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War Is Not “Development in Reverse”: The Impact of 
Conflict on Children’s Education

This chapter continues the investigation of the impact of war on human development that 

began with the last Human Security Report. Part II of that Report, “The Shrinking Costs of War,” 

analyzed the apparent paradox of child mortality rates that decline in wartime.

In the first three chapters of this Report, we argued, among other things, that the impact 

of war on the worldwide incidence of sexual violence has likely declined since the end of  

the Cold War. 

In this final chapter we focus on how conflict affects children’s education and find a similar 

counterintuitive pattern—a development indicator that again appears to improve during many 

periods of warfare.

It is certainly the case that wars can have hugely damaging impacts on entire educational  

systems. Indeed, major reports have described the overall impact of war on educational 

systems as highly damaging, even  “devastating,”258  “disastrous,”259 and causing the destruction 

of educational opportunities on “an epic scale.”260

But this is not the case for most countries, most of the time. Indeed, Paul Collier’s memo-

rable phrase, war is “development in reverse,” is not an accurate description of the impact of 

war on educational outcomes.261 Data from a major 2011 study of 25 countries by UNESCO’s 

Institute for Statistics show that during the majority of conflict periods there is no clear decline 

in educational outcomes.262

In fact, the indicators used in the study show educational outcomes improving during a 

substantial number of conflict periods. An analysis by the Washington, DC-based Education 

Policy and Data Center (EPDC), released in 2010, found that many conflict-affected countries 
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experienced improving educational outcomes, even in the regions worst affected by conflict.263 

Both studies are reviewed later in this chapter.

The fact that on average educational outcomes improve in wartime does not mean that 

conflict has no impact. The impact may be evident in a slowing of the rate of improvement in 

educational attainments that prevailed in the pre-war situation. 

But there is an important difference between wartime situations in which nationwide 

educational attainments decline absolutely, and those in which they continue to improve, albeit 

at a slower rate than in peacetime. 

In both cases, war has an impact, but in the latter case the societal effect of conflict on 

educational outcomes—i.e., a slower average rate of improvement—can hardly be described 

as “devastating” or “disastrous” in national terms. 

The finding that conflict has a less dramatic impact on educational outcomes than is 

claimed in the literature is similar to that on child mortality in wartime that was analyzed in 

the last Human Security Report. In the latter case, we found that in approximately 90 percent of 

the years in which countries around the world experienced high-intensity conflicts between 

1970 and 2008, under-five mortality rates declined between the beginning and the end of the 

conflict.264 The evidence suggests that educational outcomes in most wars follow a similar trend.

The claim that both child health and educational outcomes appear to improve during 

periods of conflict is profoundly counterintuitive—indeed, it may suggest that war is good for 

children’s health and education. This is, of course, not the case. 

The reality is that in most developing countries there is a strong, though far from universal, 

tendency for educational attainments and children’s health outcomes to improve in peacetime, 

and the evidence suggests that these benign trends continue during many periods of conflict, 

in large part because very few of today’s wars are deadly or destructive enough to reverse them.

Another possible explanation is that war does have the expected negative impact but that 

this is more than counterbalanced by other factors. In Afghanistan, for example, a dramatic 

improvement in school enrolments followed a massive infusion of international assistance to 

the educational sector after the overthrow of the Taliban in 2001, despite the ongoing insurgency. 

This pattern—of development outcomes improving during periods of warfare—is true not 

only for child health and education. A recent cross-national statistical study undertaken for the 

World Bank’s 2011 World Development Report examined the impact of war on progress towards 

achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

It found that, on average, indicators for malnutrition, life expectancy, infant and maternal 

mortality—and access to sanitation and potable water—all improved in war-affected countries.265

These positive findings have received little publicity, however. Indeed, the fact that student 

educational attainment and attendance rates often improve in wartime is rarely even mentioned 

in the major reports on education in the developing world that are produced by international 

agencies like UNESCO and UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund), by advocacy groups, 

and many researchers. In what we refer to as “mainstream narrative,” the focus is on the worst 

affected countries where the damage to educational systems has been greatest.
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Our Focus
In reviewing the impact of war on children’s education, we examine three different approaches 

to describing and explaining it. 

First, we examine the detailed and contextually rich case-study literature that provides 

much of the material that informs the mainstream narrative on the many ways in which 

conflict can affect educational systems.

Second, we examine two recent studies that use comparative descriptive statistics to 

examine the relationship between conflict and education. Both were undertaken for UNESCO’s 

flagship 2011 Education for All report, The Hidden Crisis: Armed Conflict and Education.266

Third, we review the findings of the very small number of econometric analyses of the 

impact of war on education, notably the major background study undertaken by the Peace 

Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) for the World Bank’s 2011 World Development Report.267

Each of these approaches provides different insights. The country case-study material that 

informs the mainstream narrative provides a deep, contextualized understanding of the very 

different impacts of conflict in particular countries at different times. Indeed, most of what we 

know about how war affects educational systems comes from the country case-study research 

that we discuss below. 

However, the mainstream narrative that derives from this rich case-study literature suffers 

from selection bias in that it focuses—understandably enough—on the worst cases where the 

need for resources is greatest. It devotes little attention to countries where war appears to have 

little impact on educational attainments—or to asking why this might be the case. Yet, under-

standing how and why educational outcomes can continue to improve in periods of conflict is 

of obvious policy relevance.

The multi-country descriptive statistics studies we examine here derive their educational 

data primarily from nationwide population surveys, mostly UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator Cluster 

Surveys (MICS) and those of the Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) organization. Because 

these surveys use similar methodologies, their findings can be compared cross-nationally. 

The background research undertaken by the Montreal-based UNESCO Institute for 

Statistics (UIS) for UNESCO’s 2011 Hidden Crisis: Armed Conflict and Education report, and 

examined in detail below, uses descriptive statistics to reveal how educational attainments 

within countries may vary:268

		Between periods of war and peace. 

		Between genders and between levels of income. 

		Between areas of war-affected countries that are directly affected by conflict and those  

that are not.

The second comparative study examined here was undertaken for the same UNESCO 

report by EPDC. It focuses on the impact of armed conflict on school attendance and enrolment 

rates and other educational indicators at the subnational level in some 19 different countries. 

In particular, it compares educational outcomes in regions of a country that were the worst 

affected by conflict with all other regions—where conflict had less impact.

p a r t  I  cha    p ter    4



H U M A N  S E C U R I t y  re  p o rt   2 0 1 282

Both studies analyze a limited number of the countries in conflict around the world during 

the periods that are covered. For this reason, and because the samples of countries examined 

are not randomly selected, we cannot be confident that their findings, while striking and sug-

gestive, are necessarily representative of the impact of conflict on educational attainments and 

attendance in all war-affected countries.

Econometric studies on the impact of war on educational systems—like that undertaken by 

PRIO for the World Bank’s 2011 World Development Report—avoid the possibility of unintended 

selection bias noted above by including virtually all countries in conflict over a given period.269 

Plus, regression analysis enables researchers to examine the association between possible 

causal factors—such as conflict—and educational outcomes while holding other factors (e.g., 

income) constant.270

Econometric studies that use all available cases of the phenomenon being studied—

or a representative sample—can in theory be used to make generalizations about average 

impacts of conflict on education. Individual, or a series of, case studies and analyses that use 

descriptive statistics to compare limited numbers of countries that have not been selected 

randomly cannot be used to make such generalizations. But, as we pointed out in Chapter 2 

of the previous Human Security Report, econometric analysis confronts its own theoretical and 

methodological challenges.

Case-study, comparative descriptive statistics, and econometric approaches to explaining 

the impact of war on children’s education all have limitations, as this chapter makes clear. But 

drawing on the findings and insights of all three provides us with a deeper understanding of 

the war and education nexus than relying on any single approach on its own.

The Mainstream Narrative
As noted previously, we use the term, “mainstream narrative” as a shorthand way of referring to 

how issues are framed, perceived, and explained. It refers to the assumptions that international 

agencies, donor governments, and major NGOs (nongovernmental organizations) share with 

respect to the negative impacts of armed conflict on children’s educational opportunities.

UNESCO’s 2011 report, The Hidden Crisis: Armed Conflict and Education, provides the most 

compelling recent iteration of the mainstream narrative. Drawing on a wide range of research 

resources, it provides a comprehensive overview of the many different ways in which conflict 

adversely affects children’s schooling. Its research leads it to conclude that “the ‘scourge of 

warfare’ … is destroying opportunities for education on an epic scale.”271

The mainstream narrative is informed in considerable part by the detailed, and often 

evocative, descriptions of the ways in which war can affect children’s education. These accounts 

are frequently buttressed with statistics from individual country case studies—for example,  

the percentage of schools destroyed during a period of warfare.272

The cumulative impression created by these detailed investigations does indeed suggest 

that war destroys educational opportunities on “an epic scale.”
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Nine Ways That War Affects Children’s Education
First, and most obviously, war kills children, and injures others so seriously they cannot attend 

school. As we pointed out in Chapter 3, the frequently cited figures indicating that 6 million 

children were disabled and seriously injured and a further 2 million killed in recent wars are of 

dubious provenance.273 But no one doubts that the costs that conflict imposes on children can 

be extremely high.

