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Summary

Graduate-level academic institutions are not adequately preparing students for careers in •	

international peace and conflict management. Curricula need to incorporate more applied 
skills, cross-sectoral coursework, and field-experience opportunities.

Unlike most faculty, students, and alumni, employers see substantial room for improvement •	

in preparing students for the field. 

Overseas experience is, for employers, the most valuable asset.•	

General project management skills—program planning and design, monitoring and evalua-•	

tion, computer literacy, report writing skills, budgeting, staff management, research skills, 
grant writing, and knowledge of the funding and policy world—and cross-cultural compe-
tencies and language skills are critical.

International peace and conflict management practices increasingly overlap with more tra-•	

ditional work, such as human rights, humanitarian issues, and development programming. 

Employers want candidates who have a holistic understanding of international conflict •	

work, specialized knowledge and skills, practical know-how, and political savvy, yet often 
fail to grasp what academic programs are in fact teaching students to prepare them for 
the field.

Academic programs need to strengthen their outreach and interaction with employers and •	

to market the value of their programs.
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To better prepare themselves for the field, recent graduates and alumni are seeking to •	

increase their applied education, field experience, project management skills, mentoring, 
and career guidance.

Introduction
Over the past two decades, the number of academic institutions providing education and 
training in international peace and conflict resolution in the United States has grown.2 Much 
of this development has been at the graduate level.3 In the fall of 2005, to assess the cur-
rent state of the field more accurately, the United States Institute of Peace commissioned 
the Alliance for Conflict Transformation (ACT) to study the level of academic preparation of 
graduate students and professionals seeking careers in the international peace and conflict 
field. The research explored the match between academic program offerings and the needs 
of the organizations and agencies that hire individuals for international conflict work. 
Continued contact since then with faculty, students, and employers has both extended and 
supported the findings. This report offers an overview of those findings, highlights existing 
gaps, and outlines concrete recommendations on how academic programs can better prepare 
students.

the Study
The goal of this study was to explore the match between academic program offerings and the 
needs of the organizations and agencies that hire individuals for international conflict work. 

Overall, career opportunities related to international peace and conflict work have 
increased substantially in recent years.4 Positions can be grouped into two broad categories: 
those working in international conflicts and those working on international conflicts.5 The 
first refers to efforts that focus on or take place in countries experiencing conflict—such as 
those offering humanitarian relief, providing development, or helping with democracy and 
governance. The second refers to efforts that directly or indirectly seek to manage, mitigate, 
or resolve conflicts—such as negotiating peace agreements, preventing deadly conflict, 
building positive relations among adversaries, and developing secure and stable societies.6 

Of late, the line distinguishing these two has blurred. Organizations working in more 
traditional sectors—such as humanitarian assistance, governance, and public health—
increasingly find themselves addressing conflict directly, or at a minimum bringing a 
conflict-sensitive lens to their work.7 Those working to prevent, manage, or resolve conflict 
find that they also need to address the root causes of conflicts, such as poverty and lack 
of political participation through civil society, which have traditionally been the domain of 
development organizations.

Given the growth and increasingly overlapping practices in these two areas of work, the 
number of graduate programs designed to prepare individuals for careers related to interna-
tional peace and conflict work has also risen significantly. More programs focus specifically 
on training students to effectively address international conflict. In addition, many pro-
grams in other sectors—international affairs, security, public health, development—offer 
certificates or courses related to international peace and conflict, or both.

For the study, ACT interviewed twenty-five faculty, program administrators, and career 
development staff from thirteen academic programs at nine postgraduate institutions in the 
United States that focus on international conflict–related fields—humanitarian work, inter-
national relations and affairs, public policy, conflict resolution and analysis, foreign service, 
government, public health, and military officer training.8 In addition, sixty-one students 
and alumni from the graduate programs surveyed completed an online survey and, of those, 
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fourteen were interviewed for the research. Finally, twenty-one professionals from twenty 
organizations that conduct work related to international conflict were also interviewed.9 
The majority of groups and individuals focused on humanitarian and operational work. The 
study was completed in November 2005.

This summary of the research highlights existing strengths and challenges and outlines 
concrete recommendations both for academic programs to better prepare students and for 
employers.

