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Interfaith Peacebuilding in Nigeria’s Middle Belt

Executive summary

The Middle Belt region of Nigeria faces persistent conflict and violence
rooted in the phenomenon of transhumance and competition over natural
resources. The region experiences frequent tensions between nomadic
herders and settled farmers. While the primary drivers of the conflict relate
to competition over land and water, climate stress, weak governance, and
the presence of criminal networks, the crisis is widely perceived through
religious and ethnic lenses. Most herders are traditionally nomadic Muslim
Fulani, whereas most farmers are Christians from diverse ethnic
backgrounds. These perceptions have deepened mistrust, reinforced
communal polarization, and contributed to the persistence and escalation
of violence. Since 2024, insecurity has intensified, driven by the interaction
of religious, ethnic, and resource-based tensions.

In response, Cordoba Peace Institute — Geneva (CPI) and its partners,
The Development Initiative of West Africa (DIWA) and Dar Al-Andalus
Centre (DAAC), implemented the 18-month European Union-funded
project “Building Bridges: Preventing and Mitigating Interreligious
Violence and Promoting Peaceful Coexistence in Nigeria’s Middle Belt”.
The project aims to prevent and mitigate interreligious tensions while
promoting peaceful coexistence among communities with diverse
wotldviews across three states in the Middle Belt region: Plateau,
Nasarawa, and Benue. The initiative focuses on empowering religious
leaders, community gatekeepers, women, and youth from both Christian
and Muslim communities to act as locally credible agents of peace through
community-driven and collaborative approaches.

This document presents the operational methodology jointly
developed, field-adapted, and tested through the “Building Bridges”
project by CPI and its Nigerian partners. The approach combines CPI’s
conflict transformation framework with locally grounded faith-based
peacebuilding practices, community engagement expetience, and adaptive
operational learning developed through implementation. It systematizes
the project’s conflict transformation approach and distils key lessons for
practitioners working in similarly polarized contexts. The methodology is
structured around a sequenced model combining intra-faith engagement,
interfaith dialogue, and diapraxis (dialogue translated into joint action).
Intra-faith  engagement serves to address internal faith-based
misconceptions and strengthen the theological legitimacy of religious
leaders as peace actors. Building on this foundation, interfaith dialogue
creates structured spaces for mutual understanding and relationship-
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building between Muslim and Christian leaders. Diapraxis then
operationalizes dialogue through jointly implemented community
initiatives, reinforcing trust through shared action.

Drawing on monitoring, evaluation, and field experience, this paper
highlights key operational lessons, enabling factors, and limitations
observed during implementation. It provides practical recommendations
for peacebuilding practitioners, program designers, and policymakers
secking to design context-sensitive, faith-based conflict transformation
initiatives. The findings underscore that carefully sequenced engagement
with religious actors, combined with locally owned joint action and
ecosystem support, can contribute meaningfully to reducing interreligious
tensions and strengthening social cohesion in fragile environments.

1. Introduction

This document is part of the Conflict Transformation in Practice, an initiative
aimed at documenting, analysing, and disseminating field-based
methodologies, operational insights, and practical tools derived from
peacebuilding programs implemented by CPI and its partners. The
collection responds to a growing demand among practitioners and
policymakers for operationally grounded approaches that translate
dialogue and mediation processes into sustained conflict transformation
outcomes.

This paper presents the conflict transformation framework
implemented through the “Building Bridges” project, jointly shaped
through CPI’s methodological structuring role and the operational
experience, community-based peacebuilding practices, and contextual
adaptation capacities of Nigerian implementing partners. It provides key
operational lessons drawn from field implementation in highly polarized
environments. In doing so, the document seeks to contribute practical and
transferable guidance for actors working at the intersection of religion,
social cohesion, and violence prevention. The methodology also evolved
through iterative field learning, adaptive implementation, and continuous
engagement with local religious and community actors across the Middle
Belt context.

The intended primary audience includes peacebuilding practitioners,
faith-based organizations and religious leaders engaged in conflict
transformation, program designers and funders, as well as policymakers
involved in social cohesion and conflict prevention. The analysis may also



Interfaith Peacebuilding in Nigeria’s Middle Belt

be of interest to researchers specializing in applied peacebuilding and
interreligious engagement.

The document begins with a contextual conflict analysis of the Middle
Belt region, examining the historical, socio-political, and religious drivers
of tension and violence. This analysis situates the project within its broader
structural and operational environment and clarifies the rationale for
intervention.

It then presents the strategic framework underpinning the “Building
Bridges” methodology, including the theory of change and the sequenced
model combining intra-faith engagement, interfaith dialogue, and
diapraxis. Particular attention is given to the step-by-step operational
model that structured implementation, and to the conditions that enable
religious leaders and community actors to act as credible peace multipliers.

The paper further analyses key operational lessons emerging from
implementation, drawing on monitoring and evaluation data as well as
reflective practice. It critically examines implementation challenges and
contextual constraints, while assessing the project’s contribution to
interreligious violence prevention and social cohesion.

The document concludes with practical recommendations intended to
inform the design and adaptation of faith-sensitive peacebuilding and
mediation initiatives in fragile contexts.

Box 1. Methodology at a Glance
Obijective

Prevent and mitigate interreligious tensions and promote peaceful
coexistence of communities in a violent inter-religious context.

Core Challenge

In Nigeria’s Middle Belt, resource-based conflicts are amplified
by faith-based misconceptions, low intercommunal trust, and
limited structured cooperation between Muslim and Christian
leaders.

Sequenced Approach

* Conflict analysis and stakeholder engagement

* Intra-faith capacity building
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Box 1. Methodology at a Glance (Continued)

» Step-Down Training through religious networks

= Structured interfaith dialogue

» Diapraxis (dialogue translated into joint community action)

» Ecosystem engagement (schools, media, traditional actors, CSO)

What Makes This Methodology Distinctive

* Intra-faith engagement precedes interfaith dialogue
= Strong theological grounding of peace messaging

» Diapraxis consolidates trust through joint action

®» Integrated digital peace component

* Whole-of-ecosystem strategy

Conditions for Success

= Credible locally rooted religious leaders
* Conflict sensitive approach

®» Careful sequencing of phases

= Strong local partnerships and ownership
= Security access

Best Fit Contexts

*» Religiously polarized environments

* [dentity-based communal tensions

® Settings where faith leaders retain strong social influence

2. Conflict and Operational Context

The Middle Belt region of Nigeria, which is home to over 45 million
people, has experienced protracted violence largely associated with
transhumance dynamics and intensified competition over natural
resources. The region is particularly affected by recurrent clashes between
nomadic herders and settled farmers, driven primarily by socio-economic,
political, and environmental pressures.