Second, teachers may be killed, injured, or subject to forced displacement in wartime envi-

ronments. More than two-thirds of Rwanda’s primary and secondary school teachers report-

edly fled or were killed as a result of the genocide.274 In Cambodia’s genocide, teachers, along 

with other “intellectuals,” were specifically targeted by the Khmer Rouge regime.275 In less 

extreme circumstances, teachers are still at risk of conscription by government or rebel forces, 

or of losing their jobs because of war-driven cuts in educational spending.

Third, children in war are often displaced to refugee or internally displaced person (IDP) 

camps. IDP camps, which tend to have a high concentration of children, typically have far fewer 

educational resources than refugee camps. Moreover, many children, particularly those who 

have lost homes, parents, and siblings, may be deeply traumatized by their experiences. The 

scope of the problem is evident in the sheer numbers of displaced children—an estimated 13.5 

million around the world are internally displaced276 plus several million refugee children.277

Fourth, armed conflict affects education indirectly, for example, through conflict-related 

sexual violence. Sexual violence against children can have, “a devastating impact on education: 

it impairs victims’ learning potential, creates a climate of fear that keeps girls at home and leads 

to family breakdown that deprives children of a nurturing environment.”278

Fifth, war can destroy or seriously damage schools and other educational institutions: 

		In Iraq the Ministry of Education reported that there were 31,598 attacks on educational 

institutions between March 2003 and October 2008.279

		In Afghanistan the number of attacks on schools increased from 242 to 670 between 2007 

and 2008.280

 		In Thailand attacks on schools almost quadrupled between 2006 and 2007, rising from  

43 to 164.281

		In Timor Leste 95 percent of schools had to be repaired or rebuilt after the violence that 

followed the independence referendum in 2000. In Iraq the figure was 85 percent; in 

Kosovo, 65 percent; in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 50 percent, and in Mozambique, 45 percent.282

School buildings that are not destroyed or badly damaged may be commandeered by 

government or rebel forces and used as headquarters, as barracks, for storage, or to house IDPs 

who have lost their homes.283

Sixth, parents affected by war-exacerbated poverty, and finding it difficult to pay school 

fees, may choose to take their children out of school and put them to work at home. 

Seventh, child soldiers, who lose far more years of education than other children in war-

affected countries, have special educational needs. These needs are rarely met.284
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Eighth, in wartime, military budgets typically increase; educational budgets get cut. As a 

consequence, teachers go unpaid (causing many to quit), funding for teaching materials and 

routine maintenance of schools dries up, and system-wide management and development of 

educational systems degrades and sometimes grinds completely to a halt.285

Finally, warfare destroys human capital throughout the educational system. This is argu-

ably an even greater challenge than damaged and destroyed buildings.

In what follows, we focus on three indicators used to measure the impact of warfare on 

education—school enrolment, attendance, and pupils’ educational attainment (i.e., average 

years of education). If the mainstream narrative is correct, we would expect the impact of con-

flict would be reflected in declines in all three indicators.

A One-Sided Picture?
The above descriptions are very similar to those in many—not all—major reports from inter-

national agencies and NGOs that have examined the various impacts of armed conflict on 

children’s education. Indeed, many of the above examples are drawn from these reports, which 

in turn draw on the findings of a range of detailed case studies that have investigated what 

happens to educational systems in times of war.

No one doubts that the negative impacts that war imposes on education are shockingly 

large in some cases. But the problem with the mainstream narrative, as we saw in the case  

of sexual violence, is that the worst cases are presented in such a way as to suggest that they 

are the norm. 

Thus, the descriptions of how teachers may be vulnerable to attack in wartime are illus-

trated with reference to Cambodia, Iraq, Rwanda, and Afghanistan—four countries that have 

endured some of the deadliest wars in the past 40 years. 

The references to the wartime destruction of school buildings are to Timor Leste, Iraq, 

Kosovo, Bosnia, and Mozambique—all countries in which the destruction of educational 

property was severe.

References to the impact of sexual violence on education are drawn from the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo (DRC), which, as we pointed out in Chapter 1, has been afflicted by 

extraordinarily high rates of wartime rape.

The strong tendency in most major reports to describe impacts of armed conflicts on 

educational systems in worst-case terms is no accident. What we are seeing here is essentially 

the same phenomenon we examined in looking at the impact of war on sexual violence. The 

international organizations and NGOs whose work is discussed above are not simply involved 

in reporting and analyzing the impact of war. They are also committed to trying to protect both 

children and their opportunities to be educated in war-affected countries. 

These agencies and NGOs have every reason to seek greater international support for the 

underfunded educational needs of children in war-affected countries. The needs are great, and 

at the current rate of progress, the MDGs’ education target—which calls for all children to have 

access to primary schooling by 2015—is unlikely to be met.286
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So, it is also understandable that reporting concentrates on cases where the threats to 

education are greatest and the need for greater international assistance is most compelling. The 

consequence, however, is that the narrative of the impact of war on educational outcomes, like 

that on wartime sexual violence discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, becomes one-sided—biased 

by the strong focus on the worst cases. This, as we point out later, has important implications 

for policy.

One consequence of what might be called the “worst-case bias” in the mainstream narrative  

is that few nonspecialist readers of the major reports by UNESCO, other international agencies, 

or major NGOs will have any idea that there is compelling evidence to suggest that, on average, 

educational outcomes improve in conflict-affected countries. 

There is another possible reason why the mainstream narrative overstates the impact  

of conflict on educational systems, namely a misunderstanding of current trends in armed 

conflict around the world.

As Oxford University’s Julia Paulson and 

Jeremy Rappleye point out in a 2007 literature 

review of the relationships between education 

and conflict, many of the key studies—under-

taken by education specialists rather than 

conflict researchers—are premised on the 

assumption that conflicts have been intensify-

ing and increasing in frequency.287 Clearly, if 

this were the case, it is likely that the threat to  

education would also be increasing. In fact, 

as this Report and others have made clear, the reverse is true: conflicts that are deadly and 

destructive enough to seriously affect educational outcomes have become much less frequent.

Comparative Statistical Studies Reveal a Very Different Picture
To gain a rather different perspective on the impact of conflict on education, this section 

reviews the findings of a number of statistical studies on the effects of war on school enrolment, 

attendance, and attainment that use educational data drawn from population surveys. 

The survey-based studies offer a more comprehensive picture of the extent of war’s  

impact on education, because they draw on nationwide quantitative data rather than 

anecdotal accounts of particular impacts in particular countries—often in the worst 

affected areas. And the survey data reveal a very different picture from that depicted in the 

mainstream narrative.

The surveys on which the comparative statistics studies are based use similar definitions 

and methodologies that permit cross-national comparisons. (This practice stands in sharp 

contrast to the surveys on wartime sexual violence, which, as we pointed out in Chapter 1, 

often lack common definitions and methodologies, making cross-national comparisons 

difficult, if not impossible.) 

It is understandable that 
reporting concentrates on 
cases where the threats to 
education are greatest and 
the need for assistance is 
most compelling.
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All of the statistical studies reviewed here enrich our understanding of the variety of 

ways in which conflict affects education. Each offers a corrective to the bias inherent in the 

mainstream narrative. 

The UNESCO Institute for Statistics
In 2011 the UIS produced a 25-nation comparative analysis of the impact of war on education. 

The study, which was commissioned for UNESCO’s Hidden Crisis report, was entitled, The 

Quantitative Impact of Conflict on Education.

The UIS research team drew on the findings of nationwide population surveys undertaken 

in the new millennium in 25 war-affected countries. The aim was to provide a better under-

standing of the negative impact of conflict on educational attainments.288

The study drew attention to the many negative impacts of war on education in a careful 

review of the literature. But the most interesting fact to emerge from the cross-national data it 

reviews is that in a substantial proportion of cases in which the 25 countries it examined had 

experienced conflict since 1950, the indicators of educational attainment were higher at the end 

of the conflict period than at the beginning.289

Yet, this rather remarkable pattern is ignored in UNESCO’s Hidden Crisis report, and, to 

the best of our knowledge, it is never mentioned in other reports on war and education that 

inform, and are in turn part of, the mainstream narrative. 

The methodology that the UIS researchers 

employed to detect the impact of war on 

education since the 1950s was ingenious. In 

the early post-World War II years, reliable 

government statistics on national educational 

attainments in developing countries were—at 

best—very rare. Absent official data, there were 

few other sources of information available—

international population surveys, like those of the DHS, did not start collecting nationwide 

educational attainment data until the mid-1980s; MICS surveys did not start until the 1990s.

Although there are little or no survey data prior to the 1980s, each of the population 

surveys the UIS drew on had collected data on the total number of years of education that 

individual respondents attained. Such data are rarely available from other sources in war-

affected poor countries.

