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This report analyzes trends in violent conflict and their implications for defense planning. 
It presents models that estimate the incidence of violent conflict both within and between 
countries and projects conflict trends to 2040 under different scenarios. The report 
concludes that conflict is likely to gradually decline in most regions in most plausible 
futures, while highlighting early warning indicators of potential increases in conflict.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

• What is the security threat environment likely to look like?

• Are current heightened levels of instability and conflict likely to prove short-lived or might they 
worsen?

• Was the near absence of war between states in the aftermath of the Cold War merely a fleeting moment 
before the onset of new rivalries between major powers?

• Will continued advances in prosperity, economic interconnectedness, democracy, and other factors 
continue to drive down the incidence of violent conflict?

KEY FINDINGS

Armed Conflict Has Declined

• In broad terms, the incidence of armed conflict has declined in both number and intensity since the 
end of the Cold War, with particularly sharp declines in higher-intensity conflicts.

• There has been an uptick in some forms of intrastate conflict in 2013–2015, but the current spike in 
armed conflict is likely to prove relatively short-lived. It could easily last for several more years, but it is 
unlikely to represent a “new normal”—that is, a decades-long increase in the incidence of war.
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The Trend of Declining Conflict Is Likely to Continue

• Approximately a dozen key factors together explain much of the historical variation in levels of war and 
conflict, and the long-term trends in nearly all of these factors have been conducive to peace.

• Unless the wars of the future have different causes than those of the past, for the conflicts of the past 
few years to represent the beginnings of a long-term rise in conflict, the decades-long trends toward 
higher levels of development, more open economies, more democratic governance, and stronger 
international institutions and norms of peaceful conflict resolution (among others) would have to suffer 
large and sustained reversals—reversals that have occurred only in crises such as the Great Depression 
or the early years of the Cold War.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• This report recommends using five indicators as the most important sources of warning that conflict 
trends may be increasing over our baseline projections: recent power transitions (which increase the 
likelihood of interstate wars); new, higher-salience territorial claims (which are also positively correlated 
with interstate war); ratios of trade to gross domestic product (GDP) (where greater economic 
interdependence reduces the likelihood of interstate war); recent democratizing transitions (which 
are associated with an increase intrastate conflict); and annual GDP growth rates (where increases in 
growth rates reduce the likelihood of intrastate conflict).
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