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Vision Statement 

BICC’s vision is a more peaceful world. BICC analyzes the problems of organized 
violence and explores ways to respond to them. 

 

 

 

 

 

Mission Statement 

BICC’s mission is to conduct critical, problem-oriented, policy relevant conversion 
studies in response to the problems that occur as a result of organized violence. To do 

so, BICC engages in active exchanges with scholars, politicians and stakeholders in 
everyday practice and civil society. 
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1. Introduction  

Since the foundation of BICC in 1994, formations of organized violence have changed. 
So-called new wars, characterized by asymmetric and protracted warfare, have 
emerged as the most visible feature of violent conflicts. The conjunct debate about 
‘failed’ and ‘fragile’ states has portrayed a gloomy picture of prevalent ‘anarchy’ and 
‘chaos’ in several regions of the world. State sovereignty and world order, as many 
analysts argue, is currently threatened by warlords, pirates, bandits and terrorists. In 
the last two decades, a long list of military interventions by external actors—not only by 
the United States and NATO— took place under the condition of these ‘new wars’. Such 
military operations accelerated structural re-adjustments of the intervening armies as 
well as the emergence of new actors such as private–military companies. Due to the 
introduction of new concepts such as ‘counter-insurgency’ or the ‘comprehensive 
approach’ a clear-cut boundary between peace and war, between the civil and the 
military, which was a pre-assumption of classical research on conversion, can often 
enough no longer be drawn. In parallel, we are currently observing dramatic changes in 
warfare, which can be described as a widening of the technological gap: While, 
particularly in the United States, a ‘revolution in military affairs’ is driving the 
development of ever more sophisticated high-tech weapons (robotics), non-statutory 
armed groups effectively employ simple yet nevertheless highly lethal means (e.g. 
improvised explosive devices). Despite these changes, conventional forms of warfare 
continue to exist. The war between Russia and Georgia in 2008 or the repeated saber-
rattling between China and Japan, India and Pakistan or Thailand and Cambodia show 
that the times of military confrontations between nation states are not over.  

Along with these amorphous dynamics of violent conflicts, many parts of the world did 
not experience massive de-militarization, envisioned in the heydays of conversion in the 
early 1990s. In fact, from the mid-1990s onwards, global military expenditure has begun 
to grow again. Since the 9/11 attacks, the United States has increased its defense 
spending drastically. Many other states have also expanded their conventional military 
arsenal over the past years. In East Asia and the Middle East, an arms race among 
competing nation states has been taking place. Other regions such as the Sahel, the 
Great Lakes or Central America have been flooded by small arms and light weapons 
(SALW); even the proliferation of nuclear weapons has become more likely.  

These manifold dynamics and trends which can be observed all over the world partly 
challenge the original approaches of conversion, which were elaborated during the Cold 
War. As no other institute in the world is so strongly associated with the term 
‘conversion’ as BICC, this Concept Paper is the basis for deliberations on how 
‘conversion’ can be defined in the present day to provide meaningful answers for 
achieving a more peaceful world. 

BICC is a non-profit, non-partisan think tank, which combines applied research with 
advisory services and capacity development. In the course of the re-structuring of BICC 
in 2013, BICC’s profile and conceptual approach were critically reviewed. In a number 
of intensive discussions and workshops with staff members, and in consultations with 
long-standing companions of the Center, BICC developed a new concept of Conversion 
Studies, centering on applied research, which should frame the institute’s activities for 
the next five years. The aim of this Concept Paper is to provide a concise 
understanding of the future thematic array of BICC by a reflection and re-
conceptualization of the term ‘conversion’. 
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Our understanding of conversion pays tribute to the above described changes. As 
Conversion Studies, counter to the classical concept of conversion, do not understand 
conversion as a linear process from war to peace, BICC does justice to the complexity 
of the forms of violence mentioned above. In BICC’s understanding, conversion 
addresses the problems that organized violence poses to society. Thus, 
Conversion Studies provides fertile ground on which to connect core research activities 
at BICC, such as discourses of war, along with classical topics of conversion and the 
(de-)mobilization of combatants, under one conceptual umbrella. In this respect, 
‘natural resources’ and ‘migration’ appear as additional intersecting research topics 
which are highly relevant politically and in which we aim to investigate the manifestation 
of organized violence in the context of different societies.  

BICC follows an approach, which integrates applied and policy relevant research with 
concrete knowledge exchange with policymakers, practitioners and the public. Our aim 
is to strengthen the academic standards of BICC by increasing our number of 
publications (peer-reviewed journals, book publications), for we believe that academic 
excellence can strengthen innovation in our policy advice. Due to the recent 
arrangement of BICC’s Director of Research also holding a chair for Peace and Conflict 
Studies at the University of Bonn, the goal of BICC is to match academic career-
brackets (e.g. PhD, habilitation) with on-going research projects at BICC. 

