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Evaluation
of Current Risk Assessment Models for 

Genocide and Mass Atrocity

Genocide and other atrocity crimes (war crimes and crimes against humanity) are not only a 
curse to those directly involved, but also a burden on all of humanity. Under the United Nations’ 
(UN) 2005 Responsibility to Protect (R2P), the international community has the moral obligation 
to intervene in atrocities and a duty to help protect victims.1,2 Recognizing atrocity in its early 
stages gives the international community greater capability and more response time to protect 
civilians. R2P and preemptive action could also reduce the risk of financial and diplomatic losses, 
while protecting human life. Therefore, it is in the international community’s best interest to act 
in accordance with R2P.3 By acting before even a drop of blood is split, the U.S. and other world 
leaders will be better able to uphold international norms of protection and ensure that other nations 
do their part in protecting innocent lives.

Identifying genocide and atrocities before they occur can be difficult; however, risk assessments 
that evaluate a collection of risk factors can help. Risk factors are situations that normally have been 
identified as contributing to atrocities in the past. States that exhibit these factors have a higher risk 
of atrocities. Though these models vary in approach and factors, most of the risk factors can be 
grouped into three basic categories: political, economic, and social instabilities and/or inequalities. 
Political risk factors typically involve instabilities in governance, militarization, legislation, and 
national history. Economic risk factors can include a decline of a nation’s gross national product, 
widening income inequality, or crumbling infrastructures.  Examples of social factors can be aspects 
of increased hate speech or propaganda and active discriminations such as othering or purposeful 
alienation.

This article analyzes four influential atrocity/genocide risk assessments (the Fund for Peace’s 
2014 Conflict Assessment System Tool, Dr. Barbara Harff’s 2005 Assessing Risks of Genocide 
and Politicide, the European Commission’s 2008 Conflict Prevention, and the United Nations’ 
2014 Framework of Analysis for Atrocity Crimes). The specific models in this article were 
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Understanding and implementing 
these risk assessment 
models can help preemptively 
identify and prevent genocide 
and atrocity crimes.

selected to provide examples of how diverse 
authoring institutions, such as nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs), scholars, and government 
bodies, outline risk assessments. Each analysis 
provides a model’s overview, which evaluates the 
model’s strengths and weaknesses and addresses 
the distinctions and commonalities among the 
models. Understanding and implementing these 
risk assessment models can help preemptively 
identify and prevent genocide and atrocity 
crimes. For a summarization and outline of the 
four assessments, please refer to the Appendix.

Fund for Peace’s CAST (2014)4 

The Fund for Peace is an educational and 
research-based, non-profit, NGO working toward 
the prevention of violence.5 In 2014 it published 
the Conflict Assessment Framework Manual 
containing a risk assessment model called the 
Conflict Assessment System Tool (CAST). 
CAST is composed of twelve risk factors that 
are used to measure whether or not a state may 
experience atrocity. These twelve factors are 
broken down into three main sub-categories, 
“social indicators,” “economic indicators, “and 
“political/military indicators.”

Social indictor risk factors in CAST include 
aspects such as refugee populations. With the 4.6 
million Syrians forced into a refugee population 
and 6.6 million that have become internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) since 2011, the plight 
of refugees is becoming a pressing global 
issue.6 Other risks include certain community 
demographics and a history of discriminatory 
tensions. In this assessment, economic risks 
are not just national economic decline or 
inequality or even perceived inequality. Instead 
they also refer to inequalities in education and 
hiring practices among different groups. These 
inequalities further divide groups, not just 
economically, but societally as well. CAST’s 
political risk factors deal with aspects of the 
status of the regime in power, along with the 
nation’s military and parts of the state’s past. 

One aspect that makes CAST unique is 
its quantitative severity scale that provides ten 
examples of events that a state might endure 
ranked by severity from ten to zero, ten being 
events that put states at the highest risk and zero 
being events that put states at the lowest risk. 
This assessment keeps jargon to a minimum and 
allows for quick comparatives. Furthermore, 
CAST was not written with any one body in 
mind; rather, it is an unbiased approach that 
allows for use by many varying groups. CAST 
is, however, lengthy, and some risk factors are 
hard to pinpoint. And while CAST is strong 
on political risks, it lacks depth in social and 
economic risk factors.