Although the primary causes of the conflict are not inherently religious
or ethnic, the identities of the groups involved have contributed to
framing the violence along religious and ethnic lines. Most herders in
Nigeria who are traditionally nomadic and Muslim Fulani, constitute
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approximately 90% of the country’s herding population' while most
farmers are Christians from diverse ethnic backgrounds. This
demographic divide has reinforced perceptions-based polarization
between communities. Deep-seated faith-based misconceptions continue
to fuel distrust and animosity, fostering exclusion, opposition, and a
perceived threat on both sides. This dynamic is reflected in the baseline
survey, where 45.3% of participants identified religious differences as the
main cause of conflict in their community. Among those who did not
consider religion the primary source of conflict, respondents pointed
instead to political competition (35.64%), land disputes (25.41%) and
ethnic differences (21.82%).

fos North

O Barkin Lad)

O Riyom
Plateau

@ Lafia
Nasarawa

I: - @ Doma

Makurd|

Benue

Figure 1. The three states of Middle Belt region (Plateau,
Nasarawa, and Benue) covered by the “Building Bridges” project.

! Modu, AA. The Impacts of Farmers-Herders Conflicts in North Central Nigeria.
Yamtara-Wala Journal of Arts, Management and Social Sciences (YaJAMSS). Vol. 3
No. 1 (2023).
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The humanitarian, economic, and social consequences of the conflict
have been significant. In Benue, Nasarawa, and Plateau states, more than
536,515 individuals have been internally displaced®, severely disrupting
community life and social cohesion. Economically, the conflicts have
exacerbated food insecurity and entrenched poverty, particularly through
their detrimental effects on agriculture and pastoral livelihoods. Socially,
repeated cycles of violence have deepened trauma, mistrust, and
intercommunal fear, undermining long-standing patterns of coexistence
and communal cohesion.

Violence in Nigeria’s Middle Belt (Plateau, Benue and Nasarawa States)
is frequently portrayed in international debates as a single-factor conflict,
often framed as a religious war or even as a “genocide of Christians.”’
While religious identity shapes narratives and mobilization, field-based
evidence shows that violence is driven by a complex mix of factors:
competition over land and water, demographic pressure, climate stress,
weak governance, proliferation of arms, criminal networks, political
manipulation, and cycles of revenge. At the same time, the rapid spread of
rumours and inflammatory narratives through social media has amplified

community tensions and accelerated mobilization dynamics.
2.1. Risk Environment

These dynamics create a highly volatile and sensitive operating
environment for peacebuilding actors. Access constraints in high-risk local
government areas, population displacement, and the presence of armed
groups require adaptive planning and strong conflict-sensitivity measures.
In addition, identity-based narratives can rapidly escalate localized
incidents into broader communal tensions, increasing reputational and
operational risks for externally supported initiatives. Effective
programming in this context depends on trusted local intermediaries,
careful stakeholder mapping, and flexible implementation modalities
capable of responding to sudden security or political shifts.

Religion remains a central organizing framework in the Middle Belt,
shaping community identity, authority structures, and mobilization
patterns. Religious leaders serve as highly influential opinion shapers

2 International Organization for Migration (IOM), Feb 12, 2026. DTM Nigeria —
North-Central and North-West — Round 18 IDP Atlas (October 2025). IOM, Nigeria.

Nigeria — North-Central and North-West — Round 18 IDP Atlas (October 2025)
Displacement Tracking Matrix

3 https://time.com /7330467 /nigeria-christians-trump-military-genocide
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whose messaging can either mitigate or exacerbate tensions. Baseline
findings reinforce this centrality, with 82.7% of respondents identifying
religious leaders as the primary actors responsible for delivering conflict
prevention messages within their communities.

At the same time, the role and influence of religious leaders is not
uniform and should not be assumed to be automatically constructive.
While many leaders retain significant moral authority, levels of credibility
vary across locations and denominations, and some actors have at times
been drawn into identity-based mobilization or politicized narratives. This
complexity underscores the importance of investing in theological and
peacebuilding capacity strengthening to ensure that religious influence is
effectively channelled toward conflict mitigation.

Plateau, Nasarawa and Benue are highly relevant for an interfaith
dialogue project due to their histories of religious tension and their
strategic location where Christian and Muslim population intersect. The
tensions often manifest along religious lines, making the promotion of
interfaith dialogue crucial for mitigating violence and fostering peaceful
coexistence. The presence of both Christian and Muslim communities,
along with traditional leadership structures and active faith-based
organizations, provides an opportunity to engage key stakeholders in
meaningful dialogue. The combination of vulnerability of ethno-religious
conflicts and accessibility allows for effective coordination, monitoring,
and the promotion of interreligious peace and reconciliation initiatives in
these areas.

CPI has maintained a sustained operational presence in Nigeria, which
enabled the “Building Bridges” project to build on existing local
knowledge and partnership networks. The intervention particulatly
leveraged collaboration with established faith-based partners such as the
Dar Al-Andalus Centre (DAAC) and the Development Initiative of West
Africa (DIWA), whose community anchorage and convening capacity
were critical for accessing credible religious leaders and facilitating locally
owned dialogue processes. This pre-existing ecosystem of trust
significantly reduced entry barriers and facilitated eatly community buy-in.

2.2. Operational Implications for Peacebuilding Programming

The conflict dynamics in Nigeria’s Middle Belt carry several important
implications for the design of effective peacebuilding interventions.
Although the root drivers of violence are largely resource-based and
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governance-related, the strong religious framing of the conflict at the
community level means that religious actors remain central to both
conflict escalation and de-escalation. Interventions that ovetrlook the faith
dimension risk missing key influence pathways.

Furthermore, the high levels of mistrust between Muslim and Christian
communities, reinforced by trauma, misinformation, and cycles of
retaliation, suggest that direct interfaith engagement without prior intra-
faith preparation may be premature or counterproductive. Strengthening
theological legitimacy and internal alighment within each faith community
therefore emerges as a critical prerequisite for meaningful interfaith
dialogue.

Finally, the volatility of the operating environment requires conflict-
sensitive, locally anchored approaches that prioritize credible community
intermediaries, adaptive sequencing, and sustained ecosystem engagement.
These contextual factors directly informed the design of the “Building
Bridges” methodology, particularly its sequenced model combining intra-
faith engagement, structured interfaith dialogue, and diapraxis as a
mechanism for consolidating trust through joint action.

2.3. Stakeholders Landscape in Nigeria’s Middle Belt

Diagram 1 illustrates a layered framework for “Building Bridges” across
communities by engaging ditferent categories of actors in Nigeria’s Middle
Belt, including “primarily influence actors”, “operational and enabling
actors”, and broader “risk and context-shaping actors,” all of whom affect
social cohesion and conflict dynamics. Key stakeholders include
traditional rulers, religious leaders, women and youth leaders, educators,
faith-based organizations, media professionals, political actors, ethnic
militias, and online misinformation networks. This diagram highlights how
these groups can either reduce tensions and support peacebuilding or
contribute to polarization, insecurity, and conflict escalation.

10
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Diagram 1. Stakeholders Landscape in Nigeria’s Middle Belt
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3. Theory of Change and Strategic Framework

The “Building Bridges” project aims to prevent and mitigate inter-
religious tensions and promote peaceful co-existence among actors with
different worldviews in Nigeria’s Middle Belt. Through the empowerment
of religious leaders, gatekeepers, women and youth from Christian and
Muslim communities, the initiative seeks to strengthen trust and mutual
understanding, reduce interfaith tensions, and promote social cohesion
through collaborative, community-driven initiatives that foster sustainable
peace in the region.