BICC intends to occupy a unique place in the academic arena of Peace and Conflict 
Research worldwide. To reach this goal two approaches are decisive. First, BICC will 
primarily focus on empirical research, particularly based on intensive field research in 
(post-)conflict areas. Second, with its desire for knowledge exchange, BICC intends to 
intensify the mutual relationships between applied research and concrete advice in 
manifold ways. This does not only include concise policy recommendations, but also 
research-based capacity development and technical advice on the ground as well as 
public relations work on relevant themes. All our activities are supported by data 
management and analysis components (incl. GIS; remote sensing). By linking advice 
and capacity development to research-based knowledge, and vice versa, as well as by 
channeling our practical experiences back into the academia, BICC intends to create a 
knowledge circle that places us firmly in the applied research–practice nexus. 

2. Conversion Studies 

BICC understands Conversion Studies as the critical and policy relevant analysis of the 
dynamics in the concepts, means and practices of organized violence. A consideration 
of organized violence extends BICC’s scope of research beyond a narrow concern with 
violent conflicts between two or more armed groups. Crucially, Conversion Studies also 
brings military structures into focus, quite regardless of whether they are involved in 
violent conflicts or not. This broadening of perspective links present Conversion Studies 
with BICC’s past tradition, when BICC placed a great emphasis on the military, military 
industry and public defense budgets. At the same time, Conversion Studies is 
sufficiently narrow to stand out from the ‘widening’ agenda in (Critical) Security Studies 
and the literature on ‘structural violence’ in Peace Research. Conversion Studies at 
BICC can be traced along three components:   

• First, Conversion Studies emphasizes the fundamentally contingent nature of 
organized violence. The concepts, means and practices of organized violence 
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are not forever fixed and static. They continually change and vary depending on 
the location. 

• Second, Conversion Studies relates dynamics in organized violence to the wider 
society in which its concepts, means and practices are necessarily embedded. 
From this perspective, organized violence is always a situated phenomenon, 
which should not be artificially isolated and contained when being investigated. 
For example, Conversion Studies would not be content with simply identifying 
the changes in a defense doctrine, a particular weapons system, or the 
composition of military forces in and by themselves. BICC would rather seek to 
understand such processes with a view to how they interact with the constitution 
and reproduction of social and political life.  

• Third, and most importantly, Conversion Studies perceives organized violence 
as a problem—regardless of its manifestation. In this sense, it is aligned with the 
broader normative agenda of Peace Research. To approach organized violence 
as a problematic phenomenon must not necessarily express itself in a clarion 
call for overcoming it once and for all. Scholars in Conversion Studies may well, 
for example, accept humanitarian justifications for military interventions. By 
extension, they may emphasize the importance of the state and its military and 
security apparatus for establishing and maintaining social and/or political order. 
Nevertheless, any such normative argument would always have to be grounded 
in a rigorous process of critical reflection of the underlying basic assumptions, 
which is a core condition of Conversion Studies.  

This understanding of the simultaneously contingent, situated and problematic nature of 
organized violence helps Conversion Studies to identify current or anticipated 
processes of conversion. At a very general and abstract level, conversion can be 
defined as any process addressing the problems that organized violence poses to 
society.  

On the conceptual level, conversion might be visible in the shift of strategic doctrines 
based on a friend/ enemy dichotomy or the more universal concept of “responsibility to 
protect” (r2p). With regard to means, conversion might be evident in efforts to 
strengthen arms control and restrict weapons exports. It might also, as in its more 
general traditional understanding, show itself in the reallocation of former military 
resources and sites to civilian use. Examples of practices of conversion include the 
demobilization, disarmament and reintegration (DDR) of former combatants into civilian 
life or the attempt to restructure security agencies for the purpose of strengthening 
democratic control and increasing their ability to uphold a legitimate monopoly of 
violence (security sector reform). Yet, Conversion Studies, due to its normative 
openness, offers the space for research that fundamentally questions the state’s police 
and military forces and works toward a world devoid of all forms of organized violence. 

As an overall academic field, Conversion Studies abstains from prescribing any 
particular content for possible conversion activities. In line with our understanding, both 
the nature of the problems of organized violence as well as the concrete process of 
conversion itself remain open. Conversion Studies can thus accommodate a great 
variety of understandings of what conversion is—or ought to be—all about (some of 
which may well contradict each other). 

Conversion Studies, as a field of study, does not offer any single causal explanation for 
the conditions and effects of organized violence. Departing from some of the rather 
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narrow perspectives from the 1970s and 1980s, BICC incorporated this ‘openness’ in its 
take on conversion from the moment of its establishment in 1994. At the time, it defined 
conversion as the practical management of disarmament. Whereas this enabled BICC 
to study conversion within a variety of dimensions,1 the approach maintained a linear 
understanding, reflected in the classical idea of transforming ‘swords into 
ploughshares’. A similar linearity informed the attempts of BICC over the past decade to 
broaden the conversion agenda by aligning it with activities in conflict transformation 
and peace-building. Conversion, here, was essentially conceived as a movement from 
‘war’ to ‘peace’, as ‘facilitating peace and development’.  