Knowing the number of years of education that individuals have acquired in their lifetime, 

plus their age at the time of the survey, makes it possible to gain some idea of the years of 

education that successive cohorts of students may have lost due to warfare. 

The UIS research team used educational attainment data from DHS and MICS surveys 

undertaken between 2000 and 2008.290 The attainment measures used were the average num-

ber of years of formal education completed, or the percentage of the population that had 

received no formal education at all.

Data on the total number 
of years of education are 
rarely available in war-
affected poor countries.
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For some countries, data were collated to reveal differences in children’s educational 

attainments depending on whether they lived in war-affected or non-war-affected regions of 

the country, or by gender, ethnicity, or wealth.

However, the DHS and MICS data do not provide a direct measure of the impact of 

conflict on education. 

The survey data that the UIS analyzed are 

for the average number of years of education 

attained by different age cohorts in their life-

time (i.e., up to the time when the survey was 

undertaken). Primary and secondary education 

is normally completed by the age of 15. And so 

the UIS data show the average number of years 

of education attained by all those individuals who were 15 years of age in a particular year.  

For example, the data for the year 1995 display the average number of years of education 

attained at the time of the survey by all respondents who were born in 1980.291

If the country in this example experienced conflict during, say, the first half of the 1990s, 

we would expect the data for the age cohort that turned 15 in 1995 to show lower educational 

attainments as a result of the disruptions caused by the fighting. 

But since the data measure years of education attained during the lifetime of the respon-

dents, rather than those attained by the age of 15, the figures may mask reductions in average 

attainments as a result of war.292 This is because not all individuals achieve all of their lifetime 

years of education by the age of 15. Some may lose years of education because of conflict but 

are able to regain them by going back to school between the end of the conflict and the time 

when the survey was conducted. Where this is the case, the negative short-term impact of 

conflict will not be revealed by the UIS data. 

These caveats mean that few definitive conclusions can be drawn from these data. 

Nevertheless, the broad trends that the data-derived graphics for individual countries describe 

offer valuable insights into the very different ways that conflict can affect educational systems 

and that are sometimes sharply at odds with the assumptions of the mainstream narrative.

The main conclusion of the UIS study was that there is:

[a] significant negative impact of conflict on the proportion of the population with 

formal education, the average years of education attained, and the literacy rate. This 

legacy of conflict is visible at the national and sub-national level in household survey 

data from all countries analyzed, with the exception of six countries.293

Trend data displayed in the graphics in the report clearly show educational attainments 

worsening substantially in some countries, often during long periods of conflict. This is very 

evident in the cases of Afghanistan, Iraq, and Cambodia—countries that have experienced some 

of the deadliest conflicts in the past 40 years. In other countries, periods of declining attainment 

are much shorter, less steep, and take place within longer periods of improving attainments.

The UIS data measure the 
total years of education 
attained during the 
lifetime of the respondent.
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The belief that the impact of war reduces educational attainments is uncontroversial, 

supported by evidence as well as common sense, and is a central theme of the mainstream 

narrative on education and conflict. But while it is true, it is far from being the whole truth.

An Extraordinary Finding
In almost a quarter of the 25 countries reviewed, UIS’s researchers found “no visible impact 

of conflict on education.” They suggested that in these cases what is required is “a more fine-

grained municipal-level analysis to pinpoint the conflict-exposed population.”294

But, as noted earlier, what is perhaps most remarkable about the UIS data is that they  

demonstrate that in only 11 percent of conflict periods was there a clear deterioration in edu-

cational attainment indicators. In almost half the cases the trend was unclear or varied across 

different indicators. But in more than 40 percent 

of cases, educational attainment indicators were 

higher at the end of the conflict period than the 

beginning. In some of these latter cases there 

was a fairly steady improvement, in others, there 

were some periods in which educational attain-

ments worsened, but there was nevertheless a 

net improvement from the beginning to the end. 

The finding that emerges from the UIS study that educational outcomes often improve 

during wartime is so counterintuitive, and so much at odds with the mainstream narrative, that 

it is open to question. One obvious counterargument is that increasing educational attainments 

in periods of warfare do not mean that conflict has no negative impact. The relevant issue is, 

one might argue, whether attainment rates improve or worsen relative to the pre-war trend.

It is evident from the UIS case studies that educational attainments may be negatively 

affected by the disruptive and destructive effects of conflict but not sufficiently to reverse any 

long-term improvement evident in the pre-war period. In these cases, educational attainments 

continue to increase but at a slower rate than in peacetime. Here conflict clearly has a negative 

effect, but, as we argued earlier, a slower improvement in attainments is still a much better 

outcome than an absolute decline. 

In fact, as we show later, the major study undertaken by PRIO for the World Bank’s 2011 

World Development Report found that, on average, the rate of increase in educational outcomes 

in conflict-affected countries appeared to be little different from that in countries at peace. This 

suggests that war had little impact on educational outcomes. This finding is important because 

the PRIO study included almost all countries in conflict in its review, while the UIS study was 

restricted to 25.

Some caution is necessary here. The pre-war peacetime educational attainment trend—

the so-called counterfactual against which the in-conflict trend can be compared—can be very 

difficult to determine with confidence, since the pre-war trend is rarely linear. The same applies 

to in-conflict trends as well.

Only 11 percent of 
conflict periods saw a 
clear deterioration in 
educational attainment.
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Educational Attainments in War-Affected Regions versus Unaffected Regions
There are two reasons why the impact of conflict on education in war-affected countries 

may be difficult to detect in nationwide trend data on educational attainments. First, as we 

noted earlier, today’s predominantly low-intensity wars may be neither deadly nor destructive 

enough to have any discernible nationwide impact on educational attainments. 

In other words, the impact may be there, but may be so small as to be indistinguishable 

from data uncertainties due to survey error at the national level. But if this is indeed the case, 

then the impact of war can hardly be described as “devastating” or “disastrous.”

This argument is most compelling with respect to the past two decades—particularly since 

the beginning of the new millennium—than to the Cold War years when war death tolls were 

much higher on average. 

Second, there may be a negative impact of war on educational attainments in regions 

badly affected by conflict, while in the rest of the country educational attainments continue to 

improve. Where this happens, especially if the impact of the conflict on attainments is highly 

localized, the effect may not be discernible in the aggregated nationwide survey data. The 

impact is real in these cases, but not visible at the national level.

In what was in effect a test of this idea, the UIS research team examined the differences in 

educational attainments in war-affected versus non-war-affected regions in a number of the 

countries experiencing conflict. 

The expectation here is that the war-affected 

areas will have lower educational attainments 

than those not directly affected by conflict. This 

is, in fact, the case in most war-affected coun-

tries, as the UIS graphics make clear. Although 

there were a surprising number of cases where 

educational outcomes improved even in the 

worst affected regions.

If educational attainments are lower in 

the war-affected areas than in those that are at 

peace, we might reasonably expect that the death, disruption, and destruction associated with 

the war are responsible for the difference.

This would be a mistake—as UIS’s graphics again clearly suggest.295

Take the case of Turkey. As Figure 4.1, replicated from the UIS study, clearly indicates,  

13- to 17-year-old children in the war-affected Kurdish-inhabited provinces experienced worse 

educational outcomes during the conflict period than the rest of Turkey.296

This is what we would expect given the mainstream narrative’s assumption that war affects 

negatively on education. But the low level of access of children to education in the Kurdish 

region preceded the conflict; and thus, conflict cannot have been its primary cause. Children in 

the war-affected Kurdish provinces were certainly at an educational disadvantage, but this is 

largely because they were already disadvantaged before the conflict began.

Today’s predominantly 
low-intensity wars may 
not be deadly enough to 
have any visible impact  
on education at the 
national level.
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This pattern is evident in the large majority of the cases where conflict-affected and non-

conflict-affected regions were compared in the UIS’s report. 

The lower educational outcomes in the Kurdish areas in both peacetime and wartime were 

almost certainly caused by some combination of poverty, economic and gender inequality, 

and governmental neglect—all factors that preceded the conflict—and likely contributed to 

its onset.

Figure 4.1 Percent of Population without Formal Education  

in Turkey by Region, 1950–1994
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Surprisingly, school attainment improves in many conflict zones. In Turkey’s 

war-affected Kurdish area, the share of the population with no education fell 

by over a third among those who were at school-going age during conflict.

Moreover, if the conflict was affecting education more negatively in the conflict-affected 

Kurdish areas than in other parts of Turkey, we would expect the percentage of individuals with 

no formal education to shrink more slowly during the conflict than before the conflict. In fact, 

as Figure 4.1 makes clear, this is not the case.297 Educational outcomes improved during conflict 

at a rate that is similar to that before the conflict.