Addressing tensions the Middle Belt region requires a conflict
transformation approach that engages religion as a powerful catalyst for
positive social change. The methodology implemented by the consortium
is grounded in this premise and draws on both Islamic and Christian peace
traditions to support locally legitimate pathways toward coexistence.

3.1. Strategic Rationale: Why Religious Leaders

Religion plays a central role in shaping both conflict and peace dynamics
in the Middle Belt’, serving as a powerful framework for organization,
identity, and community mobilization. As influential figures, religious
leaders significantly shape public opinion and can mobilize communities
to defend perceived interests; in some instances, their messaging may
reinforce polarization; however, when appropriately supported, these
actors can also serve as powerful agents of de-escalation and
reconciliation.

The choice of actors is essential for the impact of the project. In the
case of a safe mediation space, the most important element in the selection
process is to identify “who holds the ‘power in the discourse’ in relation
to the different narratives”, which can be found among informal
authorities who are accepted and have a certain influence in society’. In

4 This approach aligns with a growing body of research highlighting the pivotal role
of religious actors in conflict prevention and social cohesion: United Nations & World
Bank. 2018. Pathways for Peace: Inclusive Approaches to Preventing Violent Conflict. Washington,
DC: World Bank.

5 Chokr Hubben, M. A., Al-Ahmad, A., & Aroua, A. (2024). Social Cohesion in Iraq:
Leveraging Religious, Political, and Tribal Authorities for Conflict Transformation. CS.S
Mediation Resonrces, 22, p.17.

12
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the case of the “Building Bridges” project, religious leaders are one of the
key actors who have the power to influence communities in Nigeria.

Engaging religious leaders therefore serves a dual purpose. First, it
enables to work with highly trusted authorities whose peace messaging
and reconciliation carry credibility and broad community influence.
Second, it provides a direct opportunity to address faith-based
misconceptions that contribute to intercommunal mistrust. This strategic
focus is reinforced by findings from the baseline survey, in which 82.7%
of respondents identified religious leaders as the primary actors
responsible for delivering conflict prevention messages within their
communities—ranking them above community leaders, youth groups, and
women gatekeepers.

3.2. Theory of Change

The project is premised upon the theory that: If religious leaders and faith-
based organizations are empowered through capacity building, intra-faith
safe space engagements, and structured interfaith dialogues, then they will
be able to effectively mobilize and influence their communities, fostering
mutual understanding and cooperation between Christian and Muslim
groups. If these empowered leaders subsequently engage in joint
community-driven initiatives and sustainable projects (diapraxis), then
they will create lasting structures for dialogue, collaboration, and conflict
resolution, leading to sustained peace and social cohesion in the Middle
Belt of Nigeria. If the project successfully leverages local resources,
educational integration, and social media platforms to reinforce these
efforts, then the impact of these initiatives will be deep-rooted and
enduring, ensuring that the positive changes continue long after the
project has concluded. Diagram 2 outlines the theory of change of the
“Building Bridges” project.

13
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Diagram 2. Theory of change of the “Building Bridges” project
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3.3. The Strategic Importance of Sequencing

A core feature of the “Building Bridges” methodology is its sequenced
approach. Field experience and baseline analysis indicated that direct
interfaith dialogue in highly polarized settings can be premature when
intra-group mistrust, theological misconceptions, or leadership
fragmentation remain unaddressed.

The methodology therefore begins with intra-faith capacity-building
training conducted in safe spaces within each religious community. This
phase supports internal theological reflection, builds confidence among
leaders, and enhances the legitimacy of subsequent interfaith engagement.
The objective of intra-group dialogue is to address the group's relationship
with the broader inter-group conflict’. Intra-group dialogue is seen as a
“stepping stone” to inter-group dialogue’. By ripening conflict, promoting
inclusivity and legitimacy, and enhancing effectiveness, intra-group
dialogue helps to “foster conflict-transforming behaviour whilst also
mitigating that which is conflict-fuelling”.

Building on this foundation, the interfaith dialogue creates
opportunities for relationship-building and narrative transformation
between Christian and Muslim leaders. However, the methodology
recognizes that dialogue alone is often insufficient to consolidate trust in
fragile environments. For this reason, the approach integrates diapraxis—
dialogue translated into joint community action—as a critical trust-
building mechanism. Joint initiatives allow participants to operationalize
cooperation, demonstrate tangible peace dividends, and reinforce
accountability across communities. As Lissi Rasmussen argues, there is a
need for diapraxis—dialogue through shared practice—in order to create
“possibilities for lasting co-existence and cooperation”’. While intra- and
interreligious dialogue remain important, “words are not sufficient to build
and transform individual relationships nor to build bridges and transform

conflicts between communities”'’.

¢ Frazer, O., Mason, S. J. A., Gaafar, H., Hamdon, A., & Yunyasit, S. (2024). Intra-
group Dialogue: Insights from Egypt and Thailand. CSS Mediation Resources, 20.

7 Ibid.

8 Ibid.

% Rasmussen, L. (2011). Diapraxis: Towards joint ownership and co-citizenship.
Politorbis, 52(2), 59-64.

10 Bitter, J. N. (2011). Diapraxis in Different Contexts: A brief discussion with
Rasmussen. Politorbis, 52(2), 65-68.

15
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Diapraxis enables participants not only to better understand one
another and each othet’s religious traditions, but also to “share ownership
over a particular activity.”"" Through concrete collaboration, it helps
address miscommunication, mistrust, and competing narratives'”. “By
engaging in diapraxis on concrete societal challenges, theological issues
and disagreements can be tacked in more meaningful and constructive
ways”",

The operationalisation of this sequenced approach was further
strengthened through the prior grassroots experience of local partners,
particularly DIWA’s longstanding use of cascade-based peacebuilding and
faith-led community engagement models in Northern Nigeria. This
existing operational familiarity enhanced community ownership,
scalability, contextual legitimacy, and the social diffusion of peace
messaging through trusted religious and community structures.

3.4. Enabling Ecosystem

To sustain these changes, the project adopts a broader ecosystem
approach' that engages educators, youth, media actors, digital influencers
and faith-based institutions. By reinforcing peace messaging across
multiple social arenas, including schools and online spaces, the
methodology seeks to reduce the risk of narrative relapses and to anchor
interfaith cooperation within wider community structures.

A distinctive feature of the methodology lies in its intentionally
structured partnership model. Rather than operating through parallel
implementation streams, the project was designed around complementary
institutional competencies aligned with the different layers of the change
pathway. This architecture enabled the consortium to combine theological
depth, community access, pedagogical reach, and strategic coordination
within a single integrated framework.

As overall coordinator, CPI ensured the strategic coherence and
methodological structuring of the intervention, while the operational
model itself was continuously refined through the complementary

11 Rasmussen, L. (2011). Op. Cit, p.60.

12 Bitter, J. N. (2011). Op- Cit-, pp.65-68.

13 Rasmussen, L. (2011). Op. Cit., p.61.

14'The project’s ecosystem orientation reflects broader systems-based approaches to
peacebuilding that emphasize multi-level engagement beyond single-track dialogue
interventions OECD 2017, DAC High Level Meeting Communiqué) 2017.

