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PREFACE
The conversation about violence in Pakistan 
is fraught with strong and divergent positions. 
Understandable, since so much is at stake 
because of the troubles over the past decade and 
more.

We admit to feeling some amount of trepidation 
in releasing this study. This hesitation is rooted 
in our apprehension that some readers may be 
tempted to rush to conclusions rather than taking 
the time to understand the evidence that we 
have presented.

It is for that reason we have chosen to explain 
our methodology in significant detail to lay bare 
what a report of this kind can say with legitimacy 
and what it cannot.

This research does not explain the causes of 
violence in Pakistan, whether external or internal. 
Nor does it have political prescriptions for 
addressing violence, militancy or sectarianism.  

Those are larger questions best answered by 
others.

What we try to show in this report is what it 
means for the wellbeing of an individual, his or 
her relationships with others and the community 
post a traumatic incident of violence or conflict.

We do this in very personal terms by listening 
to their stories. We try to move away from the 
abstraction of dispassionate analysis by giving 
voice to individual testimony.

There is a relentless stream of events for the 
media to cover with a great deal of urgency, 
inadvertently what we are left with are statistics 
that do not capture the personal anguish and toil 
exacted on people.

So, what is our purpose in highlighting these 
voices?

We want to bring to the fore the public health 
crisis that is emerging from the trauma of conflict 
and violence. Those affected, the youth of the 
country, have a long life ahead of them. We owe 
it to them to ensure they remain productive and 
happy members of society.

The difficult aspect to this public health crisis is 
that dealing with psychological trauma is largely 
a one-to-one intervention. But given the scale 
of the problem – and the lack of resources and 
trained healthcare professionals – Pakistan will 
have to find new solutions.

Pakistan’s great strength is its people. They have 
social bonds that have prevented the situation 
from becoming worse than it already is – despite 
being underprovided for in education, jobs and 
health.

An individual traumatised through incidents of 
conflict and violence experiences a weakening of 
their social bonds, the very fabric that is an asset 
to the country.

We would urge you to go through the stories 
to see how conflict and violence has affected 
people in different and tragic ways. It provides a 
perspective on how the well-recognised threat 
of terrorism is shattering the lives of young 
people, but also how the long standing problems 
of property rights, slow judicial processes, family 
disputes and other aspects of ordinary life can be 
life changing.

A lot of this does not make for happy reading. 
But it is important to recognise that despite the 
weight of developments working against society, 
Pakistan has been extraordinarily resilient. Other 
nations have faced similar issues and survived, 
including developed nations.

The resilience of Pakistan’s people is rooted in 
their social bonds - addressing the public health 
aspect of the results of the trauma that has come 
from both conflict and violence will ensure its 
continued health.

We can no longer afford to ignore the impact 
that instability and insecurity is having on the 
next generation, the young people who hold the 
future of Pakistan in their hands. We ask you to 
read our report, consider carefully its messages, 
and join us in confronting conflict and violence 
head on.

    The Pakistan Next Generation Task Force
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OVERVIEW
Over the past four years, the Next Generation 
research has brought young people to the heart 
of the debate about Pakistan’s future.

In 2009, our first report alerted policymakers 
to the unique opportunity that a country enjoys 
as large numbers of young adults enter the 
workforce.1

Over the next 20 years, Pakistan has the 
opportunity to benefit from a demographic 
dividend, following a path trod by the East Asian 
tigers and by China during the ‘miracle’ years that 
transformed their economies.

But the demographic dividend can only be 
collected if the right policies are in place. We 
urged policymakers to plan for the long-term, 
investing in healthcare, education, infrastructure, 
and developing robust economic policies to 
provide young people with the employment 
opportunities they need to become productive 
citizens, and releasing the untapped potential of 
young women. 

We returned to this theme in Next Generation 
Goes to the Ballot Box, our second report, 
published in the run up to the 2013 election.2 It 
explored young people’s influence on the political 
process, and the policies democratic parties need 
to appeal to them as voters.

This report painted a picture of a generation 
on a knife edge. Far from benefiting from its 
youthful population, Pakistan risks entering a self-
perpetuating demographic disaster in which:

• Competition for jobs, land, resources, and 
political patronage damages the prospects of 
the young and is a growing cause of instability.

• Incentives to invest in the future are low, while 
a series of crises limits government’s ability to 
make long-term decisions.

• Faith in authority figures and institutions 
collapses, as the next generation loses 
confidence in the future. 

“The next generation is increasingly gripped by 
a profound feeling of helplessness and young 

people do not feel in control of their own 
destinies,” we concluded, urging Pakistan’s leaders 
to develop policies to tap the potential of the 
young while there is still time.

Listening to Young People
The Next Generation research has attracted 
worldwide attention and has influenced the work 
of governments, political parties, civil society, and 
young leaders themselves. 

In order to capitalise on the momentum it has 
created, we are launching a series of policy 
dialogues that aim to build consensus around a 
policy platform for the next generation, building 
towards the 2018 election when another 14 
million young people will be eligible to vote.3  

At the same time, we are continuing to deepen 
understanding of the issues that young people 
face. In this new report, we present a detailed 
exploration of the ways in which conflict and 
violence are shaping their lives. 

This research has not been easy to conduct. By 
their nature, many violent acts are hidden from 
view and cannot easily be studied. We have 
had to confront highly sensitive issues, both at a 
personal level and for political reasons.  

This drove us to develop an innovative research 
design (for more details, see box on page X). 
Alongside traditional quantitative tools, we used 
participatory techniques to collect 1,800 ‘untold 
stories’ from a generation that has barely known 
peace.

The audience for this report includes young 
people themselves, policymakers, civil society, 
the media, think tanks, and the international 
community. We aim to:

• Stimulate debate among policymakers and in 
the media about the impact of uncontrolled 
violence on Pakistan’s youth.

• Increase understanding of the psychological, 
social, and economic impacts of conflict and 
violence, and the need to address these 
impacts.
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• Catalyse the creation of a campaign to 
respond forcefully to the epidemic of violence 
that holds the country in its grip.

• Focus energy and resources on the needs of 
survivors of violence, and on the commitment 
of young leaders and activists to peace and 
security.

We now plan to work with organisations across 
the country to help them understand and reflect 
on the report’s findings, and expect this research 
to be used extensively in the development of 
their policies, strategies, and projects, at national, 
provincial, and local levels.

Structure of the Report
The report has nine chapters. 

In the first two chapters, we explore the different 
roles young people play in Pakistan’s overlapping 
conflicts, as witnesses, victims and survivors of 
violence, and as perpetrators of violent acts.

Next, we examine the physical, social, and 
economic impact of violence on young people, 
before providing a detailed account of the 
profound psychological damage that results from 
exposure to conflict and violence.

In the fifth and sixth chapters, we turn to 
the communities in which young people live, 
presenting evidence on violence and the family, 
and on how formal and informal institutions fuel 
conflict on the one hand, and resolve it on the 
other.

In chapter 7, we argue that violence is now a 
binding constraint to realising the potential of the 
next generation and ask what Pakistan can learn 
from the experience of other societies that have 
attempted to break a cycle of violence.

In chapter 8, we set out four interlocking 
conclusions, before issuing a call to action in 
chapter 9. A detailed account of the research 
methodology is included in annex 1.

Conclusions
The research reaches the following conclusions.

It is time to accept the seriousness of the 
impact of conflict and violence on young people. 
A significant minority, around 22%, of the next 
generation are themselves victims of violence 
or have family members or friends who are 

victims. Most of the rest are indirectly affected 
by violence, whether through their exposure to 
graphic media coverage of violence, or because 
insecurity reduces the economic opportunities 
they enjoy and erodes the bonds of trust on 
which any society depends. We can no longer 
afford to deny this reality.

More needs to be done to give survivors of 
violence a voice. During the research, we have 
found that young people have a powerful desire 
to share their experiences and bear witness to 
the impact that violence is having on their lives. 
At present, however, there are few platforms 
that give them this opportunity. Some violent 
incidents are covered by the media, but a victim 
of violence is a headline one day, forgotten the 
next. Survivors need to be able to argue for their 
human and constitutional rights, and to demand 
justice and resolution. Those who have paid the 
ultimate price should be remembered.

Greater priority must be given to tackling the 
trauma exposure to violence causes. Political 
solutions are essential if the underlying causes of 
conflict and violence are to be addressed. Better 
education and healthcare, increased economic 
opportunities, and fairer institutions will help 
harness the energies of the young and turn them 
away from violence. But these interventions 
are not enough. We must treat violence itself, 
tackling it with the same seriousness and levels of 
resources as any other public health problem that 
affects a large section of the population. Survivors 
need support when violence has a lasting impact 
on their mental health. The values and behaviours 
of perpetrators of violence must be challenged 
and they should be offered the skills needed to 
live productive and peaceful lives.

We must work to increase the resilience of 
communities to violence. Violent acts degrade 
the bonds on which strong and dynamic societies 
depend, but these same bonds can inoculate a 
society against further violence. Interventions 
must be designed to strengthen the fabric of 
community, while empowering young people to 
stand against violence and to recover from its 
consequences. Sustainable solutions will be led 
by communities themselves, with appropriate 
support from outside.

Interventions must be delivered at scale, given 
the sheer numbers of young people who suffer 
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serious violence on a day to day basis. Many 
groups are working with small numbers of victims 
and perpetrators of violence, often achieving 
extraordinary results with limited resources. But 
piecemeal approaches are no longer enough. 
It is time to take these efforts to another level, 
building on both national and international best 
practice to reach large numbers of people at a 
reasonable cost. A national programme is needed 
to confront the culture of violence, rebuild 
confidence in the future, and move Pakistan 
decisively onto a more peaceful path.

Recommendations
The report includes a number of 
recommendations which build on the broader 
economic, social, and political agenda set out in 
our first reports. These include:

• A nonpartisan coalition that will reach across 
political divides to confront violence.

• A Commission for Survivors and Victims, 
alongside a day and book of remembrance, to 
give a voice to those affected by conflict and 
violence.

• A voluntary code of conduct, developed by 
and for the media, to moderate the coverage 
of violent events.

• A large scale programme to address the 
mental health needs of survivors of violence 
and the families of victims.

• A similarly ambitious programme to tackle the 
behaviours of those who perpetrate violence.

• Support for families, educational 
establishments, community centres, shelters, 
and workplaces to become sanctuaries from 
violence.

• Public campaigns to address the values and 
norms that allow a culture of violence to 
flourish.

• Investment in the next generation of 
professionals to rebuild confidence in 
Pakistan’s institutions.

• Greater use of technology to provide support 
to those vulnerable to violence, and to deliver 
cost effective mental health interventions.

We call on all stakeholders to create a 
shared vision and action plan to take the 

recommendations of this report forward, based 
on the robust data and evidence that is needed 
to underpin change.

This call to action is addressed to governments 
and political leaders, businesses and 
nongovernmental organisations, and to 
young people themselves. We also call on 
the international community to meet the 
commitments it has made to reduce violence.
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Research question:
• How are conflict and violence changing the lives of the Next Generation? 

Research objectives:
• Focus on the experiences of those affected by conflict and violence, whether as victims, 

participants, witnesses or responders to violent events.

• Paint as broad a picture as possible, reflecting Pakistan’s size and diversity (see map below), 
and the many types of conflict and violence that affect young people.

• Target marginalised voices, especially those who are most affected by conflict but are under-
represented by standard research techniques.

• Draw on existing research into the origins, causes, and evolutions of conflict, while adding 
original insights in the individual and community dimensions.

• Mixed methods design, including quantitative, qualitative, and desk research elements.

Geographical Spread of Collected Data

5,271
people surveyed

Research Design

AJK

AJK

623

395

60

24

29

FATA

Balochistan

Sindh

Punjab
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597

767

897

1,477

384

381
768

1,800
stories collected

Punjab

Sindh

FATA

Balochistan

Gilgit-Baltistan

* A detailed methodology can be found at Annex 1, page 95. 

Khyber
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Pakhtunkhwa

395

274



XI

5,271
people 

surveyed

1,800
stories 

collected

8
mini life 
histories

25
in-depth 

interviews

case studies

7
commissioned 

papers

300+
published 
sources

Opinion survey based on face to face interviews with young people aged 18-29 years. 
Disproportionate, multi-stage random sampling ensured national level results with a 
margin of error of 1.35 at the 95% confidence level and 4 or less percentage points for 
provincial level results, for men and women, and for urban and rural respondents.

Participatory research that collected stories from young people across Pakistan about 
their experience of conflict and violence, drawing on the networks and expertise of 100 
local groups and 400 researchers.

Mini life histories providing detailed insight into how the lives of young people are 
shaped by conflict and violence.

In-depth interviews with professionals, including lawyers, psychologists, journalists, police 
officers, government officials, politicians, religious leaders, academics and social workers.

Commissioned research papers: Conflict and Violence in Pakistan (Imtiaz Gul); The 
Criminal Justice System (Saroop Ijaz); Psychosocial and Psychological Impact of 
Conflict and Violence (Zabia Sarfraz); Case Studies Illustrating Hope through Youth and 
Community Empowerment (Hina Junejo); Conflict in Southern Punjab (Imtiaz Gul), Case 
Study of Political Conflict in FATA (Naveed Shinwari) and Case Study of Political Conflict 
in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (Naveed Shinwari).

Review of existing research into conflict in Balochistan, Karachi, Gilgit-Baltistan and Azad 
Jammu and Kashmir, which compliment the commissioned case study papers mentioned 
above, and of international experience from South Africa, Colombia, Northern Ireland 
and the inner cities of the United States of America. 

Review of published sources, with a focus on the social and psychological impacts of 
conflict and violence on young people.

Research Elements 

8
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Young people as 
victims and witnesses 
of violence 

INSECURE 
LIVES

1
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Homemaker (female), age 24, from Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

I was forced to marry my cousin against my will. 
Since I am the only child of my parents, they married me 
with a lot of pomp and show and gave me everything in 
the name of dowry. On the day of my marriage, I was 
feeling lifeless but for my parents’ sake, I had to accept 
this relationship. The disaster started with my wedding 
night. My husband suspected my reluctance as a sign 
of my relationship with another man. He called me a 
whore and tortured me mentally and physically. 
I bear everything so that my parents don’t have to 
suffer because of me. But then came a point where I 
couldn’t bear it any more, not for anyone. I filed for a 
divorce. I tried suicide many a time but was saved. 
My saviours don’t know that death is my only refuge.
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“It was 21st of Ramadan when a dreadful incident 
occurred in my life,” the young man says. 

He was attending a religious meeting in Lahore 
when the first bomb went off. He remembers 
seeing body parts ‘hovering in the air’ and then 
the sounds of screams coming through thick 
smoke. A suicide bomber triggered the second 
explosion as rescuers were loading the wounded 
into ambulances and he was forced to watch 
helplessly as one of his friends lost his life to his 
wounds. He does not remember hearing the 
third bomb, another suicide blast.

By the end of the day, 31 people were said to 
be dead and at least 170 had been wounded, 
although the full toll of suffering will probably 
never be known.4 As an angry mob set fire to a 
local police station in protest, the Prime Minister 
condemned the attacks as “cowardly acts of 
terrorism” and promised that those “playing with 
the lives of innocent people would not escape 
the law of the land.”5 

More than two years have passed since that 
day, but the man remains haunted by what 
he witnessed. “I started hating terrorists and 
held responsible government for that awful 
occurrence,” he says. “There is no assurance 
of one’s life in Pakistan. Why are thousands of 
innocents being killed every year? We need good 
governance and rule of law in our country.”

This story is typical of many that we have 
collected.

It’s not the subject matter – terrorism has a 
significant impact on the next generation, but 
it is far from being the most common form of 
violence. Nor even the severity – although we 
have heard from large numbers of young people 
who have been victims or witnesses to similarly 
appalling atrocities. Rather, it’s how dramatically 
violence can reshape a life and how pervasive and 
long-lasting the impacts can be.

In this chapter, we begin to explore how 
violence affects young people’s lives, using both 
quantitative and qualitative data. We set out 
evidence on the prevalence of violence, based 
on official databases and responses to our own 
survey. We then use some of the ‘untold stories’ 
to show what young people say when asked 
to explain, in their own words, how conflict or 
violence has made a difference to their lives.

The Scale of Violence
Violence in Pakistan is common, serious and 
pervasive. Every young person has grown up 
affected by it to some extent, if only through 
exposure to often graphic images of attacks that 
are carried by the media. 

But how many young people can expect to be 
directly touched by violence, either as victims, 
witnesses or perpetrators? This is a difficult 

1 INSECURE LIVES
Young people as victims and 
witnesses of violence
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question to answer. They live in a society that is 
certainly less peaceful than average, with Pakistan 
ranking 157th of 162 countries on the Global 
Peace Index.6 According to the Global Terrorism 
Index, no other country, aside from Iraq, has been 
so affected by terrorism in recent years.7 While 
reliable data is hard to obtain, the best data 
suggest that over 50,000 people have died due 
to terrorism and conflict over the past decade, 
including approximately 18,000 civilians (see 
figure 1). 

Levels of crime are also high, with Pakistan’s 
murder rate seven times higher than China’s and 
twice that of India.8 Although Pakistan is still far 

from seeing the extremely high rates of criminal 
violence experienced in some Latin American 
and Caribbean countries, there appears to have 
been a sustained increase in both violent and 
non-violent crimes in recent years (see figure 2).9  
There were over 20,000 reported kidnappings 
in 2012 (and many go unreported), more than 
double the level seen a decade previously.10  
Women, in particular, suffer from extremely 
high levels of violence both inside and outside 
their homes, much of it unreported. According 
to one survey, a third of ever-married women 
in Pakistan have experienced physical violence 
at least once.11 However, overall levels have 
been estimated to be much higher, with more 

Figure 1. Casualties of Terrorist Violence in Pakistan
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than 70% thought to have suffered some form 
of domestic abuse.12 Some of the most visible 
cases include honour killings, gang rapes, and acid 
attacks.13 

Data on levels of conflict, crime and other forms 
of violence have serious limitations, however, 
whether compiled from official sources or by 
independent analysts. There is no household 
survey that we can turn to, to show how the 
prevalence of violence has changed over time, 
while there are clear political incentives to under-
report violence, especially when it is directed at 
disadvantaged and vulnerable groups. 

Our quantitative research provides a snapshot 
of the incidence of violence experienced by the 
next generation. In our survey, 16% of young 
people say they or people close to them have 
been affected by major traumatic experiences, 
such as being attacked with a gun or knife, 
being kidnapped, physical abuse, sexual abuse, 
explosions, and violent incidents involving the 
police or military (see figure 3).

A further 6% have not been touched by 
incidents of this severity, but have been bullied or 
harassed, or have been nearby when there was 
a serious attack (they heard a bomb go off, for 
example, but weren’t close enough to see the 
consequences, or were close by when shots were 
fired).

These figures probably underestimate the 
prevalence of violence. We suspect that some 
victims were unwilling to talk openly about their 
experience of violence, especially those who 
feel pronounced guilt or shame about an attack 
they have suffered, or those who live in fear of 
further attacks from members of their family 
or community.  We also know that quantitative 
research under-represents the voices of young 
people from the least stable areas of the country, 
precisely those who are likely to experience the 
highest level of exposure to violence.

So what do the ‘untold stories’ tell us about the 
impact of conflict and violence? And can they 
help us move beyond the numbers to gain a 
better understanding of what it means to live 
a life deprived of the fundamental rights to life, 
liberty and security of person that are enshrined 
in Article 9 of the Constitution of Pakistan?14 

Victims and Witnesses of Violence
In annex 1 (pages 95-104), we explain in detail the 
methodology for collecting 1,800 verified stories 
that were the result of young people being asked 
to tell us, in their own words, how conflict or 
violence had made a difference to their lives. In 
gathering stories, our objective was to ensure 
they provided insights into the types of violence 
that affect young people, from very serious acts 
such as murder, kidnapping, and warfare, through 

Figure 3. Incidence of Violence
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to relatively mild acts such as teasing. 

As before, it should be emphasised that in this 
element of the research, we are not seeking 
a statistically representative sample, but a set 
of responses that provides a sufficiently broad 
analysis of the diversity of conflict and violence 
in Pakistan, in terms of its nature and impact, and 
the way people respond to it.

In the majority of stories, young people portray 
themselves as victims or witnesses of violence, 
with a much smaller proportion (around 5%) 
telling stories in which they are an aggressor. In 
this chapter, we explore the experience of victims 
and witnesses, turning to perpetrators of violence 
in chapter 2. 

Moderate Violence
Moderate violence is mainly psychological in 
its nature, including arguments of various kinds, 
teasing and bullying, threats, verbal abuse, and 
false accusations. 

For example, a young woman from Sindh 
describes being bullied by her family because 
“my colour and face is uglier than my sister and 
cousins,” while a young graduate says he is bullied 
by his brother because he does not have a job. A 
student from Punjab describes how the pressure 
of her studies led to depression which, in turn, 
caused her to lash out at her family. Another 
young man describes dropping out of college 
because of his treatment by older students, 
bullying that was relatively mild when compared 
to the violence portrayed in other stories, but 
which still had a significant impact on his life. “That 
‘fooling’ was very sarcastic in nature,” he says. 
“That ruined my self-confidence. I started hating 
education.”   

An accusation, if unfounded, can have extremely 
serious consequences for a young person. False 
accusations appear in slightly more than 100 of 
our stories, demonstrating how reputation, status, 
and honour are important, if fragile, assets for 
many members of the next generation. False 
accusations are often made within family, with 
women especially vulnerable in this regard. A 
woman from a rural area of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
describes her horror when, after being forced to 
marry by her parents, her husband accused her 
of having a lover. “I tried suicide many times but 

was saved,” she says. “My saviours don’t know that 
death is my only refuge.” 

Women are also vulnerable outside the home, 
especially when they reject unwanted advances 
from men. One young woman had her life ruined 
at university after she turned down a proposal 
from a fellow student, who then hacked her 
Facebook account and made it appear she was 
involved in a relationship with someone else. 
As a result, her family were hounded and had 
to move to another city, a common reaction 
to persecution in many stories. An uneducated 
woman from rural Punjab married her cousin, 
who later accused her of using a mobile phone 
to have an affair with another man. She says she 
was then sold as a servant to another family who 
tied her up at night and used her to look after 
the goats in the day. Due to a false accusation, 
in other words, she experienced an extremely 
serious contravention of her human rights.

Accusations of wrong-doing at work are also 
common, especially when there is a marked 
disparity in power between employee and 
employer. A domestic worker says she was falsely 
accused of stealing jewellery and was forced to 
work without pay as a result, while the servant 
of a cement seller says he was accused of theft 
after he demanded unpaid wages and was 
arrested and brutally beaten by the police. A 
Christian woman, meanwhile, gained a good job 
with an NGO after graduating from university. 
However, she had to spend extensive periods 
working in the field and after one trip found that 
she had been subject of a campaign to ruin her 
reputation in the office. “They said that I had 
spent a complete week with my field worker,” 
she remembers. As a result, she lost confidence in 
her decision to seek work, taken in opposition to 
those in her family who thought she should stay 
at home. She resigned from her job in despair, 
although she has since found another job and 
now believes that she must face adversity, rather 
than flee from it. 

In some stories, young people feel their 
reputation has been damaged because of the 
ethnic or religious group they belong to, or simply 
because of their low economic status. “I am 
very scared of letting someone know I am from 
Waziristan,” a young man admits, as he believes 
people automatically assume he is an extremist. 
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A refugee from Afghanistan, living in Islamabad, 
says that he was investigated by police every time 
there was a crime in the area. “I will go back to 
Afghanistan soon,” he says, “and I will never forget 
this prejudice behaviour of Pakistanis.” 

Repeatedly, we have been told stories that 
demonstrate how rapidly violence escalates, with 
many young people living in environments where 
there is a high social tolerance for violent acts and 
few mechanisms to diffuse conflict peacefully. For 
example, a young man from Punjab tells the story 
of a minor argument with a teacher at his college. 
Sometime later, this teacher was promoted 
to be head teacher and friction between the 
pair worsened. The student then chose to take 
matters into his own hands, organising a protest 
that soon turns ugly. “I gathered the whole college 
students and had attempt strike,” he said. “I went 
on the second floor and threw all the furniture of 
my class out the balcony. The headmaster called 
the police and I was sent to jail for two weeks. I 
learned my lesson and graduated from another 
college.” 

A man, meanwhile, tells us how his father, a 
rickshaw driver, was insulted by a group of 
intoxicated, young men. When he talked back to 
them, they beat him and seriously injured him. 
Another says that his outlook on life was changed 
after seeing his father, a compassionate man 
who went out of his way to help others, taunted 
for only being a barber. The incident made him 
believe that he lived in a society where only 
money and power provide respect. “The whole 
episode unbridled a desire in me to earn as much 
money as possible, legally or illegally, by hook or 
by crook,” he says. “I want to be rich now.”

Serious Violence
Roughly a third of the stories contain violent 
acts that we have categorised as serious. In more 
than 200 stories, an incident of physical abuse is 
described. There are a similar number of fights, 
attacks and torching of property, approximately 
70 incidents of robbery, and multiple cases of 
shackling, drugging, and indecent behaviour. 

Women are most vulnerable to physical abuse 
and many describe lives where this is a regular 
occurrence in their own homes. In the stories we 
have collected, women of all educational levels 
appear to be vulnerable to serious physical abuse 

within the home. In some cases, this happens 
within their own family, but more often starts 
when they marry and move to live with their 
husband’s family. An uneducated woman from 
Punjab, for example, recounts how she was 
beaten by her mother-in-law and her husband. 
Another describes how she was attacked when 
unable to do housework after an operation: “all 
members of home beat me badly specially they 
touched me at spot of operation.” She was saved 
by neighbours who heard her cries.

Educated women often experience a very 
marked loss of status in the early years of their 
marriage. A graduate was resented by her 
husband for her education and was beaten on 
a regular basis. In a number of cases, violence 
escalates if a woman is not able to have children 
or if she has girls rather than boys. One woman 
says both her in-laws and husband were delighted 
when she became pregnant at the age of 
eighteen, but her husband told her that she must 
give birth to a boy as he didn’t like girls. “I was 
shocked to hear this type of thinking,” she says. 
“How can a human baby be born by choice. It is 
God’s wish.” When her daughter was born, the 
woman was told she had brought bad luck to the 
family and was abused as a result.  

Men are not immune to serious physical abuse 
within the home. One young man, for example, 
attempted to stand up for his father who was 
embroiled in an argument over money with his 
elder brother. He ended up hospitalised after 
his brother stabbed him four times. Men are 
also frequently physically abused at school and 
in other educational settings, at work, and by 
landlords. Both women and men tell stories of 
being abused by those who wanted to prevent 
them from completing their education. A young 
man from the Federally Administered Tribal Areas 
(FATA) describes a protracted campaign of what 
he describes as torture by his family, who thought 
he should be working rather than at school. A 
woman from Punjab says that, in opposition to 
her going to school, her brothers beat her so 
badly that she became disabled, and also threw 
acid on her.

Fights and serious attacks are a common feature 
of many stories, often with extremely serious 
consequences, such as permanent disability. 
One man was beaten by those associated with 
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a powerful rival and lost both his legs. A driver 
describes how his car was taken from him and 
he was beaten, stripped naked, and left hanging 
from a tree. Protests can also lead to sudden and 
shocking injuries, with one man left unconscious 
after a demonstration against loadshedding i  
degenerated into a fight between the protestors 
and the police. Another man describes serious 
fighting between Balochi and Pakhtun students at 
his university, after which he says he was arrested 
and beaten by the police. 

A single violent incident can permanently destroy 
a young person’s dreams. One man was training 
to be a nurse but was caught up in a riot on 
his campus, in which a mob beat him seriously, 
leaving him hospitalised for three months. As a 
result, he was not able to keep up with his studies. 
“My semester slipped away from my hands,” he 
says. “I missed that golden opportunity of my 
educational career, as well as my professional 
status.” 

Extreme Violence
As serious as these incidents are, there are also a 
large number of incidents of even more extreme 
violence. In designing this research, we were 
concerned that it would be hard to find people 
willing to talk about their experience as victim 
or witness of heinous acts such as kidnapping, 
rape, torture, terrorism, and murder. This concern 
proved unfounded, as we have recorded more 
than 750 examples of extreme violence, with 
storytellers demonstrating great courage in 
their willingness to tell us of the abuse they have 
suffered. 

Victims of kidnap, for example, have been through 
a life-changing experience, with some away 
from their families for extended periods. A man 
studying in Peshawar was kidnapped and held by 
the Taliban for nine months because they believed 
he had spoken against them. A shopkeeper 
was kidnapped when travelling on a bus from 
Quetta with four members of his family, other 
passengers, and the bus conductor and driver. 
They were taken on a series of arduous journeys 
through the mountains, during which time they 
were repeatedly threatened with death, before 
being released for unexplained reasons. The man 
remains haunted by the thought that he could 
have been killed and his family would never have 
known what had happened to him. 