 Harff’s Assessing Risks of 
Genocide and Politicide (2005)7

In 2005, Dr. Barbara Harff, an advisor for 
the Genocide Prevention Advisory Network, 
updated her 2003 risk assessment in a piece titled, 
“Assessing Risks of Genocide and Politicide.”8 
This assessment, originally published in Peace 
and Conflict 2005: A Global Survey of Armed 
Conflicts, Self-Determination Movements, and 
Democracy, has since become an excellent tool in 
genocide/politicide identification and prevention 
and is continuously updated. According to Dr. 
Harff, this model when used correctly can be 
up to 76–90 percent accurate, and it is the only 
model with an accuracy percentage.

Harff’s assessment has seven risk factors for 
genocide and politicide (defined as politically-
based violence and killing). The majority of these 
risk factors are politically focused, with a strong 
emphasis on history. The first risk factor is if the 
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According to Harff, the 
most at risk regime is an 
autocracy, where there is 
a single person or party in 
control of the government.

state has experienced a genocide or politicide 
since 1945; if it has, then it is more likely to 
experience another, as the state may have become 
more conditioned to outbreaks of violence. The 
next risk factor is political upheaval. If a country 
has experienced a regime change within the past 
fifteen years, the government may not yet be 
fully established, accepted, or stable. According 
to Harff, the most at risk regime is an autocracy, 
where there is a single person or party in control 
of the government. When a population is not 
properly represented in the government, the 
ethnic character of the rulers becomes another 
risk factor. The shared ideology of the ruling 
elite is also a hazard. If rulers have a belief 
system that enables them to justify elimination, 
persecution, or discrimination of a people, it puts 
the entire nation at higher risk for atrocity. This 
is the current situation with the Islamic State 
of Iraq and Syria, who rule as a theocracy with 
the religious justification for the elimination of 
outsiders through jihād.

Dr. Harff’s model is beneficial for many 
reasons, including the fact that she maintains the 
assessment as a living document adding current 
data to better her analysis.  Also, she notes 
that while no person or analysis can accurately 
predict when violence will begin, being able to 
recognize the risks and precursors of genocide/
politicide is beneficial in enacting preventative 
measures to stop the violence. Harff also 
provides examples of historical genocides and 
politicides to illustrate how the risk factors she 
suggests contributed to the violence. A drawback 
of this model is that economic and social risks 
are largely untouched.

The European Commission’s 
Conflict Prevention (2008)8 

In 2008, Ahlfors and Van wrote “Conflict 
Prevention,” a risk assessment model for the 
European Commission (EC).8 The purpose of 
this assessment was to categorize and define 
when and how the European Union (EU) could 
get involved when faced with atrocity. While 
the report’s main focus is on prevention, it also 
addresses post-conflict peace building. This 
model outlines eight risk factors of atrocity 
crimes that each has concrete examples or 
indicators of how the risk can manifest in real-
time, along with examples on how to combat it. 

The EC highlights a state’s illegitimacy, 
judiciary weaknesses, and geopolitical climate as 
risks. Economic risks are factors such as a non-
diversified economy, and economic inequities 
that are a threat as they can exacerbate social 
tensions. Examples of social factor risks are 
group tensions, human rights abuses, and biased 
civil media outlets.

Overall, the EC assessment focuses on 
prevention and rebuilding from atrocity through 
the local community, thus allowing people 
power over their own lives. It is a well-balanced 
evaluation of political, economic, and social 
factors; however, it is targeted for use by the 
EU, and it may not be completely suitable for 
a broader, non-parliamentary, global utilization, 
as in some cases it pushes European ideology.

The United Nations’ Framework of 
Analysis for Atrocity Crimes (2014)9 

In 2014, the UN Office of the Special 
Advisors on the Prevention of Genocide and 
the Responsibility to Protect published the 
“Framework of Analysis for Atrocity Crimes.”9 
This assessment model notes that while all risks 
are equally important, they may be subject to 
change over time and severity, depending on 
the situation. It stresses the consequences of 
not acting preemptively and also addresses 
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the historic importance of doing so.  The UN 
identifies eight common risk factors for all 
atrocity crimes, then it further discusses two 
specialized risks for each of the three individual 
crimes, providing a total of fourteen risks, with 
many risk examples or indicators. The eight 
common risks share many different elements 
of the state, such as regime stability and 
stressor factors. But, they also include factors 
of violence, such as the ability to commit an 
atrocity, as well as motivations and triggering 
events that can bring about or justify atrocity 
crimes. However, the last six specialized risks 
focus on the individual and legal aspects and 
include factors of victimization, the intent of 
violent actions, and how attacks are perpetrated.