In Turkey this positive trend may in part be a function of the substantial improvement in 

female educational attainments that had been underway since the 1970s, when female literacy 

levels started rising more rapidly in the war-affected Kurdish provinces than in the rest of the 

country.298 However, while this trend is somewhat surprising, it is not uncommon in other 

conflict-affected countries.299

In Guatemala, which was continuously embroiled in armed conflict from the mid-1960s 

to the mid-1990s, educational attainments for male students improved, though somewhat 

unevenly throughout the war and in both the war-affected and non-war-affected regions of 

the country. 
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The male students in war-affected regions experienced lower educational attainments 

than those in non-war-affected regions. But, as was the case in Turkey, the gap in attainments 

preceded the war period, which means that conflict could not have been the primary cause of 

this gap. Moreover, the rate of improvement in educational outcomes during the 30-plus years 

of conflict was slightly greater for the war-affected than the non-war-affected regions over this 

period, again the opposite of what might be expected.301

In India the average number of years of education attained per person in the war-affected  

Jammu and Kashmir region improved through almost all periods of violence.302 Attainments 

improved at a faster rate in this region than the rest of India from the mid-1980s onwards.303

In Ethiopia there was no clear difference in average educational attainments between 

the conflict-affected Tigray province and the rest of the country before the period of war 

that started in the mid-1960s. But both regions saw educational attainment rates improve 

throughout most of the conflict period. But while war-affected Tigray lagged behind the rest of 

the country during the first years of conflict, its attainment rates subsequently increased and 

actually exceeded those in non-war-affected parts of the country.304

Since these trends are both counterintuitive and very much at odds with the mainstream 

narrative, it is worth summarizing and briefly reflecting on them:

		In more than 40 percent of cases included in the survey, educational indicators for cohorts 

of school-age children were better at the end of a conflict period than at the beginning. In 

only 11 percent were they worse.

		In most countries affected by conflict, the war-affected regions showed lower educational 

outcomes than the non-war-affected regions. Yet, in almost all countries in which 

comparisons between war-affected and non-war affected regions were made in the 

UIS study, the low outcomes in the war-affected regions preceded the conflict and must 

therefore have had different causes. Factors other than the impact of war—most obviously 

poverty and poor governance—appear to be the likely determinants of low outcomes both 

before, and during, conflicts.

		In a number of countries, the rate at which educational outcomes improved in conflict-

affected areas during a conflict was similar to or greater than the rate of change during the 

same period in the non-conflict areas. If this finding based on a limited sample of coun-

tries is indicative of overall patterns, it again suggests that the impact of conflict is far less 

dramatic than what we would expect. In many cases, the impact may be too small to be 

measured with the data we have available.305

War Is Only One Factor among Many Affecting Educational Outcomes in Wartime
In focusing attention on the impact of war on education it is easy to forget that other factors 

also affect educational attainments—and may have a much greater impact. It is quite possible, 

for example, that low educational attainment scores in war-affected regions of a country are 

caused by factors that have little to do with the war—an economic crisis caused by persistent 

drought, for example. 
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In other cases, the impact of the destruction and displacement caused by warfare on 

aggregate educational outcomes may be more than offset by the positive effect of other 

factors—increased income per capita, for example, or a big infusion of international assistance 

to the educational sector. Where this happens, the trend line indicating that educational 

attainments in war were improving does not necessarily mean that war has no negative impact 

but simply that this impact was hidden by the positive countervailing effect on educational 

attainments of other factors.

In Colombia, for example, poverty appears to have been a far more important determi-

nant of educational attainment than the continued presence of armed conflict. During the 

40-plus years of conflict in Colombia, rising educational attainments have been associated 

with a steady and substantial increase in GDP (gross domestic product) per capita. So, it is 

quite possible that the positive effect of rising incomes on education has more than offset the 

negative effects of the war. 

The most obvious demonstration of the negative impact of non-conflict factors on 

educational attainments is found in those cases where attainments decline for long periods 

in peacetime.

Figure 4.2 Average Years of Education in the DRC by Region, 1950–1998
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The conflict in the eastern DRC inflicted a heavy toll on the civilian population. 

But educational attainments started to stagnate and decline prior to the war—

likely as a result of bad governance and economic crisis.

Educational attainments have, on average, been increasing worldwide. Yet, in some coun-

tries—even those not afflicted by war—progress can stall, stagnate, and be reversed for long 

periods. The DRC is a case in point. Here, as Figure 4.2 makes clear, progress in education 

slowed in the 1980s and stagnated for more than a decade prior to the civil war that started in 

the late 1990s. 
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This decline in educational attainments was the result of a decades-long progressive 

collapse of governance—along with a drop in copper prices—that drove the DRC’s GDP 

per capita down from approximately $300 per capita (in constant USD 2000) in the 1970s, to 

approximately $100 at the beginning of the periods of civil war that started in the late 1990s.307

Interestingly, as we show later, between 2000 and 2007—a period of continuous violence—

primary and secondary school educational attendance rates improved in parts of the DRC  

that were most affected by violence.

Average years of education achieved also 

 declined for long periods in peacetime in 

the DRC’s neighbour, the Republic of Congo 

(sometimes referred to as Congo-Brazzaville).308 

In both countries we witness lengthy declines or 

periods of stagnation in educational attainments 

that have nothing to do with conflict itself. The 

likely causes of the non-war-related educational 

decline are failures of governance and, relatedly, 

declining national incomes.

It is difficult to determine the impact of different and sometimes conflicting factors 

on educational attainments in periods of conflict with descriptive statistics. To discern the 

concurrent effects of a range of different causal factors, researchers can turn to regression 

analysis. We examine this approach in the review of recent econometric research on the impact 

of war on education at the end of this chapter. It includes the major study undertaken for the 

World Bank’s 2011 World Development Report by PRIO. 

The Education Policy and Data Center
EPDC’s analysis, like the UIS study, was prepared for UNESCO’s 2011 Hidden Crisis report.309 

But the EPDC looks at school attendance and enrolment rather than at attainment, which was 

the focus of the UIS study.

The EPDC study examined the differences between conflict-affected and peaceful 

provinces and regions in 19 countries that experienced warfare between 2000 and 2010.  

It found that:

		As expected, weighted net attendance rates for primary schools were on average 11  

percent lower in conflict areas than peaceful areas,310 but the EPDC also noted that “it is 

not possible to establish whether the differences are caused by conflict.”311

		Comparing trends in school attendance rates in pre-conflict periods with conflict and 

post-conflict periods does not show that on average “conflict areas experience weaker 

attendance growth/greater declines.”312

		There is “no strong evidence that primary attendance rates, enrolment rates, pupil 

numbers, and pupil teacher ratios decline dramatically in conflict areas as compared to 

non-conflict regions.”313

The EPDC found no 
strong evidence that 
education indicators 
declined dramatically in 
conflict areas as compared 
to non-conflict regions.
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As the authors point out, there are a number of factors that might explain why the nega-

tive effect of conflict on education might have remained unobserved in this study, especially 

regarding issues of data quality and availability.314

However, the most surprising finding to emerge from the data was that in many of the 

countries examined, the regions that were worst affected by wartime violence had experienced 

rising levels of school attendance during conflict periods. 

In other words, like the UIS, the EPDC researchers found patterns of association between 

conflict and educational outcomes that were both counterintuitive and frequently sharply at 

odds with the assumptions that underpin the mainstream narrative. 

Interestingly, both research teams appear somewhat skeptical about their own counter-

intuitive findings. 

The EPDC study covers a much shorter period than does the UIS (which tracks trends 

back to the 1950s). The EPDC data are also more fine-grained. In many countries in the EPDC 

study, there are 20 or more regions—in the UIS study, just two. Since the EPDC examined 

smaller geographical units than the UNESCO study, it should, in principle, have been better 

placed to detect localized impacts of conflict on education.

Within each country, the EPDC research team compared the trends in school attendance 

between the “primary” and “secondary” conflict regions, with those that were not directly 

affected by conflict. 

Of the 17 countries for which there was data on primary attendance rates, almost half 

lacked data for analyzing trends in conflict regions. Since in these cases there was no informa-

tion on trends, they are not included in this review.315

In three of the nine cases that have data for at least two years, Côte d’Ivoire, Afghanistan, 

and Colombia—attendance rates declined or stagnated during periods of warfare in conflict-

affected regions. This is what common sense and the mainstream narrative would lead us  

to expect.

But in four countries—Senegal, Central African Republic, the DRC, and Rwanda—

educational attendance increased during periods of warfare in the regions affected by conflict.

In two cases, Uganda and Pakistan, the trend is not sufficiently clear to determine either 

an overall increase or decrease in attendance.316

The EPDC study notes that secondary educational attendance may be “more sensitive 

to system shocks”317 than primary school attendance, so it also examined the differences in 

secondary school attendance between war-affected and non-war-affected regions over time. 

The pattern turned out to be very similar to that for primary education.

In two countries—Côte d’Ivoire and Rwanda—we find the decline in school attendance 

that might be expected during periods of warfare. 

