
SOUTH SUDAN 
CONFLICT ANALYSIS BRIEF
South Sudan, the world’s youngest nation, continues to struggle 
despite the August 2015 signature of a peace agreement. As 
its implementation faltered, violence between factions broke 
out again in July 2016, setting back the peace process once 
again. Over 50,000 have been killed, almost 1.6 million have 
been displaced, and millions are now facing severe hunger and 
food insecurity as a result of the disrupted agricultural seasons. 
Search for Common Ground began working in South Sudan in 
June 2014, using research to inform its conflict transformation 
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TRENDS IN CONFLICT DRIVERS, TRIGGERS AND UNIFIERS

TREND ANALYSIS: THE IMPORTANCE OF 
RESOURCE DISTRIBUTION

National and political trends are important, but they also in-
teract with well-recognized local conflicts that shape instability 
across South Sudan. National events can exacerbate local cy-
cles of grievance and revenge, resulting in explosive community 
reactions. Resource disputes trigger intense violence between 
ethnic groups, reducing community resilience to political ma-
nipulation and related violence. The intense reaction in certain 
places to the proposed shift from ten to twenty-eight states ex-
emplifies this point.  Resource-related local dynamics influence 
the political and identity-based conflicts described below. Most 
conflicts (69%) reported in the 2015 assessment were related 
to resources and intra-familial disputes.1 In areas where Search 
has conducted programming this trend has decreased (59%), 
though cattle raiding continues unabated.

IDENTITY SHIFTS: ANTICIPATING TENSIONS 
BETWEEN GROUPS 

To access the full reports of the 2015 and 2016 assessments and see 
other information on Search’s work in South Sudan, please visit our 
website at https://www.sfcg.org/south-sudan/

With the expectation of the April 2016 return of First Vice Pres-
ident and SLPA-IO leader Riek Machar to form the transitional 
government, qualitative research indicated that people became 
more open to the possibility of national peace, and South Suda-
nese identities shifted significantly. In 2015, only 12% of people 
identified first as South Sudanese, over their ethnic group or 
clan. This increased to 57% in 2016, and trust of other ethnic 
groups increased by 7%. For example, in Bor, identification first 
by nationality increased by 46% in the past year. In this same 
period, willingness to fight decreased by 12% and openness to 
dialogue increased by 23%. These trends should be monitored 
closely following July’s events, particularly in volatile areas. 

2015:      17%                   22%                  15%              15% 
2016:      25%                16%                   6%              13%
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1   Respondents explained that violence in the home most often begins with issues over resources.

programming. Among its studies, Search conducted a wide-
scale conflict assessment in collaboration with UNICEF across 
seven states to identify the drivers and triggers of conflict as 
well as unifiers and opportunities for engagement. A follow-
up assessment in April 2016 allowed the team to analyze the 
evolution of conflict over the period. This document summarizes 
important trends identified in the past year between these 
pieces of research. 



Youth, who on the other hand are widely characterized as insti-
gators of violence, are actually a diverse group with a wide array 
of opinions on peace. Youth in rural areas used violence more 
often and were less optimistic about peace overall than those 
living in towns. They described several barriers to peace: lack of 
access to formal decision-making structures, encouragement by 
families and elders to participate in violence (such as cattle-raid-
ing), and social marginalization due to their violent reputations. 
However, youth also have potential to engage in peacebuilding. 
Overall, they are most likely to identify as ‘South Sudanese’ – a 
unifying factor defined by communities. 

In discussions, youth and women requested access to opportu-
nities to advocate for themselves, highlighting the importance 
of locally relevant solutions to conflict. Gender and youth in-
clusion assures that programs address the full scope of influ-
encers and consequences that stem from conflict.
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Search’s research found that advocates of violence are in the 
minority, but are also increasing. 12% of those surveyed in 2015 
said they personally prefer to fight in response to conflict, which 
increased to 17% in 2016. Access to formal decision-making and 
service provision is predominantly limited to elders, while key 
groups that influence conflict are left out. Therefore, unequal 
access to services and formal decision-making groups diminish-
es resilience against manipulation and violence.  

Practitioners often assume that because women face such se-
vere consequences of conflict, they are natural advocates for 
peace – but research indicates that women in South Sudan 
are just as likely as men to believe violence is a valid way 
to solve conflicts. Because they influence attitudes and behav-
ior in informal social spaces like the home, they are incredibly 
important to reach in order to build healthy communities and 
encourage solutions for peace.  

With nearly 800,000 refugees fleeing the country, South Sudan’s 
conflict impacts the stability of neighboring countries by altering 
service provision and dynamics between groups in bordering 
regions. Sudan, for example, has received more than 101,000 
refugees in 2016, and Uganda was flooded with nearly 85,000 
refugees during the 6 weeks immediately following the July vi-
olence.3 Search’s partners in Sudan identified in recent assess-
ments4 that the areas receiving high numbers of refugees face 
challenges to provide services to this population as well as the 
host communities. A number of groups are working to make 
new local peace agreements with migrating groups to reinforce 
security and stability and manage service provision and access 
to resources. 

ACCESS TO SUPPORT FOR ADVOCACY AND SERVICE PROVISION: OVERLOOKED CONFLICT INFLUENCERS

SOUTH SUDAN’S (IN)STABILITY IMPACTS REGIONAL STABILITY

In April, 67.7% of youth said they prefer dialogue or to avoid 

responding altogether to deal with conflicts, instead of fighting. 

GRAPHIC: Domestic violence is one of the most com-
mon forms of violence, accounting for 16% of con-
flicts. 41% of women surveyed report having been af-
fected by physical or sexual violence in the past year.2
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2  www.care.org
3  www.data.unhcr.org/SouthSudan 
4  www.sfcg.org/sudan/

Identifying most closely with a clan (rather 

than a nationality or ethnic group) correlates 

to a higher level of violence. Shifts towards 

national identity are associated with greater 

mistrust of government. This means different 

approaches are needed to support peace and 

address risks as identities shift.

2  www.care.org
3  www.data.unhcr.org/SouthSudan 
4  www.sfcg.org/sudan/