In reviewing the findings, it is important to emphasize that the study was limited to 
international conflict programs. Many of the identified gaps regarding critical skills and 
knowledge, however, would also be true for most comparable social science degrees. 

Academic Programs and Employers
One common feature of the programs surveyed is their aim to train students how to analyze 
and understand a particular problem (such as war, ethnic violence, and political instability) 
or set of problems within their respective fields, to teach students about the range of pos-
sible approaches to and the associated skills in addressing the problems identified (such 
as negotiation, mediation, peacebuilding, and economic development), and to provide 
students with the capacity to intervene effectively to manage, mitigate, and resolve the 
problem. The emphasis on theory and practice varies across programs.

Programs can be distinguished by their curricular emphasis in four general areas and how 
they combine these areas:

sectors—security, political, economic, sociocultural (health and education, for instance);•	

levels of analysis—intrastate (local, national), national, regional, international, and •	

global;

stages of conflict—prevention, escalation, violence, de-escalation, stabilization, transition, •	

and transformation to sustainable peace; and

approaches to intervention—military, peacekeeping, peacemaking, peacebuilding, devel-•	

opment, diplomacy, and humanitarian operations.

The employers surveyed all carry out work related to international peace and conflict. 
Differences are significant, however, in the language used to describe their work, in how 
they conceptualize its focus, and in the degree to which they emphasize either conflict 
mainstreaming (that is, the integration of peace and conflict strategies within other dis-
crete fields and across sectors and responsibilities) or stand-alone conflict resolution and 
peacebuilding.

Essential KSAs: Academic Programs Versus Employer Needs
Academic programs across the spectrum offer many of the same knowledge, skills, and 
abilities—known as KSAs. The majority of differences relate to the relative emphasis placed 
on particular KSAs. Similarly, most employers valued the same KSAs in their employees, 
though differences in emphasis related to each organization’s area of work were evident. 
Table 1 compares the five KSAs most emphasized in the graduate programs (according to 
faculty and staff) and those most valued among the employers. It is premature to identify 
a consensus on the core competencies given the lack of agreement on the core theories and 
skills in the academic field and the different conceptualizations of the field as practiced by 
employers. This report does demonstrate the KSAs identified most often and most strongly 
among the academic programs and employers, however.
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table 1. top five KSAs

Rank Academic Programs Employers

1 Theories of conflict analysis: causes, sources, 
and dynamics of conflict and research skills

Field experience: work and internships abroad

2 Theories of conflict resolution: under-
standing approaches to intervention

Program management: program planning and design, 
monitoring and evaluation, budgeting, and writing skills

3 Country- or region-specific: multicultural 
skills, emerging foci such as evaluation, ter-
rorism, security and conflict, environ-
ment, stabilization and reconstruction

Country- or region-specific: multicultural and  
language skills

4 Political issues: human rights, 
democracy and governance

Applied conflict analysis and resolution skills

5 Applied knowledge and skills: internships (U.S. 
and limited international opportunities) that pro-
vide students with concrete work skills and prac-
tical knowledge of the how the field operates

Sector-specific, practical, technical expertise: 
civil society, democracy and governance, 
gender, civilian-military cooperation

Not surprisingly, academic programs emphasize theory and analytical skills related to 
peace and conflict resolution, while employers stress the importance of field experience and 
program management skills as key areas. In addition, employers strongly emphasized the 
need for graduates to have conflict resolution skills—including facilitation, dialogue, train-
ing, and conflict resolution mainstreaming10—and applied research expertise, such as con-
ducting assessments or evaluations that are critical in conducting successful programs. “The 
primary concern,” one senior staff member responsible for a peacebuilding program explained, 
“is that people have tangible skills that provide direct benefits to field programs.”

The majority of academic programs also encourage students to develop cross-sectoral and 
country or regional understanding in addition to conflict expertise. Specialization comes 
with the choice of elective courses, typically one to five across the degree programs. Some 
programs have designed formal specializations with suggested or recommended coursework. 
Other programs allow students to design their own specializations and take whatever elec-
tive courses they want (with varying degrees of faculty oversight).

Several programs reported emerging interest in terrorism, civilian-military relations, 
stabilization and reconstruction, disaster preparedness, and conflict (violence) prevention. 
In addition, all programs seek to provide at least some applied, practical skills training and 
field experience opportunities.