In four countries—Central African Republic, Colombia, the DRC, and Pakistan—we see 

attendance rates counterintuitively rising during conflict periods, although the increase in 

some of these cases is very small.318
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In the remaining countries there are no trend data or the trend is not sufficiently clear.319

The EPDC data appear to confirm what the UIS data revealed—namely, that the effect 

of warfare on education is far more complicated and variable than the mainstream narrative, 

with its stress on worst affected countries, assumes. We stress, however, that the sample sizes 

in both the EPDC and the UIS studies are not large enough for any definitive conclusions to 

be drawn, especially since the countries examined were not randomly selected, creating the 

possibility of inadvertent selection bias. 

Moreover, like is not being compared with like in these studies in two important respects. 

First, the UIS is examining educational attainments, while EPDC’s focus is school attendance. 

Second, the time periods are very different—several decades in the case of the UIS, less than 

10 years in the case of the EPDC. The more recent period covered by the EPDC studies saw far 

less deadly and destructive wars than the period examined by the UIS. So, we would expect 

conflicts to have a lesser impact on education during this period.

In the next section we look at four of the EPDC’s case studies, two that reveal the expected 

negative impact of war on school attendance and two that do not. 

Côte d’Ivoire: Primary School Attendance and War 
The association between conflict and school attendance in Côte d’Ivoire is exactly what the 

mainstream narrative would lead us to expect. Figure 4.3 shows the variation over time in gross 

primary school attendance rates.320

Figure 4.3 Primary School Attendance Rates 

and Conflict in Côte d’Ivoire, 2000–2009
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Côte d’Ivoire’s educational system was seriously affected by the armed conflict 

of the early 2000s. In the most heavily affected region, the primary school  

attendance rate dropped by almost half. 
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In the primary conflict region—the blue line on the graph—the gross attendance rate 

starts to decline shortly after the war begins and continues to decrease throughout the period 

of conflict. This most-war-affected region also had one of the lowest levels of primary school 

attendance. The non-conflict regions also witnessed a decline in attendance during the war, 

suggesting that the deaths, destruction, and disruption caused by the conflict had indirect,  

as well as direct, negative impacts. After the fighting is over, attendance increased again in  

all regions.

Afghanistan: Primary School Attendance and War 
In Afghanistan the data also support the common-sense assumption that regions worst affected 

by wartime violence will see declines in educational attendance. In two of the three worst 

affected regions (namely Helmand and Kandahar), attendance rates dropped dramatically, 

while in the third region, Khost, the decline was less pronounced. 

Afghanistan is unusual in that education suffers in considerable part because schools—

and students—are deliberately targeted by insurgent groups. 

Much of the insurgent violence against schools in Afghanistan has taken place in the 

provinces of Helmand, Kandahar, and other parts of the southern and eastern region of the 

country where there is a strong Taliban presence. In 2011, according to the country’s Education 

Ministry, some 400 schools remained closed in this region because of security concerns.322

Figure 4.4 Primary School Attendance Rates 

and Conflict in Afghanistan, 2000–2009
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Three war-affected Afghan provinces experienced declines in primary school  

attendance: Helmand, Kandahar, and Khost. They also witnessed many targeted 

attacks on children and their schools.

Note: This graph shows the net attendance rate while Figures 4.3, 4.5, and 4.6 show the gross attendance rate.
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In the Taliban-influenced areas, educational attendance rates are among the lowest in 

Afghanistan, and militants have mounted campaigns of violence, including acid attacks, to 

deter girls from attending schools. In Helmand girls made up just 5 percent of school enrol-

ment in 2004, compared with the national average of 35 percent.324

Senegal: Primary School Attendance and War 
The association between war and educational attendance in Senegal, as Figure 4.5 below 

shows, is dramatically different from that which both common sense and the mainstream  

narrative would lead us to expect. 

In most war-affected countries analyzed in the UIS report above, the regions most afflicted 

by armed conflict have, as we might expect, educational outcomes that are worse than non-

conflict-afflicted regions.325

But surprisingly, in Senegal’s worst affected conflict region (Ziguinchor), the gross primary 

school attendance rate was the highest in the country throughout the conflict period and 

continued to rise over time.

It is not clear what accounts for this truly surprising outcome. But two points are worth 

noting. First, the level of political violence in Senegal was very low. The best estimate of 

reported battle deaths for the two periods of warfare in Senegal averaged just 40 per year. 

We would not expect a conflict with such low battle deaths to have a discernible impact on 

educational outcomes.326

Figure 4.5 Primary School Attendance Rates 

and Conflict in Senegal, 2000–2009
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In the conflict-affected Senegalese territory of Casamance, school attendance 

rates were higher than in nonconflict regions and actually appear to have in-

creased between 2000 and 2005. 
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But secondly, while this may help explain why educational attendance levels in the primary 

conflict region did not decline during the war periods, it cannot explain why they were so much 

higher than the rest of the country. 

We do not know the answer to this question, but the higher rates in Ziguinchor may have 

existed prior to the war (which started in the early 1990s). We note, however, that the gross 

attendance rate in the primary conflict region in 2005 was a remarkable 150 percent, i.e., it 

was 50 percent higher than would be the case if all primary school aged children—and only 

children of that age group—attended school. The additional 50 percent of students were those 

who missed years of schooling when they were younger—likely for reasons related to the 

conflict—and were now catching up. If this was the case, the high attendance rates during the 

conflict period were as much an indication of past educational failure as of current success.

The DRC: Primary School Attendance and War 
In the DRC, as Figure 4.6 shows, we witness school attendance not only increasing in the 

regions worst affected by political violence but doing so at a rate greater than nearly all of the 

other regions in the country.

Figure 4.6 Primary School Attendance Rates 

and Conflict in the DRC, 2000–2009
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Primary school attendance in the DRC’s conflict-affected North Kivu region in-

creased by over a third from 2000 to 2007—likely because of reduced violence 

and increased international aid following the 2002 peace deal.

Note: Because the DRC experienced a high level of non-state and one-sided violence between 2002 and 2005 while 
no state-based armed conflict was recorded at the same time, we include deaths from all three types of organized 
violence in this graph.

As we noted previously, a catastrophic decline in the DRC’s economy that started in the 

1970s was responsible for the subsequent stagnation, then decline, in educational attainments. 
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Between 1980 and 2002, spending per pupil per year in primary and secondary schools fell by 

96 percent as governance of the country progressively collapsed.329 During the 1960s and 1970s, 

educational spending had amounted to more than 20 percent of total government expenditure; 

during the 1990s, it had shrunk to just 1 percent.330 But by the beginning of the new millennium, 

spending on education had risen again to between 5 and 8 percent of government expenditure.331

The increased share of the state budget going to education was not, however, evident 

in increased gross school attendance rates for most of the country. As Figure 4.6 clearly 

indicates, in most non-conflict regions, school attendance rates remained stagnant in the new 

millennium, while some actually declined. 

Paradoxically, however, two regions worst affected by conflict, North Kivu (the primary 

conflict region) and South Kivu (one of the secondary conflict regions), experienced the largest 

increases in attendance rates in the country.332

We do not have enough information to understand why this should be the case, but two 

possibilities suggest themselves. First, North and South Kivu have not only been the epicentre 

of conflict in the eastern DRC but they have also received the lion’s share of post-conflict 

reconstruction assistance, including assistance for education. It is quite possible that the 

regions most affected by the conflict have also benefitted most from the increase in government 

spending on education. 

Second, according to one report, an extraordinary 81 percent of the population of the 

eastern DRC has been displaced at some point since 1993.333 Since children under 15 make up 

almost half the population in the DRC, the impact of displacement on education must have 

been very large, not least because most IDPs lack access to education.334 So, the big increase 

in gross primary school attendance in the Kivus, evident in Figure 4.6, may have been due to 

children who had been displaced and subsequently returned to the classroom to catch up on 

years of education lost.

These examples illustrate two of the most persuasive explanations for educational 

outcomes that improve during periods of conflict (we discuss additional explanations below). 

First, as was the case in Senegal, the extent of death and destruction generated by today’s 

wars may simply be too small to have any discernible nationwide, or even regional, impact 

on educational outcomes. Second, the positive effect of a recovery in government spending, 

coupled with a surge in international assistance in the wake of a peace agreement, can more 

than offset the negative impact of ongoing political violence on school attendance rates, even 

in the worst affected regions. This seems to have been the case in the DRC.

Descriptive Statistics and the Impact of War on Education
The descriptive statistics approach adopted by the UIS and EPDC focuses on trend data in a 

series of country case studies and provides a substantial amount of information on the variety 

of very different educational outcomes associated with periods of armed conflict. The data used 

by these studies challenge the mainstream narrative that depicts the impact of war on educa-

tional outcomes by using terms like “devastating” and “disastrous.”
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To summarize briefly: the discussion of the UIS data revealed that educational attainments 

improved during periods of conflict in a substantial percentage of the cases examined. Educational 

outcomes improved during the fighting, even in regions directly affected by the fighting. 