Our non-linear understanding of conversion and Conversion Studies preserves the 
normative quality of the term but does not rely on a clear-cut distinction between the 
military and the civil or between war and peace. We are convinced that this open 
approach is better suited to address the many challenges that organized violence poses 
to societies in the 21st century. Conversion Studies can serve as a framework for 
developing and testing a multitude of theories as much as it can present a common 
forum for heated normative debates.  

Whereas Conversion Studies appears mostly open with regard to the precise content of 
conversion, its cohesion is strengthened by its particular approach to conducting 
research. Two principles, criticality and policy relevance, will fundamentally guide 
research at BICC (for more detail on how, cf. Chapter 4). These principles, which 
strongly influenced the conception of Peace and Conflict Research from the 1960s 
onwards, remain largely absent from most academic writings on organized violence 
today. For this reason, they present an attractive framework for BICC’s research.  

3. BICC’s research themes 

Following our understanding of conversion and Conversion Studies, the following three 
dimensions of organized violence can be identified: 

(a) Concepts,  

(b) Means, and  

(c) Practices. 

The dimension of concepts addresses any attempt to either legitimate or de-legitimate 
expressions of organized violence, whether this relates, for example, to the build-up or 
reduction of military forces or to the actual use of physical force. A conceptual approach 
arises from a consideration of discourses. Means refers to instruments and material 
infrastructure of organized violence, such as defense industries and weapons systems 
(from small arms to aircraft carriers), but also military bases. The starting-point of 
research is the physical artifact of organized violence. Practices describe the fields of 
organized violence upon which concepts and means coalesce into visible behavior, 
including the formulation of normative rules and the constitution of different actor types. 
Practices can relate to strategies of mobilization and demobilization as much as to 
actual acts of violence themselves. Research begins with a deliberation of social 
relations.         

                                                 
1  In 1996, BICC defined six fields of conversion (military expenditure and their reallocation, reorientation of 

military research and development, restructuring and conversion of the defense industry, demobilization and 
reintegration, base closure and redevelopment, surplus weapons and their disposal). 
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Dimension I: Concepts of organized violence 

Organized violence is subject to constant interpretation and reinterpretation. On the one 
hand, shifting scientific discourses legitimize some manifestations (e.g. the liberal state) 
and de-legitimize others (e.g. ‘warlords’ or ‘pirates’). On the other, discourses on 
securitization or the development of certain risk scenarios (e.g. ‘climate wars’, 
‘terrorism’) are everyday statements to legitimate organized violence through 
convincing arguments. By using discourse analysis, BICC will decipher the worldviews, 
codes, symbols and terminologies through which various forms of organized violence 
are normatively framed in everyday parlance; for example in policy papers, practical 
instructions but also academic publications. We believe that the study of two themes in 
particular can contribute to a better understanding of present concepts of organized 
violence:   

• Discourses on ‘war’: We observe a wide gap between the narrow legal definition 
of ‘war’ and the use of military violence by many states. Exemplary for this gap 
was the discussion about whether the situation in Afghanistan during the military 
intervention (2001–2014) was to be described as ‘war’ or not. Meanwhile, it has 
become fashionable in international policy circles to avoid the term ‘war’ 
altogether. Instead, one can observe the rise of a wide range of terms, which 
aim to link forms of organized violence to generally accepted norms of morality. 
These discourses emerge in particular to provide legitimacy to military 
interventions as shown by the discussions on the responsibility to protect (r2p) 
or counterinsurgency. 

• The civil–military boundary: The clear-cut boundary between the military and the 
civil, which classical research on conversion seldom reflected on, is 
controversially discussed today. Rather than denoting two separate fields of 
activity, the civil and the military often interact with one another in various ways. 
Taking into account this interaction, the term ‘nexus’ has recently featured more 
prominently in academic debate than the term ‘boundary’ A critical reflection on 
this change of terminology is still needed. BICC aims to give this discussion on 
the civil–military boundary a prestigious place on its research agenda. We feel 
that this debate not only has a practical dimension with has an impact on means 
(e.g. dual-use goods) and practices (e.g. CIMIC), but also is of great interest for 
our understanding of the world: If the civil conflates with the military, if war can 
no longer be separated from peace, then we will have to question the residual 
meanings of these terms. It seems that presently, the dichotomy between the 
civil and the military is dominated by the paradigm of ‘security’ in discourses for 
legitimizing organized violence (cf. the discussions on ‘Human Security’). 