16
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expertise, field experience, and contextual adaptation capacities of
consortium partners. Its role focuses on conflict transformation design
grounded in religious peace traditions, quality assurance of the sequencing
logic, and consolidation of monitoring and learning processes. Through
continuous coordination, CPI maintained alignment between partners and
safeguarded the integrity of the theory of change.

DIWA played a critical role not only at the community interface level,
but also in the localisation and operational adaptation of the methodology
through its longstanding experience in grassroots faith-based
peacebuilding, community mediation structures, and cascade-oriented
social diffusion approaches.

Drawing on its extensive grassroots networks and experience in faith-
based peace engagement, DIWA facilitated access to credible Muslim
religious leaders and pastoralist constituencies. Its contribution ensured
that the methodology remained socially embedded, operationally
grounded, and contextually legitimate, particularly in sensitive areas where
externally driven peacebuilding initiatives may face trust deficits. Several
operational dimensions of the methodology, including the Step-Down
Training architecture, community multiplier logic, and faith-network
diffusion mechanisms, were reinforced through pre-existing DIWA’s
experience with locally embedded peacebuilding systems and religious
engagement structures developed over years of field practice in Northern
Nigeria.

DAAC brought a distinct comparative advantage in youth-focused
interfaith prevention grounded in Islamic peace references. By leading the
“Interfaith Educational Dialogue” component, DAAC extended the
methodology into school and tertiary environments, targeting younger
cohorts at an early stage of identity formation. This vertical integration
between community-level religious engagement and youth-focused peace
education strengthened the preventive dimension of the overall approach
and helped anchor interfaith norms across generations.

A critical layer of the methodology was the provision of parallel but
theologically grounded intra-faith strengthening processes within both
Muslim and Christian communities. This was achieved through the
complementary engagement of the Da’wah Institute of Nigeria (DIN) and
the Lux Terra Leadership Foundation (LTLF), whose respective expertise
ensured doctrinal depth, contextual legitimacy, and methodological
symmetry across faith components.

17
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DIN’s contribution centred on its recognized expertise in Islamic
jurisprudence grounded in the Nigerian context. By supporting the design
and delivery of the Muslim intra-faith and training-of-trainers
components, DIN ensured that peacebuilding concepts were framed
through locally credible Shari’a-informed reasoning rather than externally
derived narratives. This grounding proved particularly important for
strengthening acceptance among conservative constituencies and for
equipping Muslim religious leaders with contextually resonant theological
arguments in favour of coexistence and non-violence.

In parallel, LTLF provided the corresponding theological anchoring
within Christian communities. Through its leadership on the Christian-
focused training components, LTLF integrated Christian peace theology
into the intra-faith process. This ensured that Christian religious leaders
were similarly equipped with doctrinally grounded tools to engage
constructively in interfaith settings while maintaining internal legitimacy
within their constituencies.

Importantly, the combined engagement of DIN and LTLF enabled the
methodology to maintain balanced theological credibility across both faith
traditions—an essential condition in polarized environments where
perceived asymmetry can undermine trust. By strengthening internal
coherence within each religious community prior to interfaith
engagement, the approach reduced risks of backlash, enhanced leaders’
confidence in cross-faith dialogue, and created more stable foundations
for the subsequent diapraxis phase.

The collaboration model itself mirrored the project’s interfaith logic by
relying on differentiated but mutually reinforcing roles, continuous
communication, and shared ownership of outcomes. Taken together, this
ecosystem-based and competency-driven partnership model constitutes a
core enabling factor of the “Building Bridges” methodology. By aligning
specialized religious scholarships, community anchorage, youth
engagement, and strategic coordination, the approach increases both the
legitimacy and the sustainability of interfaith peacebuilding efforts in
fragile and polarized settings.
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Box 2. Why Multi-Actor Religious Expertise Matters

Experience from the Middle Belt context demonstrates that faith-
based peacebuilding initiatives are most effective when they
combine multiple layers of religious credibility rather than relying
on a single type of actor. In highly polarized environments, the
legitimacy of peace messaging depends not only on who delivers it,
but also on the theological depth, community embeddedness, and
generational reach of the actors involved.

The “Building Bridges” methodology therefore deliberately
integrates complementary forms of religious expertise.
Jurisprudential depth, provided through actors such as DIN and
LTLF helps ensure that peace narratives are grounded in locally
recognized Islamic and Christians scholarship. Community
anchorage, facilitated by partners such as DIWA, enables credible
access to influential religious leaders and grassroots constituencies.
Youth-focused religious peace education, advanced through
DAAC, extends preventive impact to younger cohorts at formative
stages of identity development.

As Mason and Kassam have demonstrated, culturally balanced
co-mediation, representing the religious differences of the parties
to the contflict, can improve acceptability and understanding due to
cultural proximity'”’. Indeed, it “help bridge the wortlds of the
parties by having mediators from different cultural backgrounds
bring in a deeper understanding of the different worlds and
facilitate communication between these worlds”'. By relying on
local actors, who have an understanding of the cultural context and
narratives of the different parties as well as a network, this allows
for an increased “sense of local process ownership, commitment,

legitimacy, and the sustainability of local efforts™".

15 Mason, Simon J.A. / Kassam, Sabrin, “ Brindging Worlds: Culturally Balanced Co-

mediation,” in Simon J.A.Mason / Daminao Sguaitamatt (eds.), Relgion in Conflict
Transformation, Politorbis 52:2 (Bern: Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs, 2011),

69-74.

16 Ibid,, p.72.

17 Chokr Hubben, M. A., Al-Ahmad, A., & Aroua, A. (2024). Social Cohesion in Iraq:

Leveraging Religious, Political, and Tribal Authorities for Conflict Transformation. CS.S

Mediation Resonrces, 22, p.19.
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Box 2. Why Multi-Actor Religious Expertise Matters
(Continued)

This multi-actor configuration reduces the risk of perceived
theological asymmetry, strengthens cross-faith credibility, and
enhances the durability of dialogue outcomes. It also allows the
methodology to operate simultaneously at doctrinal, relational, and
community levels—an important condition for shifting
entrenched interreligious narratives in fragile settings.

In this sense, the partnership model is not only an
implementation arrangement but a core component of the conflict
transformation strategy itself.

3.5. Key Assumptions and Risk Awareness

The effectiveness of this theory of change rests on several contextual
assumptions. It assumes that religious leaders retain sufficient legitimacy
within their communities to influence social norms; that minimum security
conditions allow safe convening of dialogue activities; and that local
partners can sustain follow-up engagement beyond initial training. It also
assumes that communities remain sufficiently open to interfaith
engagement despite cycles of violence and mistrust.

At the same time, CPI recognizes several risk factors that could disrupt
the change pathway, including sudden escalations of violence, political
instrumentalization of identity narratives, or the rapid spread of
misinformation through digital platforms. The project design therefore
incorporates adaptive management, careful stakeholder selection, and
conflict-sensitive facilitation to mitigate these risks.