As mentioned earlier, EPDC’s analysis was more fine-grained. Instead of comparing 

educational outcomes in just two very broad categories (conflict-affected and non-conflict-

affected), EPDC researchers compared “primary and secondary” conflict-affected regions with 

a large number of non-conflict regions—20 or more in many cases. 

In principle, the impact of geographically localized conflict on educational outcomes 

should be easier to detect in the considerable smaller regions EPDC surveyed. Surprisingly, 

however, EPDC-collated data revealed that educational outcomes even improved in many of 

the regions worst affected by conflict.

Both the UIS and EPDC make the case there is an impact of conflict on educational out-

comes, but they note that in many of the countries analyzed, the methodology they use may be 

insufficiently sensitive to detect the impact.

The UIS report suggests that a “municipal-level analysis” may be necessary to discern the 

localized impact of conflict.335

EPDC’s researchers note that:

It may be that the effects of violence on the provision of education … can only be 

measured at the most local levels of disaggregation.336

It is clearly true that nationwide survey 

data can fail to detect the impact of war in some 

cases—a small town where schools may have 

been completely destroyed and teachers killed, 

for example. Such individual impacts may be 

undetectable in the aggregated nationwide, 

or even region-wide, data on educational 

outcomes. But if there is a sufficient number 

of such impacts, the nationwide impact will be 

detected in the data. 

But if such events are rare, the consequences, while tragic for the local inhabitants and 

devastating for the local educational system, will have no discernible impact on nationwide 

educational outcomes. And it is national educational challenges and achievements that are the 

focus, not only of this study but of the mainstream narrative as well.

The EPDC researchers appear somewhat skeptical about their own findings, since they 

stress on several occasions that possible shortcomings in the survey data may be preventing 

the relationship between conflict and education from becoming apparent.337

In addition to concerns noted above, they point out that the surveys whose findings they 

draw on may not collect data in areas directly affected by violence. Data that are only drawn 

from peaceful areas will clearly be biased. 

The UIS data revealed that 
educational attainments 
improved during periods 
of conflict in a substantial 
percentage of the cases 
that were examined.
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The EPDC research team reviewed data from 37 household surveys and found that in six 

of 16 cases for which there was documentation on sampling, “regions or portions of regions 

had been left out of the survey due to security concerns.”338 However, they also pointed out that 

there was not sufficient evidence to show that the missing data in these cases would have had 

a major impact on the study’s findings.339

The most important limitation of both the UIS and the EPDC’s studies is that they are 

relatively small nonrandom samples of the universe of possible cases of conflict affecting  

educational outcomes.

This, as the EPDC study notes, “is not sufficient to serve as the basis for global generaliza-

tions about the relationship between conflict and education.”340

Only with regression analyses that draw 

upon the universe of possible cases can we make 

generalizations with any degree of confidence. 

In the next section we review the small number 

of econometric studies that have used regression 

analysis to seek to determine the average impact 

of conflict on education.

Econometric Studies of the Impact of War on Education 
In this section we examine the remarkable, but little-publicized, findings of the very small 

number of econometric studies that have examined the impact of war on educational out-

comes based on a large sample of countries and observations. (The term Large-N simply refers 

to large numbers. In conflict research it is often used to describe datasets that include most 

countries in the international system over a period of several decades or more. Small-N studies 

typically involve qualitative comparative case studies of a small number of countries.)

To the best of our knowledge, just three studies have used regression analysis and cross-

national data to determine possible associations between conflict and educational enrolment 

and attainment. Two of these studies include all or nearly all countries that have experienced 

conflict over the time span of a decade or more.

The aim of these analyses is to identify whether, in general, conflict has a negative effect 

on education, and whether this effect is independent, i.e., whether it holds true when we 

control for other factors that might also cause a decline of educational outcomes.341

The most recent econometric study on the impact of war on the achievement of the 

MDGs—including education—was undertaken by researchers from PRIO for the World 

Bank’s 2011 World Development Report. The PRIO team found that, on average, conflict had 

no statistically significant impact on educational attainments at the primary or secondary 

school levels.342

The contrast between this finding and the claims associated with the mainstream narrative, 

to the effect that the impact of war on educational systems is “devastating” and “disastrous,” 

etc., could hardly be greater.

PRIO researchers found 
that conflict had no 
statistically significant 
impact on education.
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Figure 4.7, which we reproduce from the PRIO study, shows that countries in conflict had 

lower educational attainments than countries at peace, which is unsurprising. The attainment 

rates for countries at peace increase steadily, which is again not unexpected. The PRIO study 

researchers found that, on average, educational attainments improved by about 2 percent in 

every five-year period.343

Figure 4.7 Trends in Secondary Educational Attainment Rates, 1990–2008
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Educational outcomes in conflict countries are lower on average than in non

conflict countries. Remarkably, however, school attainment increased at a 

similar rate in both conflict countries and nonconflict countries.

What is surprising is that, as Figure 4.7 shows, secondary school educational attainments 

in the war-affected countries improved, again on average, at the same rate as they improved in 

the nonconflict countries. 

This suggests that wartime violence was having little or no impact on the rate of improve-

ment in educational attainment—or that any negative impact on the rate  is so small that it is 

not visible in the graph. 

If conflict were having a net negative impact on educational attainments, then the 

educational attainment trend line for the conflict countries would have declined relative to the 

trend line for the nonconflict countries. 

The PRIO research team’s regression analyses on the effect of conflict on primary school 

enrolment and secondary school attainment confirm what the graph above suggests. They 

demonstrate that conflict has no statistically significant impact on educational outcomes at 

either the primary or secondary level.344

The fact that the PRIO researchers found that warfare had no statistically significant impact 

on educational outcomes does not mean that they found no impact at all. In fact, the PRIO 

team’s regression analyses revealed that conflict was associated with a very small reduction in 
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educational outcomes, on average. But the association was not statistically significant—i.e., it 

was discernible, but it could have been determined purely by chance. 

If this analysis is correct, it means that the average effect of conflict on educational out-

comes is, at most, a minor decrease in the rate at which they improve. 

An earlier cross-national statistical study that examined the impact of war on a range 

of development indicators was undertaken by the World Bank and published in the World 

Bank Economic Review in 2008. Among other things, it examined the trend in median educa-

tional enrolments at the primary and secondary school levels in seven-year periods of peace 

before and after periods of armed conflict.346 It compared countries affected by war with control 

groups of other developing countries that were not war-affected.

It found that, on average, secondary school enrolments were appreciably higher for conflict 

countries in the post-conflict period compared to the pre-conflict period. This complements 

the findings of the PRIO study and the more tentative conclusions we drew from the UIS 

multi-country study. 

The data in the World Bank Economic Review paper, like those of the PRIO study, indicate 

that countries in conflict have lower educational outcomes than nonconflict developing 

countries, which appears to support the mainstream assumption that conflict causes a decline 

in enrolments. 

But the data also indicate that the low primary school enrolments of the countries that were 

to become involved in conflict were lower still before the conflict started. The World Bank Economic 

Review study is, however, limited by the fact that it only included a relatively small numbers of 

countries in conflict in its analysis.

A reliable guide to the trend in educational 

outcomes for war-affected countries before 

they succumb to conflict comes from the data  

collected for the PRIO study referred to earlier.  

Although Figure 4.7 above only shows how 

educational attainments improve in the 

conflict-affected countries from 1990 to 2008, 

the PRIO researchers also analyzed data on 

average educational attainments of war-affected 

conflicts before they succumbed to war, which 

they shared with HSRP.

These trend data indicate very clearly that the major cause of the considerable gap between 

nonconflict and conflict countries is not the disruption and destruction of warfare between 

1990 and 2008. The countries that were affected by war in this period had even lower educational 

outcomes prior to the war. 

War in individual countries may indeed have had an impact, and wars in all countries may 

have slightly slowed the rate at which average educational outcomes improved, but warfare 

was not the reason that they were low in the first place. 

The data indicate that 
the low primary school 
enrolments of the 
countries that were to 
become involved in 
conflict were lower still 
before the conflict started.
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The highly counterintuitive findings produced by these studies are uncontested but also 

largely unacknowledged. However, by themselves they tell us nothing about why the impact of 

armed conflict on education should appear to be so limited.

One explanation, already noted above, is that in recent decades wars have become far less 

deadly and destructive. Consequently, their impact is simply not great enough to reverse the 

long-term peacetime trend toward improving educational outcomes.

Second, conflict may have a negative effect if it slows the pre-war rate of improvement, 

but not sufficiently to reverse it. While this is likely true of a substantial number of countries in 

conflict, the PRIO study indicates that, on average, educational outcomes in conflict-affected 

countries improve at a very similar rate to nonconflict countries. This suggests that any negative 

effect is very small. 

Third, a negative impact of conflict on education may be more common than the data that  

we review here suggest, but it may also be too short-lived to be easily detected. It is worth noting 

in this context that the surveys on which the studies reviewed here are based are typically not 

carried out every year. If a short-lived conflict erupted soon after one of these surveys were 

undertaken, the negative effects of the war might not be detectable in the subsequent survey.