Kidnap victims are often severely abused while 
in captivity. A student describes how she was 
kidnapped by three men who raped her, filmed 
the incident, and then used the film to blackmail 
her family. A young government employee was 
kidnapped in Sindh and tortured over a period 
of four months while his family struggled to put 
together his ransom. Another recounts how she 
was kidnapped by an uncle who had adopted 
another religion, was forced to convert, and was 
then married to his son. A factory worker was 
kidnapped in a case of mistaken identity and 
tortured over a period of a month in an attempt 
to get him to admit his ‘real’ name. 

We do not, of course, get to hear the stories of 
those whose kidnapping did not end in release, 
though these incidents are often related by 
family members. One claims her brother was 
kidnapped by the Pakistan army, with his ‘ruined 
dead body’ discovered a year later. Another says 
that her sister was kidnapped, forcibly converted 
from Hinduism to Islam, and has not since been 
seen by her family. A third says his cousin was 
kidnapped twice by men who did not want him 
to continue his studies at Balochistan University 
and is yet to return from the second incident. 
“Whenever there is a knock at the door, his 
family hopes it to be [him] or whenever they 
hear about any ruined dead body they reach 
there to see for [him].”

Young people also recounted distressing stories 
of sexual violence, including 26 who say they 
have been raped and 13 who tell the story 
of the rape of a relative, friend, or member of 
their community. In addition, there are many 
more stories of sexual abuse that stops short of 
penetrative sex. In a majority of these stories, the 
rapist is a family member or otherwise known to 
the victim. One woman says her husband used to 
rape her when he was drunk. “I tried to kill him 
but he survived and threw acid on me,” she says. 
“I escaped somehow.” A student, meanwhile, says 
that she was raped by her father, who threatened 
to kill her if she told anyone. It later emerged 
that he had also raped at least one of her sisters. 
Another ran away from home at the age of 
eighteen, after being raped ‘at least once a week’ 
by her stepfather once she had reached sexual 
maturity, while a young woman from rural Punjab 
was raped by her husband’s brothers, seemingly 
with the consent of the husband. 

i  Electricity rationing
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Women are also raped by members of their 
community. One describes being kidnapped and 
raped by a powerful local figure at the age of 
eleven. Another says that she and three other 
women were gang-raped by a landlord’s men 
in order to intimidate bonded labourers.  A 
third says she was raped by her new employer 
at a company conference. Some women are 
attacked by the people whose job it is to protect 
them. One recounts the story of how she 
was kidnapped by a police officer and raped 
repeatedly over an extended period. “After long 
torture of the eight months in which I also got 
pregnant and then passed through the abortion,” 
she says, “one day I got the opportunity and 
escaped from the house cum jail and came to my 
parents.” 

Men also recount tales of rape and sexual abuse. 
One man says he was raped in a Madrassa.  
Another was a victim of attempted rape in a 
Madrassa and when he resisted, his attacker 
threw acid at him and then harassed his family 
until they were forced to move to another town. 
A third man says he had sexual relations with 
a female teacher while a child, while a fourth 
recounts how he was raped by a male neighbour 
and two friends, and a fifth was raped at gunpoint 
by another man who was drunk and then beat 
him afterwards. In one case of repeated abuse, a 
man remembers how he was raped as a 10-year 
old child by a number of older men. 

Members of the transgender community are 
particularly vulnerable to sexual abuse. One 
describes being sexually harassed at work, “my 
supervisor always used to ask me for sexual 
favours…he started forcing himself on me”. As 
a consequence, the young person left this job 
disillusioned, joined a transgender community and 
now works as a sex worker. Another was sold to 
a group of transgenders for 30,000 rupees ($285 
US dollars) by her father due to their poverty, 
“when I was twelve years old, the group sent 
me off with a [person with power], all night he 
sexually abused me”. Others describe accounts 
where they were sexually abused by other boys 
in the neighbourhood, local shopkeepers or even 
teachers at school. 

Murder is the most serious of all violent crimes. It 
is also one where, inevitably, our research can tell 
only part of the story, as the voice of the victim 

has been definitively silenced. However, others tell 
the stories of those who have been murdered. 
One woman, for example, recounts how her 
husband was killed by the cousin who had hoped 
to marry her. Another’s husband died, along with 
two others, in a fire that was started in an attack 
on their village as a result of a land dispute. A 
third says her husband was a gangster who was 
stabbed by someone who he had previously 
attacked. In all three stories, the widow has been 
left to face life on her own. “Although things get 
really hard sometimes,” says one. “I am struggling 
to fight the situation and survive in order to give 
my children a brighter future.” 

Fathers, mothers, sons, daughters, brothers 
and sisters are also victims. One man says his 
father was killed by a relative in an incident that 
destabilised their whole community and led to 
the forced migration of the storyteller’s family 
from “our settled life to an unknown place.” 
One young woman says her father tried to 
force her mother to set herself on fire. He beat 
her when she tried to protect her mother and 
then murdered the mother. A man from Punjab 
was called to a family meeting to discuss a land 
dispute. He was then fired upon by his uncle. The 
storyteller was permanently disabled, while his 
elder brother and a servant were killed.

We have also collected a number of stories of 
murder outside a family setting. Some killings 
have an economic motive. A young woman 
from Balochistan tells of the death of her cousin 
when he tried to resist men who wanted to 
steal his motorbike. A young man tells the story 
of a devastating tribal conflict, caused by a land 
dispute, that lasted for four years, resulting in 
around 50 deaths and widespread destruction 
of property and crops, as well as the theft of 
livestock. “We could not wander openly because 
the people of the opponent tribe would come 
and kill us,” he remembers. “And, with every 
coming day I had to face the dead bodies of the 
youngsters of our tribe.” 

Other deaths have political or sectarian roots. For 
example, a man, who says he had an exceptional 
academic record, describes how he was arrested 
along with 50 other students after a student was 
murdered during political clashes at his university. 
Another – a Sunni – says his brother-in-law and 
his family were targeted for sectarian reasons, 
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resulting in two deaths and a serious injury, 
while a young Hazara describes how his father, a 
shopkeeper, was “brutally killed by people who 
were enemy of Hazara community.”  A woman 
from Gilgit-Baltistan tells us about her orphaned 
cousin, whose father was shot dead whilst 
travelling. Militants had stopped his bus, asking 
passengers to disembark and then, “lined up the 
people who belonged to Shia community and 
killed them mercilessly.” 

Some of the stories show the consequences 
of the war on terror. A young mother says 
her husband was a truck driver in FATA. “My 
husband was taking a NATO truck to Kabul when 
terrorists killed him by firing 30 bullets,” she says. 
“My husband died on the spot. He could not 
enjoy the happiness of his son.” Also in FATA, a 
shop keeper says that he was busy at work when 
his neighbours rushed to find him. “I asked them 
what happened, is everything fine? They told me 
that army convoy was passing by your home 
and that time your son came out of home and 
army personnel open fire on him and he died in 
seconds.”

We were also told a number of stories that 
involve drone attacks. In one, a young man in 
FATA was at home when there was a loud 
explosion that totally destroyed the family’s 
hujra.ii “I rushed to the hujra and see only small 
human body pieces but did not recognise anyone 
amongst them… When our neighbours and 
elders of the village reach there, they told that 
it was drone attack. My villagers arrange plastic 
shopper for body piece to put in it. When my 
villagers start writing tags of drone attack victims, 
I saw the names of my father, elder brother and 
uncle.” 

The consequence of this attack lives on. “My 
family are still in shock and waiting that someone 
will tell us the reason for which my family has 
been targeted, as from the creation of Pakistan 
on all forums we were declared as devoted to 
our nation, but now at once we tribal got title of 
terrorists.”

Conclusion
For the majority of the next generation, violence 
is something they see on their television screens, 
read about in their newspapers, or hear reported 
to them by friends and family.

Violence enters directly into the lives of many 
young people, however. In this chapter, we have 
explored the diversity of their experience of 
violence, whether at home, at school or work, 
or on the streets. In the most extreme cases, the 
impact of violence is permanently life-altering, but 
even less serious violence can have a deep-seated 
and long-lasting impact on a victim, relative, or 
witness.

This chapter, however, has looked at only one 
side of the story. In the next, we turn to the 
experiences of perpetrators of violence and their 
accounts of the damage they have caused. 

ii  A room for entertaining male family members and guests
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Unemployed man, age 28, from Sindh

I was belonging to a tribe which was involved in 
tribal conflicts. As I was on job my family got conflict 
with neighbours, and opponents also included my 
name in FIR*, as I returned to visit home the police 
caught me and locked-up. After release to take revenge 
accompanying with my friends I attacked opponents, 
in which one person was killed and many injured then 
I become absconder and now I work with a criminal 
group which is involve in theft, robbery, vehicle snatching, 
kidnapping for ransom etc. I am not guilty on my act 
as the opponents were very much powerful, I could 
not do against them legally that’s why chose this way.

*FIR – First Information Report (a complaint lodged with the police by or on behalf of a victim for an offence where 
an arrest may be made without a warrant).



15

On the whole, it is easier to gather stories of 
victimisation than to get young people to talk 
openly about their participation in violent acts, 
especially when their aggressive behaviour 
reflects poorly on them. Human beings are highly 
likely to justify their own behaviour and to find 
reasons to evade responsibility for their actions. 
That said, we have been successful in gathering a 
range of stories where young people feature as 
perpetrators of violence, including some in which 
young people admit to acts that had extremely 
serious consequences for their victims.

In this chapter, we therefore focus on 89 
‘aggressor’ stories, with the overwhelming 
majority told by men. Subjects include arguments, 
fights, physical abuse, robberies, kidnappings, rape 
and indecent behaviour, torture and murder. 
There is also one story of an averted suicide 
bombing though, for obvious reasons, it has 
proved challenging to collect stories from those 
actively involved in terrorism or other forms of 
armed struggle. 

In addition, we also discuss stories which 
describe the aggressive behaviour of friends and 
family members (over 600 stories fall into this 
category), and also include some stories where 
a storyteller has incited violence, but has not 
carried out a violent act. In total, therefore, we 
have approximately 700 stories that shed light on 
the perpetrators of violent acts.

Challenges and Limitations
Some of the stories we have collected describe 
shocking crimes. For example, a man recounts 
a property dispute between his father and his 
father’s relatives, which led to the father being 
killed by what he describes as ‘rented killers.’ He 
says that he then dedicated his life to revenging 
his father, killing three of his relatives. With his 
family ‘displaced and shattered badly’ and having 
‘lost the sense of human values’, the storyteller 
says he decided to become a rented killer himself. 

“This one event pushed my life to inhuman 
behaviour and till now I killed 26 different people 
– men and women – for ransom and money,” he 
says. He wants release from this life, especially as 
‘the fire of anger and revenge’ cools, but he feels 
he has “no control on time and situations which 
are responsible for my inhuman behaviour.”

This story demonstrates some of the issues 
involved in researching perpetrators of violence. 
The events described in this story are extreme 
but plausible. As the quantitative results show, 
money is a powerful motivator for young people 
to commit violence (see figure 4).We also know 
that target killings are common in some parts 
of Pakistan and that some contract killers have 
murdered many victims. An online magazine, for 
example, published a video of an interview with 
a man who said that he had murdered 35 people 
and claimed there were 600 active contract killers 
in Karachi alone.15  

2 VIOLENT LIVES
Young people who engage 
in violent acts
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These figures are backed up by independent 
research, with the Human Rights Commission 
of Pakistan estimating that there were 1,726 
victims of these murders in the first six months 
of 2013.16 None of this proves the storyteller is 
truthful when he says he has killed many people. 
Beyond the verification procedures documented 
on page 103, which are primarily intended to 
ensure the storyteller told the story, it is not 
possible to know whether participants of violent 
acts have exaggerated the role they played (as 
may have happened in this case), or downplayed 
their culpability in order to make themselves seem 
more sympathetic. 

This is a problem with any surveying technique, 
whether quantitative or qualitative, given that 
people are not always truthful in what they tell 
researchers. Moreover, in all cases except those 
where a storyteller has engaged in a wholesale 
fabrication (and we expect this to be a very small 

minority), each story provides an insight into the 
storyteller’s perception of his or her past, how 
they have processed their experience, and how 
they believe that experience influences their 
current and future behaviour. 

The majority of young people do not, of course, 
believe that violence is acceptable. In our survey, 
when asked whether it is right or wrong to steal, 
attack someone, or hit a woman or child, almost 
all young people agree that this is morally wrong. 
Half of young people, however, believe that it is 
acceptable to fight to protect their families, while 
46% believe that “It is OK to fight if someone 
insults your culture or religion.” More than a third 
believe they will be stigmatised as a coward if they 
back down from a fight.

Honour, when placed in the context of protecting 
ones relatives, communities, or beliefs, makes 
violence more acceptable. Other young people 
will, of course, find themselves engaged in violent 

Figure 4. Motivators for Conflict & Violence

Only 3% of the young people surveyed admitted to 
participating in violence. Two thirds of these had actively 
participated, the others had only been present whilst 
someone else committed the violence.

For many young people, social circumstances and 
reputation are perceived to be the main motivators for 
committing actsof violence. Escaping from poverty and the 
need for money were the most-cited reasons. More than 
three-quarters of young people from Punjab cited at least 
one of these reasons. 

Almost one in five young people cited ‘defending their 
own honour or that of their family’ as a main motivation 
for young people committing acts of violence. At regional 
level, 31% of young people in FATA cited this as a main 
reason – the highest proportion across all regions.

Unemployment was cited as a main motivator by almost 
double the proportion of young people from urban areas 
(17%) as from rural areas (9%). Almost one fifth of young 
people in Sindh cite unemployment as a motivator, more 
than any other region.

We also asked whether these young people had 
ever been encouraged by people in their village or 
neighbourhood to commit violence. Half of those who 
answered yes were encouraged by their friends. A quarter 
had been encouraged by either the police or by a political 
leader, and one in ten were encouraged by their family.

Top motivations for young people to commit 
acts of violence in Pakistan
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or criminal acts even if they know it is morally 
wrong. Some are motivated by money, some 
have become addicted to drink or drugs, others 
find themselves unable to control their anger 
and aggression. As will be seen from some of the 
stories that follow, and from figure 4, there are 
many reasons why young people lead violent lives.

Communal and Family Violence
In many cases, family or community disputes 
are provoked by economic motives. Two stories 
concern water. One storyteller admits that he 
and his brothers attached a pipe to the largest 
water tank in their village without permission. “It 
was our fault,” he says. The incident blew up into a 
fight after the other villagers confiscated a lengthy 
and valuable section of the family’s pipeline. 

Another describes his reluctance at being 
dragged into a family conflict over a piece of 
irrigated land. “I initially tried a lot to avoid the 
dispute but it had become a matter of dignity and 
honour for both parties. I personally hit four to 
five persons of the opposite party with stick and 
punches which caused them to become injured 
and I was also suffering from the same situation 
which caused me ten stitches to my head.” The 
man says that his family was forced to accept they 
were in the wrong after tribal elders intervened.

We also have a handful of stories from those 
who admit that they or their family members 
have been kidnappers. One says his cousin 
attempted to kidnap a girl, after being taunted 
that “there was some fault in him due to which 
the girl was not prepared to marry him.” The 
girl resisted and he shot her twice, before 
approaching her prone body and shooting her in 
the head. A young woman from a feudal family 
says her life has been shaped by her brother’s 
decision to kidnap and marry a cousin. She 
was forced into a deeply unhappy marriage in 
an attempt to heal the familial rift this created. 
Another woman says she comes from a rich 
family with a ‘fighting culture.’ Her brother has 
killed two or three people in fights, and “he often 
used to kidnap girls of people he fight with and 
rape them.” Another man says he kidnapped a girl 
from his extended family and held her for two 
days. The girl’s husband and brother killed the 
storyteller’s brother in retaliation.

Family feuds often fail to end in resolution. 
One man describes a land dispute that had 
led to the deaths of ten people, but which had 
supposedly been resolved in return for rice 
and cows. However, it flared up again and the 
man’s father was murdered. “I killed my father’s 
murderer and our enmity began once again,” he 
says. “My education was left incomplete… All 
my dreams were broken. Now I am living the 
life of a fugitive…I left my home and land and 
each and everything and completely destroyed 
myself.” Another man had joined the army but 
was dragged into his family’s conflict with their 
neighbours. With friends, he killed one of the 
family’s opponents and injured others. After 
absconding, he joined a gang and admits to 
involvement in robbery, vehicle snatching, and 
kidnapping. He says he feels no guilt at his action 
as he was up against adversaries who were more 
powerful than his family and did not have any 
legal means of recourse.

Retribution can be risky. A villager from 
Balochistan believed he knew the identity of a 
thief who had broken into his home. He tracked 
down the supposed thief and found him sleeping 
outside. Gripped by what he describes as a 
sense of ‘ecstasy’, he fired three shots into the 
man, injuring but not killing him. His victim later 
swore on the Holy Koran that he was innocent, 
leaving the storyteller’s family trying to resolve 
the situation through a Jirga.iii All family members 
remain at risk of retaliation.

Not all storytellers have escaped punishment for 
their involvement in feuds. One says he was living 
a happy and prosperous life before his father 
fell out with his uncle. During this dispute, the 
storyteller killed two people, while his father and 
brother also lost their lives. “I surrender myself 
into the custody of police and completed the 
punishment that was declared by the judges,” he 
says. Another was sentenced to a 25 year prison 
term, along with his father, and has served 10 
years. His crime was to kill one man and seriously 
injure another with an AK-47 in a family dispute 
over a loan, despite his father’s advice that he 
should allow for negotiations to resolve the 
dispute. He now has tuberculosis and his eyesight 
has suffered in prison.

iii A tribal decision making assembly
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Sexual Violence
Some of the hardest stories to collect concern 
the perpetration of sexual abuse. While young 
people share their experiences of being harassed, 
molested, or raped, few men are prepared to 
admit their involvement in these acts. Often, 
therefore, we are reliant on accounts of the 
actions of family members to gain a perspective 
into how abusers behave. For example, a teacher 
remembers being abused by her brother when 
she was a child. At least one of her sisters was 
also abused and eventually had a breakdown and 
was hospitalised, at which point the brother’s acts 
were revealed and he was thrown out of a family 
that the woman describes as ‘broken’ and ‘in pain.’ 

The woman’s story is notable for her account of 
what then happened to her abusive brother. “He 
was not allowed to enter the main building of 
the home,” the woman recalls. “He used to come 
home rarely and sleep in the drawing room. For 
years, my dad never talked to him.” She says the 
brother “lived the life of the dead” and that, even 
after the mother brokered a partial resolution, 
the brother remains a lonely man, without any 
self-respect. The woman now recognises that her 
brother was also a child when these incidents 
took place, arguing that “It is a sexually frustrated 
society where youth are not given space, 
knowledge and opportunities, leading to such 
incidents.” While the rest of the family has healed, 
she says, “the greatest sufferer of all is [now] our 
brother.”

Some men are prepared to talk about their 
actions as abusers, however. A man recounts 
his rape of a woman ‘captured’ by the Taliban 
in Afghanistan. “In one fight we captured many 
girls and Taliban gave one of them to me who 
was fifteen years old,” he says, “the girl kept on 
begging me but I did not listen to her and abused 
her forcefully.” Another man was working in a 
hotel owned by his family, when a man from 
his village came to stay with a woman who was 
not his wife. “That night when I passed near 
their room,” he says, “the door was open a bit 
and both were laying on the bed in a strange 
manner.” Threatening the man with the police, 
he discovered that the woman has eloped from 
her home with a third man, who had sexual 
relations with her and then passed her on to the 

man from his village. The hotel owner then had 
intercourse with the girl, as did a number of other 
men. “One day, girl was successful in escaping and 
she reached to women centre and there she was 
helped and lodged a case against all of us.” 

Men also abuse other males. A man says that 
he was attempting to emigrate to the European 
Union via Greece, using the services of an agent. 
He was asked to take another man’s son with him. 
While waiting for their departure, the man and 
boy stayed together in a hotel room in Karachi. 
“My thinking got negative regarding the boy,” he 
says, explaining how he coerced the boy into 
having sex with him. The man was arrested on the 
way to his destination, but he says that the boy 
managed to escape from the police (and from the 
storyteller as well). 

A barber, meanwhile, says he regularly uses the 
services of what he describes as ‘professional 
boys,’ but that he once groomed a 15 year-old 
who attended a school near his shop. Promising to 
give the boy a dagger, he persuaded him to come 
to his home. He then gave the boy ‘something to 
drink,’ kissed him and tried to get him to remove 
his clothes. When the boy balked, he forcibly 
stripped him and raped him. “The room was 
empty and he knew he couldn’t run therefore he 
didn’t struggle much,” the man says. Later he says 
he felt guilty and afraid he would be captured. He 
now says he continues to have sex with boys, “but 
with wilful consent not force.”

Criminal Violence
We have collected a number of stories from 
people who occasionally or habitually engage in 
crime for financial gain. A young man who sells 
hand fans in the street for a living admits he 
used to be part of a gang that stole from houses 
on a weekly basis. Caught by the police, he was 
chastised by his father and told he brought shame 
on the family. He has since resolved to live a more 
dignified and honourable life. 

Another man, from Balochistan, gave up his 
studies during a period when his father, who was 
in the army, lived away from home in Islamabad. 
He fell in with some friends who regularly burgled 
houses and was caught stealing from a neighbour. 
In his story, he tells how his father refused to help 
him, but his uncles paid bribes to stop the police 
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beating him. He received a three-year prison 
term, later reduced to seven months. The man’s 
young daughter died while he was in prison. 

A man says he lived in a ‘notorious area’ and 
became a petty thief as a child after his father 
died. After serving time in prison, he says that he 
gave up crime, but continued to face accusations 
from the police whenever there was a robbery 
in the area. Another was reformed after he was 
severely beaten by a man from whom he had 
stolen a bag of food shopping, while his friends 
watched on laughing. He says he is a changed 
man and no longer sits on street corners, as he 
has realised that “one has to save his respect 
himself.”

Another tale of redemption involves drugs and 
alcohol, which feature in 121 of the stories. A 
young man from a city in Punjab says he was 
spoiled by his parents and used money that they 
gave him to start smoking at an early age. From 
tobacco, he progressed to cannabis, alcohol, and 
heroin, becoming addicted despite his family 
twice paying for him to be treated. When his 
parents stopped giving him money, he stole from 
home and then across the neighbourhood. His 
father bankrupted his business to pay back the 
thefts and then died shortly thereafter. 

Beaten and shunned by his family, who blamed 
him for his father’s death, the man took the 
decision to change his life, asking a local tailor 
to take him on as an apprentice. “He was afraid 
that I would steal from his shop,” the man admits, 
“but after a lot of requests he agreed and started 
teaching me his work. I worked very hard and 
learnt that art very soon.” Free of drugs, he now 
has his own shop, is the main breadwinner in his 
family, and has supported the marriage of two of 
his sisters. “I cannot change my past,” he says, “but 
I can say that bad companies always lead towards 
destruction and these should be avoided.”

Some stories have an air of black comedy. A 
soldier says that he became friends with a clerk, 
also serving in the army, who said to him, “Yar 
until when we have to pass our lives like slaves 
just to depend on salary, would that we get a 
chance to become a millionaire?” After many 
discussions about how they could become rich, 
they decided to join with others to rob a bank. 
They took leave from the army and holed up in 
a hotel to plan the raid, with the leader of the 

gang distributing loaded guns. “While talking I 
kept gun on my leg,” remembers our unfortunate 
story teller. “Suddenly trigger was pushed and 
bullet pierced in my leg. Feeling unbearable pain, 
I started crying.” While the others fled, he and 
his friend took a taxi to the hospital, where they 
tried to use their status as army men to avoid the 
police being called. But further disaster ensued, as 
his friend was then accused of shooting him after 
the police found he had two guns on him. Both 
were arrested by the army – the storyteller after 
a life-saving operation – and sentenced to time in 
a military jail, despite concocting a story to cover 
up their real intentions.

Not all criminals are repentant. In one story, a 
dropout from school became a thief in order to 
buy drugs, joining with friends to commit a series 
of armed robberies in Karachi. When his mother 
became ill, he and his friends attempted to kidnap 
the owner of a petrol station, but they became 
embroiled in a shootout with the police. He was 
shot in the stomach and waist, and rendered 
unconscious. After completing a jail sentence, he 
continues to steal in order to fund his drugs habit.

In another, a factory worker turned to crime 
“to meet belly requirements” after what he 
regarded as unfair dismissal from a job that he 
had obtained on the recommendation of an 
influential patron. Together with a friend, he says 
that he carried out hundreds of thefts, some of 
which were exceedingly violent. “One day, I was 
snatching mobile and he started making noise 
then I fired at him and killed him and escaped. 
And one day, I was snatching motor bike and 
he put resistance. I shot him in the head.” He 
was caught, but promised his lawyer Rs50,000 
(US$475) if he could free him on bail. “I robbed 
a house of my known person [the patron who 
had helped him get a job] and took 5 gram gold, 
mobile and other belongings so that I could pay 
the fee of my lawyer,” he says. The man expresses 
no regret for his crimes, or for his treatment of 
his patron, but continues to lament his dismissal 
from the factory.

Militancy
Some stories tell of involvement with militant 
groups. One man describes how he became 
disillusioned at school after being beaten with 
a stick by a teacher until both his hands bled. 
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He stole money from his family and ran away 
to Afghanistan where he managed to gain 
admittance to a centre that trained suicide 
bombers. He enjoyed the training and registered 
his name for a forthcoming attack. “I was 
brainwashed and ready to explode myself,” he 
says, but his family rescued him. Now, he thanks 
God for saving his life just a few days before he 
would have ended it, but lives in fear that he will 
be tracked down and taken back to Afghanistan 
or killed. 

In a similar story, a man was rescued by his 
brother after training for Jihad and shortly before 
leaving for Afghanistan. After many struggles, 
he finally gained an education and now wishes 
to keep his children free from extremism and 
terrorism, and to teach them that “Islam is a 
religion for love and peace not for taking lives 
of innocent people.” Another man says he was 
committed to Jihad and trained with 25 other 
would-be suicide bombers, but fled to Iran 
after he felt he was tricked and lied to by his 
commander. 

Others tell stories of the involvement of family 
and friends in terrorism or armed struggle. An 
Afghan woman says her husband was a member 
of the Taliban who was killed by the army. He was 
a brutal man and she was scared she would suffer 
a similar fate to another local woman, who was 
burned to death by her husband, in public and 
using boiling oil. After her husband’s death, she 
was forced to flee, moving to Pakistan from his 
family with her children from where she told us 
her story. Another man remembers a friend and 
classmate who left school and went to train for 
Jihad and later tried to recruit him to the militant 
group, Lashkar-e-Jhangvi. The friend was later 
arrested while wearing a suicide bomber’s vest.

A labourer says his friend joined the Taliban and 
was killed in a drone attack after running away to 
Waziristan after his family became embroiled in a 
dispute about a piece of land “His parents begged 
and pleaded with him to come back but he 
refused,” the man says. The land was only 10 feet 
across, but six people have now died because of it.

Escalation of Violence
As was seen with stories told by victims of violence, 
aggressors often admit to a violent response that is 
out of proportion to the original trigger. 

For example, a young man recounts his increasing 
alienation at the insurance company where he 
worked, after a religious scholar persuaded him 
that he was earning ‘Haram money.’ This led to 
an argument with his manager that eventually 
escalated into a fight, leading to the man losing 
his job. An engineering student says that he 
was verbally abused by his hostel supervisor 
and he and his friends retaliated by beating the 
supervisor so badly that he was hospitalised. 
Another man remembers being involved in a fight 
at school when he was a young teenager in which 
he hit another boy with a brick, breaking his finger. 
After being beaten by both his mother and father, 
he was sent away to avoid police action and 
has never again been involved in fighting. A third 
man attacked a policeman who stopped him for 
speeding and then threatened him with a gun. He 
was arrested, but bailed by his family and says he 
has learned his lesson. 

In the worst cases, the uncontrolled escalation of 
any argument leads to one or more people losing 
their lives. One young man admits inciting others 
to violence, with terrible consequences. He 
persuaded his friends to harass a boy from the 
neighbourhood who had come to their college 
to ‘check out girls.’ Their victim then rounded 
up a large number of his fellow labourers to 
retaliate. One of the storyteller’s friends was 
beaten to death. The storyteller admits ultimate 
responsibility. “I couldn’t believe myself what I had 
done,” he says.

In another incident, a young man’s younger 
brother is hit on the head with a cricket bat 
by a schoolmate. In return, the storyteller fires 
on the student’s family house and is beaten in 
retaliation. A further fight results in which more 
men are involved, and the younger brother is shot 
and dies. “I really wish I didn’t fight back so my 
brother would be alive right now,” the storyteller 
concludes. In a third story, a student is involved 
in a minor fight, which leads to a much bigger 
confrontation, with the storyteller supported by 
fellow members of the student wing of a political 
party. Weapons are fired, leading to a death 
and many injuries, with the student now under 
investigation for murder. 
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Conclusion
In this chapter, we have explored the experience 
of those who perpetrate acts of violence.  This 
account may not provide a complete picture – it 
is hard, for example, to research the experiences 
of those currently involved in extremist violence.  
However, we have still managed to present 
distinct insights into the motivations and mentality 
of perpetrators of communal and family violence, 
including sexual attacks, and into the behaviour of 
criminals and militants.