4. Core Methodology: Step-by-Step Operational Model

The “Building Bridges” methodology follows a carefully sequenced
operational model designed to progressively build legitimacy, trust, and
sustain interfaith cooperation in polarized environments. Each phase is
structured to create the enabling conditions for the next, reducing risks of
backlash while strengthening locally owned peace infrastructures.
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Phase 1: Conflict analysis and stakeholder engagement

What was done

CPI and its partners conducted a mixed methods baseline assessment
combining surveys, focus group discussions, and key informant interviews
to map conflict drivers, levels of tolerance, misinformation patterns, and
the role of religious leaders. A complementary gender-sensitive analysis
further examined how resource competition, identity dynamics, and
structural inequalities intersected at community level. Early stakeholder
consultations were organized in each state to validate findings and secure
buy-in from key actors.

Why it matters

In the Middle Belt context, misdiagnosing the religious versus resource
dimensions of the conflict can lead to poorly targeted interventions. The
evidence-based analysis ensured that the methodology addressed both
perception-driven religious tensions and underlying structural drivers,
while early engagement helped establish local ownership.

Operational lesson

Front-loaded conflict analysis combined with eatly stakeholder convening
significantly reduces entry resistance and improves the political and social
feasibility of interfaith programming.

Phase 2: Intra-faith capacity building

What was done

Separate intra-faith trainings were conducted for Muslim and Christian
religious leaders, grounded in their respective theological traditions.
Through facilitated safe spaces, conducted by faith-based experts (DIN
and LTLF), participants revisited sacred texts, addressed intra-community
misconceptions, and strengthened their capacity to engage constructively
in peacebuilding processes.

Why it matters

Baseline findings confirmed' that direct interfaith dialogue in highly
polarized settings risks superficial engagement if internal theological

18 Evidence from interreligious dialogue practice suggests that strengthening intra-
faith confidence can significantly improve the quality and sustainability of subsequent
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legitimacy is weak. The intra-faith phase therefore focused on
strengthening internal coherence, confidence, and doctrinal grounding
before cross-faith interaction.

Operational lesson

In contexts marked by identity tensions, intra-faith preparation is a critical
risk-mitigation step that enhances the credibility and effectiveness of
subsequent interfaith dialogue.

Phase 3: Step-Down Training and Multiplier Effect

What was done

Trained religious leaders were supported to replicate key messages and
skills within their own networks through structured Step-Down Training
sessions and community outreach. This diffusion was reinforced through
targeted social media engagement promoting positive interfaith narratives.

Why it matters

Given the scale of the Middle Belt and the centrality of religious authority
networks, the project prioritized social diffusion rather than relying solely
on direct training. The step-down approach leveraged the relational capital
of religious leaders to extend reach while maintaining message legitimacy,
particularly when supported by structured supervision and quality
assurance'”.

Operational lesson

Embedding a structured multiplier mechanism early in the design
significantly increases cost-efficiency, community penetration, and the
sustainability of behaviour change dynamics.

Phase 4: Interfaith dialogue

What was done

Building on intra-faith preparation, structured interfaith dialogue sessions
were convened at state and regional levels, bringing together trained

interfaith  engagement (KAICIID, Dialogue Knowledge Hub resources,
https://www.kaiciid.org/resources

19 This cascade logic reflects well-established social diffusion dynamics whereby trusted
intermediaries accelerate the uptake of new norms within their networks - Rogers,
Everett M. 2003 (5th ed.). Diffusion of Innovations. New York: Free Press.
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religious leaders alongside women, youth representatives, media actors,
and community stakeholders. Sessions focused on narrative exchange,
identification of shared values, and confidence-building.

Why it matters

By sequencing interfaith engagement after intra-faith strengthening, the
dialogue phase operated on a more stable foundation of internal
legitimacy. This reduced defensive posture and enabled more constructive
cross-faith interaction.

Operational lesson

The effectiveness of interfaith dialogue depends less on the dialogue
format itself than on the quality of prior intra-group preparation and
participant credibility.

Phase 5: Diapraxis

What was done

Participants jointly designed and implemented community initiatives
addressing shared social, economic, or environmental challenges. These
activities translated dialogue commitments into visible cooperation
benefiting both Muslim and Christian communities.

Why it matters

Field experience shows that dialogue alone rarely shifts entrenched
mistrust in fragile contexts”. Diapraxis operationalizes trust by creating
tangible cooperation and shared accountability, thereby consolidating
relational gains achieved during dialogue.

Operational lesson

Linking dialogue to jointly implemented community action is a critical
trust-consolidation mechanism in environments with deep intercommunal
suspicion.

Phase 6: Institutional and ecosystem engagement

What was done

The project extended engagement to educators, students, media
professionals, digital influencers, and traditional authorities. Interfaith

20 Appleby, 2000. The Ambivalence of the Sacred.
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education sessions, peace clubs, and digital peace initiatives were deployed
to reinforce norms of coexistence beyond the initial cohort of religious
leaders.

Why it matters

Without broader ecosystem reinforcement, localized dialogue gains risk
erosion through misinformation, generational transmission of bias, or elite
capture. The multi-layered approach helped embed interfaith norms
within wider community structures.

Operational lesson

Sustained impact in identity-based conflicts requires simultaneous
engagement at leadership, community, youth, and information-ecosystem
levels.

5. Cross-Cutting Design Insight

Across all phases, the methodology prioritized risk-sensitive sequencing,
locally credible intermediaries, and adaptive implementation in response
to security and political volatility. The combination of theological
grounding, social diffusion, structured dialogue, and joint action
constitutes the core added value of the “Building Bridges” operational
model in fragile settings.

A significant portion of the operational learning underpinning the
methodology emerged through adaptive implementation, continuous
community feedback, and the accumulated field experience of Nigerian
partners working for years on faith-sensitive peacebuilding and social
cohesion initiatives in Northern Nigeria.

According to the baseline report, 45.03% of participants indicated that
they encounter religious content on social media very frequently, while
27.35% reported that misinformation about a particular religion is among
the most common types of content they see online. These findings
highlight the substantial impact social media can have in shaping false
petrceptions about other religions and, consequently, in exacerbating
tensions.

Social media plays an important role in both conflict and peace
processes. As many researchers point out, social networks are not neutral;
they can be used as a tool to promote peace, but also as a factor in
exacerbating conflicts. For example, social media is often used to spread
misinformation and disinformation, which can intensify tensions and
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deepen divisions®'. However, in the context of peacebuilding, social media
can also serve as a platform for dynamic social engagement™. As Anne
Kahl and Helena Puig Larrauri argue, technology can be used as a tool in
peacebuilding, fostering collaboration, influencing attitudes, and
facilitating broader communication within communities®. By sharing
alternative discourses, promoting social change, social media can foster
dialogue, promote understanding, and amplify peace narratives™.
Moreover, as a powerful public information tool, social media has the
capacity to reach large and diverse audiences®. In Nigeria, social media is
“the most widely used digital technology for peacebuilding”*.

To address this challenge, CPI integrated a cross-cutting capacity-
building component focused on the responsible use of social media for
peace throughout all project activities. This was a key element in
strengthening  participants’  competencies in  conflict-sensitive
communication and digital literacy, thereby contributing to improved
interreligious relations and the reduction of hate narratives. By raising
awareness about hate speech, misinformation, and their consequences,
and by equipping participants with the skills to use social media as a
positive tool for peace messaging, the project positively influenced both
the knowledge and behaviour of participants in the digital space.

