conflict-induced 
displacement; internally displaced persons and refugees may be compelled 
to take dangerous routes to seek safety, or be forced to find shelter in 
overcrowded, informal settlements in hazard-prone areas (GIDRM 2023 ). 

Box 1. What do we mean by ‘conflict’?
Conflict and conflict-affected settings vary widely, from highly 
visible violent conflicts and wars to predominantly non-violent 
conflicts that may escalate around certain triggering events 
(e.g., elections); there are also largely invisible tensions within 
societies in some places. These different conflict scenarios 
vary in terms of their duration, intensity and impacts, both on 
individuals and on society as a whole. In many settings, conflict 
coexists and closely relates to patterns of fragility and violence, 
prompting use of the term ‘fragility, conflict and violence’. 
 
Early discussions on anticipatory action in conflict-affected 
settings often followed the narrow definition of armed conflict 
in international humanitarian law. Since then, the definition – 
and also the practice of anticipatory action – has expanded to 
include issues such as intercommunal violence, conflict over 
natural resources, urban unrest, election violence, organized 
crime and gender-based violence. This briefing refers to all 
settings in which this broader definition applies.

Mo Mo teaches a class about cyclone preparedness and 
early warning flags in a migrant camp in Cox’s Bazar, 

Bangladesh. © Brad Zerivitz/American Red Cross

Anticipatory action in and  
for conflict-affected settings

1

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212420923003618
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212420923003618
https://odi.org/en/insights/climate-change-conflict-fragility-recipe-for-disasters/
https://odi.org/en/insights/climate-change-conflict-fragility-recipe-for-disasters/
https://gppi.net/assets/Wagner_Jaime_2020_FbA-in-Conflict-Situations.pdf
https://gppi.net/assets/Wagner_Jaime_2020_FbA-in-Conflict-Situations.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/report/colombia/disaster-risks-migration-and-forced-displacement-understanding-link-between-disaster-risk-migration-and-forced-displacement-colombia


Conflict can increase the frequency and intensity of other hazards, for 
example through damage to the natural environment. This was the case 
in Afghanistan, where conflict-induced deforestation greatly exacerbated 
the risk of flash floods, while landmines that were washed away created 
a new hazard in the flooded areas (Amini 2024 ). Another example is the 
intensification of forest fires during the war in Ukraine, caused by artillery 
and rocket launches (Martin 2023 ).

Conflict intensifies people’s vulnerabilities through the destruction of 
critical infrastructure, loss of livelihoods, weakened institutions and 
social cohesion, displacement, and adverse impacts on public health. 
These impacts often particularly affect those who are already among the 
most vulnerable, such as children, elderly people, women and people 
with disabilities (Caso, Hilhorst and Mena 2023 ). As with any other 
humanitarian and/or development programme, such dynamics need to 
be taken into account when designing anticipatory action frameworks to 
ensure that the actions taken reach those most at risk and meet their needs. 

At the same time, conflict often undermines individual and collective 
coping capacities by fragmenting civil society, destabilizing governments, 
and leading both internal and external actors to deprioritize disaster risk 
reduction in favour of more immediate needs. On an individual or household 
level, coping capacities may be restricted by the loss of assets or income, 
a decline in social safety nets, or mobility restrictions that limit available 
coping strategies during a disaster (Peters 2021 ). 

Conflict also limits humanitarian access and community engagement, 
both of which are critical for effective humanitarian action. It may shift 
communities’ priorities from holistic disaster risk management towards 
more urgent, short-term needs. In regions where fragility, conflict, violence 
and displacement shape daily life, humanitarian organizations may be 
unable to engage fully due to issues of access and the available information 
on local conditions; as a result, traditional humanitarian responses may fall 
short of the considerable needs.

Considering conflict as a hazard
Anticipatory action was initially borne out of the realization that many 
climate- and weather-related hazards can be forecast, providing a 
window in which to take proactive measures to mitigate the expected 
humanitarian impacts. Since then, it has become clear that this approach 
should also be applied to address conflict, which is the main cause of 
humanitarian needs and displacement globally (OCHA 2023a ). 

It is important to note, however, that while predicting conflict has 
received significant attention from the anticipatory action community 
in recent years, the capacity to forecast outbreaks of conflict remains 
severely limited. Higher levels of forecast accuracy are being achieved 
in predicting the impacts of conflict, such as displacement or health-
related impacts (OCHA 2022 ). Anticipating these impacts has been 
enabled through increased understanding of how conflict harms 
civilians, and improvements and innovations in predictive models of 
these impacts.