The stories have further confirmed how quickly 
violence can escalate with some young people 
responding disproportionately to the slightest 
provocation. This multiplies the impact of violence 
– a topic that we turn to in chapter 3. 
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Social worker (male), age 25 from Azad Jammu and Kashmir

I am from Neelum Valley in Kashmir. There used to be a 
constant presence of fear in our house due to crossfire at 
Line of Control. Security situation also affected mine and 
my siblings’ education since our school was destroyed 
in an attack. Forced by ever deteriorating security 
situation and constant fear, my family moved. My 
siblings and I could not continue our education, 
and I was forced to attend a Madrassa. The situation in 
my hometown not only cost us our privileged status in 
terms of family property, but also minimised and virtually 
eliminated our access to quality education. There are 
times when I remember my friends and peers from back 
home, and I worry about their safety. Even today, I often 
have nightmares of bombing and crossfire. I had to 
migrate away from my hometown at a young age and have 
missed it ever since. The depression of being away from 
your own town stays with you for the rest of your life.
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In this chapter, we explore the physical, economic, 
and social impact of violence on young people.

Death and injuries are, of course, the most 
immediate and visible consequences of violence, 
with young people telling us stories of those 
who have died and the lasting disability many of 
them have suffered. While accurate data are not 
available, it seems likely that violence is a leading 
threat to the health of young people, with mental 
illness (see chapter 4) further adding to the 
burden that violence imposes.

The economic cost of conflict and violence 
cannot be accurately estimated and some are 
not captured by our research (for example, 
the impact of a loss of investment on a young 
person’s job prospects, or the diversion of scarce 
government revenue from health and education 
to security). However, we provide a series of 
insights into the direct economic costs of conflict 
and violence and, in particular, into the loss of 
opportunity for young people to make the most 
of their lives.

Finally, we explore the impact that violence 
has on the social fabric of a young person’s life, 
looking at its impact on their families, relationships, 
and status. We also explore the experiences of 
those who are now in prison, some for violent 
crimes that they admit to, and some who believe 
their liberty has wrongfully been taken away.

Physical Impact
Slightly more than half of the stories lead to a 
serious physical consequence. 

For example, one or more people lose their lives 
in 375 stories. Some of the killings are especially 
brutal. Seven stories describe a person being 
beheaded. A woman tells the story of her cousin 
who eloped with a man who abused and then 
beheaded her. Another describes the kidnapping 
of her father-in-law, a respected policeman, by the 
Taliban. His body was found 7 months later with 
the head and arms cut off. A third talks about the 
destruction wrought on her community in FATA, 
after a neighbouring Madrassa was bombed in 
a drone attack (‘blood and body parts were 
scattered everywhere’) and the Taliban began 
to kill members of the community, woman in 
particular (she remembers one woman whose 
head, feet, and hands were cut off). Mutilation of 
bodies after death is described by a number of 
young people, often by burning or through the 
use of acid. 

Fire and acid are also used as weapons against 
the living, with women mainly the victims. A young 
graduate met a woman from her community in 
hospital who had been doused with petrol and 
set on fire by her new husband. He was angry 
that her family had not been able to pay the 
dowry (a motorbike) they had promised. Another 
tells of a woman she knew who, just four days 
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earlier, was set on fire by her husband in a 
domestic dispute. Her burns were so serious she 
died in hospital. 

Unsurprisingly, given the common nature of the 
phenomenon in recent years, there are a number 
of stories of acid attacks. A teacher describes 
hearing screaming from a neighbouring house, 
where a singer had had acid thrown over her by 
a producer whose marriage proposal she had 
refused. As nobody else was prepared to help, 
she got her brother to take the injured woman 
to hospital. Another says she is still being treated 
after four men threw acid over her and her 10 
year-old daughter after a dispute. A third woman 
says her husband threw acid on her when she 
refused him money to buy drugs. Men are not 
immune to this kind of attack. A young man from 
Punjab says his friend was disfigured by acid on 
the day of his wedding by a rival for his fiancée’s 
affections. He is now blind and although the 
storyteller continues to provide support to his 
friend, his wife berates him for this because she is 
scared that he too will now be attacked.

Other stories tell of incidents that have led to 
permanent disability. A student says he tried to 
avoid becoming involved in the student wings 
of political parties, but was beaten so severely 
when he refused to give one of them a donation 
that he is now deaf in one ear. A man in rural 
Punjab was shot when strangers, employed by his 
landlord, came to turn another man off the land 
he farmed. His life was saved after an operation, 
but doctors were forced to amputate his leg. He 
worries that he will not be able to support his 
parents in their old age. 

The stories also remind us of the terrible toll 
terrorism and armed conflict exerts on its 
victims, long after their cases have ceased to be 
newsworthy. A bus conductor was blown up 
by a car bomb when his bus was returning to 
Pakistan from Afghanistan. He, and the other dead 
and wounded, lay in the road for an hour before 
help arrived. During a long and expensive stay in 
hospital, his fingers were amputated, leaving him 
and his family destitute as he is unable to work. 
Another lost his leg after stepping on a landmine 
in the mountains. His life became a living hell, he 
says, but he faced his troubles with fortitude and 
now earns his living as a tailor.

Economic Impact
The economic consequences of violence come 
across strongly, with 234 stories involving financial 
loss; 84 where violence leads to unemployment, 
an inability to work, or forced change of career; 
and 181 stories in which there is a reduction in 
educational opportunities. 

Even accidents can have a very serious impact 
on a family’s livelihood. A rickshaw driver, for 
example, failed to receive any compensation after 
being hit by a motorbike, breaking both his legs, 
and being left disabled. “I can’t do anything to 
provide for my children,” he says, “and this feeling 
kills me every day.” A factory worker describes 
the cycle of physical and verbal abuse that he 
suffered from his employer, which culminated in 
his leg becoming caught in a machine during an 
argument. The leg was torn from his body and, 
from being his family’s main breadwinner, he is 
now jobless and left in a state of ‘mental distress’ 
that has distorted his personality.

Fights also lead to economic loss, as does crime. 
In Balochistan, a woman recounts the story of 
her brother, a minibus driver who was disabled 
after a fight with a rival driver, which left him 
with two broken legs and, again, unable to work.  
A man was shot when dacoits iv attacked their 
home to steal his sister’s dowry shortly before 
her wedding. He had planned to join the army, 
but his disability made this impossible and he is 
now a teacher. Another man says that due to 
loadshedding in the day, he was forced to open 
his jewellery shop late at night. This left him 
vulnerable to theft and eventually he was robbed 
at gunpoint. “That night I remained awake and 
that was like a doomsday night for me,” he says. “I 
lost everything that I earned my whole life.”

Young people do not have to be physically 
harmed themselves for insecurity to constrict 
their opportunities. Tribal conflicts, and land 
and resource disputes – which feature in many 
stories – often have a negative economic impact 
on all parties. A man describes a tribal conflict 
over a piece of land in which his family killed 
one member of a related family and seriously 
injured another. A Jirga initiated a reconciliation, 
in which the family handed over land and, notably, 
four women in compensation. The peace was 
only temporary, however, and further incidents 
of destruction of life and property, and theft of 

iv  Bandits
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For many storytellers, the loss of educational 
opportunities is one of the most serious 
consequences of violence and instability. One 
man says he was forced out of school to work 
in a hairdressing shop because his family was 
short of money. Another says he came from 
a relatively prosperous landowning family that 
became poor due to his father’s drug addiction 
and multiple marriages. He left school and 
became first a labourer and then a driver, 
supporting the education of his brothers and 
sisters at the expense of his own. 
Violence within school can also curtail 
an education. A man remembers how he 
performed poorly at primary school due to 
bullying by the elder cousins he attended 
with. Moving onto lower secondary school, he 
found that there were no proper classes, so he 
transfers to another school. Unfortunately, he 
was then savagely beaten by a teacher because 
his previous schooling had left him far below the 
required standard in the English language. 
“I was unable to stand up,” he remembers. 
“Even, bleeding started when I would go to the 
bathroom. I was laid in bed for 15 days.” He left 
school as a result, he is now a day labourer : “I 
am daily wager because of physical punishment 
of a teacher.” A woman was abused in her 
Madrassa when she missed a day’s schooling 
due to her mother’s illness.  Her teacher cut her 
hair off in front of the rest of the students. After 
that, she refused to return. “My life was dropped 
in the darkness of illiteracy,” she says. “I rejected 
the education forever.” 
In around 60 stories, women have told us how 
they have been prevented by their family or 
community from receiving an education.For 
example, a woman from rural Punjab says that 

girls’ education was not seen favourably in her 
community, but she and six friends managed to 
persuade their parents to allow them to go to 
college. However, one of the friends disappeared 
on the way to college and is yet to be found. As 
a result, all the girls had to leave the college and 
none from the village will be allowed to enter 
higher education in the future. 
Another woman, also from rural Punjab, lives 
in a household which includes her father’s six 
brothers, all of whom she describes as deeply 
conservative and opposed to education for 
women (“they think that if the girls study a 
lot, they get spoilt”). Her parents, however, 
supported schooling for her and her sister. 
Subsequently, the sister eloped with a boy from 
the neighbourhood in order to avoid marriage 
to one of her uncles’ sons. The family has been 
humiliated as a result. The storyteller’s education 
is at an end and she is restricted from leaving 
the house. 
Some women tell stories of how extremists 
have prevented them receiving an education. 
One says she was allowed by her parents to 
go to school (“being a girl that was an unusual 
privilege to get”). One day, however, she had just 
left school when it was hit by a bomb planted 
by the Taliban, trapping one of her friends. “I 
rushed back towards the school to locate my 
friend,” she says. “The building had turned into 
rubble. The scene inside was horrible. The pieces 
of flesh were scattered everywhere.” She is now 
in a refugee camp, a loner who does not like to 
go outside or to socialise. “This event has totally 
changed my life,” she says.

Left in the Dark
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cattle, ensued. A second settlement also went 
against the man’s family, leading to a loss of 
property and starkly reduced opportunities for 
employment, education, and healthcare. The man 
hopes his family can become powerful enough 
to vanquish their opponents so that he can gain 
a proper education. In another story, a man 
from rural Sindh describes how, after his father’s 
death, his family lost their land to the family of his 
father’s other wife. His family are now labourers, 
because ‘those powerful people’ have ruined their 
lives. 

Life in a conflict zone leads to a marked 
reduction in young people’s opportunities. A man 
says his father used to earn enough to educate 
his entire family by working on his land in FATA. 
However, when conflict escalated in the area 
in 2008, the family’s village was surrounded by 
the army, leading to the death of one of their 
servants, the destruction of their property, 
and the loss of all the father’s income. The 
family fled to Peshawar, where – as the eldest 
son – the storyteller works to try and support 
sixteen family members. A man who worked 
for an NGO in Balochistan describes how the 
organisation was forced to close after it was 
targeted by the Taliban who kidnapped four of its 
employees, killing two of them and torturing the 
others over a six month period.

Other stories tell of the direct impact of 
terrorism – and the war on terror – on their 
livelihoods. A woman, who used to work in a 
garment factory in Karachi reflects on how her 
life was forever changed, when she was hit by a 
bomb blast while buying vegetables. Four months 
later, she is still unable to walk or use one of her 
hands. Although the government is helping her 
to pay her medical bills, she does not expect to 
work again. A man from FATA says that he is 
‘doomed to live in poverty and misery’ after he 
was injured in what he believes to have been a 
misdirected mortar strike by the army. He can 
no longer work as a carpenter. His house was 
destroyed and others in his family injured. One 
mistake by the authorities, the man says, has 
destroyed many lives.

Discrimination also has an economic impact, with 
members of various communities suffering the 
consequences. A Christian woman says that “due 
to religious prejudice my future has been ruined 

and I have become a burden to the society.” 
She was fired from her job as an administration 
assistant because her manager hated non-
Muslims. A Shia man tells a similar story of leaving 
his job after his manager discriminated against 
him for religious reasons. Another Christian 
says he was threatened with an accusation of 
blasphemy during a dispute over a second-hand 
car. As a result, the whole family had to leave 
their homes and jobs, and the man now plans to 
emigrate to Dubai to try and find work. 

A Punjabi teacher has been posted to a school 
in Balochistan, where he says he faces constant 
discrimination. “Native of area give us biased look 
and always ask that we are Punjabi, why we have 
come here?” he says. “Their thoughts are critically 
negative and bitter.” After being threatened on a 
bus, and in fear of his life, he is now considering 
giving up his job. A Sunni family (also mentioned 
on page 10), meanwhile, lost their breadwinner as 
he and his brother were murdered for sectarian 
reasons due to their financial support of local 
mosques and Madrassas. The target killers, who 
have been convicted, were Shias. A journalist, 
finally, tells of the discrimination he has faced 
because people believe he favours his fellow 
Hazara in his writing. He has lost one job as a 
result.

Social Impacts
Violence has a number of social consequences. 
In chapter 5, we explore the broader impact on 
Pakistani society, but storytellers have also told 
us about how their own relationships and social 
standing have been transformed by violence. In 
this section, we discuss family breakdown and 
displacement, and the cases of those young 
people who tell stories about both rightful and 
wrongful imprisonment.

Violence or abuse lead to divorce in 87 stories. 
In many cases this is a positive outcome, allowing 
the storyteller (usually a woman) to escape 
from an otherwise hopeless situation. A teacher 
says she finally freed herself from a marriage 
where her husband beat and sexually abused her. 
Another woman says she divorced an abusive 
husband who turned to drugs and alcohol, losing 
his job as a result. A third woman had recently 
separated from her husband, but he kidnapped 
her daughter and said he would only return her 
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Some stories end in prison. One woman admits 
that she helped her husband kill another man 
who had been a rival to marry her. They are 
being prosecuted for murder. A man says that, 
after being forced to leave school and work 
as a child in a furniture factory, he fell into bad 
company, started using drugs, and “was involved 
in sexual abuse.” As an adult he secured a 
job in the police force. “I did not give up my 
bad deeds,” he admits, “and was caught in 
harassment case and was sent to jail.” 
A man describes how his uncle received a 
long prison sentence after he shot a 15 year 
old boy who drew a gun on his son. Another 
says his aunt and uncle fell out over whether 
their daughter should be married into her or 
his family.  Enraged, the aunt attacked the uncle 
with an axe while he was sleeping, killing him. 
She is now serving a sentence for murder and 
their children have been left without parents or 
proper means of support. Another’s father lost 
control in an argument with his brother over a 
piece of land, killing him in the subsequent fight. 
He is now in prison, leaving the family suffering 
from great financial insecurity. 
Many prisoners claim that they have been 
falsely accused, although for obvious reasons, 
the veracity of these stories is hard to assess, 
especially where their case is yet to be decided. 
For example, one man says he was falsely 
accused of domestic violence by his wife who 
called the police and “tore her cloths and 
started crying badly, [telling] the police that we 
had tortured her.”  
Another says his brother, a brick kiln labourer, 
was falsely accused of terrorism and has now 
been imprisoned for more than two years. A 
third says he and his brother were beaten by 
the family of a man they had argued with and 

were then falsely accused of murder. The man’s 
parents are in Afghanistan and he worries about 
his sisters who are left at home without any 
protection.
In another accusation of murder, a man says 
he spent nearly three years in prison but has 
now managed to secure bail. “Now I have no 
source of income and my everything has been 
ended because I lost everything during case in 
court,” he says. A woman was abandoned by 
her husband who was working in Germany and 
stopped contacting her when she was unable 
to have children.  She agreed to marry another 
man, but he tried to take her to Kabul against 
her will. In the ensuing row, he used his contacts 
at a police station to register a false accusation 
against her and she has now languished in prison 
for eight months. “There is no value and respect 
of woman in our man-dominated society,” she 
says.

Locked Away
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if he was allowed to marry the woman’s sister, 
with whom he appears to have been having an 
affair. She feels obvious relief to have escaped 
the marriage and to have regained her daughter. 
Years have passed, but she has resisted pressure 
from her parents to remarry, but she asks, “When 
my daughter’s real father did not accept her, then 
how come a stepfather will give [her] love and 
respect?” she asks. 

Some regard their divorces with frustration. 
A man was married to his cousin in a cross-
marriage, (his sister married the cousin’s brother). 
The sister’s new husband had repeated affairs and 
then married another woman, so she divorced 
him. “As a tradition I have to [also] divorce my 
wife which destroys two homes,” the man says, 
saying he remains a ‘widower’ and has become 
‘mentally weak’ as a result. Divorce can lead to 
a pronounced loss of self-esteem. A woman 
says her husband’s family took her jewellery and 
money immediately after the wedding, leading to 
her parents demanding that he give her a divorce. 
She now feels guilty that her parents spent 
money on a wedding and feels keenly her loss 
of status. “The episode has turned my life upside 
down,” she says. “I have to endure condescension 
and taunts of others.” 

Young people can also be forced to divorce 
against their will. A woman was married at 15 
years old and lived a miserable life. She was 
beaten regularly by her husband and not allowed 
sufficient food. She was then divorced without 
her knowledge or consent, and is separated from 
her children who remain with her husband and 
his family. Another tells the story of a man from 
his village who refused to grant his wife a divorce. 
She left him and went to live with her parents, 
who used their influence with a local landlord to 
end the marriage. The landlord kidnapped the 
man and beat him until he allowed the divorce 
to go through. “Wounds were everywhere on his 
body,” the storyteller remembers, with the man 
having no legal recourse against a powerful local 
figure.

In order to understand more about young 
women who escape from abusive relations, we 
gathered some stories from women in shelters. 

A woman explains that, although she lives a 
precarious and lonely existence as a maid and 
sweeper in a strange city, this is better than the 

home she ran away from at the age of 18, where 
her stepfather used to rape her on a weekly basis.  
We have already referred to the young woman 
who was raped by her father (page 8). She and 
her sister, also a victim of rape, have escaped to 
a shelter, with the woman saying that her life is 
shattered and there is no-one she is now able to 
trust. Another woman was forced into a shelter 
by her parents, who rejected her when she was 
sexually molested by thieves who broke into their 
home. 

One woman, however, feels liberated in her life in 
a shelter, where she has been able to restart her 
education. Her parents forced her into a marriage 
at a young age, but she ran away from her new 
home when her in-laws refused to allow her to 
attend middle school. She gained a divorce, but 
her troubles were far from over. “Even after the 
verdict, I could not go to my house,” she says. “My 
family members were not supporting me. My in-
laws had threatened my family that if she comes 
to your house, we will shoot her. She is our 
enemy.” Thanks to a group that shelters women 
against violence, however, she finally feels secure 
and supported. “I am a student of Matric at a 
school and live in the hostel,” she says. “I love to 
study… My wish is fulfilled as I am studying, but 
to achieve this wish I have lost my whole family.”

A number of young people have told us of their 
experience in refugee camps. A man from a 
Hindu community has bitter memories of his 
family’s experience of the 2010 floods in Sindh. 
He says his landlord, a politician, failed to provide 
any support when his family’s home and harvest 
were destroyed and their cattle lost their lives. 
The family fled to a camp in Karachi where they 
experienced religious discrimination both from 
others in the camp and from government and 
NGO workers. He says he will never forget 
the humiliation of being in the camp. A refugee 
from Afghanistan says he and his fellow refugees 
lived in a camp as third class citizens, exposed 
to extreme temperatures and without safe 
drinking water. Some of their families are so poor 
that they had to sell their daughters to survive. 
A woman says she and her husband delayed 
fleeing conflict between the Taliban and the army, 
because they had two disabled daughters. Her 
husband tried to persuade her to leave the girls 
behind, but she refused. In the end, they were 



31

forced to carry the children through the night to 
safety. She is now in a refugee camp where she 
suffers from constant depression.

Conclusion
As this chapter has shown, young people can 
lose their lives, their health, their livelihoods, and 
their homes due to violence. The physical impact 
of conflict can be considered the most visible 
one, whether it results in death, disfigurement or 
disability. The knock-on effect however, is far less 
visible – the financial distress due to health care 
costs, the loss of income because the person is 
no longer capable of working, the loss of social 
contact and isolation. 

Financial instability, whether it is due to increased 
costs or loss of income, is a frequently mentioned 
consequence of violence. It can lead to a self-
perpetuating cycle of lost opportunities which, 
in turn, drives further conflict. It is not just young 
victims of violence who are affected, but the local 
economy and the economic potential of the 
nation as a whole. 

Social isolation can erode one of Pakistan’s 
strongest assets: the resilience of its communities. 
Some of the young people who have talked to 
us have lost their families or their homes. Many, 
too, feel they have lost their futures. This sense 
of hopelessness has long-lasting psychological 
consequences. It is to this we turn in chapter 4.
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Homemaker (female), age 27, from Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

I have been living a happy life. My husband was on job and 
two children were filling colours to our lives at home. But 
after sometime, militancy and lawlessness started 
increasing in our area. And then on that unfortunate day, 
covered people equipped with the weapons entered our 
house and kidnapped my husband. This painful event 
made me crazy. I could not step out of the house because of 
the fear. I locked up my kids in a room and even closed the 
ventilators with clay so that no one could see us. I used to 
scream after seeing police or army in their uniforms and 
get fainted. After this painful period of about one and half 
year, I am now improving. My husband is now released and I 
have been provided psychotherapy by an NGO. I pray 
to God that no one should suffer in life as I have suffered.
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As well as being physically and economically 
damaging, violence has a profound psychological 
impact on young people.

Scientists suspect that repeated exposure to 
violence has a neurological impact on the brain, 
leading to cognitive impairment, increased levels 
of stress, anxiety and aggressive behaviour, an 
inability to form normal emotional attachments, 
and greater vulnerability to future episodes 
of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
depression, and other psychological disorders.17  
As one review of recent scientific findings 
has concluded, “early exposure to consistent, 
moderate stress can result in resilience, while 
exposure to unpredictable or chronic stress 
results in functional deficits and vulnerability 
to future stressors.”18 Some studies have even 
suggested that adults who have experienced a 
violent childhood may be left with brains that are 
less developed in areas associated with learning 
and memory, having been damaged in a way that 
is no longer reversible.19 

In this chapter, we analyse stories that describe 
the stress and depression that the next 
generation experiences due to conflict and 
violence. In the worst cases, psychological trauma 
can lead to suicide – as a violent act takes a life 
not immediately, but after a delay of days, months 
or years. We also focus on a psychological 
condition that is directly tied to violence. 
According to the World Health Organization, 

post-traumatic stress disorder stems from 
“exposure to a stressful event or situation (either 
short or long lasting) of exceptionally threatening 
or catastrophic nature.”20 While this causes 
manageable distress for some people, others 
experience nightmares and flashbacks or become 
locked into a cycle where they try to avoid 
anything that reminds them of their trauma. 

Those who are affected by PTSD may experience 
marked changes in the way they react to 
the world, losing interest in life, for example, 
becoming distrustful of others, or seeing all events 
in a negative light, and they may become easily 
startled and roused to anger, and have difficulty 
concentrating and sleeping. Most victims of PTSD 
also suffer from other psychological disorders, 
such as depression, and are more likely to abuse 
alcohol or drugs, and to attempt suicide.21 Our 
quantitative findings demonstrate that PTSD 
is an extremely serious problem for the next 
generation while its characteristic symptoms 
recur in the stories young people have told us. 

We also demonstrate how psychological trauma 
helps create a vicious cycle where violence begets 
more violence.

Stress and Violence
Stress is a concept used by researchers to denote 
situations in which environmental pressures 
exceed a person’s capacity to adapt and 
respond.22 The term is also a concept in common 
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parlance, often used by people when they feel 
they are struggling to cope with threats to their 
well-being or obstacles that life throws in their 
path.

Take the story of a young student who is 
woken up in the middle of the night by a fellow 
student calling desperately for help. Although the 
incident happened some time ago, the woman 
still remembers it vividly. “I woke up from a 
deep sleep when I heard the yelling of a girl,” 
she says. “She was shouting ‘save me, save me’ 
I was half awake and I came out of my room. 
When I looked up, I saw that a boy was dragging 
a girl and that girl was holding that railing tightly 
and she was continuously screaming.” As more 
students were alerted, the attacker ran off and 
was never apprehended, but his actions led to 
the students being gripped by fear, sheltering 
in locked rooms and going to the washroom 
together in groups. This was exacerbated when 
they discovered that there had been no security 
guard in post that night. The storyteller says she 
experienced a powerful physical reaction for 
the next month. “My shoulder muscles were 
stiff and tense because of shock and stress,” she 
remembers.

Or consider another night time attack, where a 
man says he woke up to find that twelve armed 
intruders had entered his family’s home. Male 
family members were tortured by the gang, who 
then went through the house stealing everything 
of value. “They threatened to kill all the males in 
case we tried invoking neighbours or police for 
help,” the man says, isolating the family at a time 
when it most needed to reach out to others 
for help. “This incident has left all the women, 
children and even males of our family scared. 
We are constantly under stress after facing death 
threat so closely.”

For many young people, stress is intensified 
by the fact that they face constant danger in 
the place where they should be safest – their 
homes – and from the people who should love 
and protect them – their families. A woman 
remembers the psychological disturbance she 
experienced when she was married as a child 
and then left isolated by her new husband who 
worked in another city. She still mourns her lost 
childhood. Another woman tells a similar story. 
She was married to her cousin, a farmer who was 

subsequently in a bomb attack on the market 
where he sold vegetables. Rather than support 
her at a time of bereavement, her in-laws bullied 
her even though she worked all day for them in 
the fields. Eventually, they forced her out of the 
home, but refused to allow her to take her young 
son and daughter. “I continuously cried that I can’t 
go without my children but no one heard me,” 
she said. She now feels utterly isolated and is also 
dependent on her brothers for support. “I am 
not empowered to move ahead in my life and to 
support myself,” she says.

Men also describe the stress they experience 
due to breakdown in their families. One says 
his marriage was happy, but their home was 
destroyed in the 2005 earthquake and they went 
to live with relatives. His wife began an affair 
with his first cousin and threatened to kill herself 
when he confronted her. She began to beat him 
and eventually slapped and abused him in front 
of the Jirga. After a divorce, he remains under 
treatment for the depression this caused him. 
Another man explains how he lost everything 
in the 2010 floods and his wife moved back to 
live with her family, taking the children who he 
did not see for three years. When he tried to 
persuade his wife to come back and live with him, 
her brothers beat him brutally. Although he says 
his physical injuries were serious, he describes the 
psychological trauma as having a greater long-
term impact on his life. Another man describes 
a litany of misfortunes which have led to a 
breakdown of relations with the rest of his family. 
“I was the most loved child in the family,” he says, 
“and now no-one talks to me.” 

Young people also complain about the stress 
that economic insecurity causes them. One says 
that misfortune and calamities will always befall 
an illiterate and poor man like himself. He says 
he will never forget the impact of the recent 
economic downturn, which “made my nerves 
very stretched and made me sick physically and 
mentally.” A young woman is the daughter of 
a family that lost everything during the war in 
Afghanistan. Now living in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, 
she is lucky to eat once a day and is distressed by 
the look of pity people give her when she goes 
to fetch water. 

Others suffer at work, either due to bullying 
or because of sexual tension. One worked for 
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a man who had been kidnapped and took his 
depression and anger out on his staff, leading to a 
series of increasingly bitter arguments. A woman 
in an NGO was harassed by a driver who then 
threatened to blackmail her when she rejected 
his advances. Facing intolerable stress, she was 
forced to leave her job and is now unemployed. 
Another woman was sexually abused by the elder 
brother of some children she gave private tuition 
to. Depression left her unable to work for a year 
and she still is unable to trust anyone. 

From Depression to Suicide
In 141 stories, the storyteller describes clinical 
depression (as opposed to transitory feelings of 
unhappiness). Mostly this appears to be untreated, 
though a handful of respondents say they are 
under medical care. 

A man saw a student shot dead during a fight 
between the student wings of political parties, 
for example, leading to a sustained period of 
depression at the thought that his university had 
become a ‘slaughterhouse.’ A kidnap victim says 
he was ‘mentally disturbed’ for a long period after 
being ransomed from those who held him, while 
another man was also mentally disturbed when 
his cousin was killed in a tribal conflict. A woman 
describes the depression that has gripped her 
niece after she was caught up in an explosion 
at a woman’s university in Balochistan. The niece 
was not hurt herself, but two of her friends were 
killed and the severed head of another girl was 
blown towards her.

Unsurprisingly, under sufficient pressure, some 
young people have suicidal thoughts or attempt 
to kill themselves, with nearly 100 stories 
including successful suicides or young people 
with suicidal tendencies. A young woman lost her 
mother at the age of six and briefly lived happily 
with her aunt. However, her father gained custody 
of her and she has since suffered constant 
abuse from her stepmother. She has now been 
promised in marriage to a man who has been 
jailed twice and who is rumoured to have killed 
his last wife. “I am sick of life,” she says, “and have 
tried to commit suicide two times.” 