Fourth, while war may well be destructive enough in some cases to have a negative impact 

on education, this effect may be offset by the impact of other factors that cause educational 

outcomes to improve. For example, in some countries national incomes continue to rise 

throughout periods of warfare. Where this is the case, the positive effect on education of rising 

incomes—which may enable more parents to send children to school, for example—may be 

stronger than the negative impacts of warfare. 

A Challenge to the Finding That Educational Outcomes Do Not Decline during War 
The two World Bank studies indicate that the overall impact of conflict on educational out-

comes is much smaller than is assumed by the mainstream narrative.

However, an earlier econometric study published in the Journal of Peace Research in 2007 

found that the impact of war on education is both statistically and substantively significant. 

Indeed, authors Brian Lai and Clayton Thyne argue that conflict is “devastating for a system of 

education, as both expenditures and enrolment decline during periods of civil war.”347

Lai and Thyne note that across all the econometric models that they test states in civil war 

experience a decline in educational enrolments of between 1.6 and 3.2 percent, dependent on 

the level of schooling.348

Both the PRIO study for the World Bank and the Lai and Thyne study rely on regression 

analysis in seeking to determine the impact of war on educational outcomes while holding 

constant other possible causal factors. 

However, the two studies are different in many ways. They use different datasets, over 

different time periods and different econometric models. These differences, particularly with 

respect to the choice of econometric models, likely account for a substantial portion of the 

difference in findings. 

p a r t  I  cha    p ter    4



H U M A N  S E C U R I t y  re  p o rt   2 0 1 2 105

Yet, upon closer examination, the differences between the two studies are not that great. 

Both find a negative effect of war on educational outcomes. PRIO finds a very small effect that 

is not statistically significant. Lai and Thyne find a small effect that is statistically significant. 

A critical challenge for both studies is to determine to what extent the low educational 

outcomes that are evident in wartime are determined by the disruptive and destructive effects 

of conflict, as the mainstream narrative assumes, and to what extent they are determined by 

factors that are already pervasive in peacetime and continue to play a role in wartime.

Factors that might affect educational outcomes negatively in peacetime include gener-

ally weak governance structures; incompetent official management of the national educational 

system; deep poverty—which keeps children out of school because their parents cannot afford 

school fees or need them to work at home; and corruption within the school system—i.e., 

teachers being paid but not turning up for work. These factors are part of a broader system of 

state fragility, the effects of which we discuss in the conclusion.

It is important that the models and data sources that are used in the regression analyses 

take into account the impact on educational outcomes of all the major factors that may be 

driving educational outcomes downward—these include the governance and poverty-related 

factors noted above. If important factors are left out of the study, the analyst will likely attribute 

the measured effect to the wrong “causal” factor. The attribution would be to a factor that—like 

conflict—is correlated with the omitted variables. 

Consider a hypothetical case where the educational system in a particular country that had 

become embroiled in conflict suffered from increasingly incompetent management adminis-

tration and pervasive corruption within the school system, and that these factors had driven 

educational outcomes downwards in peacetime and continued to do so in wartime. 

 Further suppose that the researchers had been unable to access reliable cross-national 

data on either managerial competence or corruption within the school system. This would 

mean that neither factor could be included as a control variable in the regression analyses that 

sought to determine the impact of war on educational outcomes. 

It is not unusual for potentially important 

causal factors to be left out of regression analyses 

because data on indicators that can measure 

their variance is simply unobtainable. 

In our hypothetical example, the impact of the 

important omitted variables on educational out-

comes would therefore be hidden and would be 

attributed to other factors—likely the conflict itself.

As we noted earlier, both the PRIO and the Lai and Thyne studies rely on different datasets, 

cover different time periods, and use different econometric models that have quite different 

approaches to meeting the challenge of omitted variable bias. These differences alone could 

be sufficient to account for their divergent findings. But to determine whether this is the case 

would require an in-depth methodological investigation that is beyond the scope of this Report. 

Conflict may slow the 
rate of improvement in 
educational outcomes, but 
not sufficiently to reverse it.
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Summing Up: Assessing the Evidence
There are, as we have shown, three quite different ways of examining the impact of warfare on 

education in the research literature.

First, there are the individual country case studies that explore the impact of war on 

national and local educational systems. These detailed case studies provide nuanced and  

contextualized analyses of the many ways in which conflict can disrupt and reduce children’s 

educational opportunities.

The findings of these studies and the lessons 

that have been drawn from them inform what 

we have called the “mainstream narrative” on 

the impact of war on education. This narrative 

is associated with, and articulated by, major 

international organizations such as UNESCO 

and UNICEF, and by leading NGOs like Save the 

Children. These organizations play crucial roles 

in formulating policy, delivering service, and 

undertaking advocacy campaigns in this area. 

Although critically important to our understanding of the wide variation in the impact 

of war on educational systems, the findings of small numbers of case studies should not be 

used—as they sometimes are—to make general claims about the effects of war on education. 

There is simply no way of determining whether the different impacts of conflict on education 

in a small number of war-affected countries are representative of the average impact of conflict 

on educational outcomes in all war-affected countries. 

Generalizing from the particular, which is characteristic of the mainstream narrative, is 

particularly prone to error when the focus of research and policy is affected by selection bias. 

The mainstream narrative is affected by selection bias in that it presents a picture of the 

impact of war on education that is—understandably—partial. Policy-makers, advocates, and 

researchers have focused most attention on countries and regions of countries where warfare 

has posed the gravest threats to children and their educational opportunities.

These extreme cases tend to be treated as the norm, with analysts, as well as advocates, 

using terms like “disastrous” and “devastating” as general descriptions of the impact of conflict 

on education. Such language is appropriate for the worst affected countries—Afghanistan, 

Iraq, Timor-Leste, and Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge, for example. Yet, these countries, 

we have argued, are the exceptions, not the rule.

The second source of evidence on the impact of war on education examined in this chapter 

came from the multi-country studies undertaken by UIS and EPDC. 

Unlike many of the individual case studies that inform the mainstream narrative, the 

surveys on which the UIS and EPDC studies rely use common methodologies and definitions. 

These data can therefore be used to reveal trends in educational outcomes across a substantial 

number of war-affected countries. 

Generalizing from the 
particular is especially 
prone to error when  
the focus of research 
 and policy is affected  
by selection bias.
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Both studies use statistical data on educational outcomes derived from population surveys 

in some 20 conflict-affected countries. In each case, the data are presented graphically to reveal 

the associations between conflict and educational outcomes. 

The trend data published in the multi-country UIS and EPDC studies present a picture 

that is frequently at odds with core assumptions that underpin the mainstream narrative of the 

impact of war on education:

		In a large proportion of cases, indicators for educational outcomes improve during the 

periods of fighting.

		Even more counterintuitively, both the UIS and the EPDC studies reveal that educational 

outcomes in conflict-affected countries improve in many cases in regions that are most 

affected by the impact of warfare.

		Each study shows that, in general, educational outcomes are substantially lower in the 

regions that are worst affected by conflict than in regions that are not directly affected. 

		The data in the UIS study also reveal, however, that in most cases the low outcomes in the 

worst affected regions were low—or even lower—in the pre-war periods. This indicates, 

contrary to the assumptions of the mainstream narrative, that the low educational out-

comes in war are not driven primarily by warfare, but by factors that predate the war.

Although these are multi-country studies, and although there is no reason to assume 

they suffer from the sort of selection bias that is evident in the choice of the case studies that 

inform much of the mainstream narrative, their sample size is too small, and the descriptive 

trend analysis too coarse, to treat the results as more than highly intriguing and suggestive of 

general trends.

As the EPDC study’s careful authors put it, the relatively small number of countries 

included in their study means that its findings should not be used to make “global generaliza-

tions about the relationship between conflict and education.”349

Generalizing about the impact of conflict on educational outcomes requires cross-national 

studies that have data on all, or nearly all, countries that experienced conflict over a period of 

at least several decades, plus data on a control group of nonconflict studies.350

We reviewed three such cross-national statistical studies that met these criteria and as we 

pointed out, some of their findings differ.

The descriptive statistics in the PRIO study revealed that educational outcomes generally 

improve in war-affected countries. The World Bank Economic Review study similarly found that 

educational outcomes were higher in post-conflict periods compared to pre-conflict periods. 

The data from the UIS multi-country study showed that in a substantial proportion of cases, 

educational outcomes were clearly higher at the end of a conflict period than at the beginning, 

while only a small percentage showed a clear deterioration.

The PRIO study’s regression analyses found that, on average, there was no statistically 

significant impact of conflict on educational outcomes. But there was a very small negative 

impact. The Lai and Thyne study found there was a statistically significant negative association 

between conflict and educational outcomes, but that it was small.
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Both studies show that, as might be expected, war-affected countries have lower 

educational outcomes than nonconflict countries. The mainstream narrative, on the other 

hand, assumes that war is the cause of the lower outcomes in the conflict-affected countries.