One of these is conflict-induced hunger, which is increasing globally. 
Several organizations have dedicated themselves to untangling the 
conflict-related drivers of food insecurity and identifying windows of 
opportunity for anticipatory action to address these (Action Against 
Hunger 2022 ; Insecurity Insight 2024a ; Mayhew, Opitz-Stapelton , Atim 
et al. 2024 ). At a smaller scale, initiatives are emerging to anticipate 
the impacts of conflict on healthcare systems and other basic services.

Models to forecast displacement can be used to inform and trigger a 
range of anticipatory actions, particularly where displacement is driven 
by conflict and insecurity (IOM 2020 ). Actions can be designed to 
avoid anticipated displacement and mitigate displacement caseloads 
as preventative measures; for example, through de-escalation and 
peacebuilding activities, such as those undertaken by the Danish 
Refugee Council (DRC) in South Sudan (Box 2). 

In other settings, anticipatory actions may focus on reducing the 
anticipated humanitarian impacts of displacement and supporting 
displaced populations – at their location of displacement, while on 
the move or at their new destinations – by mitigating protection risks, 
strengthening access to basic services or providing legal support. Often, 
this includes support for host communities as well.

Integrating conflict into 
anticipatory action frameworks

 
Worldwide, conflict, violence and other sources of insecurity create 
complex risk landscapes. This presents anticipatory action practitioners 
with a challenge: they must develop frameworks that account for the 
interactions between conflict and other hazards, as well as dynamic 
conditions of vulnerability and exposure. One way this can be achieved is 
by applying a mix of methods that combine qualitative data – especially 
community inputs – with quantitative data and, where available, 
predictive modelling; these data can support holistic and dynamic risk 
analyses and monitoring (Start Network 2023 ).

Acknowledging the complexity and dynamic nature of multi-risk 
environments and conflict-affected settings, anticipatory action experts 
are developing new trigger approaches that offer more flexibility, 
in terms of when a framework can be activated and the actions that 
are implemented (Red Cross Red Crescent Climate Centre, IWMI and 
Anticipation Hub 2025). For example, scenario-based triggers can be 
used to account for several scenarios in which the framework could 
be activated; each of these can comprise different indicators, trigger 
thresholds or actions. The United Nations Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs’ (OCHA) framework for cholera outbreaks in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo has three scenarios, one of which 
is the release of funding “in response to an external shock such as 
displacement” (OCHA 2023b ).
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Another approach is consensus-based triggers. Rather than using the 
quantitative models found in many frameworks, these rely on a decision-
making group comprised of experts, constituents and/or community 
members, who evaluate the available information and collectively 
determine whether to trigger anticipatory action. This can be combined 
with community-based approaches in which at-risk communities use 
their local knowledge to monitor potential risks and act when needed. 
An example can be found in Sudan, where peace advisory groups 
monitor local tensions and anticipate escalations (Gerald 2023 ).

Operational realities in 
conflict-affected settings

 
Anticipatory action in conflict-affected settings needs to be developed 
and implemented carefully: to navigate the operational context and its 
associated challenges, and to ensure effective and conflict-sensitive 
programming.

Constraints to humanitarian access, due to insecurity, remote 
settings or interference from those involved in the conflict, can 
limit engagement with affected communities. This can make it more 
difficult for anticipatory action practitioners to understand, adjust to 
and respond to dynamic changes in the operational reality faced by 
communities and humanitarian agencies. In such settings, security 
risk management and humanitarian diplomacy become important 
aspects of engagement and require internal capacity or suitable 
partner organizations, alongside operational and financial flexibility, 
to adapt to highly dynamic contexts (Insecurity Insight 2024b ).

When collaborating with local actors, it is important to consider 
how a conflict situation may have affected them and their capacity 
to engage in anticipatory action. For example, local authorities 
might have deprioritized funding for disaster risk reduction, while 
hydrometeorological services or universities may have been affected 
by budget cuts or be missing the trained staff needed to fulfil their 
intended role in implementing anticipatory action. Well-funded 
anticipatory action programmes may be able to compensate for these 
limitations through dedicated activities or by strengthening local 
systems during conflict. 

Humanitarian organizations involved in anticipatory action in conflict-
affected settings may have to navigate ethical dilemmas in the 
application of humanitarian principles. For example, it can be more 
challenging to maintain an apolitical position when operating in a 
fragile or conflict-affected environment. While local authorities often 
play an important role in developing anticipatory action frameworks 
and delivering the actions, these frameworks need to be designed in a 
way that ensures no actor can exert political influence on target areas 
or populations.