A young man tells the story of a friend of his 
who was a poor student and whose father had 
told him he would be thrown out of the family 
home if he failed another exam. Despite studying 

hard and believing he had passed, the result went 
against him. Rather than go home, he disappeared 
and killed himself. Another self-described average 
student failed his exams, but took fake results 
home to his parents. On being discovered, his 
parents did not punish him but simply stopped 
talking to him for three months. He became so 
depressed that he made a failed suicide attempt. 
It was only then that he was reconciled with 
his parents and went on to have a successful 
academic career.

In most stories, however, suicide is associated 
with love or relationships. A woman remembers 
a classmate who slit her wrists after a boy who 
she talked to on her mobile phone rejected her. 
She survived. A man tells a similar story of a boy 
who took poisoned tablets when the girl he 
loved refused to answer his calls to her mobile 
phone. He died in hospital. Another woman 
says her younger sister committed suicide after 
a relationship that went wrong with a fellow 
student. In another case, a young couple eloped 
but were brought back home by the girl’s father. 
The father killed her in the name of honour, but 
was released from prison after only two weeks. 
The boy committed suicide.

While these stories concern romantic 
relationships that were frustrated or failed for 
other reasons, arranged marriages also lead to 
suicide. A shepherd tells of his unhappiness in a 
marriage that was arranged by his grandmother 
when he was still a young child. After a dispute 
with the wife, he is beaten by her family and then 
punished in front of the other villagers by his Mirv  
for abusing the wife (an allegation he denies). Due 
to the shame this causes, he tries to kill himself, 
firing a bullet into his own shoulder. Although 
alive, he is now disabled, unable to work, and 
remains separated from his wife. A young woman 
says that a fellow villager swallowed pesticide the 
night before her forced marriage, killing herself 
because she wanted to continue her education. 

Sexual and physical abuse is also a trigger for 
suicide, as young people attempt to escape 
from intolerable situations or their feelings of 
shame and guilt at what has happened to them. 
A woman tries to kill herself by jumping into a 
well after years of abuse from her husband. Badly 
injured, she was then divorced by her husband. 
“Nobody is prepared to marry me now,” she 

v  Tribal leader
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says, “and the family members also look at me 
with disdain.” After being kidnapped and held for 
three months, another young woman felt that 
her community looked at her with a ‘hideous 
eye,’ tempting her to commit suicide. Another 
man was the subject of an attempted gang rape 
by fellow students. He attempted to kill himself 
when they were readmitted to the university.

In an especially distressing incident, a young 
man tells the story of a woman from his village 
who was repeatedly teased and harassed by a 
man, often in front of others. “Just because she 
belonged to a poor family and did not have 
any influence, no-one from the community or 
neighbourhood stood up to defend her,” he 
says. Eventually, she killed not only herself, but 
her mother and the three sisters she lived with, 
feeding them all a meal of poisoned food.

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
In the condition known as post-traumatic stress 
disorder, a traumatic event leads to a level of 
psychological disturbance that persists long after 
the original event has passed. It is a psychological 
condition that can only be diagnosed after a 
violent event has occurred and we therefore 
discuss it in detail in this section.

Short-lived psychological symptoms are common 
after violence has occurred and are part of the 
normal human reaction to a distressing event. But 
while many people will experience flashbacks, 
or an inability to sleep, or emotional disturbance 
after being exposed to violence, some will see 
these symptoms last for considerable periods of 
time and, in the worst cases, come to dominate 
their lives.23 Their ability to function normally 
becomes severely impaired. They are suffering 
from one of the world’s most common anxiety 
disorders.

Our research suggests that PTSD is a common 
problem for young people. The quantitative 
survey is not intended to provide a clinical 
diagnosis, but instead provides an estimate of the 
incidence of symptoms associated with PTSD 
using a recognised international scale.24 Our 
evidence suggests that 41% of young people, who 
have experienced major traumatic experiences, 
suffer symptoms consistent with PTSD. In all, 7% 
of all young people, that’s equivalent to three 
times the population of Islamabad,  currently 

suffer from multiple PTSD-related symptoms.25 
These levels are consistent with international 
experience (see box on page 40) and may be an 
underestimate, given the likelihood that violence 
is underreported in our survey.

The stories offer further evidence for the 
finding that PTSD is an extremely serious threat 
to young people’s wellbeing, with storytellers 
describing the flashbacks, avoidance of situations 
that remind them of a traumatic event, and hyper-
arousal that are characteristic of this serious 
psychological condition.

A story told by a young mother is characteristic 
of many others. She had been living a happy life 
with her husband until the security situation in 
her neighbourhood deteriorated, causing her 
to become increasingly worried for her family’s 
safety. One day, armed men broke into her house 
and dragged her husband away, while she and 
her children shouted in vain for help. The woman 
describes her powerlessness and her feeling that 
other members of her community were enjoying 
the family’s predicament. 

“This painful event made me crazy,” she says. “I 
started behaving oddly. I could not step out of 
the house because of fear. I locked up my kids in 
a room and even closed up the ventilators with 
clay so that no one could see us. I used to scream 
after seeing police or army in their uniforms and 
get fainted.” The husband has now been released 
by his kidnappers and the woman says that, after 
eighteen months, her symptoms began to abate, 
aided by the psychological treatment she was 
offered by a local NGO.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-5) sets out a standardised 
set of criteria for diagnosing PTSD (see figure 
5).26 While we are not attempting to diagnose 
any individual, the above story and others 
we have collected demonstrate long-lasting 
and serious reactions to violence that include 
intrusion symptoms such as intense memories 
and flashbacks; avoidance, where a person 
attempts to avoid places, people, and thoughts 
that remind him or her of the traumatic event; 
negative alterations in cognition and mood, such as 
a loss of interest in life, a feeling of alienation, or 
an excessive mood of negativity or blame of self 
or others; and alterations in arousal and reactivity, 
where people find it hard to sleep or concentrate, 
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are easily startled, or become aggressive and take 
excessive risks.

In the rest of this section, we use these symptoms 
to demonstrate how PTSD is affecting the lives 
of a significant proportion of the young people 
who have been exposed to one or more violent 
events.

Intrusion Symptoms
Many young people say that, long after 
experiencing violence, they struggle to prevent 
memories from the past from affecting their 
ability to live normal lives.

Victims of violence say they suffer from flashbacks 
and nightmares that can last for years after an 
event. A man from the Neelum Valley, close to 
the Line of Control, says that ‘fear and trepidation’ 

is now permanently etched into his mind and 
that he often has nightmares of bombing and 
crossfire. Another man provides an extremely 
vivid account of what it is like to be gripped by 
intrusive memories. He worked as a security 
guard at a mosque and rushed to help when 
it was hit by a bomb explosion. “I could clearly 
see the human body parts spread out,” he says. 
“People were crying for help. Those who were 
injured were moaning with pain. That day I saw 
a lot of people panting and then dying in front 
of my eyes. After some time, there was blood in 
the courtyard which was similar to rainwater and 
corpses and [body] parts drowned in this blood. I 
can never forget this my whole life.” 

One particular image comes repeatedly into 
his mind, of the severed head of a young child. 

Traumatic Event: 
Death, Serious 
Injury, Sexual 

Violence

Signs and 
Symptoms

Duration

Witnessing

Avoidance

Avoiding thoughts 
and feelings 

associated with the 
event

Avoiding people, 
places, conversations, 
activities and objects 

that bring back 
memories of the 

event

Close relative/
friend affected

 Cognition/Mood

Amnesia

Negative beliefs

Distorted blame of 
self or others

Negative emotions, 
e.g. fear, horror, anger

Decreased interest

Alienation

Unable to feel 
positive emotions

Repeated indirect 
exposure through 

work

Arousal and reactivity

Irritable or aggressive 
behaviour

Self-destructive 
behaviour

Hyper vigilance 
(always on high 

alert)

Easily startled

Can’t concentrate

Can’t sleep

Direct exposure

Intrusion

Disturbing memories

Traumatic nightmares

Flashbacks, intense 
distress when 
exposed to 

memories of the 
event

Physiological 
reactions (raised 

heartbeat, sweating, 
etc)

Persistence of symptoms for more than one month

Figure 5. Diagnostic Criteria for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

Source: U
S D

epartm
ent for Veteran Affairs: D

SM
-5 Criteria for PTSD
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Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) was first 
widely recognised as a serious disorder in 1980, 
when it was included in the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.27 
Its origins lie in the study of the impacts of war. 
Soldiers had long been known to sometimes 
reach a breaking point, due to the level of 
stress that combat imposed on them. During 
the First World War, more than a billion 
rounds were fired in a conflict that dwarfed all 
that had preceded it; soldiers began to suffer 
breakdowns that rendered them incapable of 
performing their duties. 28 
According to Charles Myers, an English 
psychologist who wrote the first scientific 
paper on the phenomenon in 1915, the men 
had reached a point where “the tolerable or 
controllable limits of horror, fear, anxiety, etc., are 
over-stepped.”29 Many had become so worn out 
by battle that even a slight further disturbance 
could tip them into a state of mind where they 
could no longer function normally. After the 
war, the study of how individuals responded to 
‘extreme emotional stress’ was extended to 
include civilians as well as military subjects.30  
PTSD is now a widely recognised condition 
but data on its prevalence remains weak. It is 
estimated that 6.8% of American adults will 
suffer from the condition at some time in their 
lives, while 3.5% are currently suffering from it 
or have done so in the past year.31  
PTSD incidence tends to be substantially 
higher, for obvious reasons, in communities 
or countries that suffer from high levels of 
crime, domestic violence, conflict, or some 
combination of the three. One study, for 

example, surveyed communities from Algeria, 
Cambodia, Ethiopia, and Gaza and found lifetime 
PTSD rates from 15.8-37.4%,32 with the findings 
confirming that repeated exposure to trauma is 
associated with an increased risk of PTSD.
Our research suggests that at least 7% of young 
Pakistanis are suffering from multiple PTSD–
related symptoms today, indicating lifetime rates 
that are likely to be well above those of the 
United States and in line with the experience of 
other conflict-affected countries.
Evidence from other countries sheds light on 
the types of violence most likely to lead to 
PTSD.  Rape, for both men and women, is the 
single biggest factor, while combat exposure, 
childhood neglect and abuse, and sexual 
molestation are also associated with high PTSD 
incidence for both sexes.33 
Women are also at heightened risk if physically 
attacked or threatened with a weapon.34 They 
are also thought to be twice as likely as men to 
develop PTSD when exposed to a similar level 
of trauma.35 Women appear also to be more 
likely to be blamed for the traumatic event by 
friends and family, with stigma and a lack of 
social support exacerbating their experience 
with PTSD.36 
People with PTSD are much more likely to 
suffer from other mental disorders, with women 
four times and men seven times more likely 
to suffer from severe depression. In one study, 
one in five people with PTSD had attempted 
suicide.37 Treatment of PTSD should therefore 
be part of a broader attempt to tackle trauma-
related mental health issues.

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
– A Global Perspective                                
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“Whenever I hear the news of a blast,” he says, 
“then I do not know why in my mind, same 
pictures, blood, many parts come and I feel very 
worried and fearful when I remember it.” 

Witnesses describe similar symptoms. A woman 
is gripped by intrusive memories after a friend, 
who was being sexually and physically abused 
by her stepfather, drank acid. Another says she 
witnessed a horrific hit-and-run car accident 
at the age of six and remembers seeing blood, 
and even organs, on the road. Eighteen years 
later she continues to suffer from nightmares 
where she sees the scene in haunting detail and 
is being treated for mental illness. A man saw 
three men ‘slaughtering’ a man in a field. His 
nightmares became so bad that he dropped out 
of education and only recovered after two years 
of psychological treatment. 

Another man, who saw body parts scattered on 
the road after a bomb blast, describes concisely 
the impact flashbacks have on his life. “Suddenly 
that scene comes before my eyes and a burden 
develops on my mind,” he says. 

Avoidance
It is natural for someone who has been exposed 
to violence to want to avoid placing themselves 
in similar circumstances which could allow them 
once again to be harmed. For those suffering 
from post-traumatic stress disorder, however, 
avoidance becomes much more entrenched and 
far reaching than this.

For example, a man caught on the fringes of a 
bomb explosion found he could no longer live 
in Lahore. He now says that he is trying to leave 
Pakistan because he doesn’t feel safe anywhere 
in the country. Another man was held up in his 
car, had his wallet and mobile phone taken, and 
was then shot at. He now avoids leaving the 
house and is especially scared to drive along any 
road that resembles the one in which he was 
robbed. A third man says he is now frightened 
of any isolated parked car, after being involved 
in a double car bomb, while a fourth says he is 
now frightened of toy guns after being shot in 
an attack on his truck. The young mother whose 
story we told quoted on page 38 provides a 
further example. After witnessing her husband 
being kidnapped, she experienced a severe 
breakdown which included fainting whenever she 
saw a man in uniform. 

A story told by another man illustrates how 
this behaviour goes beyond a normal desire to 
avoid danger. He will no longer go to marriage 
parties after he attended one where a man was 
accidentally killed by a gun that had been fired 
into the air. This behaviour persists even though 
his village has banned all firing at these events 
and fines offenders. In part, he may be protecting 
himself from witnessing a future accidental death, 
but more importantly, he is avoiding situations 
that remind him of the trauma that he witnessed 
in the past.

Negative Alterations in Cognitions and 
Mood
Many young people described changes to the 
thoughts and emotions that derive from their 
experience of violence.

Withdrawal is a common reaction. A man says his 
life was destroyed after he went to identify the 
body of his nephew killed in a bomb explosion. 
He had wanted to be a doctor but lost all interest 
in his studies, learning that “a single incident could 
change the direction of our life and ultimately 
lead to standstill.” A woman is consumed with 
hatred for a father who violently opposes her 
education and says she has lost all interest in 
work. A tailor says his heart was broken after his 
brother was killed due to a land dispute that had 
continued for two generations. Now he says that 
whenever a memory of his brother comes into 
his mind, he leaves his work incomplete and goes 
home in despair.

Some storytellers say they have been socially 
isolated and alienated from their communities. 
A woman tells the story of her cousin who was 
arrested on a false charge and humiliated by 
police while in detention. On her release, she 
was “mentally disturbed and remained mostly 
isolated.” She later killed herself. Another woman 
suffered appalling abuse from her husband 
and mother-in-law, including a physical assault 
so severe that she aborted a child, while her 
husband attempted to prostitute her to his 
friends. She has given up hope of a better life 
and spends as much time as possible alone in 
her room. A man tells a story of the repeated 
humiliation of his cousin by the cousin’s wife, who 
has come to believe that he is a weak person 
and avoids all company as a result. A labourer, 
displaced by floods in 2007, was beaten by four 
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more influential men in a fight over access to 
food distributed by a relief agency. He received 
no help and has since withdrawn totally from the 
world, abandoning all socialisation. 

Others speak of emotional withdrawal, such 
as the woman who struggles not to hate the 
daughter who reminds her of the husband who 
doused her in petrol and threatened to burn 
her alive. Another man says that he is so inured 
to the violence he witnesses in Waziristan that 
unless the death count is especially high, he barely 
pays any notice to a new incident. He has noticed 
that other people around him also no longer 
empathise with the suffering of others. 

Professionals are affected by their experience of 
violence. A woman who works in a shelter was 
so shaken by a story told to her by a 17 year-old 
woman who had been raped and made pregnant 
by her father that she became suspicious of her 
own male relatives. “The distrust has become so 
intense that I don’t remain alone at home and 
also do not let my sister remain alone at home,” 
she says. “I recoil with horror when my father 
or brother touches me even to express their 
tenderness.”

Some cognitive symptoms are especially severe. 
A young woman says she was forced by her 
husband to abort her third child. “This episode 
turned me into a mentally disturbed person,” she 
said. “I used to weep all day, pull my hair, slap my 
kids and tear their clothes.” She has now secured 
a divorce and recovered. Trauma-related amnesia 
is another extremely distressing symptom. A man 
was arrested for being a member of a Baloch 
student organisation and says he was hung upside 
down and tortured over a long period of time. 
He was left for dead but succeeded in recovering. 
However, he says that he now sometimes loses all 
sense of who he is and wanders away from home 
for days at a time. 

A woman who was held for 15 days by 
kidnappers and badly beaten explains how 
profoundly violence can change a personality. “I 
lost my mentality level,” the woman says. “I forgot 
my name even.” 

Alterations in Arousal and Reactivity
A common feature of post-traumatic stress 
disorder is that sufferers experience changes in 
their reactions to everyday events, becoming 

more irritable and jumpy for example, or losing 
their ability to relax or to sleep.

Many young people say that they have suffered 
from chronic insomnia after being exposed to 
violence. A man who was a victim of a bomb 
attack says he is unable to sleep after he saw 
bodies “falling down like rain.” Another, who 
was shot in the leg by terrorists, says he is 
unable even to close his eyes at night without 
seeing flashbacks. A third man who says he 
was wrongfully arrested and tortured has now 
lost his appetite and is unable to sleep, while a 
kidnap victim says he can never sleep peacefully, 
despite psychiatric treatment. A woman, woken 
by a gunfight in her neighbourhood that left five 
people dead, can’t sleep and is haunted by images 
of dead bodies. 

Some storytellers have become highly sensitive 
to noise and are easily startled. One man says 
that, after a bomb explosion, he becomes 
terrified when he hears even “a very small thud.” 
Another was seriously sexually harassed by a 
group of drunken men. She is now afraid of the 
dark, dreams of the incident in “vivid clarity,” and 
fireworks and other loud noises send her into a 
“terrible paralysis.” A man says he is followed by 
fear wherever he goes after a series of battles 
across the Line of Control in the Neelum Valley. 
“Whenever I hear the sounds of a firework, it 
frightens me,” he says. A man injured in an attack 
by a suicide bomber says that now, “even a small 
sound such as of crackers, makes me shudder 
with fear.” 

Other young people say that they have become 
more aggressive as a result of the violence 
they have been involved in. Around one in 
five storytellers say that the primary emotion 
they feel in response to the events they have 
recounted is some form of anger or frustration 
(most of the rest say they have been left sad 
or depressed). Sometimes this anger is hard to 
control. A man in Karachi says that repeated 
experiences of crime have made fear and terror 
an everyday part of his life and he spends his 
time dreaming of revenge. 

A disabled woman, says that she was no longer 
in control of her moods when at her lowest ebb. 
“I became very irritable and quarrelsome,” she 
says. Another man tried to stop a fight between 
two groups, but they turned on him, joining 
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together to beat him badly. “After this fight I 
have developed anger,” he says. “Otherwise I 
never used to fight. Now I feel like fighting.” A 
second man describes how an argument at a bus 
stop escalated into a major fight between a bus 
driver, his friends, and two passengers, with the 
passengers beaten until they were unconscious. 
“Whenever I recall this incident I get a desire to 
have a fight too, so I can beat someone” he says. 
“Although my conscience questions me, but the 
truth is I really want to fight like this.”

In one final story, a man talks movingly of how 
violence has taken over his life and the impact 
this has on vulnerable members of his family. He 
says he was taken out of school by his father at 
the age of 12 and sent out to work. The father 
beat him if he played with other children when 
he could be earning money. “Due to all this, my 
mind was badly affected,” he says. “Now I’m too 
sensitive and have grown irritation. I get furious 
on petty things and beat the younger brothers 
and sisters.” 

Conclusion
When violence occurs, it is easy to focus on 
physical injuries and damage to property – these 
are what we see on our television screens and in 
the photos carried by newspapers. 

Mental trauma is less visible than a physical injury, 
but the psychological consequences of violence 
are extremely serious. It can leave young people 
suffering in ways that leave them unable to 
function normally. They may be unable to go to 
school, to work, to participate in family life or to 
enjoy time with their friends.  

The psychological trauma can be long lasting, 
with an unstable childhood impairing cognitive 
development and increasing future vulnerability to 
depression and aggression.38,39Impacts may be felt 
far beyond the individual, as economic potential 
and social cohesion are reduced.40 This is one 
route through which violence shapes society, a 
topic we turn to in chapter 5.



44



45

How violence changes 
society

COMMUNITIES 
UNDER ATTACK

5



46

Student (female), age 18, from Sindh

Our three families used to live in a single home. My uncle’s 
sons started fighting with us and demanded us to leave 
the home. My father was ill. Once my cousins gathered 
some party workers and started a fight within the home. 
We all were tortured physically and got injured. 
People living nearby gathered and my uncle demanded us 
to leave the house. He even promised over the Holy Quran. 
We all got worried. If our blood relations could do this 
to us, what could we expect from others? Who would 
provide us protection and security? We have no trust 
over our relative. There is no law.  Anyone could snatch 
anything in this kind of a society where people are selfish.



47

In previous chapters, we explored young people’s 
experience of violence, as victims, witnesses, and 
participants, and the physical, economic, social 
and psychological impact it has on their lives. We 
now turn to a broader question: how conflict and 
violence affects the communities in which young 
people live and the society in which they grow up.

As evidence from our quantitative survey 
demonstrates, young people see violence as 
a significant source of division within Pakistan 
as a whole, and also in their own community. 
Only a quarter of young people believe that 
Pakistanis from different ethnic and religious 
communities live together in peace, while one 
in five believe that ethnic and sectarian violence 
is now so serious that it has become a threat to 
the country’s future. Young people are also often 
dismayed by the bitterness of the disputes that 
characterise politics, regarding political rivalry 
as the most important driver of conflict within 
Pakistan (see figure 6).

Within communities, three issues are identified 
by young people as the most important drivers 
of conflict: land disputes, domestic violence, and 
honour. Each of these corrupt the ties that bind 
a community. Land disputes pit family members 
against each other. Domestic violence means 
that young people are not even safe in their 
homes. And honour is both a significant cause of 
violence against women and a broader reflection 
of the lengths that people go to when they feel 
they have been dishonoured in the eyes of their 
community. 

5 COMMUNITIES
   UNDER ATTACK
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The relationship between any community and 
violence is a complex one. On the one hand, 
a community will discourage and sanction 
certain kinds of violence, while turning a blind 
eye to or encouraging other violent acts. The 
tolerance of violence also varies from community 
to community, and over time. On the other 
hand, violence itself erodes trust and resilience 
within communities and makes it harder for a 
community to play a positive role in tackling 
violence.41  

It also stands to reason that, when a community 
has a high percentage of people experiencing the 
psychological symptoms described in chapter 4, 
it will find it more difficult to function normally. 
According to a senior academic who we 
interviewed for this research, violence seems a 
rational response, if you have grown up in a world 
where “everything that surrounds you is conflict 
or war related.” A psychologist, who works with 
young people who live in conditions of great 
insecurity, makes a similar point. Neither men nor 
women are taught to deal with the stress that 
constant exposure to violence brings, she says. 
Young men tend to externalise their aggression, 
with violence leading to further violence, while 
women are more likely to turn inwards and to 
‘accept whatever comes their way.’ 

As a result, violent behaviour, and tolerance of 
this behaviour, is normalised. As experts and 
practitioners told us, in interviews conducted for 
this research, the result is the growth of a ‘culture 
of violence,’ which has become entrenched across 
large parts of the country and at all levels of 
society. 

In this chapter, we use evidence from the 
stories to explore the impact of violence on 
levels of trust in communities, focusing primarily 
on families. We then explore young people’s 
experience of various institutions including the 
government, the judiciary, and the police force: an 
institution that is both critical to responding to 
violence and one that is broadly distrusted by the 
young. Finally, we turn our attention to political 
violence, through stories where political parties 
play a role and also those that concern incidents 
of violence during the 2013 elections.

Violence and the Family
Family is a central institution in any society and 
is a particularly important in Pakistan, where 
extended families play a dominant role in the 
lives of most young people, particularly in rural 
areas and especially for women. Three quarters 
of young people say they spend large portions 
of their life with their family, many more than 
say they spend a lot of time with friends. This is 
especially true for young women, only a small 
minority of whom have access to a network of 
friends outside the family.

As a result, violence within the home has a 
shattering impact on young lives. In a quarter of 
the stories we have collected, a member of the 
immediate family is classified as an ‘aggressor’ and 
in another 15% of cases, the aggressor comes 
from the extended family. Some storytellers 
question whether they can ever feel safe within 
their own houses or ask whether family bonds 
any longer have real meaning. “If our blood 
relations could do this to us, what could we 
expect from others?” a woman asks, after being 
tortured over a land dispute. “Who could provide 
us protection and security?” Another woman says 
her family is involved in a violent property dispute 
which she expects to last for the rest of her life. 
She complains that this has led to a loss of mutual 
respect within the family, and especially in the 
respect younger people owe family elders.

Another woman expresses a similar sentiment 
after she feels her relatives exploited her 
desperate need for money for a ransom for her 
young son, using it to take a valuable piece of 
land from her. “After this incident I have learnt 
not to trust anyone under any situation,” she says. 
“Our relatives should be there with us in such 
difficult times.” One young woman describes the 
breakdown of her relationship with her parents, 
after her father stopped her education without 
warning and married her against her will to a man 
without education or a job. She is always upset 
in her new home, but no longer likes to visit her 
parents’ house. 

Distrust of the family can translate into a 
broader unwillingness to form relationships or 
contemplate marriage, with women in particular 
likely to tell stories in which they say that they 
have lost trust in marriage as an institution. One 
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woman says she witnessed domestic violence in 
her family after a dispute over a marriage. She 
says she suffered mental disturbance as a result 
of the realisation that women are systematically 
oppressed because they are seen as weak. “I 
started hating men,” she says. “I don’t feel like 
working with men and I don’t want to marry any 
man.”

Another woman says her aunt was beaten and 
starved. “All my trust vanished from men,” she 
says, “and I have begun to hate marriage.” A third 
woman is divorced from a man who treated 
her with great brutality and is determined never 
to marry again. A fourth says she will not get 
married after witnessing the everyday ‘humiliation’ 
of her mother by her father. A man, meanwhile, 
says his sister was stuck in an abusive relationship 
with a heroin addict and later vanished without 
trace. He now hates the idea of marriage, he says, 
especially early marriages of the kind that ruined 
his sister’s life. “I have this fear in life that I will also 
experience something bad in this relationship,” he 
says. “So I have made up my mind that I will never 
get married.”

Some men, however, resolve to change attitudes. 
One describes seeing a woman being severely 
beaten in the street by her husband and was 
struck by her inability to help. “I took a pledge 
that I will take care of every woman at home and 
I will never let anybody harm a woman,” he says. 

Trust in Institutions and Politicians
The quantitative research shows that trust in 
institutions among young people is now low, 
especially when it comes to government, political 
parties, and the police force (see figure 7).42 
The stories we have collected demonstrate the 
role that endemic violence plays in undermining 
this trust, especially where an institution is seen 
as perpetuating violence or failing in its duty to 
resolve conflict. 

The Government
When the government is mentioned in stories, it 
is usually for its perceived inability to prevent or 
respond adequately to violence. 

A man, whose wife and son died in a terrorist 
attack in Karachi, asks why the lives of innocent 
people have been lost. He feels that “these 
questions are never answered by the government 
and they always fail to ensure peaceful 
environment.” A Christian woman recalls her 
horror and anger when her community was 
attacked. She says life was already difficult, and 
fears things are only becoming worse, “I don’t 
trust our governments anymore; they won’t do 
anything for the minorities.” 

In a smaller number of stories, however, young 
people acknowledge the government’s efforts 
to tackle conflict. As one young man from FATA 
tells us the government helped end the two-
year conflict in his area, by passing an agreement 
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together with their community. “From this 
agreement the situation comes to normal,” he 
says. Another man from FATA acknowledges 
the financial compensation provided by the 
government to a victim’s family but questions 
what this family is to do with the relatively small 
amount of money they have been given.  

Courts and the Judiciary
Court cases sometimes help resolve conflict, 
providing a degree of closure, albeit after a long 
and arduous battle. One woman, forced to marry 
her cousin at the age of 13, decided to get the 
marriage annulled after a lawyer informed her 
that her being underage made the union illegal. 
Her then husband avoided going to court for two 
years until finally she was granted a divorce. She 
describes the whole process as being painful and 
full of hardship, but one she got through; “God 
sent an angel for me and redeemed our life back,” 
she says. 

Others, describe their inability to even register 
a case - either because they feel no one is 
interested or due to the other party’s status and 
influence. A Hindu family’s 14 year old daughter 
was forcibly married and converted to Islam 
by a policeman. When they went to the court 
to get her marriage annulled, they were turned 
away. “They kept saying there as well that their 
daughter is underage but no one listened to their 
words,” a young woman recalls. 

In another case in Balochistan, a young man’s 
cousins aged 13 and 14 were kidnapped and 
the family was asked to pay a ransom they could 
not afford. The boy is still missing and neither the 
courts nor the media appear to care about their 
case. In Sindh, a young man tells us of his shock at 
an honour killing that took place in his community 
and how the killer walked free. 