But the data from the PRIO study make it 

clear that the lower educational outcomes in 

wartime were also present in the pre-war period, 

indicating that they were largely determined by 

factors that preceded the war. In fact, educa-

tional outcomes are even lower in the periods of 

peace before the war than during the war itself. 

This finding fits with the data from the World 

Bank Economic Review study and the UIS study.

This critically important fact is ignored 

in the mainstream narrative, where the low educational outcomes in wartime are generally 

assumed to be caused by the disruption and destruction of warfare. 

Finally, there is the Lai and Thyne finding that war does have a statistically significant 

impact on educational outcomes, albeit a small one. While this finding is in line with the 

mainstream narrative on the impact of war on education, it is somewhat at odds with the PRIO 

study, whose findings are supported by the World Bank Economic Review analysis, as well as the 

suggestive patterns that we find in the UIS and EPDC studies.351

Such differences in findings are common in the quantitative literature on the causes and 

consequences of civil war.352 We suspect that the major source of the difference between the 

Lai and Thyne and PRIO studies lies in how their 

respective models correct for the challenging 

problem of omitted variable bias that we 

discussed earlier. But addressing this issue in 

more detail is beyond the scope of this chapter. 

As far as we can determine, only three 

cross-national statistical studies have sought 

to determine the impact of war on education. 

This compares with a multitude of econometric 

studies on, for example, the causes of civil war 

onsets and duration.

More research is needed to produce the robust conclusions about the impact of war  

on education that are currently lacking, and to resolve some of the differences between the 

current studies. 

The evidence, we have argued, suggests that conflict does not have the devastating impact 

on educational systems that is a central assumption of the mainstream analysis. On average, 

educational outcomes actually improve during many periods of warfare. What explains this 

counterintuitive and rather remarkable finding remains far from clear, however. 

The World Bank Economic 
Review study found that 
educational outcomes 
were higher in the post-
conflict periods compared 
to pre-conflict periods.

The evidence suggests 
that conflict does not have 
the devastating impact on 
educational systems that 
is a central assumption of 
the mainstream analysis.
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Conclusion
A consistent theme in the mainstream narrative on conflict and education has been the hugely 

destructive impact of the former on the latter, with educational outcomes in conflict-affected 

countries being notably worse than those in nonconflict countries as a consequence.353

If, as it is claimed, the disruptive and destructive impacts of conflict are major drivers  

of low educational outcomes in war-affected countries, then protecting children and schools 

from these threats, and seeking to bring wars to an end, become obvious policy priorities. 

Indeed, UNESCO’s 2011 Hidden Crisis report makes just such a case, calling for “a more 

robust defense of children, civilians and school systems on the front line of conflict.”354  

The report further argues that: 

the most immediate challenge facing the international community is to strengthen 

protection and maintain access to education for those on the front line and for those 

displaced from their homes.355

While in the longer term:

Peace and post-conflict reconstruction are the only viable foundations for achieving 

accelerated progress towards universal primary education and wider goals in conflict-

affected countries.356

Protecting children and schools during wartime and seeking to end wars, and prevent 

those that have ended from starting again, are important and worthwhile goals in themselves. 

But neither address the very real possibility that the reason educational outcomes are, on 

average, lower in conflict-affected countries than nonconflict countries is because they were 

already lower before the war started. This suggests that the primary cause of low educational 

outcomes in wartime is not war itself, but factors that preceded it in peacetime.357

If policy-makers are concerned with low 

educational outcomes in wartime, then policy 

needs to address their root causes—i.e., those 

that predate the fighting. 

Here an obvious candidate is state fragility, 

a term that describes the complex syndrome 

of interrelated governance challenges and 

pathologies that prevent, or slow down, the 

attainment of a broad range of development 

goals—including better educational outcomes.

Most states involved in civil wars would be designated as fragile, but definitions of fragility 

include countries that are not affected by conflict, but that also have weak institutions and 

governance. The PRIO study for the World Bank has its own category of fragile states that are 

not conflict-affected. Interestingly, as Figure 4.7 shows, these states turn out to have even lower 

educational attainments than the conflict-affected countries.358

If policy-makers are 
concerned with low 
educational outcomes 
in wartime, they need to 
address their root causes—
which predate the conflict.
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There is no consensus definition of state fragility in the literature, but most analysts would 

agree that elements of fragility include: 

		Weak and ineffectual national governance.

		The inability, or unwillingness, of national governments to provide basic security for citizens.

		Low governmental capacity—or will—to deliver other essential services, including education.

		Lack of legitimacy of the state in the eyes of citizens.

		Pervasive corruption.

		Armed conflict and other forms of organized violence.

These elements tend to be mutually constitutive, which means that each in part determines 

the other. From this it follows that addressing fragility and its consequences requires 

multidimensional and multi-stakeholder responses. This is precisely the direction in which 

the international development and security community has been moving since the end of  

the Cold War.

The increased commitment to multidimensional and multi-stakeholder policies in fragile 

states is most obviously evident in the dramatic post-Cold War shift from traditional peacekeep-

ing operations—that often involved little more than UN “blue helmets” monitoring ceasefire 

agreements—to the present multidimensional and highly complex peacebuilding operations. 

Addressing fragility as an interrelated syndrome, rather than as a series of discrete prob-

lems, is also central to the work of the Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies 

(INEE) and the OECD’s (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s) 

International Network on Conflict and Fragility (INCAF).359

In all cases, the primary policy goal is to help to create effective, legitimate, resilient, and 

sustainable institutions of effective governance, i.e., the antitheses of fragile institutions. Such 

institutions help promote the realization of development goals—including better educational 

outcomes.

Conflict, from this perspective, is just one of many elements of state fragility and its 

associated low educational outcomes. 

The mainstream narrative on conflict and education depicts the low educational outcomes 

in war-affected countries as being caused by the disruption and destruction of warfare. But 

viewing the association between war and low educational outcomes through the lens of state 

fragility suggests a very different picture.

Rather than seeking to determine if conflict is the cause of low educational outcomes, the 

fragility lens focuses our attention on the broad range of challenges to education posed by 

state fragility in peacetime—factors that are also major determinants of educational outcomes 

in wartime.360

But state fragility in peacetime does not explain why educational outcomes should, on 

average, continue to improve in periods of war. In some cases, the rates of improvement are 

comparable to, and sometimes even higher than, those in peacetime. Indeed, this is the most 

counterintuitive finding to emerge from our research.

How is the puzzle to be explained?
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First, there is, as we have pointed out, a long-term average trend towards better educational 

outcomes in developing countries in peacetime—even in those countries with fragile institutions—

and that few of today’s wars are deadly or destructive enough to reverse this long-term trend.

Second, we noted the additional possibility that in particular cases the negative impact 

of conflict on educational outcomes could be offset by other factors, such as rising incomes 

or infusions of international assistance, that tend to improve enrolment and attainment rates 

during, and despite of, the armed conflict. 

But there is another, more general, explanation for why educational outcomes improve in 

wartime. This explanation is somewhat conjectural. There is some evidence to support it, but 

not enough to be confident that it is correct. 

Over the last 15 years, there appears to have been a substantial decline in state fragility, 

which is, as we point out, an important cause of low performing educational systems. 

The State Fragility Index produced by the Washington, DC-based Center for Systemic 

Peace (CSP) measures the fragility level of countries around the world. Between 1995 and 2010, 

its data indicate that overall state fragility decreased by over 20 percent worldwide.361

Over roughly the same period, there has moreover been significant progress towards 

achieving better educational outcomes and other key development goals in developing coun-

tries overall. 

If high levels of state fragility are an important part of the explanation of low educational 

outcomes, we would expect that as fragility declines overall, educational outcomes will also 

tend to improve in fragile states. This is, in fact, what appears to be the case. 

While state fragility declined worldwide 

between 1995 and 2010, the PRIO study shows 

educational outcomes improving substantially 

in both conflict-affected and nonconflict fragile 

states, between 1990 and 2008. 

Moreover, it is not just educational out-

comes that often improve despite warfare. In the 

previous Human Security Report, we showed that 

child mortality rates declined in 90 percent of the years that countries were involved in war. 

And, as we noted earlier in this chapter, the descriptive statistics from the PRIO report 

indicate that even though conflict may slow down—or even reverse—progress towards 

development goals in some countries, the general trend is towards improvement. Rates of 

malnutrition, life expectancy, infant and maternal mortality, plus access to sanitation and 

potable water all improve on average during periods of war. 

These rather extraordinary findings have, to the best of our knowledge, not been replicated 

elsewhere, nor has their importance been assessed.362 For students of both education and civil 

war, they are at once surprising, intriguing, and encouraging. They also suggest a clear need 

for more research to confirm—or challenge—the counterintuitive trends, and to examine their 

causes and policy implications more thoroughly. 

Over the last 15 years, 
there appears to have  
been a substantial  
decline in state fragility.
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