Dimension II: Means of organized violence 

The organization of violence manifests itself in the materialized world of weapons, 
military vehicles, munitions, equipment, and infrastructure (e.g. bases). The material 
dimension is interrelated with specific forms of knowledge production, a certain 
worldview and the behavior of actors. In this respect, the means of organized violence 
are always connected to certain concepts and practices. Furthermore, research on 
arms or military infrastructure/bases contributes to a deeper understanding of how 
organized violence consists in material figurations. Starting from the angle of the 
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physical means of organized violence, three research themes are of particular interest 
for BICC: 

• Arms production and political economy: BICC has a strong interest in 
understanding the logic and strategies of arms production. In this respect, 
military budgets, the arms industry and its marketing and price politics as well as 
its trends of creating international consortia, ‘dual-use goods’, etc. are highly 
relevant. Concurrently, BICC sees that the technological revolution in the arms 
industry (drones, robotics, 3D-printing, smart weapons, etc.) has a deep impact 
on how the face of war will change in the future. Furthermore, due to a growing 
number of arms producing countries, competition on the international arms 
markets will increase. In this context, the transfer of defense technologies and 
the means of weapons production are of particular importance. BICC’s research 
is interested in how weapons fit into the wider picture, which channels a certain 
symbolic order or social fabric (‘gun culture’; ‘Kalashnikov culture’) and thereby 
impacts on weapons availability. 

• Arms control: BICC is particularly interested in understanding the patterns of the 
international arms trade and the risks it poses to arms control and political 
stability at different levels (local, national, regional such EU and AU, 
international). For instance, armament dynamics in the Middle East and Asia, 
fueled not least by weapons from North America and Europe, are arguably 
increasing the likelihood of violent conflicts in these regions. Besides the control 
of major conventional weapons, BICC will put special emphasis on SALW2 and 
possibilities of control such as PSSM3. Despite recent legal regulations (ATT4), 
the availability and flow of SALW in many post-conflict countries remains a 
severe barrier to de-escalating violent conflicts and peace-building.  

• Base conversion and weapons destruction: BICC considers military bases to be 
spatial structures of organized violence. In its work, BICC is thus especially 
interested in the consequences of base conversion, including the possible 
conflicts that might accompany such conversion processes. BICC is thus 
continuing its longstanding work on this topic and makes available a unique 
scientific/academic expertise in base and industrial conversion (re-use of sites, 
effects on the job market as well as regional and community urban planning) to 
the State of North Rhine-Westphalia and its communities. 

Arms and ammunition rarely have the potential for conversion to civilian use, so 
destruction is the major option. Here, too, BICC is interested in the effects of 
different methods of weapons disposal. It asks how dangerous situations 
resulting from this—both for the security of the population and the 
environment—can be avoided. 

Dimension III: Practices of organized violence 

The concepts and means of organized violence become visible in social practices. We 
understand social practices as delineating more or less distinct fields of interaction, 
which function in accordance to certain rules, and which position or align various actors  

                                                 
2  Small Arms and Light Weapons 
3  Physical Security and Stockpile Management 
4  Arms Trade Treaty 
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in relation to one another. Herein, the behavior of any one actor is shaped by the field 
of interaction as much as it influences the (re)composition of the field itself. This 
perspective represents an innovative approach to studying the everyday practices of 
armed forces, security providers, or armed resistance groups. Two overall fields of 
social practices are of particular importance to the work of BICC: 

• (De)mobilization: The ‘military’ field may encompass social practices, which 
perceive of certain forms of organized violence as a problem and implement 
measures to reconfigure and/or curtail its either conceptual or material 
manifestation; vice versa, social practices could seek to expand and strengthen 
the legitimizing discourses and means of organized violence. A good example 
for the latter phenomenon are arms races among rival states, but also the 
massive military build-up of the United States’ Armed Forces in the aftermath of 
the 9/11 attacks. Practices of demobilization can be encountered in the various 
‘peace-building’ activities undertaken by international organizations, NGOs and 
development agencies in post-conflict environments. This includes disarmament, 
demobilization and reintegration (DDR) programs, but also all measures 
commonly referred to as Security Sector Reform (SSR). Interesting research can 
be done on the interplay between locally accepted rules and internationally 
imposed norms, such as ‘good governance’ or ‘liberal peace’. 

• Violence: If we understand organized violence as a field of social practice, it 
discloses itself perhaps most immediately and concretely on the actual ‘killing 
field’—in the relation between the perpetrator and the victim of physical violence, 
in the very act of inflicting corporeal injury, psychological violence, or even 
death. Such practices vary over time and space, in line with changes in the 
concepts and means of organized violence. Examples include drone attacks as 
well as rape as a weapon of war. BICC intends to critically examine the ways in 
which such fields of direct violence shape—and are shaped by—the concrete 
behavior of actors (perpetrators and victims) involved. 

As these research dimensions and sub-topics show, BICC has a strong interest to 
understand how organized violence is interlinked in various ways with a given social 
order. Notably these practices of organized violence bring to the surface that it cannot 
be separated from societal contexts. This interdependence is also particularly evident in 
two intersecting research themes at BICC: Natural resources and migration. BICC 
identified both topics because of (a) their high political relevance and (b) the Center’s 
particular expertise in these fields. 