“[The] court released him by accepting bribe,” he 
says. “The state did not dispense justice with the 
victims.” 

The Police
Allegations of police corruption occur in 18 
stories, with young people saying that they 
have experienced corruption at the hands 
of police officers much more often than the 
representatives of any other institution. This is 
consistent with findings from the quantitative 

survey which showed that the police force is 
the least trusted non-political institution. A man, 
for example, says that he and his brother were 
shot by the uncle in a land dispute that flared 
up after their father died. After the man was 
released from a long stay in hospital, he claims 
that the police refused to take action after the 
uncle paid a bribe. Another says his brother was 
wrongfully arrested in a murder case and held for 
eight years, leading to the mental incapacitation 
of his mother. He grieves at the ruination of his 
brother’s life and feels helpless when he sees his 
mother’s condition. “None of the institutions that 
are supposed to provide justice seem to be able 
to help us,” he says.

Overall, the police are almost three times as 
likely to be mentioned in a negative as a positive 
context. A man says that he discovered that a 
friend of his had become suicidal. Three boys 
had sexually assaulted him, videoed the act, and 
were now blackmailing his father. The incident 
was reported to the police, but they would 
not take action because two of the boys had 
political affiliations. A woman describes how she 
and two friends were subject to an extremely 
serious sexual assault, while her brother was 
beaten unconscious when he tried to protect 
them. Instead of arresting the offenders and 
investigating the crime, the police pushed for an 
informal settlement. After ten days, “my father 
went out of the house and when he came back 
there were tears in his eyes. He told me that we 
were weak and he could not compete against the 
accused and thus he had reached a settlement 
with them.” The woman is now married to a 
‘supportive’ and ‘good’ man who knows about the 
incident, but her life is dominated by symptoms 
that have the hallmarks of a severe case of post-
traumatic stress disorder. 

Another man describes an attack on his 
father’s shop in Karachi by some ‘boys’ from the 
neighbourhood, which led to a death and two 
serious injuries. The police have supported the 
perpetrators, he says, and the family continues 
to be harassed. A bystander says he made the 
mistake of complaining when he saw police 
violently breaking up a student demonstration. 
Despite having nothing to do with the students, 
he too was then arrested. The police are also 
accused of torture by some young people. One 
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man, for example, says he was beaten ferociously 
after being taken into custody. He now has a 
deep-seated fear of the police force. 

Violence and the Elections
As stories were collected in the three months 
following the 2013 election, it is unsurprising 
that this event was fresh in the minds of many of 
the young people we talked to. Election-related 
violence is central to eleven stories. One man, 
for example, recounts his experience working 
as a civil society election monitor. He says that 
members of one party “started beating the 
security officers and tore off their uniform and 
threw them out of the polling station.” His files 
and phone were confiscated and he was locked 
in a room with the station’s election officials. The 
party members then engaged in systematic ballot 
stuffing until the polls closed. “I have lost my trust 
for democracy and election procedures and plan 
not to poll my vote for the rest of my life,” he 
says. 

Another man says he was a polling agent for 
a candidate who lost to a party linked with a 
powerful local landlord. A few days after the 
election, he was kidnapped by the landlord’s men 
who beat him in front of a police checkpoint. “I 
was injured and everybody was watching this but 
nobody tried to do anything to save me because 
everyone was scared,” he says.  Due to his injuries, 
he can no longer work. A third man says he 
witnessed a 12 year old boy being fired on by a 
candidate for chanting the slogans of an opposing 
party. A fourth says he and his family were 
harassed after a local party became convinced he 
had informed on them to the police. “After all this 
depressing event, I firmly sought not to take part 
in any political activity,” he says.

Some stories tell of the damage that electoral 
conflict does to families and communities. A man 
says his landlord evicted him and demolished his 
house after he refused to vote for the landlord’s 
preferred candidate. He has now lost everything, 
including the home he used all his resources to 
build. Another explains how his community was 
punished for exercising its democratic rights. He 
and his fellow villagers voted for a candidate 
who promised to build a road to their land. Their 
landlord won the election, however, and has now 
blocked all direct access to the land, forcing the 
villagers to take a circuitous route to the main 

road and beating those who fail to comply. “We 
are using an alternate path which is around six 
kilometres extra and pass through jungle which 
is insecure and our expenses also increased,” he 
says. “This has a great impact on our lives and we 
think that besides our financial loss, we feel that 
we have no choice to vote [according to] our 
own wish.”

Political Parties
Political parties – the least trusted of all 
institutions, according to the Next Generation 
survey – emerge badly from a number of stories. 

Often, they are involved in disputes that have no 
direct connection to politics. For example, a man 
says his uncle appropriated his father’s house 
and sold it. The new owner came from a political 
family and this made it impossible to get the 
police to take action. In a number of other stories, 
connection with a political party is sufficient for 
an aggressor to evade justice or gain some other 
unfair advantage. Sometimes young people suffer 
because they refuse to be coerced into political 
activity. A woman, for example, says her husband 
was beaten up by political activists when he 
refused their demands to attend a party meeting. 

There are also accounts of violent action by the 
student wings of political parties. Again, this is 
usually without ideological motive. A man says a 
fellow student was severely beaten by political 
activists for pushing into a queue. A woman says 
her student hostel was closed down after it was 
attacked by political party workers in the wake of 
a minor dispute between the hostel owner and 
one of their members. Another says that he was 
involved in an attempt by a group with religious 
links to take control of a university campus. 
This culminated in the blind firing of automatic 
weapons in an incident that led to many injuries. 
In another story, conflict between two political 
groups blew up over the theft of a mobile phone, 
leading to a death and a number of injuries in an 
incident. Students and teachers without political 
connections were driven from the campus by the 
violence and the university was eventually closed 
until the conflict could be brought under control. 

Not all stories involving political parties are 
negative, of course, with some storytellers valuing 
the sense of identity they bring or the protection 
they offer during times of great instability. 
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Sometimes, politics simply offers young men 
a chance to prove themselves in front of their 
fellows. One man recalls his pride at the role he 
played when fighting alongside a large group of 
political workers in a pitched battle with another 
party. Even when under fire, he did not run away 
and felt that that he demonstrated his resolve 
and bravery. 

Political parties can resolve disputes. One 
story describes how a woman was forced into 
prostitution by her husband, a drug dealer who 
also turned her into an addict. Her brother 
appealed to a local politician who used her 
influence to have the man arrested and the sister 
rescued. Another woman says she used her 
political party connections to reclaim her dowry 
after a marriage went wrong. In a similar story, 
a man describes how a man he knew became 
involved in a dispute with the family of a woman 
he wanted to marry. The family had links with a 
political party, so the man joined another political 
party for protection. Both parties then negotiated 
and solved the dispute through peaceful dialogue. 

Violence of Pakistan’s 
Professionals
Fizza Malik was 23 years old when she began 
working as a junior lawyer in a district court in 
Islamabad’s sector F-8. Just a few months later, 
she was dead, one of 11 victims of an attack in 
which two men were reported to have thrown 
hand grenades and fired indiscriminately with 
automatic weapons.43  

“For all those who know Fizza, our souls are dim 
today,” wrote one of her friends and colleagues. 
“Fizza’s death is yet another reminder of how 
close the war is. We can now touch it, smell it. It 
has flowed from other cities, into ours. The war is 
in our homes, in our hearts.”44 

The attack on the F-8 court underlines that a 
growing number of professionals are not just 
on the frontline of tackling conflict – they are 
also frequent targets of violence. Those who are 
already working in these jobs face increased risks 
every day of their lives and barriers that make it 
harder for them to discharge their responsibilities 
effectively. For those who are deciding upon 
their careers, a safer job in Pakistan – or abroad 
– becomes increasingly attractive. Pakistan’s 
institutions are not only losing young people’s 

trust because of their perceived inability to 
deliver – they are also losing the next generation 
of professionals who can help them deliver more 
effectively.

Security forces, including the police force and the 
army are obvious targets, and suffer losses on a 
regular basis while on duty. It is estimated that 
more than 5,500 security forces have been killed 
in the past decade.45 One former policeman 
recounts a suicide attack on the police ground 
just as he was on his way there. The scene at 
the ground was so horrific, that it affected him 
psychologically resulting in him being dismissed 
from duty. Another was physically injured in a 
firing incident, “one bullet pierced in my knee, one 
in hand, two in stomach and one at backside.” 
Although he survived, he is yet to regain full 
function of his knees as he is unable to afford the 
operation. He is critical of the lack of resources 
and support for those who are hurt during an 
attack.

Security guards have little protection from attack 
and have died in large numbers in recent years; 
their fate often barely noticed in the media 
coverage that focuses on what happened to 
the people or property they were protecting. 
We collected the story from a man who had 
worked as a security guard for a NATO convoy 
and was badly injured when it came under attack. 
“Suddenly four armed people attacked us with 
their Kalashnikovs.” After escaping, he managed 
to walk to the border to ask for help, but he was 
initially refused any assistance from both soldiers 
and customs officials. Only when he struggled 
further along the border did he find someone 
who would take him to a hospital in Peshawar. 
He now, “plans to work at some where at least 
where my life is not threatened.” 

Not all professionals are hurt in the line of 
duty, many are targeted simply for what they 
represent. One soldier was travelling home 
for the holidays together with twelve others, 
when a rocket aimed at them hit the vehicle 
behind them. Although he and his fellow soldiers 
survived, eight passengers died. The army was 
once almost universally respected, but now he 
lives in fear when he is off duty. “When we come 
on vacations, we don’t share with anyone that 
we are working in army because whenever they 
knew about us, they kills us,” he says. With further 
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risks in the line of duty, this has made the army 
much less attractive as career than it used to be. 
“People prefer unemployment instead of joining 
the army,” he says. 

Soldiers are, at least, trained to respond to 
violence, but the same cannot be said for those in 
the government, civil society, health care and the 
media, despite being potential targets for violent 
attacks. One man lost his father, due to a target 
killing. “My father was a senior lawyer at the high 
court” he tells us, “he was on the hit list.” Another 
lost an uncle, who was a civil servant in a target 
killing. “My uncle was more like a father to me. He 
not only supported me throughout my academic 
years but also helped me with my professional 
career.” 

For health workers engaged in the campaign 
against polio, life has become increasingly 
dangerous. In December 2012, the World Health 
Organization, UNICEF, and the Government of 
Pakistan and of Sindh and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
issued a joint condemnation of a spate of 
attacks on “thousands who work selflessly across 
Pakistan to eradicate polio.”46 As a result, the 
polio campaign was briefly suspended. Since its 
resumption, however, there have been at least 24 
deaths in the first three months of 2014 alone.47  
One story we collected provides an insight into 
the pressure that lady health workers come 
under as they move about the country under 
police guard. She says she was verbally abused by 
a religious scholar, when she went to his house 
to provide his children with polio drops. “He 
became much angry to me, he told that this is 
a plan against our children, you people are not 
doing a good job,” she remembers. 

People working in the media also suffer great 
risks. In the Press Freedom Index, Pakistan ranks 
158 amongst 180 countries and is considered 
“one of the world’s most dangerous countries 
for reporters.”48 More than fifty journalists have 
lost their lives since 1992 and most members 
of the profession have had direct experience 
of violence, have received threats, or know 
colleagues who have been injured or killed.49 
A cameraman told us of the dangers he faced 
when covering a protest against the killing of a 
local parliamentarian. When security personnel 
attempted to disperse the protest through aerial 
firing, he fled for shelter, but was injured by a 

falling bullet. “I learnt the lesson that during firing 
and any blast we, journalists, should take care so 
that we should not lose our expensive lives, he 
says.” 

With good reason, much attention has been paid 
to attacks on the media by terrorists and militants, 
but reporting on crime can also be extremely 
dangerous. “When I start reporting of criminal 
activities, some criminal minded and supporters 
tried to block my way and create hurdles,” one 
young journalist remembers. His news agency 
was burnt down, in an attack blamed on these 
gangs, leading to the loss of his job. However, 
he’s keen to stay in the profession, because he 
believes “what I am doing is right and based on 
truth.”

Conclusion
Violence has a corrosive impact on institutions. 
Trust is low in those institutions that the next 
generation believe should guarantee their security. 
Many feel ignored or even targeted by the police, 
and let down by courts, political leaders, and their 
government.  Those who are not even safe in 
their own homes often have nowhere to turn to, 
given the central importance of family to young 
people across Pakistan.

We have collected many stories of institutional 
failure, and these are backed up by quantitative 
evidence showing that crucial security institutions, 
such as the police, enjoy little confidence among 
young people. But we have also shown in this 
chapter how violence affects frontline institutions 
themselves, reducing their ability to discharge 
their functions and making it less likely that they 
can attract the workforce they will need in the 
future. But there is another side to this story, as 
both communities and institutions stand up to 
violence, attempt to resolve conflict, and offer 
help to those who have survived a violent attack. 
It is to this we turn in chapter 6.
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Unemployed man, age 25, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

My cousin used to drive a cab. When one day he was 
called by his customer to pick him up. That night he 
was missing and his family started searching for him. 
The police found an unknown body and we were called 
to identify the body. Later on with a local Jirga we got 
to know that 5 people who wanted to snatch his cab, 
called him and then killed him. This incident left me 
heartbroken and left me speechless. With the help 
of the Jirga members we have made committees in 
neighbouring villages and with the help of the Union 
Council, a support organisation has been made. 
Every village presents its problems to this organisation 
and the organisation helps them out. After this I made 
a committee of local youths who collect funds and 
help out poor people and we also help police. We 
still have not gotten any help from the government. 
We work on the basis of help yourself ideology.
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The Next Generation research has alerted 
policymakers in Pakistan to the demographic 
dividend the country could enjoy if it harnesses 
the potential of its young population. We have 
also warned that this potential is far from 
being realised, with growing evidence that a 
demographic disaster is unfolding as Pakistan fails 
its young people and they, in turn, become a force 
that destabilises their country.

Violence is both a consequence and a cause of 
demographic disaster. In both our quantitative 
research and the stories we have collected, we 
find that the lives of many young people are 
blighted by chronic insecurity, with violence having 
a pervasive impact on them, their families, and 
their communities. “The insecurity has locked me 
up,” says one young person who speaks for many. 

6  COPING WITH 
    INSECURITY

Tales of community resilience 

Figure 8. Lessons

Religion

Justice

Education

Equality

Peace

Health

“I want peace and 
stability in my country”

“There should be positive preaching of Islam to reflect its real picture”

“I want change, I want good law and order for the safety of citizens”

“I want to make my son into a good human by giving him a good education”

“I would encourage people to make friends without any discrimination”

“By talking to each other violence can be avoided”

“There should be counselling centres dealing with depression”
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Unsurprisingly, young people are desperate 
to escape from violence, this prison. An 
overwhelming majority believe that the next 
generation can change Pakistan, though many 
appreciate the scale of the task ahead. “I would 
like to change the mentality of the people of my 
society to serve the humanity,” says one. 

When we collected stories from young people, 
we asked them what lesson they had taken 
away from their experiences of violence. A 
significant number of responses – around 40% 
– touched on positive themes such as the need 
to resolve religious and tribal differences, to 
ensure equal rights, particularly for women, but 
also for minority groups such as the disabled; 
to reform and enforce the justice system; and 
to build new mechanisms for peacebuilding and 
conflict resolution (see figure 8) Others call for 
investment in education, for action to address the 
political drivers of conflict, and for reform of the 
criminal justice system. 

In this chapter, we explore in more detail what 
the research tells us about how young people 
think conflict and violence can be tackled and by 
whom.  We also look at their role in confronting 
violent behaviour and managing conflict peacefully, 
as well as how they can increase their own 
resilience and the resilience of their communities 
and country.

Looking for Help
The Next Generation survey shows that young 
people have a strong preference for resolving 
conflict within the family, or within the community, 
rather than using the criminal justice system. 

The numbers are striking. For Pakistan as a whole, 
43% of young people would turn to a family 
member for help in resolving a dispute that they 
had become involved in and 25% would look for 
a respected figure in their community to help 
them, or turn to a Panchayat or Jirga (see figure 
9). A further 18% would not look for any outside 
help and would try and solve the problem 
themselves, while just 13% would expect to be 
helped by the police or the courts. 

These findings are consistent with evidence 
presented in the previous chapters demonstrating 
significant levels of distrust in formal institutions, 
combined with a heavy reliance on family and 

community (in those circumstances when these 
play a positive rather than a negative role). In 
theory, formal security and justice institutions 
exist to protect the fundamental constitutional 
rights of all citizens and to do so in an even-
handed way. But, as discussed in chapter 5, they 
often struggle to fulfil this role or, in some cases, 
contribute to the denial of these rights. Reform 
of these institutions is a long-term project, 
requiring investment and considerable political 
will, although there are examples from other 
countries of effective reform even in difficult 
circumstances. For example, the police force in 
Haiti moved from being the country’s least to its 
most trusted institution in just five years, while a 
number of Latin American countries have rapidly 
improved their justice systems despite extremely 
high levels of crime and violence.50

Informal institutions of various kinds are often 
seen as having greater accessibility, being quicker, 
and being more culturally relevant. These 
institutions are diverse in their nature, and range 
from Jirgas and related bodies, that have deep 
cultural roots in certain communities, and have 
conflict-resolution as primary role, through 
organisations such as political parties that have 
a strong community presence, to local authority 
figures and neighbourhood groups. While 
informal resolution mechanisms are often valued, 
their drawbacks are a lack of accountability, 

Who would you turn to,  to help resolve a dispute?

Figure 9. Resolving Conflict

43%

25%

18%

13%

Family
Respected community figure
Not look for outside help
Police or courts
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especially when state institutions are weak, and 
a failure to represent the interests of powerless 
and marginalised groups, including women and 
minorities.51, 52 The importance of the family’s 
role should also never be underestimated, as 
it enforces rules of conduct within the home, 
and plays a vital role in resolving disputes in the 
community.

Finally, young people themselves play an 
important role in resisting violence and resolving 
conflict, although there are powerful forces 
that limit their scope of action. For those who 
had direct experience of a recent conflict in 
their community, 41% of the next generation 
had either already played a role in resolving 
the dispute or hoped to play a role in resolving 
conflict in the future. Around the same number 
say they are not interested in conflict resolution, 
however, while 19% believe that their community 
actively excluded young people from playing 
a role. Perhaps unsurprisingly, women are less 
likely to believe they can help address conflict. 
The lives of the vast majority of young people 
have been shaped in some way by their direct or 
indirect experience of violence. Some have been 
left feeling powerless as a result, while others are 
filled with a determination to be part of building 
a safer and more resilient society.

Formal Institutions
While formal institutions often play a negative 
role in the Next Generation stories, this is not 
always the case. Even the police, who are often 
roundly criticised, play a positive role in a small 
number of stories, indicating that some young 
people see them as part of the solution to 
conflict and violence. 

A man describes trying to break up a fight 
between a father and his sons in the street. After 
the sons turned on him as well, he called the 
police who successfully intervened. “Due to the 
police involvement and the neighbours reproving,” 
he says, “the sons apologised from their father 
and went back peacefully.” Another man tells the 
story of how the police tracked down and killed 
the members of a criminal gang that operated 
from another village. “I appreciate [the] role of 
the police for stepping into curb the menace of 
drug trade, robberies and murders,” he says. “I feel 
sorry that people died in the encounter, but as 
they say, only bad things come out of bad actions.” 

A third man says the police investigated his 
Madrassa after one of its students was arrested 
in possession of a suicide jacket. The man left 
the Madrassa as a result and he wants stronger 
security action to stop would-be terrorists 
moving freely around the country. One story 
provides a dramatic example of a powerless 
family being saved by police action. A farm worker 
says that he, and 17 other family members, 
worked without wages as bonded labourers for 
their landlord. The landlord kept them in appalling 
conditions. “Often we had to face hunger and 
fasts,” he says. “They would chain us and they had 
allotted numbers to us like prisoners. We were 
compelled to urinate and fulfil natural needs in 
front of each other in plastic bags.” They were 
eventually freed in a police raid. 

In 21 stories, young people say they have received 
justice through the courts. For example, a woman 
says she gained financial support for herself and 
her children after separating from her abusive 
husband after a lawyer agreed to represent her 
pro bono in the Family Court. In another story, 
a man describes how a fellow villager, who was 
falsely accused of murder and sentenced to life 
imprisonment, was finally released on appeal.  

Another man emphasises respect for the law 
even after a case went against him and his family. 
A property dispute had caused serious conflict 
in his village, but he wants all disputes like this 
to be settled without further fighting. In a case 
of false accusation, a man says his friend’s wife 
and her brothers were arrested after the friend 
was murdered by members of his own family. 
They were tortured badly while in custody 
and the family spent large amounts of money 
defending the case. However, eventually the wife 
and brothers were freed on bail and, although 
the man says he would like to shoot those who 
accused them and killed his friend, he respects 
the legal system. 

Even if justice is imperfect, the man says, he wants 
no-one to be above the law.

Community and Informal 
Institutions
In the stories we have collected, informal 
resolution mechanisms are most often mentioned 
for their role in solving land disputes. In one 
case, the local landlord finds a solution and 
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compensates the aggrieved party. In another case, 
tribal elders intervene to solve a dispute, reaching 
a judgement that is accepted by the storyteller’s 
family even though it goes against their interests.  

Their role is, however, much broader. In one story, 
a violent confrontation has broken out between 
what are described as ‘local’ and ‘non-local’ 
labourers. Ultimately many hundreds of people 
were involved in a series of fights and shops 
and property were destroyed. The conflict was 
resolved by leaders from both communities who 
sat together and came to an agreement on how 
to resolve the issue.

Sometimes, community support networks come 
to the rescue. A caring professional, for example, 
can play an important role. A woman describes 
how a teacher noticed how withdrawn she had 
become at school after being sexually abused by 
an uncle. The teacher went to great lengths to 
convince the girl’s mother to take action to stop 
the abuse. Another man says he was taken in by 
a neighbouring family after he attempted to hang 
himself from a ceiling fan. He had been beaten 
repeatedly by his parents who wanted him to 
leave school and go out to work. 

A Hindu teacher, meanwhile, says he was 
protected by the integrity of his boss, the 
headmaster, from attacks by other teachers 
when he was teaching various theories of the 
origin of human life in the classroom, including 
Darwinian evolution. Civil society groups also 
provide support. A man says his father stopped 
beating him when an NGO helped the father 
see the damage it was doing to his mental health. 
Another reached out to a local group after 
years of what she describes as torture from her 
husband. “They filed a case against my husband 
and they fully supported me in this case,” she 
says. “In the court, my husband asked me for 
forgiveness and assured that it would not happen 
again and so we started living peacefully again.”

We conducted an in-depth interview with a 
young man who had told us the story of his 
cousin, a taxi driver, who was killed by five people 
who wanted to snatch his taxi. While the man 
says his cousin’s death was shattering for him and 
his family (“it left me heartbroken and left me 
speechless”), the murder has had some positive 
impact, with a group of neighbouring villages 
founding an organisation to resolve conflicts and 

offer support services.

“Every village presents its problems to this 
organisation and the organisation according to 
its capacity helps them out,” the man says. “Our 
organisation is not supported by anyone, nor is it 
funded by the government. We work on the basis 
of a help-yourself ideology.” He has also formed 
a committee of young people who collect funds, 
help out other villagers, and ensure that any 
violent incidents are reported to the police. His 
community is not yet safe, he says, because of a 
lack of official support, but the people themselves 
are beginning to take control of their lives.

But it is family that usually offers the most 
immediate solution for those facing violence. 
A woman explains how she was helped by her 
sisters after her father reacted violently when she 
wanted to marry outside the family. In another 
case, the parents of a woman from the Hazara 
community lodged a complaint with the police 
against her husband when he assaulted her. The 
dispute, however, was resolved when he swore 
an oath on the Koran not to harm her again 
and offered Dua-e-Khair.  The woman does not 
expect her husband to harm her again. 

Another young woman was beaten by her father 
after she went on hunger strike when he refused 
to allow her to continue her education. Her 
unmarried aunt helped her to stay in school and 
she is now a university lecturer. Another woman 
was abused by her brothers who were drug 
addicts. They even sold her schoolbooks for drugs. 
However, her parents continued to support her 
and she is now a nurse, who describes herself as 
“a successful, independent girl.” 

Individual Responses
Some young people, of course, react to violence 
with a determination to take independent action 
to improve their situation and build a better 
future. A young woman of just 17 years of age 
(slightly younger than our target age group) says 
she was beaten by her own family as a child, then 
forcibly married into another family where the 
cycle of abuse worsened. 

One day she says she heard an advert from 
woman’s rights organisation on FM radio, wrote 
down their telephone number, and escaped from 
the house taking her father-in-law’s mobile phone. 
Not knowing how to use the phone or having 
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been outside in the street for many years, she 
asked a rickshaw driver to call the NGO for her 
and thus found refuge. She has turned away from 
family life (“people say that without a marriage 
life is not possible, but after marriage, living life is 
not possible”), but she is resolved to make the 
most of her new freedom. “There should be a 
house where a woman can live according to her 
will,” she says. “I will study, become a doctor. I 
want to stand on my own feet.”

Other young people take steps to empower 
themselves in order to escape from physical or 
psychological danger. A disabled woman was still 
a child when her uncle beat up and humiliated 
her father in an attempt to steal the house she 
saw as her ‘paradise.’ Later, the same house was 
destroyed by the 2010 floods, while she was left 
helpless waiting for her father to rescue her. These 
incidents convinced her that she was a burden on 
her family. Her mother, however, helped her by 
finding her a place in an adult education school, 
where she completed primary education and 
learned to stitch. This allowed her to take control 
of her life.

Another woman says she was mistreated by 
her stepmother throughout her childhood, but 
gained renewed respect when she found work as 
a bus hostess and was able to help support her 
family financially. A man, meanwhile, says he came 
from an ‘ultra poor’ family that strongly opposed 
his attempt to gain an education for himself, his 
brother and sisters (his father beat him, his uncle 
shot him and he spent two months in hospital). 
He supported himself and his siblings by working 
as a labourer, selling stationery, and running a 
poultry business. He now has a master’s degree 
and a good job. All brothers and sisters are also 
educated. He has become a force for stability for 
his entire family. 

In other stories, we see that the storyteller 
has been through a journey of self-discovery. 
Sometimes the breakthrough is as simple 
as a changed mind set. One young man, for 
example, was so disgusted when he drank from 
a bottle belonging to someone from another 
(unspecified) faith that he vomited and then 
attacked the other man. However, his friends 
intervened and persuaded him that humanity is 
the greatest virtue for a Muslim. “I realised that I 

was wrong and I apologised from him and since 
then we are good friends,” he says. Another man 
tells of his anger when a doctor was slow to 
arrive to operate on his son who was seriously 
injured in a road traffic accident. Later, however, 
he was told by a nurse that the doctor had left 
the funeral of his own son to come to perform 
the surgery. Ashamed by his behaviour, he 
resolved not to be so quick in judging others. 

Some bystanders also come to regret their 
inaction. One woman says she often used to 
hear screams coming from a house where a wife 
was abused by her husband. She did nothing to 
intervene and eventually the wife was beaten 
to death soon after she had given birth. “The 
episode has left a great imprint on my mind,” she 
admits. “Whenever we hear screams or calls for 
help we definitely should not hesitate in playing 
our role by going there and handling the situation. 
This way maybe we can save precious lives.” 

For many storytellers, guilt or the disapproval 
of others is a powerful driver of behavioural 
change. A man had a fight with a fellow worker 
and became a figure of fun at work as a result. 
He says he has now learned to control his 
temper. Another beat up a bus conductor with 
a friend in a row over fares. He now regrets his 
bad behaviour. A third man helped catch a thief 
who had stolen a woman’s purse and then took 
the lead in beating the man until he was nearly 
unconscious. “As soon as we handed him over 
to the police,” he says, “I began wondering why 
we had hit so much. I remained restless for many 
days as I had hit him the most.” He now repents 
his violence and recently prevented another 
crowd from taking justice into their own hands. 
His experience had turned him from aggressor to 
peacemaker.

Others describe their resistance to getting 
involved in violence. One young man from 
a family of landowners with political ties has 
escaped from participating in his family’s 
transgressions. His brothers,“ have been involved 
in narcotics, illegal weapons, land mafia, fighting 
to grab hold of land illegally and employing child 
labour…as far as I am concerned, such activities 
are not acceptable in any society.” Refusing to 
participate he has left his home and studies 
in a different city. “If one cannot change the 
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circumstances, one can at least stay away from 
those who do bad things. I am doing the same.” 
As a further act of defiance, he uses the money 
his relatives send him to provide education for 
those who cannot afford it. 

Increasing Resilience
The reform of formal security and justice 
institutions is an important priority for Pakistan, 
but so is broader effort to strengthen resilience 
at an individual, family and community level. As 
the Next Generation stories have demonstrated, 
resilience can help a community resist violence. It 
also helps a survivor of violence recover from the 
experience and rebuild her or his life.