Box 2. Anticipating conflict and  
displacement in South Sudan
The DRC developed an innovative anticipatory action 
approach to support conflict-affected communities in Akobo 
County, a remote area affected by three conflicts caused by 
perceived cultural and ethnic differences. To reduce potential 
displacement and the associated impacts, the project tested 
a predictive model that looks at conflict events and related 
displacement in the area, based on historical events and 
community-level protection monitoring indicators identified 
by local peace committees. In consultation with these peace 
committees and other community members, the DRC was able 
to enhance its machine-learning predictive model on conflict-
induced displacement by adding data with higher granularity, 
which was collected by field teams (DRC 2024).

In May 2024, the model output reached its pre-defined trigger 
levels, as there had been a significant increase in violent 
incidents, movement restrictions and the recruitment of 
children into armed groups. To prevent further escalation 
and mitigate displacement driven by conflict events, the 
DRC initiated anticipatory actions including inter-community 
dialogue and efforts to strengthen social cohesion. These 
actions were successful in reducing displacement and 
associated humanitarian needs, making a significant 
contribution to the decrease in violence and conflict in Akobo, 
when compared to neighbouring counties that had not been 
reached through anticipatory actions; it also contributed to 
the faster return of displaced persons.

Box 3. Impact-based forecasting  
for multi-risk environments
Impact-based forecasting, which considers a hazard’s impacts 
rather than the hazard itself, is crucial for anticipatory actions 
that seek to mitigate the humanitarian impacts of intersecting 
hazards in multi-risk environments. Instead of designing 
separate anticipatory action frameworks for each hazard 
(e.g., one for drought, one for conflict and displacxaement), 
a framework using impact-based forecasts instead considers 
the combined impacts – on, for example, food security – 
and designs trigger approaches and anticipatory actions 
accordingly.
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Specific local circumstances can also challenge or limit anticipatory 
action. For example, damage to telecommunications infrastructure can 
undermine forecasting capacities, the dissemination of early warnings 
and coordination during the activation phase. In areas with significant 
population movement, anticipatory actions may not reach people 
currently on the move or residing in informal settlements, and they 
may not be familiar with the support available through anticipatory 
action frameworks. 

Another reality facing anticipatory action practitioners is that local 
populations may exhibit a lack of trust in government agencies, 
humanitarian organizations or other actors involved in anticipatory 
action, based on previous experiences throughout a conflict. This 
can, for example, undermine the uptake of early warnings and the 
participation of local communities in anticipatory actions. 

How to address these operational realities
To ensure that such realities are taken into account, particularly in 
volatile situations, feasibility assessments and contingency plans 
are an important foundation for anticipatory action frameworks, 
and should be based on coherent and relevant scenario-planning. 
Practitioners should consider how to adapt activities when a conflict 
escalates or the local context changes in other ways (Red Cross Red 
Crescent Climate Centre, IWMI and Anticipation Hub 2025). Different 
elements of a framework can be adjusted to better accommodate 
the local realities in conflict-affected settings, for example changing 
trigger thresholds or lead times (Box 4).

Anticipatory action in conflict-affected contexts must carefully balance 
urgent interventions with well thought-out safeguarding measures 
to ensure protection and conflict sensitivity. Otherwise, actions 
may inadvertently trigger localized tensions, erode social cohesion, 
reinforce structural inequalities or expose target communities to 
greater risk by failing to account for local dynamics, pre-existing 
divisions and patterns of marginalization. 

Fundamentally, conflict-sensitive anticipatory action programmes 
should take steps to ensure that the actions carried out do no harm in 
their wake. This can be achieved by understanding the specific local 
context and the potential interactions between anticipatory action 
activities and the context – and then acting upon this understanding 
to minimize the negative impacts of the actions, and maximize 
the positive impacts, including side-effects beyond the primary 
programme objectives (FAO 2019 ). Negative impacts include the 
intensification of tensions and inequalities, but also cover questions 
around data security; this is particularly true when handling sensitive 
data related to displacement and conflict, and the safety of community 
members and volunteers involved in anticipatory action. Potential 
positive impacts include greater, and more inclusive, community 
engagement that contributes to social capital and cohesion, increasing 
the likelihood of communities applying positive, rather than harmful, 
coping mechanisms when a disaster looms (FAO 2021 ).