Intersecting theme I: Natural Resources 

Natural resources are often discussed with regard to questions of scarcity, inequality, 
competition, and conflicts. Whereas BICC acknowledges that the study of violent 
conflict cannot be reduced to questions of resources alone, it believes that the 
interrelations between organized violence and the political economy surrounding the 
exploitation and use of certain resource types deserves further academic scrutiny. The 
distinction between concepts, means and practices of organized violence can serve as 
a useful guide for developing further research questions in this context. For a start, 
many concepts to legitimize organized violence refer to the importance of gaining 
access to and control over natural resources. Moreover, in order to fund the acquisition 
of weapons and pay their soldiers, armed groups and state militaries commonly rely on 
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the exploitation and sale of natural resources. In this sense, access to resources is not 
only an objective but also a condition of organized violence. It decides upon the kind of 
means the military can afford. Concrete practices include armed groups or parts of a 
national army physically controlling and taxing mining areas or governments that use 
off-budget revenues from natural resources to fund their military apparatus,  

Intersecting theme II: Migration  

BICC understands migration as a permanent feature of social life. Yet, it has been—and 
continues to be—subjected to external influence and regulation, both by state and non-
state actors. This includes attempts to promote freedom of movement as much as it 
entails measures to channel or restrict it. Examples of the latter range from the 
encampment of refugees and human trafficking to the shielding of the European 
Union’s external borders. From this perspective, BICC critically examines connections 
between the movements of people and organized violence. On the level of concepts, in 
particular, BICC scrutinizes the discourses, which e.g. posit migrants as a threat and 
suggest corresponding strategies for dealing with them. In line with our overall research 
approach, BICC also takes into account the relevant means and practices of organized 
violence, such as fences, camps, surveillance technologies, border patrols, identity 
checks and deportations, also showing a keen interest in the strategies migrants use to 
deal with the violence they are exposed to. 

4. BICC’s approach 

BICC is an institute that conducts applied research. This understanding is rooted in the 
conviction that researchers do not sit in the ‘ivory tower’ and communicate exclusively 
with a distinct academic community but rather that BICC’s research has to produce 
recommendations, results and approaches, which should inform policymakers, 
practitioners and the public alike. Here, we are aware of the fact that research not only 
stimulates knowledge generation for the ‘outside world’, but that the non-academic 
world also stimulates research. In this regard, BICC’s approach corresponds to the core 
aspects of transdisciplinary research such as intensive mutual interactions between 
both arenas. 

BICC’s approach is twofold: On the one hand, we define clear-cut criteria, which lead all 
BICC research activities. On the other, we believe in a strong exchange of knowledge 
with non-academics, which includes different levels of activities (policy and technical 
advice, capacity development, etc.). BICC’s aim is to establish a ‘knowledge circle’ at 
the interface between applied research and practices. All our activities—our applied 
research as well as our activities in the ‘knowledge circle’—are carried out in close 
cooperation with local and international partners. As a general principle, BICC aims to 
feed back its findings to the people concerned. This is done via a dissemination 
strategy adapted to the local contexts such as by stakeholder workshops, publications 
in local languages, radio programs, etc. 

Applied research 

BICC’s aim is to carry out meaningful applied research, which ideally should be 
perceived as providing innovative impulses towards ongoing debates. Our research 
follows the DfG-guidelines ‘Gute Wissenschaftliche Praxis’. In general, BICC’s applied 
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research follows four principles. BICC understands its research as (a) critical, (b) 
problem-oriented, and (c) policy relevant, and it is (d) based on empirical methods. By 
consequently following these four principles, BICC underlines its emphasis on applied 
research: 

• BICC’s research is critical. First and foremost, ‘being critical’ means that BICC’s 
research discloses its normative basic assumptions and critically reflects these. 
On a general and abstract level, a critical reflection could be to question the 
basic dichotomies, which enable us to envision any process of conversion in the 
first place, for example between ‘war’ and ‘peace’ or between such a thing as a 
‘military’ and ‘civilian’ sphere. In the age of post-heroic warfare, such clear 
distinctions are hardly as straightforward as they used to be (if they ever were). 
In concrete terms, critical reflection means to seriously think about the normative 
validity it attaches to the goals toward which a process of conversion is directed. 
If, for example, Conversion Studies posit the responsibility to protect (r2p), an 
arms control treaty or a certain security institution as a goal, it will also have to 
engage with the ‘pacifist challenge’ and explain why any such forms of organized 
violence are considered to be a desirable outcome in certain contexts. Vice 
versa, any effort to abolish a system of organized violence needs to confront the 
‘realist challenge’ and demonstrate how peaceful coexistence can be realized in 
the absence of a state’s security forces. In either case, Conversion Studies may 
challenge taken-for-granted perspectives: be it by exposing the possible naivety 
underlying ambitious peace agendas, or be it by dispelling the fundamental 
convictions, which legitimize organized violence, yet do not stand up to closer 
scrutiny. 