Resilience is a concept that involves questions 
of identity and social cohesion, innovation and 
flexibility, and the values and sense of purpose 
that provides strength in the face of adversity.53  
According to an analysis of how high and low 
resilience societies:54 

• When resilience is high, individuals and groups 
have a shared understanding of the challenges 
their society faces and are prepared to work 
together for a common future. Risks are 
broadly shared and institutions are seen as fair 
and trustworthy, while state, private sector, 
and civil society actors play to their strengths 
both in normal times and in the wake of an 
emergency.

• When it is low, in contrast, “risks are felt 
disproportionately by some groups and 
responses are inadequate, over-centralised, 
or both.” Confidence in the future falls to 
very low levels, institutions are widely seen as 
failing to deliver, and individuals are more likely 
pursue narrow self-interest than to cooperate 
for the public good.

In order to try and assess levels of resilience 
within the next generation, we incorporated the 
Short Adapted Social Capital Assessment Tool 
(SASCAT) into our quantitative survey.55 This 
provides an assessment of social capital along two 
dimensions: cognitive (levels of trust, community 
cohesion, social harmony and perceptions of 
fairness) and structural (membership of groups, 
effectiveness of social support, and participation 
in the community as an active citizen). 

The results are striking and provide an insight into 

young people’s sources of strength on the one 
hand, and the factors that push their communities 
to a generally low level of resilience on the other 
(see figure 10). Cognitive social capital is generally 
quite high, with a large majority of young people 
saying they trust the other members of their 
community, feel that most people get along, and 
that they are part of their community. 

This does not, however, translate into the 
structures needed to support resilient 
communities. Group membership is very low 
and below levels seen in other countries where 
the same assessment has been completed. 2% of 
young Pakistanis say they are an active member of 
a community association, political party, religious 
group, community association, women’s group, 
sports club or other local organisation. This 
compares to 19% of Peruvians (adults of all ages), 
27% of Vietnamese, and 74% of Ethiopians.56 

Moreover, fewer than one in five young people 
say they have worked with other community 
members to solve a problem or a common issue, 
again substantially lower than adults from other 
countries. Young people are not totally isolated, 
however. Almost two thirds of young people say 
they have received some form of emotional or 
economic help, or other forms of assistance, in 

Figure 10. Social Capital
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the last 12 months, but this help comes almost 
exclusively from their immediate family. Only 7% 
have received help from neighbours, 4% from 
other community members, 2% from politicians, 
and even fewer for religious leaders, government 
officials and charitable organisations.

A significant minority of young people, in other 
words, show strong signs of alienation from 
society – the one in seven who do not trust 
others or feel they belong, or the one in three 
who do not feel either their family or community 
offers them help or support. But even the 
majority who show high levels of trust appear 
limited in their ability to turn relationships into 
positive social change. They are not part of 
broader organisations within which they can work 

with others when violence threatens them or the 
ones they love.

This is far from universally the case, of course. 
Some young people are actively involved in 
building resilience and in directly countering local 
incidents of conflict and violence. Often these 
efforts are informal, as young people work with 
their friends or family members, reach out to 
existing community groups or create new ones. 
Over time, some of these initiatives become 
more established. We have surveyed a number 
of civil society organisations that are working 
to increase grassroots resilience, with figure 11 
providing an overview of groups working in areas 
such as conflict resolution, the rehabilitation 
of those involved in violence, and community 

 District Steering
Committee

A group of young, multi-political party activists who organise peace 
dialogues to resolve communal conflicts.

Helps to rehabilitate drug-addicted youth through mentoring and 
education. Aids local community and police in eliminating local drug 
gangs.

Volunteers from across the community work together with the police 
to reduce local crime.

An online website for women suffering from domestic abuse that 
provides a platform to share stories and get information about help.

Runs awareness campaigns against sexual harassment. Trains local 
‘change makers’ who pledge they will not commit any domestic 
violence and encourage those around them to the same.

Provides mediation interventions, counselling and legal aid for 
marginalised women dealing with forced marriages, land and 
inheritance disputes as well as divorces.

Provides scholarships for religious minorities who have dropped out of 
education due to discrimination, poverty and unawareness.

A voluntary organisation that advocate against the discrimination of 
the disabled. Their work includes improving local infrastructure to 
improve mobility.

Young volunteers mentor other young people in their community in the 
importance of education, health and empowerment through the use of 
theatre participation and discussion forums.

Masoom Rights Development 
Society

mrds.org.pk

Citizens Police Liason 
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cplc.org.pk

 Al Falah without Walls
alfalah.org.pk

Youth Educational
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Figure 11. Overview of Civil Society Organisation
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policing, as well as a series of initiatives that aim 
to protect the rights of groups that are vulnerable 
to violence.57 

Many of these groups have emerged 
spontaneously and fill a gap left by the failure 
of formal institutions, with a new generation 
of young activists exploring a range of new 
approaches to campaigning for change, 
challenging prejudice and discrimination, 
and providing services. In some cases, these 
organisations have developed a productive 
partnership with state institutions such as the 
police force, or have been successful in working 
with political, tribal or religious leaders, or other 
authority figures. Most initiatives are implemented 
on a small scale and have limited reach, however. 
In order to make a sustained improvement in 
resilience, many more communities will have 
to be targeted through initiatives that deliver 
nationwide participation in violence prevention 
and conflict resolution. We return to this theme 
in chapter 7.

Conclusion
In previous chapters, we have seen that family 
and community members, and representatives of 
a range of institutions, play a role in perpetuating 
cycles of violence. This chapter balances that 
finding, demonstrating that they are also sources 
of support, guidance, and conflict resolution.  

Young people have suffered at the hands of their 
family members, but they are also likely to turn 
to them in their hour of need. People’s trust in 
formal institutions may be low, but sometimes 
the police and courts provide the protection 
and justice that young people crave. For certain 
groups, the formal justice system is their only 
hope. The law may not always work in young 
people’s favour but there is still hope and belief 
that it can do better in the future. 

There are, in other words, positive signs of the 
resilience of some young people in the face 
of violence and of the ability of communities 
sometimes to resist and resolve the conflict that 
threatens them. We therefore explore how this 
resilience can be strengthened in the rest of this 
report. 
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Agricultural worker (male), age 24, Punjab

As I am a non-Muslim, my Muslim brothers used to see 
me with disgust in their eyes. But one incident broke 
the roots of this hatred. The sardar’s* mother was very ill. 
His mother’s blood group was O negative and no one was 
a match. I was shaking and scared but stepped forward 
and stated that I am ready to give a bottle of blood. The 
doctor told me to come and get tested but the sardar 
interrupted the doctor and told that he will never give a 
Non-Muslim’s blood to his mother. I got my blood group 
checked and by fate, it was also O negative. The doctor 
saw a ray of light to save the old woman but he was 
helpless in front of the sardar’s stubbornness. Suddenly, 
his elder sister came forward and while crying she said 
to me, you please give blood to my mother to save her. 
After some time, there was presence of life in her. My 
happiness knew no bounds when a person who never 
liked to talk to me, today, he hugged me and tears came 
out of his eyes. He was none other than the sardar. From 
that day onwards, we eat, drink and sit together.

*Sardar – local leader
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In previous chapters of this report, we have 
used the Next Generation research to provide 
a detailed, and often harrowing, picture of young 
people’s experience of conflict and violence. 

Using a rich body of quantitative and qualitative 
evidence, we have demonstrated the pervasive 
nature of violence in the home, in schools 
and workplaces, and in public spaces. We have 
collected the experiences not just of victims 
and witnesses of violence, but also of those 
who have perpetrated violent acts, with some 
storytellers admitting to horrific and senseless 
crimes. Throughout, the next generation’s ‘untold 
stories’ have been reinforced by a nationally 
representative survey, as well as extensive use of 
other data sources and the insights gained from 
expert interviews.

The research demonstrates that for some 
young people violence is something that they 
experience at a distance, as witnesses to the 
suffering of others. For a second group, violence 
intrudes directly into their lives, but as a one-
off event that they may recover quickly from 
or that may have lasting physical and emotional 
consequences. A third group live in conditions 
of profound insecurity. For them, violence is a 
regular occurrence. They usually have no means 
of escape and no-one they can turn to or trust to 
help them.

Looking across the evidence that we have 
collected, it is clear that violence is now a binding 

constraint to realising the potential of the next 
generation.58  

Even for those who are only indirectly affected 
by violence, their potential is blighted, as scarce 
resources are diverted to repairing infrastructure 
and property, paying for healthcare, and investing 
in expensive security measures.59 Those directly 
hit by violence suffer significant physical, economic 
and social loss, and in the worst cases, this 
makes normal life impossible, damaging not just 
individual lives, but whole communities. More 
broadly, instability shakes confidence in Pakistan’s 
economy, scaring investors away, and erodes trust 
in its institutions.  

It is time to tackle violence, and the 
consequences of violence, directly. 

A stable society rests on a robust political 
settlement, strong institutions, a dynamic 
economy, and investment in a healthy and 
educated citizenry.60 We have tackled elements 
of this substantial reform agenda in earlier Next 
Generation reports. But these changes will take 
time and many young people need action now 
to protect their right to life, liberty and security 
of person.61 There is an equal duty to offer 
redress for the harm that is caused when these 
fundamental rights are abrogated. Furthermore, 
any effort to reduce violence is only likely to 
be successful if the behaviours, attitudes and 
assumptions of perpetrators are also confronted. 
For these reasons, it is not enough just to address 
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the causes of instability, violence itself – and the 
culture that allows violence to flourish – must be 
tackled head on.

This will require changes at all levels of society.

As this report has shown, violence leads to 
more violence. This is about more than individual 
morality. Most young people believe that violence 
is wrong, although many are prepared to fight 
when they believe their family, community, or 
beliefs are threatened. The next generation, 
however, has grown up in a society where high 
levels of violence have come to be seen as 
normal. Many experience violence in their homes 
and communities, sometimes on a regular basis, 
and almost all are exposed to graphic images of 
violence in the media. Tackling violence requires a 
political, institutional, and cultural transformation, 
as well as a personal commitment to resolving 
conflict and building resilience at a time when 
Pakistan faces serious internal and external 
challenges.

But we have also found that young women and 
men have the power to be agents of change and 
can help build a more stable and peaceful future.

Members of the next generation demonstrate 
a powerful appetite to be part of building 
a stronger Pakistan, while many are already 
engaged in working to increase resilience in 
their communities. Breaking the cycle of violence 
will only be possible if the next generation 
adopts this as its mission. Young men need to 
turn against violence and become a force for 
conflict resolution, both in the home and in 
their communities. Young women are often 
disempowered by the violence they experience, 
but are far from being passive victims. As active 
citizens and young leaders, they have considerable 
power to influence social change. They are also 
central to forming the values of the ‘next next 
generation,’ given that many are already mothers 
of growing families. 

In this chapter, we explore the challenge of 
responding to the violence suffered by young 
people in Pakistan, drawing on international 
experience to suggest what strategies might be 
adopted to tackle the chronic insecurity that 
emerges from the Next Generation research.

Violence as a Global Challenge
Pakistan is far from alone in experiencing high 
levels of violence. The world is now more 
peaceful than it was during the 20th Century, as 
the major wars of the Cold War era have drawn 
to a close. In their place, however, we have seen 
a growth in the number of civil conflicts, some 
of which persist at low intensity for very long 
periods of time. These conflicts are often funded 
by drug smuggling, other forms of organised 
crime, and widespread corruption, and both spill 
across borders and are exacerbated by external 
stresses.

The World Bank estimates that around a quarter 
of the world’s population live in fragile and 
conflict-affected states, or in countries where 
violent crime is endemic, or both.62 According 
to the World Health Organization, violence kills 
as many people each day as tuberculosis, and 
more than those who die from malaria, with 
90% of the deaths occurring in low and middle-
income countries.63 Global levels of interfamilial 
violence are also high, while the World Health 
Organization estimates that more than a third of 
the world’s women have experienced physical or 
sexual violence, leading to elevated rates of other 
anxiety disorders amongst women.64 

International evidence also demonstrates how 
entrenched cycles of violence can become. The 
vast majority of civil wars break out in countries 
that have already experienced a civil war in the 
last thirty years.65 High levels of crime tend to 
make criminality socially acceptable and provide 
a signal to both criminals and victims that legal 
sanctions are unlikely to be applied. Children, who 
experience violence in their families, are more 
at risk of being either victims or perpetrators 
of violence in later life.66 Indeed, violence can 
be seen as behaving like a contagious disease. 
“One of the best established findings in the 
psychological literature on aggressive and violent 
behaviour is that violence begets violence,” a 
leading expert argues. “In regions where more 
war violence occurs, we found more intra-
community violence and more intra-family 
violence which in turn stimulate more youth 
violence.”67  

As a result, communities can become defined 
by the trauma they have suffered, with 
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violence integrated into everyday life, and their 
populations displaying elevated levels of anger 
and social alienation, emotional numbing in 
the face of violence, denial of the experiences 
of victims of violence, and a resort to self-
destructive behaviours.68 As these behaviours 
become entrenched, the cycle of violence 
becomes increasingly hard to escape.

But change is possible. 

Societies that are relatively peaceful today have 
endured periods of serious conflict. Europe 
experienced two catastrophic wars in the first 
half of the 20th century, with an intervening 
depression of unparalleled severity, but its citizens 
have since enjoyed relatively high levels of 
security. The steep global decline in battle deaths 
in civil wars, down from 200,000 per year in 1988 
to 50,000 twenty years later, would have been 
impossible if wars were destined never to end.69  
Rwanda, Kosovo, and Sri Lanka provide recent 
examples of at least partial recovery from serous 
conflict.70 Crime rates have also experienced a 
remarkable fall in many countries over the past 
decade, with some of the world’s greatest cities 
now safer than they have been in a generation. 
Women have also seen an increase in their 
rights and legal protection in some countries, as 
they have become more educated and better 
empowered to take action to ensure their own 
security. 

The 2011 World Development Report 
underlines that the path that leads from 
violence to resilience is a long one. However, it 
argues the first step is to make an initial break 
with the past, through ‘quick wins’ that restore 
citizen confidence in the future and allow the 
long-term task to begin of building trust and 
transforming institutions. The report calls for the 
development of ‘inclusive enough’ coalitions that 
can start to rebuild confidence, by demonstrating 
their commitment to peace and security, and 
delivering early results that will convince others 
to join them. This will allow a broader package 
of reforms to be developed to transform the 
institutions that provide security and justice, while 
providing a stake in society for all groups including 
those engaged in violence, and creating economic 
opportunities for all. 

The report also emphasises the responsibility 
of the international community to support this 

process, while reducing the external stresses that 
are destabilising a society. International actors 
must become a force for building peace, rather 
than a facilitator of continued conflict. 

Strategies for Tackling Violence
So what does this mean for Pakistan?

In preparing this report, we conducted a 
review of the experience of countries that 
have attempted to break cycles of conflict and 
violence. We focused, in particular, on Northern 
Ireland, Colombia, South Africa and the United 
States (see box on page 72). The experience of 
these countries allowed us to explore conflicts 
with political and ethnic roots, effective strategies 
for tackling very high levels of crime, and 
responses to entrenched gang culture in urban 
areas. In each case study, the original problems are 
far from definitively solved and levels of violence 
remain high. However, important steps have 
been taken towards building a more peaceful and 
resilient society, and creating the conditions which 
support the long process of rebuilding trust and 
institutions.

From the case studies, we have identified eight 
lessons we believe are directly relevant to 
Pakistan. As already discussed, our focus is on 
psychosocial interventions, and on measures that 
create personal and community resilience, rather 
than the broader economic and political reforms 
that are part of any comprehensive response to 
instability.

• The cycle of violence should be treated 
as a public health problem. If violence is 
contagious then it makes sense to tackle it in 
the same way as other epidemics. According 
to the Global Campaign for Violence 
Prevention, which brings together more than 
50 international and national organisations, a 
public health approach encourages systematic 
and evidence-based attempts to identify and 
tackle the drivers of violence in a community 
or across a society as a whole.71 In the United 
States, Cure Violence has achieved significant 
cuts in gang-related violence by pursuing this 
strategy. “We are violence interrupters,” the 
group says.72 It treats violence as an infectious 
disease, detecting and interrupting events that 
will lead to more violence, identifying and 
working with the individuals most involved in 
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Northern Ireland
On 10th April 1998, the Good Friday 
Agreement was signed by Northern Ireland’s 
political parties while the governments of the 
United Kingdom and of Ireland signed a parallel 
deal.73  The agreement was subsequently mailed 
to every household in Northern Ireland and 
overwhelmingly approved in a referendum, 
marking an important milestone in Northern 
Ireland’s recovery from three decades of 
political violence with sectarian undertones. This 
conflict is estimated to have left 3,700 people 
dead and over 40,000 injured, from a population 
that is roughly the same size as Rawalpindi’s 
– Pakistan’s fourth largest city.74, 75 Half the 
population knew someone who had been killed, 
whilst 10% have suffered the loss of a family 
member.76 Like Pakistan, many of those affected 
were young people, with one survey of North 
Belfast suggesting half were directly affected by 
conflict and violence.77  

South Africa
South Africa has gone through multiple cycles 
of violence, routed in the racial oppression of 
colonialism and apartheid. Violence was driven 
by an undemocratic and unrepresentative 
state. The Truth and Reconciliation Committee, 
established after apartheid ended in 1994, 
collected over 21,000 statements recording 
close to 37,000 gross violations of human 
rights.78 The legacy of these human rights 
violations is persistently high levels of crime, 
with young people disproportionately involved. 
According to one survey, more than a third 
of those aged 12 to 22 years have been 
victims of crime or violence, and one in ten 
in this age group has committed a criminal 
offence.79   

Colombia
Colombia also suffers from high crime rates 
and a shockingly high murder rate. Its youth 
homicide rate is one of the highest globally.80 
According to the World Development Report, 
Colombia has experienced peace for only a 
quarter of its first 200 years of independence.81 
With a history of political violence between 
different factions, armed conflict between the 
government, guerrilla groups and paramilitaries, 
the level of insecurity is high. Although much of 
this conflict takes place in remote rural areas, 
crime and other urban violence is facilitated 
by the chronic insecurity and fuelled by the 
drug trade.82 Medellin was categorised as the 
most violent city in the world in 1991, with a 
homicide rate of 381 per 100,000 (almost 50 
times the current murder rate in Pakistan).83  

Inner-City United States 
Urban violence due to crime and illegal drug 
trade is a feature in the United States, which 
has suffered from inner-city gang violence 
for decades. The American experience 
demonstrates the potential for elevated levels of 
violence to persist in an otherwise prosperous 
country. In 2012, youth violence was still the 
second leading cause of death for young 
people aged between 15 and 24 in the United 
States, despite a substantial drop in the overall 
homicide rate since the highs of the 1980s and 
1990s.84 Gang violence is facilitated by easy 
access to guns and rampant drug markets.85 
It also provides a sense of identity for young 
people who live in impoverished communities 
and often come from ethnic groups that have 
experienced a long history of oppression.86 

International Case Studies
Many countries have experienced, or continue to experience, high levels of violence. This box 
provides a brief overview of four case studies from which we draw some lessons for Pakistan in this 
chapter.
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transmission, and changing the social norms in 
communities where high levels of violence are 
common.

• Find entry points to intervene and initiate 
changes in behaviour. It is essential to build 
trust and demonstrate change is possible, 
while using high profile interventions to 
challenge existing norms that support 
violence. Colombia has demonstrated the 
potential of this approach. In 2002, it initiated 
the ‘Live Colombia, Travel Colombia’ (Vive 
Colombia, Viaja Por Ella) programme to 
restore security on the country’s roads, 
while launching a major advertising campaign 
to encourage the public to travel without 
intimidation.87 On a smaller scale, the Mayor 
of Bogota, Antanas Mockus, launched the 
‘Night for Women’, in which the city’s male 
residents were asked to stay home for a 
night.88 Around 700,000 women went out on 
the first of these nights, and as predicted by 
the Mayor, the levels of violence for that night 
fell steeply.89 He had used a political stunt to 
begin to tackle the violence women faced.

• Give survivors of violence a voice and 
remember those who lose their lives. 
During the intensive phases of a conflict, it 
is common to deny the experiences of the 
victims of violence and to quickly forget 
both those who have been killed and those 
who survive attacks.90 Remembrance plays 
an important role, as does ensuring that 
survivors are prominently represented in 
public life. Northern Ireland, for example, set 
up a Commission for Victims and Survivors, 
an official body with a Commissioner who 
protects the interests of those who have been 
affected by violence and ensures they are 
able to argue for a lasting peace.91 Colombia 
has a dedicated ‘Victim’s Day,’92 while South 
Africa has a number of physical memorials 
such as the Apartheid Museum which acts 
as “a beacon of hope showing the world 
how South Africa is coming to terms with its 
oppressive past and working towards a future 
that all South Africans can call their own.”93  

• Systematically respond to the mental and 
emotional health needs of survivors. As this 
report has shown, violence exerts a heavy 
psychological toll, but, whereas we take 

physical injuries seriously, most mental illness 
goes untreated. Systematically meeting the 
unmet mental and emotional health needs 
of survivors of violence makes a crucial 
contribution not just to their well-being, but 
to the entire society. There are a growing 
number of programmes offering psychosocial 
counselling around the world. One example, 
in Northern Ireland, is the work of  WAVE, 
which provides care and support for those 
traumatised by violence and for those whose 
loved ones have been killed.94 In South Africa, 
the Trauma Centre for Survivors of Violence 
and Torture offers psychosocial services to 
the survivors of crime, political violence and 
torture, while providing mentoring for the 
professionals who deal with the consequences 
of violence every day of their working lives.95 

• Create opportunities for young people to 
‘opt out of violence.’ Young people who 
have engaged in violence can become 
powerful advocates for peace, but they 
need to be given opportunities to turn away 
from a violent path. Many countries have 
experimented with initiatives that work with 
offenders, gang members, and extremists, 
offering them a second chance and helping 
reintegrate them into their communities. 
One such programme is ‘Operation Opt 
Out’ initiated by the Long Island Police in 
the United States. This programme gives 
gang members the option to disassociate 
themselves from their gangs and to return 
to education or find work, with the aid of 
community sponsors.96, 97 In South Africa, the 
‘One Man Can’ campaign works with young 
men to challenge their attitudes to women 
and recruit them as supporters of women’s 
right. It focuses in particular on sexual 
violence, in a country that is thought to have 
one of the highest rates of rape in the world.98 

• Work actively with young people to initiate 
and build peace. Some programmes recruit 
young people to act as champions on the 
fight against violence, while others practice 
restorative justice, or collaborate with ex-
offenders to reduce crime and political 
violence. The National Institute for Crime 
Prevention and Reintegration of Offenders 
(NICRO) in South Africa has introduced 



74

a programme that trains young people to 
become ambassadors against violence.99  
These Safety Ambassadors work as agents of 
change within their local community, reducing 
the risk of violence and increasing resilience 
among the young. In Northern Ireland, 
YouthAction builds mutual understanding 
between survivors and young men who 
have been involved in political violence. The 
approach is based on the belief that new 
approaches are needed to keep young men 
out of trouble, by addressing their mental 
and emotional well-being and providing 
opportunities for them to make their voices 
heard in a positive way.100  

• Build resilient communities. Some 
interventions bring together the community 
as a whole. In Northern Ireland, a network 
of mobile phones, operated by community 
groups and community workers, has been 
created to increase communication across 
lines that are contested by Belfast’s Catholic 
and Protestant communities. The network is 
especially important at times of crisis, allowing 
respected community figures to de-escalate 
tensions rather than allowing tit-for-tat attacks 
to spread.101 Another project in Cape Town, 
South Africa, uses a combination of social 
engagement and town planning to reduce the 
impact of crime. By developing safe houses 
along potentially dangerous pedestrian routes 
and investing in public spaces for sport and 
recreation, confidence in a community is 
restored. By combining this with regular 
cultural and social events, the objective is to 
create a sense of ‘togetherness’ and strengthen 
social bonds.102 

• Promote national reconciliation. Violence 
occurs within communities and must be 
tackled at a local level, but national or 
provincial efforts are also important. South 
Africa, for example, celebrates the Day of 
Reconciliation, which was introduced after 
the end of apartheid in 1994. Its Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, meanwhile, has 
gained international recognition for its efforts 
to enable South Africans to come to terms 
with the legacy of apartheid and to build 
foundations for a fair and just future.103 It 
offered victims a voice, but also provided a 

platform for those who repented for their 
violation of human rights in the apartheid 
years. Its chairman, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, 
remembers the appearance of one young girl 
who was asked whether she could forgive 
the policemen who had murdered her father. 
“We would like to forgive, but we would just 
like to know who to forgive,” she replied. 
“How fantastic to see this young girl,”  Tutu 
comments, “still human despite all efforts to 
dehumanise her.”104 

Conclusion
The Next Generation research has demonstrated 
how conflict and violence is shaping the lives of 
young people. 

In addressing the impacts of violence, seeking 
reconciliation, and building resilience, Pakistan has 
plentiful international experience to draw on. This 
demonstrates the importance of tackling violence 
as a public health problem, while offering victims 
and survivors on the one hand, and perpetrators 
on the other, a pathway to escape from the trap 
that insecurity places them in. 

In the next chapter, we use this international 
experience, as well as the lessons of resilient 
young people and resilient communities within 
Pakistan, to develop a transformational agenda 
that tackles violence directly and aims to build 
stronger communities that will benefit young and 
old alike. 
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Homemaker (female), age 21, from Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

Four years have passed to my marriage. In the 
beginning our lives were very pleasant but as time 
passed everything changed and bitterness grew 
between us. He abused and tortured me both 
verbally and physically and became very consistent in 
doing so. One day when he tortured me physically 
I went to an NGO in our area. They filed a case 
against my husband and they fully supported me in the 
case. In the court my husband asked for forgiveness 
and assured that it would not happen again and so 
we started living peacefully again. This gave me the 
biggest lesson of my life which is that unless we won’t 
speak up for our rights nobody would be our saviour; 
we need to raise our voices in order to be heard. If we 
won’t speak up against violence, it would continue 
to prevail in our society destroying many homes.
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In this report, we have argued that Pakistan 
has entered a cycle in which multiple forms of 
violence, crime and political instability feed each 
other, and in which external stresses exacerbate 
internal stability. As the 2011 World Development 
Report warned, these cycles of conflict and 
violence create an economic, social and human 
burden that can last for generations.105 

For many young people, violence is now part of 
everyday life. This has had a corrosive impact on 
institutions and communities, weakening their 
ability to prevent violence and, in many cases, 
creating social norms that sustain violence and 
transmit it from generation to generation.106  

Breaking the cycle of violence requires an 
improvement in education and employment 
opportunities, better access to healthcare, 
improved law and order, stronger governance, and 
the empowerment of women.107 But a political 
and economic transformation is not enough, it is 
also time to systematically respond to the needs 
of survivors of violence, helping them cope with 
and recover from the trauma that they have 
experienced.  

Action must also be taken to tackle the norms 
and values that perpetuate violence, while 
addressing the causes of aggressive and violent 
behaviour. And a broader attempt is needed to 
restore confidence in the country’s future, while 
rebuilding trust and helping communities become 
more resilient to conflict.

Taken together, this approach involves a switch 
from focusing solely on the long-term causes of 
conflict towards an approach that also directly 
and urgently confronts the ‘culture of violence’ 
that holds many communities in its grasp.

The rest of this chapter is structured around four 
interlinked conclusions that stem from the Next 
Generation research.

• First, it is time to accept the reality of conflict 
and violence within Pakistan society and its 
impact on young people.

• Second, more needs to be done to give 
survivors of violence a voice. 

• Third, greater priority must be given to tackling 
the trauma exposure to violence causes.

• Fourth, we must simultaneously work 
to increase the resilience of families and 
communities to violence. 

We also make an argument that cuts across 
all four conclusions: new interventions must be 
delivered to scale. There are already a number 
of projects that tackle violence, but they do not 
have sufficient reach to make a difference to the 
next generation as a whole. Greater ambition is 
needed, backed up by new partnerships, where 
necessary, and by the financing needed to deliver 
large-scale change.

8  BREAKING     
   THE CYCLE

Lifting the burden of violence
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Accepting the Reality of Violence
Violence in Pakistan is both serious and 
entrenched. 

Many individuals, families, and communities 
experience levels of insecurity that make 
normal life difficult or impossible. The drivers 
of conflict, oppression and abuse are complex 
and deep-seated. According to a review of 
the experience of other states, even the best 
performing countries take 20-30 years to attain 
political stability, improve bureaucratic quality to 
acceptable levels and bring corruption under 
control, with the task of fully eliminating terrorism 
taking as long, or longer.108

Even in the best case scenario, in other words, it 
will be some time – at least a generation – before 
young Pakistanis can expect to live their lives in 
predominantly peaceful conditions. For many 
of today’s young people, instability will be an 
inescapable part of their experience of adulthood.

