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I feel humble as a non-lawyer amongst such a legal audience, presenting 
a report on how to influence the behaviour of soldiers and fighters to 
comply with international humanitarian law.  

We explored the issue from a social science perspective and focused on 
understanding restraint in war: restraint being observable behaviour 
indicating a deliberate attempt to reduce violence. Instead of studying IHL 
violations and why they occur, a subject on which there has been a lot of 
work, we looked at cases of restraint, unpacking the sources of influence 
over that restraint – the levers controlling when violence was unleashed or 
contained. This approach has introduced a new lens through which to view 
the behaviour of armed actors and is very helpful for our policy work trying 
to curb the worst excesses of armed conflict.  

The Roots of Restraint in War report, which was launched in June this 
year, is an update of the ICRC’s 2004 study, The Roots of Behaviour in 
War. The earlier study looked at individual combatant motivations for 
violating IHL and had important policy implications for the ICRC. Prior to 
this study, the ICRC had mainly focussed on disseminating knowledge of 
the law, but the study clearly showed that knowledge of the law was not 

                                                      
1 This intervention includes the executive summary and chapter 2 of The Roots of 
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enough to ensure compliance with it, more needed to be done. The study 
recommended supporting the integration of IHL into the doctrine of armed 
forces or codes of conduct of armed groups, into training mechanisms – 
training trainers, considering the most effective forms of training – and into 
compliance mechanisms, making sure that breaches of IHL would be 
punished. So the ICRC has been following this approach for the last fifteen 
years. 

When the suggestion came to update the 2004 study, we decided to do 
two things.  

The first was to look at what impact the ‘integration approach’ had had 
on armed force behaviour. We, in the humanitarian world, are not very 
good at measuring the success or failure of what we do. So one of the main 
objectives of the new study was to get evidence of how the ‘integration 
approach’ worked. Can we find evidence that training actually makes a 
difference to battlefield behaviour?  

The second issue of interest was to explore how the ICRC could 
influence the behaviour of the increasing number of non-state armed groups 
that do not have a centralised, vertical hierarchy allowing for the 
integration of IHL into doctrine, training or compliance mechanisms. More 
armed groups have appeared in the last six years than in the previous sixty 
and many of them, rather than fragmenting from a larger armed group, have 
arisen from neighbourhood associations or groups of friends, particularly in 
the wake of the Arab Spring. Many of these small armed groups consist of 
friends and acquaintances whose group forms alliances with other similar 
groups. From the outside, this alliance might be mistaken for a large armed 
group. But in reality, authority is decentralised – retained within the 
original small group. The study sought to understand how we might exert 
influence on these decentralised groups to respect the norms of IHL.  

We also decided to expand our inquiry to ‘armed groups’ that would not 
be considered as such under IHL. Vigilante and self-defence militias and 
groups of armed cattle-guards – who are embedded in their communities - 
are sometimes responsible for significant amounts of violence in places like 
South Sudan and Nigeria. They lack the organisation structure necessary to 
be considered an armed group under IHL, melting back into their 
communities once an operation is finished. The humanitarian consequences 
of their violence warrants a closer look at sources of influence over their 
behaviour.  

How did we go about the study? We engaged academic experts on 
armed group behaviour and asked them to compare two armed forces or 
groups in four category of group based on their organisational structure: 
integrated State armed forces; centralised non-state armed groups; 
decentralised non-state armed groups; and community-embedded armed 
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groups. We sought to identify the sources of influence over the 
development of their norms of restraint.  

In the first category we compared the Philippines and Australian armies. 
For the second we looked to Colombia, examining the FARC and the ELN. 
The ELN is not a very centralized non-state armed group but they started 
out as one – so it was very interesting to look at variations between the 
groups and over time.  

For the decentralised non-state armed groups we looked at Ansar Dine 
and MUJAO, two Islamist groups operating in Mali; and for the 
community-embedded category we looked at the Nuer and Dinka cattle-
guarding groups in South Sudan.  

I can’t go into all the findings now with the limited time we have, but I 
think what might be interesting for you all are our findings on formal and 
informal mechanisms that influence behaviour. Until now, the ICRC has 
focused almost exclusively on formal socialisation mechanisms. By 
‘socialisation’ I mean the way that individuals adopt the norms of a group. 
It is through a process of socialisation. The ICRC has been very active on 
the formal side through emphasising the rules, and training in those rules. 
But we are aware that there are also strong informal norms that influence 
behaviour. Investigations of IHL violations on the battlefield and in 
detention facilities often point to the importance of informal norms within 
the peer group - peer group pressure that can undermine formal teaching 
and formal rules. 

One part of the study tried to unpack the relative importance of formal 
and informal norms on opinions and behaviour. Figure 1 below shows the 
results of a survey undertaken with the Australian army. I should add here 
that we have data from more than one thousand active combatants from the 
Philippine Army and four hundred from the Australian Army that was 
gathered through fascinating experimental surveys intended to reduce bias 
associated with the ICRC asking questions on IHL. The survey questions 
had few right or wrong answers, instead pitching dilemmas in choices 
between, for instance, force protection and civilian protection. Soldiers of 
different ranks were asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed with 
certain statements.  
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This graph shows results from part of the survey comparing informal 

and formal influences on opinions. There were four different survey forms 
and each of them contained slightly different information. This question 
asked the survey participant to advise his or her commanding officer on 
whether an operation should go ahead to take out a high-value bomb maker 
in a populated residential area of a town.  In the control survey, seen on the 
left, no more information was given and, as you can see, there was solid 
agreement from both officers and other ranks that the operation should 
proceed, despite the risk of casualties among residents.  