Most programs enable students to develop practical skills in at least one of several ways:

regular coursework in a classroom setting;•	

special skills-based credit and noncredit courses;•	

hands-on training through practical institutes and simulations, workshops, and other activi-•	

ties; and

field practice through internships, practicums, field projects, working groups, assistant-•	

ships, and field work fellowships.
All programs provide opportunities for students to develop applied skills in a range of 

basic, advanced, and specialized knowledge and skills (see table 2).11 Basic skills courses 
provide training in analytical thinking and writing, and help provide a foundation in a vari-
ety of international conflict careers. Advanced or meta-skills—such as impact assessments, 
management skills, and negotiation—transcend particular professions and teach skills that 
are needed in a variety of international careers. Specialized training gives students practi-
cal and technical knowledge about the way particular organizations and industries work, 
specific policies and processes, and particular sectors, regions, or countries.
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Table 2 outlines the key areas that academic programs should cover. Few programs, how-
ever, provide opportunities for students to develop the advanced and specialized skills and 
many do not even adequately address the basic skills set.

Challenges in Gaining Field Experience
All graduate programs recognize the need to ensure that students who want or need addi-
tional field experience get that opportunity, whether through internships, practicums, or 
other fieldwork. The greatest constraints are lack of funding (especially for overseas experi-
ences) and either weak or too few relationships with practicioner organizations. Successful 
field experience generally requires that academic programs form partnerships with organi-
zations, which helps students build long-term relationships rather than one-off short-term 
internships. For example, an academic program might develop a relationship with a practi-
tioner organization that include one or more of the following activities: regular placement 
of student interns each year, guest visits and lectures by practitioners, having students 
and faculty address issues related to field practice in classes, and providing fellowships for 
students to conduct in-depth field research on related topics.

Students who want to do direct intervention work—such as facilitation, negotiation, or 
mediation—will find some opportunities in the field, though far more of these are available 
in domestic than in international settings. University, community, or courts-based programs 
are the most typical. Many of the students and alumni surveyed in this research, however, 
said that they had few such opportunities and wanted more. Academic programs can pro-
vide students with increased opportunities by starting dialogue and conflict programs to 
address issues both on their campuses and in surrounding communities, and by developing 

Basic Advanced or Meta-Skills Specialized
Basic quantitative and qualitative 
research, analysis, and measurement

Research and analysis skills 
for international conflict 
(such as conflict, politi-
cal, or economic analysis)

Sectors and industries: U.S. 
foreign policy, international 
development, economics 
and finance, security, peace 
and conflict resolution

Analytical, critical thinking skills Impact assessment (such as peace 
and conflict impact assessment, 
human rights impact assessment)

Specific topics (such as democ-
racy and governance, economics 
and conflict, trade, economic 
development, security, ter-
rorism, health, human rights, 
humanitarian emergencies, 
postconflict stability and recon-
struction, protracted conflicts)

Writing skills (such as full reports, one-
page briefs, writing for nonspecialists)

Policy formulation and advocacy Actors and organizations: U.S. 
agencies (such as the United 
States Agency for International 
Development or the National 
Security Council), intergovern-
mental agencies (such as the 
United Nations, Organization of 
American States, World Bank, 
and World Trade Organization), 
nongovernmental organizations

Public speaking (such as presen-
tations and formal briefings)

Leadership, teamwork, and 
management skills

Country-specific or 
regional knowledge

Budgets and financial statements Cross-cultural competency Foreign language training

Networking Process skills (such as negotia-
tion, mediation, and facilitation)

Program planning, implementa-
tion, monitoring and evaluation

Ethics Technical skills (such as fundrais-
ing, grant, and proposal writing)

table 2. Skills Development offered by Academic Programs

The greatest constraints are lack 
of funding . . . and either weak 
or too few relationships with 
practitioner organizations.
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strong partnerships with conflict organizations that can provide additional field or training 
opportunities. 