Denial of the reality of this experience remains 
a common – and understandable – reaction 
to current events in Pakistan (as the poet, T.S. 
Eliot wrote, “humankind cannot bear very much 
reality”).109 This report provides overwhelming 
evidence of the chronic insecurity that 
characterises the lives of many young people. 
Read the ‘untold stories’ that we have collected 
and you cannot fail to be struck by the extent to 
which the next generation is suffering or by the 
yearning of young people for peace and security.  

It is not just the seriousness of violence that 
must be accepted; a new willingness is needed to 
address the trauma that results from exposure 
to violence. As discussed in chapter 7, there is a 
growing international understanding of the need 
to tackle the contagious aspects of violence, 
respond to the mental health needs of survivors, 
and challenge the values and norms that allow 
violence to flourish. As yet, we lack the consensus 
needed to apply this knowledge within Pakistan.

It is therefore time to confront denial. This 
does not require sudden agreement on the 
contentious issues that define the debate about 
Pakistan’s future, but it does require unity and 
leadership from those who are prepared to put 
their political differences aside in order to stand 
against violence. Their task is to confront those 
who continue to deny the toll that violence 

exacts on young people in Pakistan and to help 
put survivors and victims of conflict and violence 
at the centre of a new attempt to achieve peace 
and stability.

Giving Survivors a Voice
When we began this research project, we were 
concerned that it would be difficult for young 
people to share their experiences of violence. 
This fear was unfounded. We succeeded in 
collecting a large number of stories that provide 
an extremely detailed picture of how conflict and 
violence shapes young lives.

Although some were reluctant to talk to our field 
workers, many young people were eager to tell 
their stories. Some said they were talking about 
incidents for the first time. “I couldn’t just tell 
anyone anything due to the fear,” said one young 
man who had been sexually abused by older men. 
“No-one knows this. It’s still a secret. Just sharing 
here.” “This incident made me feel so threatened 
that I didn’t share it with anyone,” says a young 
woman. “I left for home after finishing my job and 
never shared this incident to anyone,” a young 
transgender victim told us. 

Reports from research partners confirmed that 
many respondents welcomed the chance to 
talk. According to a partner from Balochistan: 
“All of them wanted to share their stories with 
other fellows but they never found platform to 
share. Many factors have been there: lack of trust, 
shame, fear of being joked and isolated from the 
family and friend’s company, and other hurdles 
that never allowed them to share these stories.” 

The experience of victims and survivors of 
conflict and violence is not entirely eclipsed, 
with a number of groups trying to keep it in 
the public eye. Naming the Dead, for example, 
is a crowd-funded project that aims to “identify 
those killed in CIA drone strikes on Pakistan.”110  
Other groups exist to provide a voice for victims 
from particular communities, such as Hazara.
net which publishes regular and detailed lists of 
Hazara victims of terrorism in Pakistan, or who 
have suffered particular forms of violence, such 
as those supporting those who have survived 
acid attacks.111 Christians in Pakistan, meanwhile, 
is a non-governmental organisation that has set 
up an online memorial for the All-Saints Church 
victims, which includes a picture of 74 of those 
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who died.112 A recent initiative is the March for 
Missing People, held by families whose relatives 
have disappeared in Balochistan.113  

These efforts notwithstanding, most of those 
who survive violent attacks still suffer the 
consequences in silence. Even those caught up in 
highly visible terrorist attacks are quickly forgotten 
by the media (see box on page 82), while scant 
attention is paid to the suffering of victims of 
family disputes and domestic violence. As a 
result, survivors have little chance of influencing 
policy or creating pressure for their human and 
constitutional rights to be respected. This weakens 
the justice system, allows perpetrators of violence 
to act with impunity, and enables those who deny 
the reality of violence in Pakistan. 

Concerted action is needed to amplify the 
voices of survivors and the family and friends of 
victims, allowing them to play a greater role in 
confronting the culture that allows violence to 
thrive. For example, a Commission for Survivors 
and Victims could be established using models 
developed in other countries, while both a day 
and book of remembrance could be created to 
ensure that those who have lost their lives are 
not forgotten.114  

More generally, groups that represent survivors 
need support to get their message across in their 
media, while survivors themselves can be trained 
to act as advocates. A new approach should also 
be developed to work with media organisations 
and journalists to increase the coverage given to 
victims and survivors of violence, not just in the 
immediate aftermath of a violent event, but in the 
months and years that follow. 

Tackling the Trauma Caused by 
Violence
When there is a major outbreak of infectious 
disease in Pakistan, there is immediate pressure 
on the federal and provincial governments to 
respond forcefully. After a natural disaster, relief 
efforts are mounted for the affected communities, 
supported by both public and charitable funds. 
But conflict and violence, despite its prevalence 
and impact, has not been taken as seriously. That 
must change.

Part of the answer is to treat the consequences 
of violence in the same way as other public 

health problems. According to the World Health 
Organization, violence is so pervasive that it is 
often seen as a ‘fact of life’ or a natural part of the 
human condition. It is also considered as purely 
a law and order or security issue, leading to a 
neglect of the conditions that lead to insecurity, 
and the implications for human health when 
levels of violence are high. The World Health 
Organization has called for determined efforts 
to “challenge the secrecy, taboos and feelings of 
inevitability that surround violent behaviour,”115  
allowing for the development of a comprehensive 
approach both to preventing violence and to 
meeting the needs of victims. This approach 
should focus not on individuals alone, but on the 
health of communities and the population as a 
whole. 

So what would a public health approach entail? 

The first priority is to understand the scale and 
nature of the problem. An independent unit 
can be established, with public support and 
financing, to publish robust and objective statistics 
on victims of violence and to report them 
regularly to governments, parliaments, and the 
public. This is not about reinventing the wheel: 
existing data should be used where possible and 
existing statistical agencies should be part of a 
partnership that aims to improve and standardise 
coverage.116, 117 Disaggregated data is needed on 
levels of exposure to violence, its consequences 
for human health, and on the economic impact of 
these consequences for individuals, communities, 
and the wider society. 

The second priority is to tailor services for 
victims of violence who are suffering from PTSD 
or other long-lasting psychological conditions that 
result from the trauma to which they have been 
exposed. Mental health interventions need to 
target women in particular, as they are more likely 
than men to develop PTSD following traumatic 
experiences.118 Currently few victims receive any 
meaningful psychosocial support, even though 
there is plentiful evidence to show that the 
mental health impacts of violence can be treated 
both successfully and cost-effectively. Cognitive 
behavioural therapy has been demonstrated to 
be effective in treating PTSD, depression, and 
other disorders that are related to violence.119 
It offers a flexible approach that can be tailored 
to the cultural context of Pakistan’s ethnic and 
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Gone and Forgotten
Even after major terrorist attacks, victims are quickly forgotten.

Take the spate of three attacks in Peshawar at the end of September 2013, as an example. In 
an attack on the All-Saints Church, more than 80 people were killed and 130 were injured. Five 
days later, 19 government employees were killed when a bomb exploded on their bus, with 
another 44 people injured. Two days after that, 38 people were killed and over 100 people 
injured when a car bomb was detonated in the Qissa Khawani Bazaar.120 

Our analysis of the media coverage from these attacks shows that:

• There are no confirmed lists of victims. A full casualty list was only released for one of the 
attacks and that was an unofficial one, compiled by the hospital that treated most of the 
victims. It has partial names for many of the victims and has not been updated to include 
anyone who subsequently succumbed to their injuries.121

• Eye witness accounts focus only on the immediate event. We learn a little about some of the 
victims and how they died. Haroon Rashid, for example, was a school teacher who was killed 
in the bus blast on the day he had collected compensation for the injuries he had suffered in 
another attack. The mother of a 16-year old girl, who died in the Church bombing, says that 
her daughter hoped to become a nurse or an air hostess. Details, however, tend to be scant 
and the human dimension underplayed.122   

• There is little follow-up after the attacks. The country does not tend to actively remember the 
victims of terrorism, with little ongoing media coverage of the impact that violence has had 
on those injured or the families of those killed. A rare story, for example, briefly reported 
that a bureaucratic hitch had delayed compensation to the family that lost 18 of its members 
in the Qissa Khawani bazaar blast.123 It provided few details of how their devastating loss had 
affected the survivors, however. We seldom, if ever, find out what has happened to survivors 
or next-of-kin months or years after an act of violence.

One important step would be a voluntary code of practice, developed by and for the media, to 
change the way violence is reported. 

At present, news coverage of violent events can be sensationalist, with little regard for the 
wellbeing of victims and survivors.124 A new code could encourage more balanced coverage 
of the way that violence is changing lives and shaping communities.  It could also address the 
display of graphic images of violence and of intrusion into the grief of families. 

The existing Pakistani Electronic Media Regulatory Authority code of conduct provides 
a starting point for a new code, although its enforcement and implementation has been 
questioned.125 We therefore urge the leaders of major media organisations to come together to 
explore this issue.
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religious communities, while offering the potential 
to combine mental health approaches with 
spiritual counselling and religious teaching.126,127 A 
new legislative framework is needed, at provincial 
level in light of the 18th amendment to the 
Constitution of Pakistan, with Sindh currently 
being the only province to have legislation in 
place.128, 129 This provides an opportunity to place 
the needs of survivors of violence at the heart of 
a new legislative framework. 

Third, significant additional funding is needed to 
engage perpetrators of violence, both those who 
have been convicted of crimes and those whose 
violent acts have not been subject to any official 
sanction. Building on current small-scale projects, 
tailored interventions are needed for political 
extremists, terrorists, gang members and other 
violent criminals, as well as for those responsible 
for domestic and violent abuse, and for bullying 
and anti-social behaviour in schools, universities 
and the workplace. Interventions would tackle 
deficits in areas such as anger management, 
problem-solving, and social skills, while raising 
awareness among perpetrators of the impact of 
violence on their victims.130 

Finally, these efforts should form part of a 
broader prevention strategy that aims to make 
violence socially unacceptable, while reducing 
secondary exposure to violent images and 
content through the media. This would require 
the development of sustained public information 
campaigns, as well as violence prevention 
programmes in educational institutes and the 
workplace, and through community and religious 
groups. Links would also need to be built to 
programmes that aim to rebuild community 
policing, strengthen the criminal justice system, 
and provide enhanced economic opportunities 
for young people at risk of violence. 

Supporting Resilient Communities
“Many who live with violence day in and day out 
assume that it is an intrinsic part of the human 
condition, but this is not so,” Nelson Mandela 
wrote a decade ago. “Violence can be prevented. 
Violent cultures can be turned around. In my own 
country and around the world, we have shining 
examples of how violence has been countered. 
Governments, communities and individuals can 
make a difference.”131 

But as Mandela warned, security does not happen 
on its own. Resilient communities need to be 
fostered over time, through action that can come 
from the grassroots, from leaders, or from a 
combination of the two.132 There are two main 
objectives:

• First, to enable communities to resist violence 
more effectively and to support the resolution 
of conflict in non-violent ways, rather than 
tolerating, or actively supporting, a culture of 
violence.

• And second, to increase their capacity to 
provide support to victims of violence, 
ensuring both the victim and the community 
itself ‘bounces back’ in the face of violent 
attack.

The family must be a primary focus for these 
efforts. It emerges from the Next Generation 
research as a driver of conflict, but also as the 
most important source of conflict resolution. 
Action is needed to help more families become 
places of safety, while ensuring that young 
people have alternatives when their families 
are chronically insecure. Families can also play 
a central role in responding to the challenges 
of young people who are engaged in criminal 
or extremist behaviour. They can spot signs 
of alienation, challenge values and norms that 
support violence, and offer an alternative 
direction to those young people who are 
prepared to renounce a life of violence.133 

We would like to see the implementation of 
a strategy – which could be implemented by 
many different stakeholders – that would aim to 
make every family a sanctuary against violence. In 
particular, we would recommend targeting young 
mothers and fathers, because of the influence 
that they will have on the values of their children. 
A concerted effort to build a network of parents 
against violence could pay a substantial and long-
lasting dividend, as could interventions that help 
‘at risk’ parents acquire the life skills they need to 
strengthen their families.

We would also like to see the development of 
gender-sensitive approaches that address the 
needs of young men. This is a priority for three 
reasons. Young men bear a very heavy burden 
of violence. They are the age group most likely 
to perpetrate violent acts. And the way they 
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interpret their own masculinity, at a time of rapid 
social change, will have a decisive impact on 
future levels of violence, both within the home 
and in their communities. We therefore call on 
organisations that are working to reduce violence 
to review their strategies and programmes from 
a gender perspective that takes into account 
changing male roles, responsibilities and rights.134 

Resilience must be increased outside the family 
as well. Young people should be able to find 
sanctuary from violence in schools, universities, 
workplaces, community centres, and shelters. 
Religious groups could play an especially 
important role, given the importance of religion 
in young people’s lives.135 A study of survivors of 
the 2005 earthquake has linked resilience to the 
presence of faith, with 72% of the participants 
reporting “coping by requesting God to forgive 
their sins.”136 

Technology also offers new possibilities for 
providing support for those who suffer from 
violence. We have heard from young people 
who have received enormous benefit from being 
able to access a telephone helpline, while groups 
such as Chayn are experimenting with online 
services and social media self-help groups.137 
There is also untapped potential to use mobile 
phones or tablets to deliver mental health and 
counselling services to large numbers of survivors 
or violence, either directly or using professionals 
who are not mental health specialists as 
intermediaries (teachers, health workers, etc.). 

A strategic approach is needed to maximise the 
potential of technology and to strike a balance 
between innovation and ensuring sufficient 
investment in a portfolio of services that have 
nationwide recognition and reach. An innovation 
fund could help support both early-stage ideas 
and those that are ready for an ambitious roll-out.

Finally, we believe it is important to support the 
development of professionals who are trained to 
respond to the needs of survivors and address 
the behaviour of perpetrators of violence, while 
winning back the confidence of communities 
in formal institutions. As new entrants to 
these professions, this is an area where young 
people have an especially important role to 
play. We would like to see the development 
of programmes to create the next generation 
of legal professionals, health workers, teachers, 

police officers, prison warders, and civil servants, 
etc. A commitment to confronting violence in all 
its forms could be required on entry to these 
programmes, which would provide members 
with access to the expertise they will need to be 
leaders in their profession during the course of 
their careers.

Delivering to Scale
Given the entrenched nature of conflict in many 
communities and the seriousness of violence 
affecting young people, any response needs to be 
implemented with urgency and ambition.

We need much more than a pilot project 
or two. Instead, it is time to be bold and to 
launch a flotilla of new initiatives that will allow 
experimentation, but that also has the scale 
needed to offer a realistic chance of decisively 
breaking the cycle of violence.

The biggest prize would be the emergence of a 
mass movement that brought together a network 
of groups dedicated to confronting violence, 
providing support to survivors and the families of 
victims, and building community resilience. Given 
simple training, an extremely broad programme 
of interventions could be implemented, including 
psychosocial interventions, which international 
experience suggests can effectively be delivered 
in group settings and at a large scale.138  

This cannot primarily be about money. Take 
Alcoholics Anonymous as an example of what 
is possible from a social movement that aims 
primarily to spread its influence rather than 
becoming too focused on raising funds. When 
it emerged in the 1930s, it was given moral 
and some financial support by the Rockefeller 
family, but they refused to shower it with money, 
believing it should be spread through one 
member carrying its message to the next.139 The 
organisation now has nearly 2 million members 
worldwide, spread across over 100,000 groups.140  
Using the same model, there are now a number 
of similar movements including Narcotics 
Anonymous and Nicotine Anonymous.141  

It is also important that we don’t encourage 
approaches that are too expensive to be 
delivered at scale. Any new intervention must 
be cost effective and feasible to implement in 
communities that have little public or mental 
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health infrastructure and where both formal and 
informal institutions tend to be weak. Simple, low 
cost activities must be given priority over those 
that can only be run for a handful of people in 
just a community or two. 

What is needed is smart finance. Funders – 
whether they draw their resources from public, 
private, philanthropic, or international sources 
– are likely to find that there is a compelling 
strategic case for interventions that tackle 
violence directly, given the physical, economic, and 
social costs of conflict and instability.

In order to deliver large-scale change, funders 
should consider :

• Financing results. Interventions need to 
reach very large numbers of people, many 
of whom are from areas or groups that are 
hard to reach (or from both). While there 
is plentiful international experience to draw 
on, there are no definitive answers as to 
which approaches make the most difference 
to survivors, perpetrators, or communities. 
In many cases, therefore, it may make sense 
to fund an outcome (e.g.  recovery from a 
violence-related mental illness or reductions in 
levels of reoffending amongst criminals), with 
independent auditing of whether this outcome 
has been delivered.142 This would allow a 
coalition of funders to support a variety of 
competing approaches to delivering change, 
while directing their money to those whose 
success can be verified. 

• Financing innovation. We have already 
suggested that an innovation fund could be 
used to pilot new approaches, especially 
those that exploit the emerging power of 
technology to respond to the mental and 
emotional health needs of those affected by 
conflict and violence. Online support groups, 
telephone counselling, and mental health ‘apps’ 
all have potential to reach large numbers of 
people at acceptable cost, and to reach those 
women who spend a large proportion of their 
lives in the home. In many cases, investment 
can be focused on the customisation of 
technologies that have been used elsewhere 
in the world, rather than inventing new 
services from scratch. The PTSD Coach, for 
example, can be used on most smartphones 

and has been downloaded more than 100,000 
times by users from 74 countries.143

• Financing individuals. Entrepreneurs and 
committed campaigners will both be 
needed if significant progress is to be made 
in tackling violence in Pakistan. We have 
called for a completely new approach to 
the new problem, and this will rely on the 
energies of exceptional individuals who are 
committed to dedicating many years of their 
lives – and perhaps their entire careers – to 
this challenge. Instead of just financing a 
series of projects of various kinds, funders 
could consider supporting these individuals 
directly, with the aim of giving a small number 
of champions the latitude to develop and 
implement solutions, whether in the public 
or nongovernmental sectors, or through 
existing or new organisations. External 
funding could also be used to support new 
positions that would aim primarily to facilitate 
and encourage the actions of others – for 
example, a champion for action against 
violence in the private sector, among religious 
groups, in the education and health system, 
in the media, etc. These could be developed 
in partnership with sectoral bodies, such as 
the Pakistan Business Council, for example.144 

We have also proposed broader targeting of 
individuals through a programme to develop 
next generation professionals who are 
committed to building more effective and fair 
institutions in Pakistan.

• Finance fund-raising. We believe there will 
be substantial public support for supporting 
the survivors of conflict and violence and 
that finance for new initiatives could be 
‘crowd sourced’ if this is done in a structured 
way and with full accountability for results. 
Funders could therefore set up an umbrella 
organisation that draws on Pakistan’s 
powerful philanthropic tradition and offers 
Pakistanis, including members of the diaspora, 
the opportunity to respond to the needs 
of survivors of violence or to invest in 
community resilience.
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Conclusion
In this chapter of the report, we have argued 
for action to tackle violence directly, provide a 
platform for the victims of violence, and increase 
the resilience of communities in the face of 
conflict and violence. These steps are designed to 
deliver immediate results and to create conditions 
in which the underlying drivers of conflict can be 
addressed over the long term.

This kind of programme would, of course, need 
to involve Pakistanis of all ages, but young people 
would be both primary targets and probably the 
most important agents of change. It would need 
to be delivered at scale and over a period of a 
decade, at the very least, if lasting change is to be 
achieved.

So how ambitious should we be? We believe the 
ultimate goals should be to:

• Screen all survivors of serious violence for 
symptoms of PTSD, depression and other 
related conditions, in order to offer all those 
who would benefit from it access to a 
treatment that has proven efficacy.

• Target perpetrators of political, criminal and 
domestic violence through interventions that 
challenge their behaviour and attitudes, while 
addressing their behavioural and skills deficits.

• Launch high-profile public information 
campaigns that provide a platform for victims, 
challenge the norms and values that underpin 
a culture of violence, and encourage young 
people to resist violence and contribute to 
conflict resolution.

• Engage a growing number of communities in 
combating violence, while involving leaders 
from all levels of society, and professional 
networks such as female health workers, 
teachers, security forces and lawyers, as well as 
networks of young people. 

• Benefit from national and international 
expertise and investment, through a call 
to action to those prepared to bring fresh 
resources, knowledge, and energy to an 
emergency that has been neglected for too 
long.

With these goals in mind, we use the final chapter 
of our report to issue a call to action to those, 

who have been convinced by this report that it 
is their duty to join a campaign against conflict 
and violence in Pakistan. We also set out some 
immediate priorities for getting such a campaign 
under way.
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I take action 

Student (male), age 22, Sindh

Government should implement strict actions
Homemaker (female), age 27, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

                                                                 
Courts should take urgent action 

Unemployed man, age 25, Punjab

Hospital should take action
 Homemaker (female), age 21, Punjab

The judicial should take action
Student (male), age 25, Balochistan

                      
Police should have to take action 
Homemaker (female), age 23, Punjab

Human right activists should take action 
Student (male), age 24, Balochistan

Authorities should take action
Student (female), age 22, Sindh

One should strive to be just and fair in their actions
Businessman, age 29, Punjab



91

9  A CALL TO     
   ACTION

Tackling violence head on

Pakistan is gripped by an epidemic of violence, but 
this epidemic is largely a silent one. The immense 
human, social and economic cost of violence is 
seldom acknowledged, either within the country 
or by the international community. This report has 
broken the silence – allowing young people to tell 
their stories about the unstable lives they lead.

But talk is not enough, the next generation 
demands action.

Our evidence shows that seven issues 
consistently matter most to the young: 
employment, inflation, poverty, education, 
healthcare, energy and water, and security. 
Together, they define the territory on which 
governments build their policies for the next 
generation, and from which political parties must 
fight for the hearts, minds, and votes.

In this – our third report – we have focused on 
security, an element of the next generation policy 
agenda that underpins the delivery of all other 
dimensions.

We have described high levels of violence as 
a binding constraint to realising the potential 
of young people and have set out the major 
elements of a strategy for breaking the cycle of 
violence and addressing the needs of those who 
have survived violent events.

We have also emphasised the importance of 
delivery to scale, through interventions that reach 
sufficient numbers of people to mark a decisive 

break with the past and to build confidence in a 
more stable future. Our main recommendations 
are summarised in the box on page 92.

We now call on all stakeholders to engage in an 
open and honest debate on the conclusions of 
this report and to form a coalition to develop, 
implement, and fund a new agenda.

In particular, we call on governments and political 
leaders to act now to provide young people 
with the security they yearn for and to support a 
programme to rebuild the young lives that have 
been shattered by violence.

Create a Guiding Coalition and 
Vision for Change
A campaign against violence does not need to 
be centrally planned. Quite the reverse: the more 
that activity and messages spread virally, the 
greater the grassroots impact. A core group of 
stakeholders, however, is needed to catalyse the 
inputs of others, and to perform key functions 
such as:

• Developing a vision and delivery plan.

• Performing outreach that will persuade larger 
organisations to mainstream action against 
violence into their strategies and programmes.

• Building a network of smaller organisations, 
offering them access to best practice, training, 
and other forms of support.
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• A nonpartisan coalition that will reach 
across political divides to confront violence.

• A Commission for Survivors and Victims, 
alongside a day and book of remembrance, 
to give a voice to those affected by conflict 
and violence.

• A voluntary code of conduct, developed 
by and for the media, to moderate the 
coverage of violent events.

• A large scale programme to address 
the mental health needs of survivors of 
violence and the families of victims.

• A similarly ambitious programme to tackle 
the behaviours of those who perpetrate 
violence. 

• Support for families, educational 
establishments, community centres, 
shelters, and workplaces to become 
sanctuaries from violence.

• Public campaigns to address the values and 
norms that allow a culture of violence to 
flourish.

• Investment in the next generation of 
professionals to rebuild confidence in 
Pakistan’s institutions.

• Greater use of technology to provide 
support to those vulnerable to violence, 
and to deliver cost effective mental health 
interventions.

• Funding models that that will encourage 
innovation and the delivery of 
transformational change.

Main Conclusions:

It is time to accept the seriousness of the impact of conflict and violence on young people. 

More needs to be done to give survivors of violence a voice.

Greater priority must be given to tackling the trauma exposure to violence causes.

We must work to increase the resilience of communities to violence.

Interventions must be delivered at scale, given the sheer numbers of young people who suffer 
serious violence on a day to day basis. 

Delivering a New Agenda 

Key Recommendations
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• Increasing the availability of resources, both 
in terms of finance and expertise, and from 
government, international, private sector, and 
philanthropic sources.

• Monitoring activity and evaluating impact.

The first step is to build on evidence collected 
by this report through a systematic survey of all 
relevant activity and groups.

 A systematic survey would:

• Create a directory of formal organisations 
actively working in this area, whether 
government or nongovernmental. 

• Assess the activities, capacity, and resources of 
these organisations.

• Perform a census of informal groups in a 
number of communities across Pakistan, as 
well as online, in order to gauge the potential 
role that could be played by grassroots 
organisations.

• Assess opportunities to scale up existing 
activity, and also identify gaps in provision, 
especially those in hard to reach areas and for 
vulnerable groups.

• Explore the future role of the legal profession, 
health workers (especially those such as 
Lady Health Workers who are active in 
communities),  teachers, the security forces, 
the media etc.

A guiding coalition would then be formed by 
a group of stakeholders who are prepared to 
commit to this endeavour for a decade or more. 
We would expect involvement from government 
at both federal and provincial levels, civil society 
and faith groups, philanthropists and foundations, 
and the business community. It is, of course, 
essential that this coalition has members of the 
next generation at its core.

Create a Knowledge Base
During the course of this research, we have 
completed an initial analysis of interventions 
that are likely to be effective in breaking the 
cycle of violence. There is, however, a need for a 
systematic and rigorous review of best practice 
in Pakistan and internationally. Research questions 
might include:

• Impacts: What is known about the physical, 
economic, social, and psychological impacts of 
conflict and violence, and how these impacts 
can be mitigated?

• Psychosocial interventions: Which interventions 
have been shown to be effective in meeting 
the needs of survivors of violence and 
addressing the behaviour of perpetrators of 
violence? Are these interventions culturally 
appropriate to Pakistan’s diverse communities 
and can they be implemented cost effectively 
and to scale?

• Community resilience: Which interventions 
have been shown to be effective in helping 
communities become more resilient in the 
face of conflict and violence? Are these 
interventions culturally appropriate to 
Pakistan’s diverse communities and can they 
be implemented cost effectively and to scale?

The aim would be to develop a ‘toolbox’ for the 
new campaign, with guidance on implementation, 
and on relative costs, benefits and risks.

Investment will be needed in better data, 
providing us with a more robust understanding 
of the nature, prevalence, and impact of violence 
in Pakistan. In particular, it is vital to establish a 
baseline through a proper household survey that 
would be repeated on a regular cycle. This survey 
would:

• Ask people about their experiences of 
conflict and violence, developing indicators of 
exposure to violence that could be tracked 
over time.

• Include questions that would allow the mental 
health burden related to conflict and violence 
to be assessed over time.

• Explore attitudes to violence and to groups 
that are vulnerable to violence (women, 
children, ethnic and religious minorities, 
disabled people, etc.)

Better data will generate indicators that make it 
possible for finance to be offered on the basis of 
results, building on international best practice in 
funding behavioural outcomes.145 Given that it will 
not be possible to offer support to all those who 
need it in the early years, randomised controlled 
trials should also be considered.



94

Ensure Appropriate International 
Support
The international community is increasingly aware 
of the need to work in a coordinated fashion to 
tackle violence.

The UN Secretary-General has made a personal 
commitment to this agenda through his priorities 
for his second term in office (2012-2017).146 
He has promised to increase support for 
peacebuilding and conflict resolution, and to 
promote a preventative approach to abuses of 
human rights. He has underlined the importance 
of strengthening national judiciaries and scaling 
up efforts against terrorism and organised crime. 
And he continues to work for an end to violence 
against women and to champion the role that 
young people play in strengthening their societies.

The World Health Organization runs the 
Global Campaign for Violence Prevention 
which aims to assist countries in implementing 
the recommendations of the World Report 
on Violence and Health. Its priorities include 
supporting the creation, implementation, and 
monitoring of national action plans for violence 
prevention; supporting research into, the causes, 
consequences, costs and prevention of violence; 
and promoting interventions of the kind that we 
have recommended in this report.147 

In the 2011 World Development Report, 
meanwhile, the World Bank called for a ‘paradigm 
shift’ in the international community’s response 
to violence and conflict, through a concerted 
effort to prevent “repeated cycles of violence by 
investing in citizen security, justice and jobs.”148 
In particular, it has committed itself to working 
to create partnerships between UN agencies, 
regional institutions, multilateral development 
banks, and bilateral and other relevant actors 
in order to support countries as they tackle 
violence.149 

In Pakistan, the international community 
should act with the same urgency and resolve 
that it brings to a natural disaster or public 
health emergency. For polio, for example, the 
Global Emergency Plan, which targets three 
countries (Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Nigeria) 
has clear objectives that have been by national 
governments and international actors, supported 
by a budget that exceeds $2 billion.150 This 

commitment is many orders of magnitude greater 
than anything that has yet been attempted for 
conflict and violence.