• BICC’s research is policy relevant. BICC intends to make a difference and seeks 
to provoke social changes with respect to organized violence however small they 
may be. BICC attempts to prepare its applied research findings in such a way 
that they reach relevant stakeholders and decision-makers. We believe that 
policy relevance and criticality do not mutually exclude each other. On the 
contrary, the innovative potential of research findings will increase in accordance 
to their level of criticality. 

• BICC’s research is problem oriented. BICC is aware of the fact that critical and 
policy relevant knowledge often cannot be generated from the vantage point of a 
single academic discipline. BICC’s approach to the complexity of how to 
understand organized violence is to acknowledge that relevant research results 
can only be obtained by looking at a concrete problem from various 
perspectives. In its entirety, the multiple facets of organized violence can be 
grasped best through a problem-oriented approach, which is not constrained by 
the logic of disciplinary boundaries. In contrast to classical conversion research, 
which was usually guided by a particular theorem, BICC acknowledges that 
problem-oriented research cannot be built on one theory or discipline alone, but 
rather has to acknowledge the complexity of its subject. This is why BICC 
believes that organized violence can be better understood, if the same problem 
is looked at from various perspectives. We therefore see organized violence as a 
‘boundary object’ of transdisciplinary research. 

• BICC’s research is empirical. BICC carries out empirical research, which 
stretches from remote sensing and GIS via discourse analyses to intensive field 
research. BICC usually conducts its research in the field (which may be located 
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anywhere, not necessarily in distant places) and puts an emphasis on 
participatory methods and a problem-oriented combination of qualitative and 
quantitative research designs. Particularly with respect to empirical research in 
(post-)conflict areas, BICC has developed mechanisms for carrying out field 
research under volatile political and humanitarian circumstances. BICC is always 
aware of the need for research in (post-) conflict regions to be ethically 
considerate at all times (see Chapter 6).  

BICC’s research is to be strengthened by greater academic exchange and increased 
visibility in academic circles. The free online availability of BICC publications will 
continue to be highly valuable for a broad knowledge exchange beyond academic 
circles. To reach the goal of gaining larger visibility in the academic world, however, 
BICC’s future research will be guided by the following approaches:  

• BICC aims to achieve a coherence of projects and academic qualifications of its 
research staff. This goal should be reached by acquiring long-term projects (2–5 
years), in which the qualification of the researchers (PhD dissertation, 
habilitation, etc.) should ideally be defined as a project result and hereby 
becomes directly included in the research project. In this respect, we hope to 
increase the number of PhD dissertations written at BICC. We ideally want to 
reach an average standard of one PhD dissertation/ habilitation annually within 
the next five years. Including the carrier-brackets of the staff members in the 
daily work of BICC, BICC-researchers should also have the opportunity to gain 
experiences in teaching by giving courses and seminars at the University of 
Bonn and elsewhere. 

• BICC will aim to publish in international journals and in book publications. In the 
past, BICC’s publication strategy was mostly to publish research outcomes via 
its own publications. Often enough, a project’s direct deliverables consisted of a 
certain amount of BICC-publications whereas the option of further publications 
was not pursued. In the future, the publication strategy at BICC is to be a 
continuous process, in which a BICC publication should be regarded as an in-
between step towards other publications. While peer reviewed journals in the 
field of Peace and Conflict Research should be the envisaged platform for BICC-
researchers, we believe that each project has a right to its own publication 
strategy, which may also include monographs, edited volumes or policy relevant 
journals. 

BICC aims to increase its participation in international conferences and workshops in 
the fields of Peace and Conflict Research and to thus build up its academic outreach. 
One means of presenting BICC research and of augmenting its profile in the academic 
world will be an annual academic conference on Conversion Studies organized by 
BICC.  

Creating a ‘knowledge circle’ 

Applied sciences often understand knowledge production as a one-way exercise, in 
which research is fed into the non-academic world. Such an approach hardly takes into 
consideration that research can benefit strongly from experiences in ‘real life’ and that a 
knowledge transfer should ideally be reciprocal. Often, formats and ways of how to 
position a certain ‘message’ in the non-academic world are not reflected enough. This 
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is a key reason for why the gap between research and practices continues to be very 
large. 

BICC understands itself as an institute between the ‘real’ and the ‘academic’ world that 
takes its mandate for knowledge transfer seriously. BICC believes in mutual learning 
processes. On the one side, BICC aims to feed its research results into the ‘real world’; 
on the other side, BICC’s practical experiences in the ‘real world’ and interactions with 
non-academics should open up avenues for further academic research. This, ideally, 
results in a ‘knowledge circle’, which bridges the gap between research and practice. In 
this respect, BICC is aware that the generation of relevant knowledge through applied 
research is one thing, and that to implement it in practice is another. If applied research 
is to have an impact, we believe, it will need to be credible, relevant and legitimate and 
will have to be translated into clear, consumable language. In the future, BICC intends 
to continue or even strengthen the following formats to bridge the gap between the 
academic and the non-academic world. In other words, all these formats are research-
based and should provide research with new insights:  

• Policy advice: By conducting applied research, BICC finds itself in a privileged 
position to inform policy debates with empirical knowledge in a unique way. 
BICC is reaching the policy level by tailor-made publications, presentations 
and informal talks. Moreover, BICC is prominently represented in influential 
advisory committees on peace and conflict. 