The UN’s framework is an internationally 
recognized risk assignment model. It is easy to 
read and offers legal definitions for all atrocity 
crimes, along with individual risk factors for 
each. No other risk assessment in this study 
addresses the issues of motivation and triggering 
events, which is important to note, as most 
atrocity crimes start with a triggering event, 
such as an act of terror or an election, and all 
violence starts with some form of motivation or 
intention. Another helpful aspect of this model is 
that the risks and their corresponding indicators 
act as real-time examples, making them easily 

recognizable in current atrocities. However, this 
risk assessment may be confusing, as the risks 
are difficult to fit into the three sub-categories 
of political, economic, or social risks, but the 
indictors that they offer for the risks can fit into 
one of these three sub-categories.

Common Factors and Comparisons

While each of these four models has unique 
aspects that can make it better or worse in certain 
situations, each offers significant insight into 
atrocity. It is also important to understand the 
common themes and similarities of the four 
assessments, instead of assessing the individual 
models by themselves. The most prevalent overall 
risk factors should be examined in an unstable 
state. Out of all the analyzed risk assessments, 
only a few common risk factors can be thought 
of as universal, which means that if a nation has 
one or more of these universal risk factors, it 
may be more at risk then if it has experienced a 
less common risk. There are three common risks 
shared in each assessment—history of abuse, 
economic inequality, and social discrimination 
against specific groups.  Though these are not 
the only prominent commonalities, these are the 
only ones found in all four models (for more 
shared risks please refer to Table 1 below). 
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CAST X X X X X X X X X

Harff X X X X X

EC X X X X X X X X X

UN X X X X X X

Table 1: Compared Risk Factors for Assessment Models (X implies the model shares this risk) 
Source: Kathryn Gillum 2016
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The first common political risk factor is a history of atrocity crimes or human rights abuses. 
If a nation has experienced human rights abuses, which were uninterrupted by the international 
community, it is at risk of repeating actions in the future. Noninvolvement can justify a state’s 
previous crimes, and states can further commit crimes because they believe they have impunity. 
When the international community does nothing to stop state-sponsored atrocities, the state has a 
sense that the international community will not stop them in the future. In many unstable nations, the 
entire culture is conditioned to accept a state of violence. This conditioning may have contributed 
to many German Jews not leaving Germany when Hitler took power, as the Jewish population was 
conditioned to accept violence against them as inevitable.

The next shared risk is economic inequalities along group lines. Economic inequalities play a 
role not only in the financial stability of a group, but also its social stability. Typically, those that 
have money have better access to healthcare, necessities, and protection than those who do not. 
Also, economic inequalities can cause social segregation with different material items, jobs, and 
education, furthering group divisions.

Perhaps one of the most important common social risks of atrocity is discrimination against 
specific groups. This particular risk is dangerous because it legitimizes othering. Social discrimination 
starts off with a dislike of one group, which than escalates into persecution of the group through laws 
and human rights abuses. Social othering and discrimination are factors that separate individuals 
from a once-united community. Without a hated group in a society, there would not be societal 
support of violence; therefore, without the supportive climate, potentially fewer atrocity crimes 
would be committed. Discrimination, like economic inequality, creates a hierarchy; however, the 
basis of that hierarchy is not who is rich and who is poor, but rather who is allowed to live in society 
and who is not.

Conclusion

These models offer systematic, qualitative, analysis tools to help proactively identify, assess, 
and address risk factors—typically social, political, and/or economic instabilities or inequalities—
that can germinate in a nation and escalate into potential atrocity. While many important atrocity 
assessment models exist, there were only four models chosen for this comparative analysis. These 
assessments offer an excellent spectrum of atrocity recognition and preventive measures for citizens, 
NGOs, and world leaders to use to proactively address the probability of atrocity crimes globally. 
While all genocide risk assessment models are important and have their own unique strengths and 
weaknesses, some can be better than others for certain applications. A collection of assessments can 
be suitable to outline risks and aspects unique to certain situations.

As leaders in the international community, the U.S. and other powers, such as China, Russia, 
the United Kingdom, and France, have the responsibility to recognize and act to prevent atrocities 
that are escalating around the world. Our best hope for global security and stability likely depends 
on the collective and collaborative efforts of our leading world powers to identify and end atrocity 
crimes before they occur by adopting and applying these types of risk assessments. IAJ
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