Funding for anticipatory action in conflict-affected settings
In addition to challenges in its practical implementation, anticipatory 
action in conflict-affected settings faces significant limitations related 
to investment and the funding available for, and in, these settings. 
Despite ongoing advocacy and policy efforts, including the COP28 
Declaration on Climate, Relief, Recovery and Peace (UN 2023 ), climate 
finance for conflict-affected settings is falling far short of current 
needs – as it humanitarian funding in general. Anticipatory action, 
which aims to ‘do more with less’, can help address such funding 
shortfalls, but existing funding mechanisms often lack the flexibility to 
accommodate potentially volatile conflict-affected settings that may 
require swift changes in activities (Wagner 2024 )1. 

Box 4. Adapting frameworks to  
consider conflict in Nigeria
Nigeria is highly vulnerable to climate-related hazards, particularly 
floods, which have displaced more people than any other climate 
disaster in the country. Adamawa State in north-east Nigeria 
is one of the most flood-affected regions, with approximately 
260,000 people exposed to floods. Many livelihoods are also 
highly vulnerable, especially subsistence farming and livestock 
herding. Food insecurity and malnutrition in the region are also 
closely tied to the protracted conflict between the government 
and non-state armed groups, such as Boko Haram, which have 
severe impacts on food and agriculture systems.

In 2022, the International Rescue Committee (IRC), the 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) and the Center 
for Disaster Protection launched a pilot project in Adamawa State 
to evaluate the impacts of early warning systems and anticipatory 
cash transfers in a conflict-affected environment (IRC and IFPRI 
2023 ). While developing the framework to mitigate the impacts 
of severe floods on agro-pastoral communities’ livelihoods, the 
IRC made several modifications compared to other anticipatory 
action frameworks. This was done to ensure that the trigger 
mechanism was responsive to the high level of vulnerability faced 
by affected households and accounted for local conditions in 
conflict-affected areas. For example:
 � �Thresholds for activating the framework were lowered,  

in coordination with hydrometeorological agencies, to ensure 
that conflict-affected households had a higher chance of 
accessing anticipatory assistance.

 � �The lead time was extended from seven days to two weeks; this 
increased the uncertainty of the forecasts, but ensured that 
households had sufficient time to prepare, given the difficulties 
they faced from the conflict and high levels of vulnerability.

 � �Community-based early warning workers monitored river 
levels, sharing photos and videos via WhatsApp to document 
changing conditions on the ground.

1 �In some contexts, crisis modifiers have been used to manage such challenges; see Peters and Pichon (2017 ) for an explanation of these. 4
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Rethinking anticipatory action 
in conflict-affected settings

When designed and implemented with due consideration for the 
local context and the different drivers of risk, and in collaboration and 
partnership with local actors, anticipatory action in conflict-affected 
settings can mitigate the impacts of various hazards, including conflict 
itself, thus preventing pre-existing crises from deteriorating further in 
light of additional shocks. For example, it can enhance communities’ 
capacity to make informed decisions ahead of a predicted hazard and 
better absorb any residual impacts.

However, making anticipatory action work in such settings requires 
practitioners to navigate the complex interplay of conflict and other 
hazards, and their combined impacts on affected populations. To scale up 
anticipatory action in conflict-affected settings, the technical innovation 
and practical steps outlined in this briefing need to be accompanied by 
conceptual and institutional rethinking in two areas. 

First, there is a need to rethink, or further develop, the original 
conceptualizations of anticipatory action. This relates to the earlier 
distinction of two tracks of anticipatory action for conflict, which are – or 
need to be – increasingly convergent in practice; this will require hitherto 
separate processes to merge and organizations to collaborate. We might 
also need to rethink models of anticipatory action, for example whether 
certain elements – such as fixed triggers, and pre-agreed financing and 
actions – are essential, or whether more flexible arrangements are 
possible in dynamic, multi-risk environments. Similarly, processes for 
developing anticipatory action frameworks need to be adapted to be 
‘lighter’, with shorter time frames and more flexible actions; these can 
better accommodate the local realities, resources and capacities found in 
conflict-affected settings.

Second, the institutional environment surrounding anticipatory action 
needs to fit the needs and limitations of conflict-affected settings. 
Organizations seeking to engage in these settings need to consider 
carefully their own capacity to design and deliver meaningful anticipatory 
action. Are they in a position to facilitate strong(er) community-level 
engagement, or advocate for greater humanitarian access? Do they 
have flexible arrangements and contingency plans in place – and are 
these supported by equally flexible funding mechanisms that allow for 
programme adjustments as the operational reality changes?

These processes will require honest – and at times uncomfortable – 
conversations and the sharing of both success stories and failures in the 
interest of joint learning. The anticipatory action community in conflict-
affected settings can benefit from the experiences of new partners 
across the Humanitarian-Development-Peace nexus, including those with 
expertise in peacebuilding and security risk management.  
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