• Technical advice and capacity development: BICC specializes in a number of 
technical fields, such as disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR), 
security sector reform (SSR) and the control of small arms and light weapons 
(SALW). In these thematic fields, BICC carries out trainings and provides 
short- to long-term technical advice in cooperation with local partners. These 
different types of activities aim to improve the capacities of partner 
organizations and have to be seen as a crucial part of the knowledge circle. 

• Informing the public: BICC’s ‘knowledge circle’ includes systematic, target 
group-oriented public relations work, which addresses the public and the 
media. This includes publications, events, exhibitions as well as national and 
international press work., BICC does not only participate in debates on 
‘organized violence’, but also aims to stimulate and initiate them. 

• Data management: BICC maintains a data management system that serves as 
an in-house supporting unit and as an important knowledge management 
component, keeping data collected by BICC accessible and usable for its staff 
in a coordinated and standardized manner. Based on Web-GIS, BICC also 
translates research findings into interactive, internet-based databases and 
mapping applications, which are accessible to the public. 

To strengthen its capacities in knowledge exchange, BICC will develop a system for 
professional skills training and career development for all its staff. 

5. Internationalization and networking 

BICC wants to improve its visibility by addressing various different audiences. We have 
identified three levels, on which BICC has to strengthen and expand its networks: 
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• Local/ State level: BICC receives its core funding from the state of North 
Rhine-Westphalia. Therefore, BICC intends to play a visible role in this state 
which means that in the academic context, BICC will enforce its cooperation 
with top universities and think tanks that are working in the same field (e.g. 
INEF, Universities of Bielefeld, Bochum). BICC aims to become a significant 
node in the web of research activities in North Rhine-Westphalia. Given that 
the academic landscape of Bonn has a web of international research 
institutions working in the fields of development and ecological change (ZEF, 
UNU-EHS, SEF, DW-Academy, etc.), BICC will endeavor to establish strategic 
partnerships with these institutions for its research on natural resources.  

• National level: BICC is member of several national advisory committees on 
peace and conflict. Moreover, BICC has an intensive knowledge exchange with 
the other large peace and conflict research institutes in Germany (IFSH; 
HSFK; INEF, etc.). This cooperation is not only institutionalized by the annual 
edited volume Friedensgutachten, but BICC also hosts interns from IFSH and 
INEF annually. 

• International level: BICC will strengthen its international visibility by 
participating in international conferences and publishing in international 
journals. BICC also intends to establish strategic partnerships in research (e.g. 
with SIPRI, PRIO) as well as in our knowledge exchange components (e.g. 
MAG, EU, UN). In its recruitment strategy, BICC aims to internationalize its 
staff. In addition, each year, BICC will offer one to two fellowships for 
international researchers to strengthen in-house research conducted on 
specific themes and intends to organize an annual international academic 
conference on Conversion Studies to augment its profile in the academic 
world. The International Board of BICC will also consist of distinguished 
international experts. 

As a general strategy, BICC believes that joint projects are not only a way to combine 
the strengths of various institutions, but also a means to intensify networks between 
partner institutions. This is why BICC favors joint projects with partner institutions in its 
third-party funding strategy. 

6. Ethical policy 

Ethics is an integral part of BICC’s approach—from the conceptualization of research to 
all forms of knowledge exchange. Overarching ethical principles such as avoidance of 
exploitation, fair distribution of benefits and burden, beneficence, respect for persons 
and for human dignity, scientific validity, social values, the rights and interests of 
participants are always taken into account. In its work, BICC positions itself ethically as 
follows: 

a) Partners and interviewees: BICC is aware of its moral responsibilities towards its 
partners, participants and interviewees. Our highest priority is that our work does 
not pose any risks to our partners, participants or interviewees. BICC takes 
safeguarding of anonymity and confidentiality of received information seriously. 
Moreover, interviewees and participants are always informed about the project 
results and about how the project findings are used.  
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b) Transparency: Financed primarily by public funds, BICC considers it as 
important to make its results generally accessible and transparent by its output 
(publications, conferences, databases, etc.). Information that is likely to be 
detrimental to research participants will not be published. This is especially 
important when the material communicated is sensitive. In cases, in which BICC 
carries out contracted research, BICC will at least make the conditions of the 
project (funding agency, purpose, timeline, etc.) public. All data collected by 
BICC projects are stored and can be made available in accordance with ethical 
requirements and in keeping with copyright rules. 

c) Independence: Whereas BICC receives funding from a variety of organizations, 
including state and federal ministries, its research is always independent. BICC 
is a non-partisan institution. 

d) Conflict environment: As many of BICC’s activities by their nature are often 
carried out in countries with deeply divided societies or with non-democratic 
governments, ethical considerations are a particular obligation and challenge for 
BICC. Time and again, BICC faces power structures, forms of violent 
organization and rules that can be regarded as unjust or inacceptable. Thus, 
BICC pursues a strategy of decision-making on whether to continue or start 
activities in such conflict environments on a case by case basis.  