We therefore call on the international community 
to live up to its own commitments and policies 
on violence, and to support a national campaign 
to reduce the burden of violence on Pakistanis, 
while actively working to reduce the external 
stresses that fuel conflict.

Answering the Call
The untold stories of Pakistan’s next generation 
reveal the unstable lives that many young people 
live, but also their resilience and the strength of 
their longing for a more secure future.

We call on everyone who reads this report to 
listen carefully to the next generation’s voices and 
to answer the call that young people are making.

A political response to the underlying drivers 
of conflict and violence is essential. Institutions 
must be created that young people trust to 
deal with them fairly and provide them with 
justice. Economic progress is needed to provide 
opportunities for all. 

These objectives are vital but will take a decade 
or more to deliver. The survivors of violence 
cannot wait that long, nor can tomorrow’s victims. 
We must seek long-term solutions. But we must 
also take immediate action to lift the burden 
that violence has placed on the shoulders of the 
young. 
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The Story of the Research

Background
In this section, we set out the design for this 
research. 

The underpinning question for the research is: 
How are conflict and violence changing the lives of 
the Next Generation? 

Although we have commissioned a number of 
background papers on Pakistan’s overlapping 
conflicts, our objective is not to produce new 
insights into the origins, causes, and evolutions of 
these conflicts. Instead, our objective is to focus 
on the personal experiences of those affected 
by conflict and violence, whether as victims, 
participants, witnesses, or responders to violent 
events. 

We begin from the assumption that the voices of 
those most affected by violence are often least 
likely to be heard by others in their society. 

There are obvious reasons for this. Within 
conflict-prone areas, little research is done, 
whereas the need for research is highest, 
as “research can play an important role in 
countering myths and stereotypes, identifying 
information blockages and giving voice to the 
suppressed.”151 Access is threatened due to 
security issues and high levels of personal risk, 
especially for researchers who are unfamiliar with 
the area and unknown to the local community. 
Discussion of conflict and violence can be 
considered taboo or be politically risky due to the 
possibility of retribution or, in some cases, legal 
sanction. Those who are victimised within their 
own homes or communities are especially likely 
to be silenced.

The research was therefore designed to minimise 
risks, both to research participants and to the 
researchers themselves, while ensuring that 
benefits are maximised for participants and for 
the communities in which they live. At the same 
time, we made it a priority to target marginalised 

voices, aiming to minimise as far as possible the 
exclusion of people whose experience is least 
likely to be captured by traditional research tools. 
Finally, we wanted to try and build as broad a 
picture as we could of the impact of conflict and 
violence on young people, attempting to reflect 
both Pakistan’s size and diversity, and the many 
types of conflict and violence that are shaping the 
next generation.

In light of these considerations, it was clear that 
no single research tool would meet all of our 
objectives. In particular, a purely quantitative 
approach would exclude people in precisely 
those areas that are most affected by conflict. 
For example, even the best quantitative surveys 
of the FATA are unable to reach a third of 
the population due to security concerns.152  
Moreover, population surveys are likely to 
underestimate the prevalence of violence within a 
society, due to an understandable unwillingness to 
talk to interviewers about sensitive subjects.

As a result, a mixed methods survey approach 
was adopted, combining quantitative and 
qualitative elements. The quantitative research 
has been used to provide a representative 
snapshot at national and provincial levels, albeit 
with limitations in terms of coverage and under-
reporting. Qualitative tools are then used to 
focus on the experiences of those most affected 
by conflict and violence. Expert interviews and 
studies provide further context, allowing for an 
enriched interpretation of both quantitative and 
qualitative elements.

The research design relies extensively on 
working through trusted intermediaries in 
order to benefit from their relationships with 
communities and groups affected by violence. 
This maximises our ability to hear the voices 
of young people who could not be reached 
through other research tools, while reducing 
the risks to both respondents and researchers. 

Annex 1
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The Helsinki protocol states, “research should 
be carried out only if the importance of 
the objective outweighs the inherent risks 
and burdens to the subject.”153 This requires 
understanding the ethical challenges, especially 
when researching sensitive topics such as 
conflict and violence. 
The three most important ethical 
considerations are minimising risks, respecting 
the emotions, norms, and values of those 
involved, and ensuring informed consent. 
Minimising risks
Here, the problem is a lack of access due to 
security issues and high levels of personal risk. 
This risk increases where researchers are 
unfamiliar with the area in which they are 
working. Having people on the ground who 
speak the local language and understand the 
local relations – be it political, religious or ethnic 
– is essential to minimising the risk for both 
researcher and participant. 
Anonymity is crucial. All those who have 
experienced conflict and violence may still 
be at risk, and talking to them may potentially 
endanger them further. As people are often 
interviewed within their family home, or 
within other communal environments, family 
members or neighbours may try to observe 
the interview.154 It is important to judge the 
situation as it develops and make sure the 
respondent is comfortable at all times. 
Anonymity also needs to be maintained 
when the results are published. Names must 
be disguised, but it may also be necessary 
to omit “the victim’s age, the number of 
children, and so on – details that do not 

compromise the veracity of the story.”155 Not 
only do researchers need to be aware of the 
consequences and risks for the respondents, 
they also need to understand their own risks. 
If they feel unsafe, they should feel able to stop 
and move to a place of safety. 
Maintaining respect
Remembering and revisiting traumatic 
experiences can result in re-traumatisation or 
emotional harm.156  
It is important for researchers to know when 
to stop or to change the subject. Understanding 
the local perceptions regarding conflict and 
violence is important as, “some subjects may 
be taboo because they are too risky while 
others, though sensitive, may be approached 
indirectly.”157 
Here too, it is important that the researchers 
are sensitive to the local culture and its norms 
and values. 
Obtaining informed consent 
Informed consent is when, “(i) all information 
is conveyed to the survivor and truth is not 
withheld; (ii) all possible pros and cons of the 
situation are discussed; (iii) it is given voluntarily 
without any stress or coercion; (iv) it is obtained 
by an individual that the survivor is comfortable 
with; and (v) it is taken in a place where the 
survivor is comfortable.”158 Information is often 
seen as a collective good. Consent therefore 
may need to be given by multiple members of 
a community, including parents, spouse or the 
local leader(s). A respondent should also be 
clear about what will happen with their shared 
information, and their personal consent should 
be obtained, be it verbally or in written form. 

The Ethics of Carrying Out Research 
on Conflict                                            
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Moreover this, approach has allowed us to draw 
on the experience and insights of organisations 
across Pakistan, and to ensure that the research 
responds to, and is informed by, the local context 
and sensitivities

Research Design
The research has six main elements:

• Desk research – a review of published sources, 
both peer-reviewed and grey literature, with a 
focus on the social and psychological impacts 
of conflict and violence on young people, and 
on existing studies of conflict and violence 
in Pakistan that enrich our analysis and 
conclusions. 

• Research papers – a series of research papers 
that deepen key elements of our research, 
commissioned from eminent academics and 
intellectuals, which enrich our understanding 
of conflict in Pakistan, its impact on young 
people, and both formal and informal 
responses.

• Quantitative survey – a poll of young people 
aged 18-29 years, representative at national 
and provincial levels, for men and women, and 
for urban and rural respondents, that aimed to 

estimate the incidence of conflict and violence 
amongst the next generation, their attitudes 
towards violence, its psychological impact on 
their development, and levels of social capital 
and resilience that allow communities to 
respond to conflict and violence.

• Qualitative research – an innovative, ambitious, 
and broad-ranging piece of participatory 
research that has collected and analysed 
the stories of young people from across 
Pakistan who have been affected by conflict 
and violence, drawing on the networks and 
expertise of local groups and researchers. 

• Mini life histories – a set of life histories that 
provide a more detailed insight into how the 
lives of young people are shaped by conflict 
and violence and, in particular, how they have 
responded to the threats and challenges they 
face.

• In-depth interviews – a set of interviews with 
members of relevant professional fields, 
including professionals working in NGOs, 
the government, the judicial system, police, 
religious institutions and media. 

Figure 12 shows the contribution made by each 
element of the research, along with its strengths 

A literature review

8 in-depth interviews 
narrating a chronological 

account to an incident

A national survey with a sam-
ple size of 5,271 young people

1,800 stories

7 commissioned papers

25 in-depth interviews with 
experts in the field

Information is not always 
available or may not exist

Secondary not primary 
research 

Under-reporting and 
restricted access

Not representative

Not representative

Not representative

Theoretical overview of subject 
area

Tailored information on critical 
topics 

Representative findings

Rich accounts of experiences

Deeper understanding of personal 
responses over time

Deeper understanding of 
response mechanisms

Desk research

Strengths Limitations

Mini life histories

Qualitative 
research

Quantitative 
survey

Research papers

In-depth 
interviews

Figure 12. Research Design
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and limitations, while the rest of this chapter 
provides more detail on each element of the 
process.

Desk Research
An extensive search of published sources was 
conducted including both peer-reviewed and grey 
literature. 

The literature review aimed to deepen 
understanding of how conflict and violence can 
be defined and it also explored the political, 
economic, social, psychological and physical 
impacts of violence, both from a national 
perspective and globally.

Multiple reports on personal and communal 
resilience, including literature on social capital, 
were included to evaluate potential interventions. 

A full list of papers can be found on the website 
www.nextgeneration.com.pk.

Research Papers
Seven papers were commissioned to inform the 
report. Four of these are on general topics, and 
three are case studies that provided a description 
of the causes and evolution of regional conflicts.

The latter provide vital context. Much has been 
written on Pakistan’s diverse conflicts, and as 
previously noted, this report does not attempt 
to provide new insights into their origins and 
causes. Nonetheless, recognising the underlying 
complexity is crucial to understanding the cyclical 
experience of violence within the country. In 
some cases (e.g. Balochistan, Karachi, Gilgit-
Baltistan, and Azad Jammu and Kashmir159), we 
used existing studies. In others, we found it 
necessary to commission new research.

1. Imtiaz Gul:  ‘Conflict and Violence in Pakistan’

This paper provides a review of existing data 
sources on the nature, extent, and scale of 
conflict and violence in Pakistan, including an 
assessment of the availability and quality of data.

2. Saroop Ijaz: ‘The Criminal Justice System’ 

This paper provides a description of formal 
and informal criminal justice institutions and 
mechanisms in Pakistan, and how they address 
crime and political violence and/or attempt to 
reduce or resolve conflict.

3. Zabia Sarfraz: ‘Psychosocial and Psychological 
Impact of Conflict and Violence’ 

This paper explores the impact on young 
people of one-off or repeated exposure to 
different forms of conflict and violence, drawing 
on international theoretical perspectives and 
evidence, and of the drivers of violent behaviour. 

4. Hina Junejo: ‘Case Studies Illustrating Hope 
through Youth and Community Empowerment’  

This paper identifies best practice based on 15 
projects in Pakistan that aim to build resilience. 
Areas covered include drug addiction, crime, 
female education, disability discrimination, sexual 
harassment, minority and women’s rights. 

The following case study papers were 
commissioned: 

1. Imtiaz Gul: ‘Conflict in Southern Punjab’ 

Discusses the evolution of extremism in Southern 
Punjab. 

2. Naveed Shinwari: ‘Case Study of Political Conflict 
in FATA’ 

Explores the history of conflict in this border 
region between Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

3. Naveed Shinwari: ‘Case Study of Political Conflict 
in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’ 

Analyses the rise of sectarian-based conflict and 
terrorism in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

Quantitative Survey
A survey instrument was developed that included 
110 closed and 8 open questions. It had the 
following sections: (i) socio-economic classification 
(14 questions); (ii) education and work (14 
questions); (iii) political and voting behaviour 
(16 questions); (iv) priority issues/future of 
Pakistan (16 questions); (v) identity, trust and 
social capital (30 questions); and (vi) experience 
of conflict and violence (28 questions). Where 
possible, standardised questions and scales were 
used to allow comparability with national and 
international studies.

The survey was translated into both Urdu and 
Pashto. As other local languages are primarily 
used in the vernacular, translation for Sindhi, Balti, 
and Brahwi was oral rather than written.

AC Nielsen was commissioned to conduct field 
work amongst Pakistanis aged 18-29 years. A total 
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of 5,271 face-to-face interviews were conducted, 
for a sample that is nationally representative at 
a 95% confidence level with a 1.35 margin of 
error. The field work was conducted from 13 
December 2012 to 3 February 2013, with some 
data for the survey released in March 2013 in the 
Next Generation Goes to the Ballot Box report.

A disproportionate sampling strategy was chosen 
to ensure a statistically significant sample at 
provincial/area level. Oversampling was used 
to reduce the margin of error for smaller sub-
populations. The sample was post-weighted to 
make it proportionate to national representation 
by province. A breakdown of the sample is shown 
in Table 1.

At the provincial/area level, a multi-stage random 
sampling methodology was applied. Urban areas 
were divided into three strata and rural areas 
into two strata. This allowed for an adequate 
representation of all geographical clusters. 

• Urban stratum I: cities with a population 
greater than 1 million. 

• Urban stratum II: cities with a population 
between 0.1 and 1 million.

• Urban stratum III: cities with population less 
than 0.1 million. 

• Rural stratum I: villages with a population 
greater than 3,000. 

• Rural stratum II: villages with a population less 
than 3,000.

Within urban localities, one starting point was 
chosen and six interviews were held around it, by 
skipping two households after every successful 
interview. In rural areas, a village was divided into 
four hypothetical quarters, and a starting point 
was chosen. Three interviews were conducted 
around each starting point, skipping either 
five or three households (depending on size 
of the village) after every successful interview. 
Households were selected through Right Hand 
Rule (RHR) for female interviewers and Left 
Hand Rule (LHR) for male interviewers. The 
selection of respondents within the household 
was based on the Kish method.160 

The response rate for this study was 40%, 
the drop-out rate was mainly influenced by 
respondents either being unavailable or ineligible. 
The respondent was only substituted after the 
interview failed to establish contact three times. 
At this stage, a different respondent was chosen 
within the same locality and on the basis of 
similar demographics, same gender and same age 
group.

AC Nielsen has an experienced fieldwork 
department, which includes interviewers 
educated to a minimum education level (grade 
10), and who are both proficient in Urdu and 
their regional language. Interview teams consisted 

Total MoE Rural MoE Urban MoE Male MoE Female MoE

Pakistan 5,271 1.35 3,480 1.66 1,791 2.32 2,651 1.90 2,620 1.91

Punjab 1,477 2.55 856 3.35 621 3.93 753 3.57 724 3.64

Sindh 897 3.27 343 5.29 554 4.16 447 4.64 450 4.62

Balochistan 767 3.54 503 4.37 264 6.03 384 5.00 383 5.61

Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa

768 3.54 576 4.08 192 7.07 383 5.01 385 4.99

FATA 597 4.03 549 4.18 48 14.15 300 5.66 297 5.69

AJK 384 5.00 320 5.48 64 12.25 193 7.05 191 7.05

Gilgit-Baltistan 381 5.01 333 5.37 48 14.15 191 7.09 190 7.11

Table 1: Sample Breakdown
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of both male and female interviewers, with 
the males interviewing male respondents and 
the females interviewing female respondents.  
Interviewers were trained during sessions held 
in Karachi, Hyderabad, Sukkur, Quetta, Multan, 
Faisalabad, Lahore, Peshawar and Rawalpindi. A 
question-by-question briefing was held, and all 
interviewers were given a detailed interviewing 
guide. In addition, all interviewers carried out 
practice calls under the direct supervision of a 
fieldwork supervisor prior to the fieldwork. 

AC Nielsen has an independent quality control 
department which back checks data from the 
field. For this survey, 10% of the fieldwork 
was checked through an independent audit, 
which included attending field work briefings, 
monitoring all quality markers, and reporting 
any quality loss and non-conformance. Data 
coding for the closed questions was checked and 
edited for all questionnaires by the field work 
supervisors. Coding for open-ended questions 
was checked on a random sample of 10% of 
all questionnaires. Subsequently a data-cleaning 
programme checked all entries for logic errors. 
At all phases, each questionnaire was traced back 
to the field to cross-check any errors. If the error 
could not be resolved, the questionnaire was 
discarded. 

Although the required sample size was achieved 
in all areas (see table 1), there were challenges 

that needed to be managed. The fieldwork in 
Sindh and Balochistan was delayed due to local 
strikes. In addition, fieldwork was on hold for two 
days in Balochistan due to the local annual event, 
Chelum of Imam. The fieldwork in Gilgit-Baltistan 
experienced delays due to the local weather 
conditions. 

Within Balochistan, FATA and Gilgit-Baltistan, the 
interviewers first visited local elders and other 
important influential figures to gain their backing 
and endorsement. None the less, in some areas, 
security problems limited access for researchers. 
This was a problem in FATA, Balochistan and 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Respectively, it was 
estimated that 35% of the geographical area 
in FATA, 18% of Balochistan and 4% of Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa could not be accessed due to 
security threats. In total, it was estimated that 1% 
to 2% of the national population could not be 
included in the sampling process due to security 
considerations. 

Qualitative Research
At the heart of this report are the untold stories 
that we have collected from the next generation.

As we have explained at the beginning of this 
chapter, we made the decision to use quantitative 
and qualitative research methods in order to gain 
deeper insights into the impact that conflict and 
violence have on the lives of young people. While 
the quantitative data provides evidence that is 

Punjab Sindh Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa

Balochistan FATA AJK Gilgit-
Baltistan

Total

Total number of 
contacts made

5,062 2,596 1,997 1,303 930 600 741 13,229

Total number 
of completed 
interviews

1,477 897 768 767 597 384 381 5,271

Number of 
respondents 
unavailable at 
home

2,420 1,120 935 371 196 185 229 5,456

Number of 
refusals on contact

247 276 96 12 99 6 59 795

Ineligible 915 303 198 153 38 25 70 1,702

Total interrupted 
interviews

3 0 0 0 0 0 2 5

Table 2:  Regional Response Rates
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representative at national and provincial levels, the 
qualitative research is designed to provide a full 
picture of how young people experience conflict 
and violence, what impact it has on them, and how 
they have responded to the violence they face.

Standard qualitative tools suffer from some of the 
same limitations as an opinion survey, however. It 
is hardest for professional researchers to interview 
those young people that we most want to hear 
from, due to security concerns. Furthermore, it is 
then difficult or impossible for those young people 
to talk openly and honestly about painful personal 
experiences when being interviewed by someone 
they have never met before and do not trust.

In addition, focus groups and in-depth interviews 
are expensive to conduct. It would be possible 
to build a detailed picture of the lives of a small 
number of people using these tools (and we have 
conducted some life histories for this purpose). 
A different approach was needed, however, if we 
were to fulfil our ambition of building a broad 
picture of the impact of conflict and violence on 
young people, while also making sure that we paid 
particular attention to those voices that are not 
heard using standard research techniques.

We needed a qualitative research design with the 
following characteristics:

• Capable of reaching large numbers of young 
people across the country, especially those 
in conflict-affected areas and from groups 
that have a distinct experience of violence 
(prisoners, for example, or those living in 
refugee camps).

• Able to be conducted by non-professional 
researchers, with appropriate support, 
who have existing networks within target 
communities and who would be able to use 
their reputation and relationships to enable 
young people to speak openly about their 
experiences.

• Structured to allow young people to speak 
about the experiences that are most 
meaningful to them and to tell us in their own 
words the stories of the impact conflict and 
violence has had on their lives.

We therefore developed a participatory 
storytelling methodology, drawing on the 
experience of the GlobalGiving Storytelling 

Project and adapting its approach to our needs. 
This project has collected over 50,000 stories, 
over a period of two years from community 
members, asking them to “tell us about a time 
when your person or an organization tried to 
change something in your community.”161 

We developed a simple template in which young 
people were asked one main question – to tell 
a story in their own words of how conflict or 
violence made a difference to their lives (see 
figure 13). No pre-set definition of conflict or 
violence was given – this was instead driven by 
the interpretation of the storyteller. This allowed 
us to understand how conflict and violence is 
understood and defined by young people across 
Pakistan. In addition, we gathered demographic 
and descriptive data on that story. If they felt 
comfortable enough, the young person was asked 
to share their phone number so that their story 
could be verified. 

The stories were collected from a range of young 
people, based on a non-exhaustive list of profiles. 
These included:

• Young people of all social classes and 
educational status, male, female and 
transgender – whether still in education, 
working, or at home. They could be single or 
married, or even divorced or widowed. 

• Young people from across the country, both 
rural and urban areas, including areas which are 
isolated due to high levels of insecurity. Young 
people who are living in refugee camps (which 
included young people from neighbouring 
countries), in shelters, prisons, or on the streets.

• Victims or perpetrators of terrorist acts, 
criminal or gang violence, domestic and 
interpersonal violence, religious conflicts, 
political or state violence and land and 
communal conflicts.

• Vulnerable groups, including minority groups, 
disabled, refugees, (bonded) labourers, 
domestic workers and sex workers. 

• Young people who are exposed to violence in 
their professional lives, including police, military, 
healthcare workers, security guards, teachers, 
religious leaders/scholars, transportation 
workers and media personnel. 
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Figure 13. Story Collection Form

What is your occupation:
A. Homemaker/Housewife
B. Student
C. Unemployed
D. Working, please specify your job:

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

How did this change 
your life:

A. Made it better
B. Made it worse
C. No change

This story makes you feel:

A. Happy
B. Sad
C. Angry
D. Other (please specify)

When did/does this story 
take place?
A. It is still happening
B. Less than a year ago
C. More than a year ago

:

 

:

.

:

:

Please tell me a story about a time when conflict or violence made a difference to your life.

What role did you 
play in this story? 
You were:
A.  A victim
B.  A participant
C.  A witness

What is your level of education:
A. Uneducated
B. Primary school
C. Matric
D. Intermediate or vocational training
E. Graduate or above
F. Religious education

Are you:
A. Unmarried
B. Married
C. Widow/divorced

Where do you live:
A. Village             
B. Small city
C. Big city

May we know your mobile 
number? (In case we want to 
ask you a few questions about 
your story.)
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

May we know your first name?

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Name of village/city_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  Province/region_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

12

17 18

16

19

112

115

117

110

113

116

114

111

13 14 15

11

What would you like to change the most as a result of this incident:

How old are you? _ _ _ _ _ Are you:    A. Female       B. Male  C. Transgender

I agree that my story can be used for this research as long as it does not reveal my name or contact number.

Signature/thumbprint: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

18. Fieldworker’s mobile number: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  19. Fieldworker’s organisation: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
21. Other information:  _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  20. Fieldworker’s name: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

*this version of the form has been compressed to fit on one page 
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• Young people who work with people affected 
by violence, including social workers, lawyers, 
and psychologists. 

Our aim was to maximise the diversity of stories 
collected, ensuring we had at least one story for 
as wide a range of respondents and experiences 
as possible. 

The template was tested and refined after 
an initial pilot run amongst 25 young people 
from across the country during a workshop 
in Islamabad. It was then distributed to 100 
civil society organisations, as well as others 
who were already in direct contact with 
young people (see annex 2), particularly those 
vulnerable to experiencing conflict or violence. 
Each organisation was briefed on the nature 
and objectives of the research, and provided 
with guidance on how to conduct the research, 
including ethical considerations.

They, in turn, recruited 400 field workers 
who collected stories from all corners of the 
country. Fieldworkers were selected because 
they knew the people in their area, knew the 
language, the local customs and relations, and 
had the necessary contacts to gain access. Each 
fieldworker was provided with a guide that 
explained the methodology, how stories were 
to be collected and set out ethical standards. 
Fieldworkers were asked not to judge the stories 
or the storyteller, to ensure the young person’s 
safety (as well as their own) and their anonymity, 
and to stop the research if a young person no 
longer felt able to continue.

The stories were collected, over a period of 
two months (from June to July 2013), in the 
respondent’s mother tongue and then translated 
by the organisation into English. They were then 
uploaded online in order to ensure that hand 
written forms were transcribed in the field. The 
hard copy was saved for verification. The following 
verification procedure was then conducted:

• Duplicates and incomplete stories were 
removed.

• Stories were fact checked if they mentioned a 
newsworthy event. For example, if there was a 
mention of a bomb blast, relevant news reports 
were consulted to ensure the blast had indeed 
taken place. Notable arrests, target killings, and 
protests were verified in a similar manner. 

• An additional 5% of all stories were then 
selected for further verification, with 3% 
selected randomly and 2% selected because 
they made extreme claims or appeared 
questionable in some other way.

• During the verification process, either the 
fieldworker or the storyteller was interviewed 
by phone and asked to confirm that the story 
had taken place and to confirm details such 
as age, gender and occupation. The purpose 
of this verification was to ensure that the 
fieldworker had not fabricated or changed 
the story, not to challenge the veracity of the 
young person’s story.

• All stories discussed in this report were 
further verified by comparing the uploaded 
data against the original hard copies. Any 
inconsistencies that may have occurred during 
the uploading were corrected. 

The verification process demonstrated that the 
storytelling methodology had provided us with 
a body of evidence that was generally reliable. In 
only 5% of the cases we were unable to verify the 
story or the researcher was unable to remember 
it. These stories were removed from the data list, 
resulting in a total of 1,800 accepted stories.

Stories were then uploaded into Dedoose, a 
piece of software for performing qualitative 
analysis. Every story was read by at least two 
members of the research team and each story 
was coded according to a scheme that included 
codes on the causes, types of conflicts, violent and 
non-violent actions used, people involved, impact, 
and consequences. The codes were developed 
based on the content of the stories, but also 
drew on internationally recognised typologies on 
types of violence and impact. 

During the analysis phase, the coding allowed us 
rapidly to select subsets of stories based on more 
than 250 criteria. For example, we could select 
stories that:

• Were told by people with no education, or 
those told by men from Balochistan.  

• Involved a robbery, or where someone lost 
consciousness or fell into a coma, or where 
the victim was a doctor, or a police officer, or 
a member of the media.    
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• Had resulted in insomnia or addiction, or left 
people feeling disrespected or repentant, or 
where they had become unemployed as a 
result of violence, or changed their views on 
what they wanted society to deliver.

Analysis was informed by structured feedback 
from 22 of the organisations that helped conduct 
the research, each of which gave feedback in 
writing on the research process (how they 
approached young people, how they reacted, 
etc.) and also provided their own interpretation 
of the stories based on their knowledge of the 
local context and environment. 

Organisations were also invited to a workshop 
where the research was discussed. Their insights 
proved invaluable in preparing the report. 

Mini Life Histories
To gain a deeper understanding of how young 
people experience and respond to experiences 
of conflict and violence, we selected 10 
storytellers for an in-depth interview. Storytellers 
were selected based on the following criteria: 

• They were ‘main character’ stories – story 
about the teller him/herself, including victims, 
participants and active witnesses (supporters).

• They covered a range of types of conflict and 
violence.

• All sexes were covered (male, female, and 
transgender – although as men’s experience 
of violence is more diverse, there are more 
male life histories than female or transgender)

• They came from different regions, as far as 
possible given previous criteria.

• They helped us understand responses to 
violence, and individual and community 
resilience. 

The methodology used was an in-depth interview 
lasting three to four hours in total. This was 
either done in a single interview or in multiple 
sessions, depending on the circumstances such 
as the availability of the respondent and the 
safety and comfort of the surroundings. Two of 
the respondents declined to participate due to 
personal circumstances.  

The interviewers were asked not to judge the 
stories or the storyteller, to ensure the young 
person’s safety (as well as their own) and 

their anonymity, and to stop the research if a 
young person no longer wanted to continue. 
The interviews were conducted in the local 
language and note taking was done in Urdu. 
Due to the sensitive nature of the subject, 
interviews were not recorded. The narrative 
was subsequently translated into English. The 
analysis was again informed by written feedback 
from the interviewers as well as an analytical 
report from the intermediary organisation Rozan, 
entitled Next Generation Voices Research – Life 
Histories.162

In-depth Interviews 
Twenty five in-depth interviews were held 
with experts and practitioners including NGO 
workers and activists, psychologists, government 
officials and politicians, police, judiciary and 
lawyers, religious leaders, academics, and media 
(see annex 2). 

The interviews were carried out by a senior 
researcher from AC Nielsen, following a topic 
guide that included the following questions:

• What types of conflict and/or violence do you 
come across during your work and how does 
the threat of violence to people in your line of 
work affect you? 

• What are, in your opinion, the main drivers for 
conflict/violence and how have things changed 
over time?

• In your opinion, how effective are people in 
your line of work in responding to the needs 
of young people; can you describe some of 
the challenges you come across in their work?

• Describe your working relationship with other 
institutions, both formal and informal as well 
as the local community. 

• What steps can be taken at community/
provincial or national level to address conflict 
and violence more effectively?

Results
No research design is perfect, but we believe that 
this methodology provides a unique and balanced 
picture of the impact of conflict and violence on 
young people in Pakistan. The evidence collected 
is extraordinary in its richness and diversity. Our 
analysis has tried, as far as possible, to do justice 
to it by allowing people to speak for themselves.
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