Even fewer overseas opportunities—especially at the policymaking, political, or inter-
national level—are available, and these typically entail observing and assisting rather than 
leading efforts. Among the challenges beyond the constraints already described are the 
sensitive and long-term nature of international interventions. These interventions require 
senior-level professional oversight, because of both the personal risks and the need to 
ensure culturally and politically responsive processes. Although it is challenging to provide 
such opportunities, programs could work to foster opportunities for their students with 
partner NGOs, offer study abroad or conflict resolution field programs (or both), and assist 
students in pursuing fellowships and other opportunities that support these types of experi-
ences. In addition, offering more courses on the concrete knowledge and skills needed to 
pursue international careers is critical.

Conflict Programming: Mainstream or Stand-Alone
Another theme that emerged is whether organizations focus more on mainstreaming con-
flict sensitivity into their projects or more on directly conducting projects. Much of the 
discussion has been mistakenly framed as either mainstreaming or stand-alone projects and 
divisions, when in fact each approach addresses distinct needs and both can be used within 
intervention initiatives in the field.

Among organizations focused primarily on humanitarian or development relief, almost 
all respondents stressed active efforts to mainstream conflict sensitivity throughout their 
work. This means ensuring that programming, regardless of sector, tries to have a positive 
influence on conflicts, or at a minimum avoids having a negative impact—the do-no-harm 
approach. “We need people who know how to mainstream conflict resolution into all areas 
and programs,” a senior staffer at a development organization said. Organizations that 
define themselves as primarily working in conflict tend to mainstream a conflict perspective 
into their regular programming.

Many of these organizations are also increasingly adding work on conflict to their work in 
conflict by integrating conflict resolution and peacebuilding into traditional programming, 
and developing stand-alone projects that seek to address conflict directly. In addition, 
many primarily development or humanitarian relief-focused organizations are hiring conflict 
resolution specialists and creating units or departments that specialize in conflict to aid the 
process of mainstreaming and adding or integrating conflict resolution and peacebuilding 
projects.12

Organizations that define themselves as primarily working on conflict tend to conduct 
stand-alone conflict resolution and peacebuilding projects. They are, however, increasingly 
involved in more development work, either by rooting their conflict resolution efforts within 
development-focused projects or by collaborating with development organizations, or some-
times both. Furthermore, conflict resolution organizations engage more and more frequently 
in projects that seek to build good governance, contribute to economic growth, and foster 
the rule of law. These developments are in response to the realization that working in con-
flict and on conflict are both intertwined and necessary for sustainable peace.

Gaps Between Programs and Needs
Faculty, students, alumni, and employers differed significantly on whether students are ade-
quately prepared for careers in international peace and conflict. As indicated in figure 1, the 
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vast majority of faculty (nearly 90 percent) agreed with the statement whereas the majority 
of employers (more than 50 percent) disagreed.

The gaps between academic training and employer needs can be summarized as follows:

Theory versus practice. Being able to apply academic expertise to practical needs is 
of course imperative. All employers rated overseas work and direct applied experience 
(preferably working on development or conflict-related initiatives) as the most valuable 
qualification for positions related to international peace and conflict activities. Despite its 
efforts, academia has not kept up with the needs and expectations of employers. Students 
and especially alumni have made this clear in almost unanimously calling for academic 
programs to provide more practical, applied KSAs and increased opportunities for hands-on 
experience. Several employers felt that students came out of graduate programs filled with 
theories about the sources and dynamics of conflicts, but not knowing how to translate their 
knowledge to real-world practice. One practitioner remarked that recent graduates often 
don’t realize that in the field in choosing how to respond to conflict situations, that there is 
often no ideal response, only the need to choose “the least worst option.”

A development specialist explained it this way: “While degrees and/or expertise in 
conflict resolution are helpful, the majority of the conflict related positions also require 
additional skills and expertise, such as general program management skills and expertise in 
another sector (economics, development, health, gender, and so on).”

Program management. Employers overwhelmingly rated program management KSAs as 
essential, though these tended to receive little emphasis in academic strategies. Many  
students graduate from programs related to international conflict without a basic under-
standing of program management, fundraising, budgeting, evaluation, and other related 
tasks so essential to implementing international conflict intervention programs.