In addition, the project delivered specialized social media training for
29 faith-based influencers, enhancing their skills in ethical content
creation, factchecking, alternative narrative development, and the
dissemination of peace-promoting messages online. A “Develop and
Share Multimedia Content” activity was also conducted to highlight
success stories of interfaith collaboration and peaceful coexistence and to
encourage more communities to adopt similar peacebuilding efforts.

21 Parveen H. (2021). Social media and peace. In Parveen H. (Ed.), Peace education
in the 21st century (pp. 88-98).

22 Himelfarb, Sheldon. 2012. Social Media and Conflict Prevention. Washington, DC:
United States Institute of Peace.

2 Kahl, A and Puig Larrauri, H 2013 Technology for Peacebuilding. Stability:
International Journal of Security & Development, 2(3): 61, pp. 1-15.

24 Ibid.

% Lanz, D., & Eleiba, A. (2018). The Good, the Bad and the Ugly: Social Media and
Peace Mediation. Swisspeace, Policy Brief, 12.

% John, S. (2024). An Intricate Landscape: Reframing Social Media in Peacebuilding
in Nigeria. African Peacebuilding & Developmental Dynmics. An Intricate L.andscape:

Reframing social media in Peacebuilding in Nigeria - Kujenga Amani
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6. Operational Lessons Learned

Implementation of the “Building Bridges” methodology in Nigeria’s
Middle Belt generated a set of operational insights relevant for
practitioners working in faith-sensitive and highly polarized environments.
The lessons below reflect both design choices and field adaptations
observed during the action.

6.1. Program design lessons

Diagram 3 presents the methodology of the “Building Bridges” project.
The adopted peacebuilding strategy combines intra-faith engagement and
interfaith “diapraxis” to strengthen peaceful relationships between Muslim
and Christian communities. The approach includes training religious
leaders, women gatekeepers, teachers, and youth in peace education,
conflict transformation, responsible social media use, and interfaith
dialogue. It also promotes community-driven projects, student peace
clubs, regional interfaith engagement, and faith-based digital influencers
to counter misinformation and encourage cooperation, harmony, and
peaceful coexistence.

* Sequencing intra-faith engagement before interfaith dialogue is
critical

Field experience confirmed that direct interfaith dialogue in contexts
marked by deep identity polarization can produce guarded or performative
participation if internal theological alignment is weak. The intra-faith safe
space phase strengthened leaders’ confidence, reduced intra-group
contestation, and increased the authenticity of subsequent interfaith
engagement. This sequencing should be considered a risk-mitigation
measure rather than an optional preparatory step.

* The selection of credible religious actors is a determining success
factor

The influence of the methodology depended heavily on the social
legitimacy of participating leaders. Careful vetting—based on community
standing, prior engagement in peace or development work, and
institutional affiliation—proved essential.
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» Theological grounding enhances acceptance of peace messaging

Anchoring peacebuilding concepts in recognized religious jurisprudence
and doctrine significantly increased receptivity among conservative
constituencies. Contextually grounded theological framing helped mitigate
perceptions of externally imposed narratives and strengthened the
authority of participating leaders.

* Integrated youth engagement strengthens preventive impact

The linkage between religious leader engagement and school-based
interfaith education created vertical reinforcement across generations.
Early exposure of youth to structured interfaith interaction appears to be
an important protective factor against the reproduction of polarizing
narratives.

» Capacity building on social media helps to expand the impact of
peace narrative

Social media influences the fuelling of conflicts in the Middle Belt region,
mainly due to misinformation and disinformation. By equipping
participants with tools to better understand these issues and encouraging
the use of social media as a tool for peace, this initiative helps to broaden
the reach of pro-peace narratives.

* Localised operational adaptation strengthens methodological
legitimacy

The methodology proved more effective because several components
were adapted through locally embedded peacebuilding experience and
existing religious engagement structures. Community trust, participation,
and ownership were significantly reinforced when peacebuilding processes
aligned with pre-existing social and faith-based legitimacy systems.

6.2. Implementation lessons

* Local ownership is essential for sustainability

Local ownership and locally embedded methodological adaptation are
essential for sustainability. Activities that were visibly co-led and shaped
by local partners and religious authorities generated higher participation,
stronger follow-up, and greater community acceptance. External actors
were most effective when positioned as facilitators of locally grounded
processes rather than drivers of externally designed interventions.
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» Technical theological advisors strengthen program credibility

The involvement of local specialized actors such as DIN and LTLF
enhanced the doctrinal robustness of the intra-faith components
grounded in the local environment and reduced the risk of theological
contestation. Their participation was particularly important in engaging
more conservative or sceptical religious audiences.

» Adaptive management is necessary in volatile security
environments

Periodic insecurity and administrative constraints required flexible
scheduling, location adjustments, and continuous coordination among
partners. Programs operating in similar contexts should budget for
adaptive implementation rather than assuming linear delivery conditions.

* Structured multiplier mechanisms increase reach and cost-
efficiency

The Step-Down Training model proved effective in extending the
program’s footprint beyond the initial cohort of participants. Leveraging
the relational networks of religious leaders enabled wider diffusion of
peace messaging at a larger scale.

6.3. Strategic lessons

* Dialogue alone is insufficient to shift entrenched mistrust

While interfaith dialogue improved perceptions and communication
channels, the most durable trust gains were observed when dialogue was
followed by jointly implemented community initiatives. Diapraxis
functioned as a critical bridge between attitudinal change and observable
cooperative behaviour.

* Balanced engagement across faith communities is essential for
legitimacy

Maintaining methodological symmetry between Muslim and Christian
components helped prevent perceptions of bias and reinforced cross-faith
confidence in the process. In polarized settings, even small perceived
imbalances can undermine trust in peace initiatives.
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* Multi-level ecosystem engagement increases resilience of
outcomes

Embedding peace messaging across religious leaders, youth platforms,
media actors, and digital spaces reduced the risk that progress achieved in
dialogue spaces would be eroded by external narratives or elite
manipulation. Single-track interventions are unlikely to produce sustained
effects in complex identity conflicts.

* Partnership architecture is itself a strategic asset

The consortium’s competency-based division of roles, combining
theological expertise, community access, grassroots operational learning,
youth engagement, and strategic coordination, contributed significantly to
program credibility and operational reach. In faith-sensitive environments,
who shapes and operationalises the intervention can be as important as
the intervention design itself.

Box 3. Implications for Replication

Practitioners seeking to replicate the “Building Bridges” model
should prioritize sequenced engagement (intra-faith —
interfaith — joint action), invest in locally credible religious
scholarship, and embed activities within a broader community
and information ecosystem. Replication is most viable in
contexts where religious leaders retain social legitimacy and where
programs can be implemented through strong local partnerships
capable of adaptive delivery in volatile environments.

7. Challenges and Limitations

Implementation of the “Building Bridges” methodology took place in a
highly fluid and sensitive operating environment. While the overall
approach proved feasible and well received, several contextual and
operational constraints affected the timeline of the project. These
limitations provide important considerations for practitioners seeking to
adapt the model in similarly fragile settings.