Before a project idea is implemented, BICC’s ethic review committee makes sure that 
the project will fulfil the criteria laid down by the ethic review process. In keeping with 
this process, the project personnel is to develop a strong awareness of the full range of 
possible risks and impacts of the project.  

7. How to reach these goals?  

BICC has several advantages in the field of Peace and Conflict Research. First, BICC is 
one of the few research institutes that focus on empirical research. Second, BICC aims 
to systematically combine applied research with knowledge exchange not only with 
academics, but also with policymakers, practitioners and civil society. Third, 
institutionally and in terms of its staff, BICC has a wide network of relationships with 
global think tanks, relevant universities as well as international and national 
organizations, founding agencies and donors. These three pivotal elements will shape 
future projects of BICC. 

BICC is committed to the State of North-Rhine-Westphalia, which generously provides 
institutional funding to the Center. BICC constitutes a decisive node in the institutional 
network of applied sciences in North Rhine-Westphalia. Moreover, BICC aims to 
contribute to the research approach of the State (Fortschritt NRW), particularly to the 
landmark theme 6: “Security, partaking and social cohesion in social change 
(Sicherheit, Teilhabe und sozialer Zusammenhalt im gesellschaftlichen Wandel). 
Finally, BICC provides strong expertise in the thematic field of base conversion, which 
is of tremendous significance for many communities in North Rhine-Westphalia. 

BICC’s research strategy combines pure research projects with projects in knowledge 
exchange. For the research projects funds will be acquired from national and 
international research founding agencies (DFG; DSF; Volkswagen Foundation, BMBF, 
EU Horizon 2020, etc.). Moreover, BICC’s portfolio includes projects in the field of 
knowledge exchange, which are funded by national ministries, national and 
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international organizations (e.g. EU, UN). In the past, the German Federal Foreign 
Office was BICC’s main funder for such projects. One goal to achieve in the future is to 
gain a greater variety of funding agencies, especially for the technical advisory 
component. 

In sum, there are three main criteria that should guide BICC’s projects in the future:  

• Excellence: BICC’s projects should be innovative and original and yield new 
knowledge and innovative answers to important questions on organized 
violence. Research projects have to fulfill the BICC criteria of applied research 
(policy-relevant, critical, problem-oriented, and empirical) and be in line with 
BICC’s ethical standards. Advisory projects should, above all, be research-
based and include components that channel experiences and freshly gained 
knowledge back into research. 

• Thematic coherence: The projects should fit into the existing thematic agenda of 
BICC and contribute to a better understanding of organized violence. 

• Efficiency: Project costs are expected to be reasonable relative to the project’s 
expected findings. 

BICC sees itself as a pathfinder in the study of organized violence by a) conducting 
applied research and b) implementing knowledge exchange. For the years 2014 to 
2018, BICC aims to reach the following ten goals:  

1) Profile: BICC is an internationally well-known institute and recognized for its 
applied research and knowledge exchange on organized violence and for its 
approach to Conversion Studies.  

2) Output: BICC has a good record in the academic world resulting from a 
significant increase in peer-reviewed journal articles, monographs, edited 
volumes, etc. 

3) Outreach: BICC enhances its visibility and impact within international public 
debates and policy-making. 

4) Third-party funding: BICC increases the share of third-party funds for long-term 
research activities, mostly in cooperation with partners. BICC expands its 
range of donors with regard to projects on knowledge exchange. 

5) Strategic partnerships: BICC intensifies strategic partnerships for conducting 
joint projects. These partnerships will create synergies, improve the sharing of 
knowledge and broaden the geographic reach of BICC. 

6) Measurement of impact: BICC increases its efforts to develop and use tools to 
measure the impact of its capacity development and advisory projects. These 
tools are to be based on recognized scientific methods and incorporate both 
quantitative and qualitative elements. 

7) Coherence: BICC intensifies its knowledge circle by a structured integration of 
applied research, policy advice, technical advice and informing the public. 

8) In-house capacity-building: BICC improves the professional skills of its staff. In 
particular, BICC increasingly matches academic career-brackets with research 
projects at BICC.  



 
 

19 
 

9) Internationalization: BICC strengthens the international atmosphere of the 
institute by an international recruitment policy as well as an international 
fellowship program. 

10) Structures: BICC evaluates, adjusts and streamlines all internal structures and 
processes in order to optimally match the needs set out by this concept paper. 