For the second survey, a further piece of information was given: that the 
military legal officer suggested that this action would violate IHL. So here 
we see a clear drop in agreement to the mission - but unfortunately for all 
the military lawyers among you - only to the level of ambivalence. It did 
not tilt opinions significantly into disagreeing with the mission, which is of 
concern and perhaps worth unpacking in itself.  

The third version of the survey did not mention IHL but instead said that 
‘50% of your peer group believe that this action would be unethical’. And 
as you can see there is a similar rate of drop off but also to the level of 
ambivalence.  

The fourth version of the survey combined both additional pieces of 
information – the legal officer said it would violate IHL, and the peer group 
thinks it is unethical – and here you see the strongest change of heart but 
particularly among the officers.  

This indicates to us that we have only been tackling half the equation by 
focusing exclusively on formal socialisation. Perhaps it is time for the 
ICRC to look into informal norms in the peer group and start to analyse, for 
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example, the words to marching songs, or some of the hazing practices and 
rituals that go on in armed forces and groups. Of course, some informal 
norms are good, such as the unspoken rule that ‘we never leave a man 
behind’. That’s an informal norm. But some others, I think, could be 
undermining the teachings of IHL. So, we, at the ICRC, are going to look 
further into this.  

It was interesting to look at how norms are socialised in other groups - 
how rules were made on the ground. Our case study on Ansar Dine and 
MUJAO in two different places in Mali looked at the difference between 
these groups from when they were trying to take over the town, from when 
they were actually governing the town. We sought to understand how their 
norms and rules changed. It was very interesting to see the relationships 
with the population and how many of these rules were actually negotiable 
between the armed group and the population. Something else I found very 
surprising was that often the population was calling in the armed group. 
When I say the population, in the case of Mali, it was often people with 
business interests who wanted to keep their trafficking routes open, or 
wanted to secure their business interests, and felt that the Islamists had the 
best muscle to do so. But nevertheless, the rules were open to debate within 
the community it was sometimes the community asking for the toughest 
measures, such as chopping the hands off thieves. So for the ICRC, it was a 
good wakeup call. We should not be naïve about the role of communities, 
considering them only as innocents and under-estimating the influence they 
might wield over the behaviour of different armed groups. Perhaps we need 
to look at that a little more.  

It was also very interesting to see that both MUJAO and Ansar Dine 
pledged allegiance to Al-Qaida, and yet their patterns of violence were very 
different. One group engaged in forced marriage and sexual slavery, the 
other didn’t. One engaged in summary execution, corporal punishment, etc. 
and the other didn’t. The other thing that really struck us was that it was not 
Al-Qaida imposing rules from the top and these local groups were obeying 
them. It was very much a two-way exchange process.  

What we need to do now is aim for a deeper understand of possibilities 
to influence this process, which is already underway in some areas. Some 
of our ICRC colleagues are engaging with local influencers such as Imams, 
to try to understand the power and where it lies. But the fact that it changes 
rapidly and over time makes this very difficult.  

Finally, one of the main overall findings from the study is that the law 
sets the standards of behaviour, and it’s very important that we keep talking 
about the law. But we need to go beyond an exclusive focus on the law and 
find the local traditions and the local religious texts that reflect the values 
underpinning IHL. We need to gain traction for the laws of war through 
talking about these things.    
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I will offer you an example of what I mean from South Sudan. In South 
Sudan wrestling is an important rite of passage with the Nuer, the Dinka 
and the Murle - it is a very popular sport. So, whilst conducting a first aid 
session for young men – those from the cattle camps responsible for quite a 
lot of violence -they like receiving first aid training as it’s in their interests 
to be able to save their friends if injured – the ICRC staff member gets the 
guys talking about wrestling. Questions are asked about the rules. So, the 
fighters explain the rules very proudly and then the ICRC delegate acts a 
little stupid and says “I am not sure I completely understand your rules. 
Does that mean that you can challenge that woman over there sitting 
beneath the tree to a wrestling match?” Of course, the fighter laughs his 
head off thinking how stupid the foreigner is and answers: “Of course you 
can’t. She is weak, she is no match for me.” The delegate goes on to ask: 
“Well, what about that child sitting over there?” The reaction of the 
wrestler is the same: “Of course you can’t”. Engaging in this way opens a 
wonderful space to say: “Well it’s the same when you are fighting. You 
must not attack the women, you must not attack the children because they 
are no match for you, it is not an honourable thing to do.”  

We have a lot more work to do to find traction with the norms of IHL in 
this way. It’s already going on but it’s going to get additional impetus on 
the basis of the findings of the Roots of Restraint in War study. 
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