7.1. Security and access constraints

The volatile security situation in parts of Plateau, Benue, and Nasarawa
periodically affected geographic coverage and activity scheduling. In
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several high-risk local government areas, notably Riyom, LLogo, and Guma,
some activities had to be postponed, relocated, or implemented with
adjusted participant configurations. These disruptions did not
fundamentally alter the methodology but required continuous risk
monitoring and flexible delivery modalities. Programs replicating this
model should anticipate non-linear implementation timelines in
comparable contexts.

7.2. Institutional disruptions in the education sector

The temporary closure of some schools in Benue State limited engagement
opportunities within the “Interfaith Educational Dialogue” component.
This affected the pace of peace club rollout and reduced potential reach
among certain student populations. The experience highlights the
vulnerability of school-based prevention components to broader security
dynamics and underscores the importance of maintaining alternative
community entry points.

7.3. Initial trust deficits among some stakeholders

In the eatly stages of implementation, a degree of reluctance was observed
among certain key informants and community actors, largely driven by
concerns over confidentiality, external influence, and the sensitivity of
interreligious engagement. While this resistance diminished over time,
particularly following the intra-faith phase and local partner involvement,
it required sustained confidence-building efforts. This underscores the
importance of front-loaded stakeholder engagement and the use of trusted
local intermediaries.

7.4. Risk of narrative relapses in high-polarization environments

As in many identity-based conflicts, gains achieved through dialogue
remain vulnerable to reversal during periods of renewed violence, political
mobilization, or online misinformation surges. Although the project’s
ecosystem approach was designed to mitigate this risk, sustaining
attitudinal change beyond the project lifecycle remains an ongoing
challenge and points to the importance of longer-term engagement
horizons.
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7.5. Operational complexity of multi-actor coordination

While the consortium model functioned effectively overall, the breadth of
actors involved required sustained coordination, effort and adaptive
management, particularly in response to security-related disruptions.
Future replications should ensure adequate resources for coordination,
learning, and real-time communication across partners.

Overall, these challenges do not undermine the validity of the “Building
Bridges” methodology but rather highlight the conditions under which it
must be carefully adapted.

8. Impact Pathways and Observed Outcomes

Evidence from monitoring data, participant feedback, and field
observation indicates that the “Building Bridges” methodology
contributed to measurable shifts in attitudes, behaviours, and patterns of
interfaith engagement across Plateau, Nasarawa, and Benue States. While
changes remain context-sensitive and uneven across locations, several
consistent transformation pathways emerged.

8.1. Behavioural Shifts Among Religious and Community Actors

Participants’ testimonies and follow-up assessments point to a gradual but
meaningful shift in how religious leaders and community actors frame and
respond to intercommunal tensions.

= From retaliation to mediation

Religious leaders increasingly describe peacebuilding as a moral duty.
Many reported intervening earlier in local disputes and actively
discouraging revenge-based rhetoric. Survey findings reinforce this trend,
with 90% of Christian and Muslim participants expressing confidence that
dialogue can reduce violence.

* From single-faith advocacy to interfaith collaboration

The methodology appears to have strengthened cross-faith engagement
practices. Participants reported visiting each othet’s places of worship, co-
designing local action plans, and publicly endorsing joint peace initiatives.
At the time of measurement, 74% of participants reported a positive or
very positive perception of other faith groups, suggesting improved
intergroup attitudes among the trained cohort.
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* From passive exposure to misinformation to active promotion of
fact-based communication

Religious leaders and youth participants reported increased confidence in
identifying and challenging rumours, hate speech, and misleading
narratives in sermons, community forums, and online spaces. This shift is
particularly relevant in the Middle Belt context, where misinformation has
been a known conflict accelerator.

* From trauma-driven reactions to trauma-sensitive leadership

Qualitative feedback suggests that participants adopted more empathetic,
listening-oriented approaches when engaging communities affected by
violence, especially youth. This reflects the added value of integrating
trauma awareness into faith-based leadership training.

* From isolated action to networked peace action

Trained actors increasingly operated through both offline and digital
networks, coordinating messaging and responses to emerging tensions.
This network effect strengthened the reach and responsiveness of local
peace efforts.

8.2. Capacity Strengthening Outcomes

Training components demonstrated measurable gains in knowledge,
confidence, and applied skills among participating religious leaders. More
than 76% of Christian leaders reported having acquired new peacebuilding
skills. Among Muslim leaders, 74% stated that they had developed new
peacebuilding competencies, while over 77% also reported increased
confidence in addressing sensitive intra-faith issues.

Participants also reported a deeper understanding of how their
respective religious traditions support peacebuilding and coexistence. This
theological reframing appears to have contributed to greater openness
toward interfaith engagement.

One participant noted: “Interfaith dialogue fosters mutual
understanding and respect... [and] helps build bridges and promote
peaceful coexistence.”

Another religious leader reflected: “Before, I saw my fellow non-
Muslims as enemies. Now I realize we differ only on some aspects of
faith.”
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In addition, the training strengthened participants’ ability to engage
responsibly in digital spaces, with many reporting improved skills in
identifying fake news and responding to harmful online narratives.

8.3. Emerging Outcome Patterns

Taken together, monitoring data and participant testimonies point to
several emerging outcome trends across the project’s areas of intervention.
First, there are indications of reduced localized interfaith tensions in
several target communities, reflected in improved communication
channels and earlier mediation efforts by trained leaders. Second, the
project contributed to an increase in jointly implemented Muslim—
Christian community initiatives, translating dialogue commitments into
visible cooperative action. Third, the methodology appears to have
strengthened interfaith collaboration networks, with trained actors
increasingly coordinating responses to emerging tensions through both
informal and structured platforms. Finally, participants demonstrated
improved resilience to misinformation, reporting greater awareness of
how rumours and inflammatory narratives circulate and showing increased
confidence in promoting accurate, peace-oriented communication within
their communities and networks.

While these outcomes remain sensitive to broader security and political
dynamics, they provide credible indications that the “Building Bridges”
methodology is contributing to incremental but meaningful shifts in
interreligious relations in the Middle Belt context.

9. Practical Recommendations for Practitioners

The “Building Bridges” experience offers a set of actionable
recommendations for practitioners seeking to design or adapt faith-
sensitive peacebuilding initiatives in polarized environments. These
recommendations reflect both the enabling factors observed during
implementation and the risks encountered in the Middle Belt context.

9.1. What to Prioritize (Do)

* Invest early in intra-faith theological grounding

Programs should allocate sufficient time and technical expertise to intra-
faith safe spaces before convening interfaith dialogue. Theological
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legitimacy significantly enhances participant confidence, reduces defensive
positioning, and improves the quality of cross-faith engagement.

* Engage locally credible religious and community actors

Careful vetting of participants and partners is essential. Priority should be
given to actors with demonstrated community legitimacy, active
constituency links, and willingness to engage constructively across faith
lines. Locally embedded partners are particularly critical for access, trust-
building, and adaptive delivery.

* Embed a structured multiplier mechanism

Incorporating Step-Down Training or cascade training early in program
design increases reach and cost-efficiency while reinforcing message
diffusion through trusted networks.