Generalists versus specialists. Academic programs tend to produce generalists, but what 
employers say they want are specialists with expertise in particular sectors. Employers seek 
candidates with a holistic, multidimensional, and multisectoral understanding of the field 
who can apply that understanding and theory to specific settings and contexts. Employers 
also emphasized technical skills such as economic development, governance, democratiza-
tion, or rule of law, more than process skills such as mediation, facilitation, or dialogue. One 
explanation for this finding is that few positions focus exclusively and directly on conflict 
resolution and peacebuilding. “Hard subject skills are more important than process skills,” a 
senior consulting professional remarked, “unless it is a project focused exclusively on con-
flict resolution. Even then, it’s important to have some technical skills.”

figure 1. Are Students Adequately Prepared? 
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Whether students actually develop a specialization depends largely on the electives they 
took. Unfortunately, many reported having only general notions of what they wanted to do, 
or more often only a cursory knowledge of what they needed to study and do to qualify for 
the careers and positions they sought. The scant specialized career advice typical of many 
programs may explain this deficiency. Programs also need to do more to help students 
develop competency in sectoral-based conflict programming. 

Conflict resolution mainstreaming and cross-sector development. Many organizations want 
not only specialists in traditional functional areas but also individuals who can mainstream 
conflict sensitivity and conflict resolution into general programming. Employers who highly 
value conflict expertise and conflict resolution skills seek professionals to apply such skills 
in a variety of situations and sectors. Several areas were identified as the most pressing 
gaps: the security sector (among nonmilitary people), rule of law (protection and human 
rights), and democracy and governance. Academic programs need to ensure that students 
understand how to integrate conflict resolution skills and techniques across diverse sectors, 
not see conflict as a stand-alone process. 

Networking and collaboration. Many employers emphasized the need for people to know 
the key players in international conflict, both in the United States and internationally. 
Employers mentioned in particular the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID), the United Nations, the World Bank, and European Union institutions, as well as 
the key nongovernmental organizations and contractors in the field. Many employers also 
stressed their need for individuals who can develop and manage cooperative relationships 
with different actors at different levels (such as civilian-military relations, local field part-
ners, funders). 

New language and concepts in the field. Most employers interviewed, both for profit 
and nonprofit, receive substantial funding from government agencies, notably USAID, and 
therefore want and need their employees to understand the culture—that is, terminology, 
jargon, concepts, and frameworks—of such agencies. Employers emphasized that the ability 
to translate and fit the organization’s culture and methods into those of donor agencies is 
essential. The same is true of international agencies and U.S. government entities. Many 
graduating students do not have an adequate understanding of how the “business” of peace 
functions in terms of funding, contracting, and related areas.

Political savvy. Academic programs that use case studies, that familiarize students with 
government policies and strategies, and that focus on the role of power and personal, 
organizational, and national interests better prepare students to understand both “what is” 
and strategies for “what can/should be.” An increasing emphasis on conflict advocacy and 
knowledge of the field and key players is essential in this area.

Writing skills. Equally important as field savvy and sophisticated analytical skills is to be 
able to summarize vast amounts of information, materials, and analysis into concise, well-
written, and comprehensive reports and concise policy briefs.

Gaps Between Programs and Best Practices
One surprise finding has to do with where employers are falling short. Many faculty, staff, 
students, and alumni expressed frustration with employers in several areas, including too 
little employer understanding of what programs actually teach and prepare students to do 
and of emerging best practices related to international conflict. 

Many graduates said their organizations were too traditional in their thinking and 
approaches to international conflict, and did not adequately understand or appreciate the 
knowledge, skills, and abilities the graduates had to offer. According to one mid-level alum-
nus with conflict resolution expertise working in an intergovernmental agency, “They just 
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don’t understand the importance of process [referring to facilitation, dialogue, and interest-
based negotiation]. They use the new language of conflict resolution, but still practice 
distributive bargaining. They still do things the old way. My organization needs to be more 
strategic and have a conflict resolution perspective of the range of intervention options.”

Some employers acknowledged that their organizations had neither adequately concep-
tualized their work related to international conflict nor adapted to changing realities and 
needs. An individual in a consulting firm that supports development activities remarked, 
“We don’t know how to define international conflict work and that is one of our problems. 
One of the things we’re trying to do [in my department] is get the rest of the organization to 
look at programs through a conflict lens; to be able to do conflict assessment and respond to 
USAID mission requests and be more aware of what donors are interested in. We are still too 
tied to our traditional sectors of work and too focused on economic development. We need 
to look at conflict and development. We haven’t fully recognized the importance of conflict 
management and mitigation as an organization.”