* Link dialogue to visible and concrete joint action

Programs should plan for diapraxis or equivalent joint initiatives from the
outset. Observable cooperation between faith groups is a key driver of
durable trust in high-polarization environments.

* Adopt an ecosystem approach

Engagement should extend beyond religious leaders to include youth
platforms, educators, media actors, and digital spaces in order to reinforce
narrative resilience and reduce relapse risk.

9.2. What to Avoid (Don’t)

* Do not overlook local power and authority structures

Ignoring traditional leaders, informal gatekeepers, or influential religious
networks can undermine program legitimacy and limit community
penetration. At the same time, the presence of potential spoilers should
not lead to overly risk-averse programming that excludes influential actors
altogether”’. Effective approaches combine careful stakeholder mapping,
risk mitigation planning, and calibrated engagement strategies that remain

27 This calibrated engagement approach reflects established peace process literature
noting that potential spoilers must be managed but not automatically excluded from
peacebuilding efforts - Stedman, Stephen John. 1997. Spoiler Problems in Peace Processes.
International Security, Vol. 22, No. 2, pp. 5-53.
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inclusive while managing the risks posed by hardline or politically exposed
actofs.

* Do not rely solely on dialogue events

Standalone  dialogue, without follow-up action or ecosystem
reinforcement, is unlikely to produce sustained behavioural change in
deeply polarized contexts.

* Do not assume linear implementation conditions

Security volatility, political sensitivities, and institutional disruptions
require flexible planning and adaptive management capacity. Programs
should be designed with contingency space to adjust sequencing,
participation modalities, and geographic focus as conditions evolve.

Box 4. Quick Feasibility Checklist

Before adapting the “Building Bridges” methodology, practitioners
should assess the following enabling factors:

» Are there religious leaders with recognized local legitimacy
willing to engage?
= Are trusted local partners available to facilitate community

entry and follow-up?

* Do security conditions allow safe convening of intra- and
interfaith activities?

* Is there sufficient time (minimum 18-24 months) to
implement sequenced engagement?

= Are theological advisors or equivalent expertise accessible to
ensure doctrinal credibility?

If several of these conditions are weak or absent, preparatory
investment and contextual adaptation will be necessary before full
replication.

9.3. Resource and Time Considerations

= Realistic timeframe

Meaningful trust-building through sequenced intra-faith, interfaith, and
diapraxis phases typically requires a minimum of 18—24 months. Shorter
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project cycles risk generating attitudinal shifts without sufficient
consolidation.

= Human resources

Effective implementation depends on a balanced combination of
specialized human capacities. Programs require trained interfaith
facilitators capable of managing sensitive cross-faith dynamics, alongside
contextually credible theological advisors who can ensure doctrinal
legitimacy and resonance within each religious community. Strong local
coordination capacity is equally critical to maintain partner alignment and
adaptive delivery in volatile environments. Finally, robust and flexible
monitoring and evaluation support is needed to track behavioural change,
inform course correction, and sustain evidence-based learning throughout
the implementation cycle.

* Financial considerations (indicative)

While costs vary by geography and scale, practitioners should anticipate
that the most resource-intensive components typically include sustained
intra-faith capacity building, the facilitation of multi-stakeholder dialogue
platforms, the proper design and rollout of Step-Down Training
mechanisms, support to jointly implemented community initiatives, and
the coordination demands associated with multi-partner delivery. Step-
Down Training processes, when implemented with adequate quality
assurance, supervision, and follow-up, can represent a significant but
strategic investment due to the need for replication support, monitoring,
and network engagement.

At the same time, experience from the “Building Bridges” project
suggests that relatively modest investments in eatly conflict analysis and
rigorous participant vetting generate disproportionately high returns in
program effectiveness, helping to prevent costly course corrections at later
stages of implementation.

* Transferability Considerations

The “Building Bridges” model is most readily transferable to contexts
where religious identity plays a salient role in conflict dynamics and where
influential, organized religious leadership structures retain meaningful
social authority. The approach is particularly suited to environments
characterized by persistent intercommunal tensions that have not
escalated into full-scale active warfare, as these conditions allow space for
preventive and relational peacebuilding interventions. The presence of
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capable and trusted local faith-based partners further enhances the
feasibility of replication by facilitating community access, legitimacy, and
adaptive delivery.

Conversely, adaptation will be required in contexts where religious
authority is highly fragmented, heavily politicized, or socially contested. In
such environments, additional preparatory work may be necessary to map
legitimacy structures, rebuild trust in religious intermediaries, or adjust the
sequencing of engagement to reflect more fluid or contested authority
landscapes.

Overall, practitioners should view the “Building Bridges” methodology
not as a stand-alone dialogue toolkit but as a sequenced, theology-
informed, and ecosystem-supported process requiring deliberate design,
credible partnerships, and sufficient implementation time to generate
durable interfaith trust.

10. Conclusion

The “Building Bridges™ experience in Nigeria’s Middle Belt demonstrates
that faith-sensitive peacebuilding can generate meaningful shifts in
intercommunal relations when it is carefully sequenced, theologically
grounded, and locally anchored. In contexts where religious identity
continues to shape both perceptions of threat and pathways to legitimacy,
engaging religious actors through structured intra-faith preparation,
followed by interfaith dialogue and reinforced through joint community
action, offers a viable pathway for reducing tensions and strengthening
social cohesion.

The methodology’s added value lies in the deliberate integration of
multiple  reinforcing layers: doctrinal credibility, trusted local
intermediaries, social diffusion through religious networks, and ecosystem
engagement extending to youth, media, and educational spaces. This
combined architecture helped translate attitudinal shifts into observable
cooperative behaviour among participating actors.

At the same time, the experience underscores that interfaith
peacebuilding in fragile environments remains inherently contingent on
contextual factors, including security volatility, the standing of religious
authorities, and the strength of local partnerships. Sustained impact
therefore depends on adaptive implementation, realistic time horizons,
and continued investment in locally legitimate peace infrastructures.
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For practitioners, the key lesson is that dialogue alone is rarely
sufficient. Durable change is more likely when engagement is sequenced,
theologically credible, and linked to visible cooperation that communities
can recognize and sustain. When these conditions are met, the “Building
Bridges” model offers a transferable and operationally grounded
framework for advancing interreligious coexistence in similatly polarized
settings.

When grounded in credible religious scholarship and embedded in
locally owned processes, faith-based peacebuilding can move from
symbolic dialogue to sustained intercommunal cooperation.

Cordoba Peace Institute — Geneva (CPI)

CPI is an independent non-profit organisation, working on violence
prevention and peace promotion. CPI aims to enhance theoretical and
practical conflict transformation resources and has extensive experience
in West Asian and African contexts. CPI promotes a methodology
adapted to and accepted by local communities, conflict parties and peace
actors. Since 2002, it has developed unique access and networks in the
countries where it works. CPI’s outlook is inspired by the Andalusian city
of Cordoba: a renowned medieval centre of inter-faith dialogue, and by
Geneva: a modern centre of international dialogue and exchange between
peoples. CPI has Special Consultative Status with the United Nations.
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