Although many organizations recognize the need for mainstreaming peace and conflict 
into their general programming, understanding of the potential benefit that academic pro-
grams and their students can provide to these organizations, regardless of the specific job 
functions, is still in short supply. One faculty program director in peace operations lamented, 
“A lot of employers don’t know they need what we’re doing. So, we put students out there 
with our understanding to help spread the understanding of why what we do is important. 
Some employers now get it—it’s a bottom up approach.”

The lack of employer knowledge and understanding is compounded by the difficulties 
many alumni experience in adequately articulating their perspectives to their supervisor or 
the organization in general. Graduates need to learn how to translate what they know and 
do into accessible language and understand the particular jargons associated with differ-
ent agencies and fields. For example, where most academic programs use the terms conflict 
management and conflict resolution, USAID uses conflict management and mitigation, and 
the U.S. military tends to use postconflict stabilization or reconstruction. In addition, as one 
alumnus from a conflict resolution program said, “The conflict resolution lingo is still not 
very widespread in the policy community.”

As relatively junior-level employees, many alumni responded that they had too little cred-
ibility and clout to influence thinking and practices within their organization. They hoped 
that as more people with newer degrees specializing in international peace and conflict rise 
up the career ladder, that organizations will be more open to new ideas and practices. One 
alum working in an intergovernmental agency said, for example, “We have conflict resolu-
tion specialists working in specific conflicts on the ground, but so much is shaped and 
determined by political things and forces and we don’t have conflict resolution people at 
that level. No one is making the translation to that level. We need people with a conflict 
resolution perspective to get elevated to those high-level positions.”

Explaining the Gaps
We offer four possible reasons for the gaps between academic programs and employer needs. 
We also offer several recommendations on how academic programs can fill the gaps.

First, no consensus has been reached as to the appropriate role of academic programs in 
relation to employers. An implied assumption in most academic programs is that they pro-
vide the foundation on which students can enter the work world, after which each employer 
is responsible for training the graduates to meet the particular needs of the positions for 
which they are hired. But a tension remains between academic programs and employers 
regarding the role of academia in preparing graduate students and the role of employers in 

The lack of employer knowledge 
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perspectives to their supervisor 
or the organization.
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training and mentoring these students as they enter the workplace. As explained earlier, 
employers want graduates to have not only theoretical knowledge, but also practical skills 
that fit their organizational needs.

This tension exists between employers and the more traditional social science academic 
programs, such as political science, international relations, and international development. 
Another critical issue is the degree to which graduate education is about developing critical 
thinking and writing skills in tandem with specific sectoral knowledge and the degree to 
which it focuses more on professional training. A specific challenge to the field of inter-
national conflict management is that employers are less familiar with it—a relatively new 
field—and its graduates. In this case, part of the gap might be perceptual and that gradu-
ates of international conflict management and peacebuilding programs are just as prepared 
(or unprepared) for work as those with more traditional degrees. Nevertheless, the previous 
sections suggest real gaps and much room for improvement and greater coordination and 
communication on both sides.

Second, although the university faculty and staff interviewed acknowledged the need to 
provide students with practical and applied KSAs, academic programs face real constraints 
related to the number of credit hours or coursework they can demand. Masters programs 
generally range from thirty-six to forty-five credit hours, which means that students take 
about twelve to fifteen courses for their degrees. For those who offer only certificate 
programs or concentrations related to international conflict, the credit hours drop to nine 
to fifteen credit hours, or three to five courses. Students can therefore take only a limited 
number of courses. The majority of these courses tend to emphasize theory, knowledge, and 
understanding more than practical skills and application.

Third, opportunities for students to gain hands-on field experience, especially abroad, 
are relatively limited. Students face a perpetual Catch-22. Employers want applicants with 
field experience, but if all employers want this, how are students to get their first experi-
ence? Although all programs provide some opportunities for field experience, in general, 
opportunities are few and far between for people to gain experience abroad, especially 
hands-on work in conflict areas, whether focused on development practice or directly on 
conflict resolution practice, and also whether through their academic program, other 
institutions, or on their own. A significant related obstacle for most students is the lack of 
funding to enable their travel abroad, especially for unpaid work.

Fourth is the lack of a coherent, well-defined academic discipline that encompasses all 
the different programs related to international peace and conflict. One academic asked, 
“One of the big questions is how to measure and define conflict. What do we mean by con-
flict?” Similarly, a senior staff person in a consulting firm observed, “We don’t know how to 
define international conflict work and that is one of our problems.” Given the breadth of pro-
grams surveyed for this research, they vary greatly in their program goals and curriculum. No 
agreed-upon comprehensive, unifying framework shows how different foci are interrelated. 
In addition, the need remains for both academic institutions and employers from the West 
to identify how best to “export” Western-based conflict resolution theories and practice and 
make them culturally and contextually appropriate and to develop improved practice and 
models based on local practices. The lack of a coherent, well-defined field makes it difficult 
for both academia and employers to meet each other’s expectations and needs.

Similarly, consensus is also limited on what core competencies might be used to guide 
academic curricular development.13 This, of course, makes it difficult for people within the 
field to clearly articulate what the field is and how their particular program or expertise fits 
into an overall conceptualization of the field. At the same time, academic programs could 
make the field more coherent by better addressing the needs of employers. A two-way con-
versation would benefit both sides.
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It is clear that both academic programs and employers need help in conceptualizing the field, 
their place in it, and the core knowledge, skills, and abilities necessary for effective practice.

Recommendations for the field
Academic institutions providing international peace and conflict curricula and organizations 
employing graduates from those programs can advance the field by working together to 
close the gap revealed in this study. Obligations fall on both sides to make sincere efforts 
to reform how the field trains its professionals and how it engages those professionals in 
the work of international peace and conflict.

For faculty teaching in the field and for academic international peace and conflict 
programs, the recommendations are broad. Many focus on getting a better handle on field 
experience requirements. International peace and conflict programs need to improve their 
applied offerings such as internships that provide students the opportunity to work on real 
world problems, especially work abroad in conflict areas. Strong partnerships with practitio-
ner organizations to facilitate on-going learning and field placements need to be developed. 
This also will require innovative funding to help support students who undertake field 
work. In addition, students would benefit from more mentoring with faculty and potential 
employers, as well as stronger links with organizations and professionals in the field. Faculty 
also can do a better job of promoting the field with organizations and constituencies that 
hire graduates. In addition, academic advising and in particular career counseling needs to 
be emphasized more. Depending on the size of a program, career and professional develop-
ment staff with significant knowledge and understanding of the field would help consider-
ably in placing graduates in jobs.

Academics also need to reconsider some of the ‘in class’ curricular direction of pro-
grams. International peace and conflict efforts would be improved with more courses that 
emphasize the program management aspects of the field. Consensus needs to be reached 
on conceptual frameworks and core competencies. On a related note, more time needs to 
be devoted to helping students understand the theory-practice link. Employers want to see 
graduates who can translate theory into practice.

Finally, students would benefit by interacting with faculty and students from differ-
ent countries, cultures, and backgrounds. The learning environment would also be greatly 
enhanced by further exploring conflict in the developing parts of the world with those who 
have experienced conflict first hand.

In addition, employers need to partner with graduate programs in developing more 
applied opportunities for students. In doing so, employers would also benefit by learning 
more about what international peace and conflict programs actually teach and prepare 
students for, which would in turn enable them to better understand the benefit of graduate 
work and degrees in this field.

A related issue is the overall lack of influence and credibility that graduates of interna-
tional peace and conflict programs have. This might (and should) be counteracted several 
ways: by better publicizing the successes and achievements of the academic programs, 
faculty, and students; by ensuring that research is closely tied to policy and practice; by 
fostering long-term partnerships with practitioner and policy organizations, and by foster-
ing greater understanding of the field through individual meetings and networking organi-
zations. Advocates for using conflict resolution knowledge, skills, and abilities who are well 
placed in senior positions across employment environments especially, within government, 
are definitely needed.

These recommendations support strategies that will help close the gap between aca-
demic programs and employers in the international conflict field. To better prepare peace 
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and conflict professionals in the future, graduate education must align itself more closely 
with the expectations of employers in the field. The rapidly evolving and frequently unstable 
global environment demands that international actors devote more financial, human, and 
technical resources to international peace and conflict efforts.
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