
Understanding the Role of Political Settlements in Shaping the Opportunities for 

Progressive Institutional Change in Conflict-to-Peace Transitions 

 

The panel draws together ongoing research and preliminary findings from the DFID-

funded Political Settlements Research Programme, in order to explore how political 

settlements – elite level agreements about the administration of power – can be 

leveraged analytically and practically to build more stable and gender-inclusive 

institutions. The panel will adopt an overt focus on institutional change in the context 

of conflict-to-peace transitions. The discussion will be informed by macro large-N 

analysis of peace agreement provision globally for institutional change (Mackay), 

small-N comparative case study analysis of the role of international legal norms for 

gender equality on domestic processes of institutional change (O’Rourke), and 

specific case study analysis of institutional change in Northern Ireland political 

institutions (Rouse) and criminal justice responses to gender-based violence (Doyle). 

The panel aims to advance a productive interface between FI and gendered political 

settlements analysis, by asking what an FI perspective can bring to political 

settlements, and what political settlements may bring to understanding gender and 

institutional change.  

 

Paper 1: Fiona Mackay, ‘New institutions, new gender rules? Emerging 

evidence from the ESRC-DfID Political Settlements Research Programme’ 

 

Paper 2: Michelle Rouse, ‘Implementing the Good Friday Agreement: 

Understanding Institutional Change through Crisis and Attrition’ 

 

Paper 3: Jessica Doyle, ‘Transforming responses to intimate partner 

violence  in a post-conflict environment: The case of Northern Ireland’ 

 

Paper 4: Catherine O’Rourke, ‘International Law Norms for Gender 

Equality and Domestic Processes of Institutional Change: When and How the 

International May Matter’ 

 

Discussant: Eilish Rooney, Ulster University 

 

Paper 1: New institutions, new gender rules? Emerging evidence from the 

ESRC-DfID Political Settlements Research Programme 

Fiona Mackay (University of Edinburgh) 

f.s.mackay@ed.ac.uk 

The paper seeks to bring a feminist institutionalist lens to research on gendered peace 

settlements. It will draw on emerging evidence from the ESRC-DfID Political 

Settlements Research Programme, and the Women and Peace Agreements database 

(PAX-Women which lists all the peace agreements between 1990 and the present day 

which have provisions on women, gender or sexual violence) to address the 

trajectories of designing, establishing and implementing new – and more gender 

inclusive – institutions in time of transition. It will ask what an FI perspective, 

bringing together institutionalist theory and gendered analysis, and might offer to 



current peace settlement approaches, and to ongoing efforts to interrogate the 

gendered aspect of ‘political settlement’ as a category and a political process. 

 

Paper 2: Implementing the Good Friday Agreement: Understanding 

Institutional Change through Crisis and Attrition 

Michelle Rouse (Ulster University, Transitional Justice Institute, PhD candidate) 

Rouse-m@email.ulster.ac.uk 

Peace agreements are oft mooted to hold the potential to deliver transformative 

gender outcomes in the recalibration of power dynamics in any new dispensation. 

Whilst containing only one specific reference to the ‘full and equal participation of 

women in public life’; ubiquitous references to equality and human rights in the 1998 

Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, merged with the strategic intervention of women at 

critical junctures in the pre negotiation phase, delivered an agreement imbued with 

significant transformative potential. The implementation process, by contrast, has 

been characterised by impasse and routine existential crisis. 

This paper argues that the application of a feminist institutionalist lens to the process 

of implementation provides evidence of a sustained and deeply gendered pattern of 

attrition. Using an assessment matrix drawn from the work of Bell and Chinkin, the 

political process is disaggregated to enable contextual analysis at pre negotiation, 

framework substantive and implementation phases. Key commitments are identified 

within the broad parameters selected by Chinkin as most likely to yield substantive 

gender outcomes: human rights, security and political participation and progress 

tracked against implementation. This paper forensically analyses key aspects of the 

Belfast/Good Friday Agreement throughout the cycle of the process and, drawing on a 

feminist institutionalist analysis, finds that human rights elements have proven 

particularly vulnerable to regression. The paper concludes that issues of rights and 

legacy will continue to be pernicious, inhibiting institutional consolidation.  

 

Paper 3: Transforming responses to intimate partner violence (IPV) in a 

post-conflict environment: The case of Northern Ireland 

 

Jessica Doyle and Monica McWilliams (Ulster University, Transitional Justice 

Institute)  

 

j.doyle@ulster.ac.uk (Doyle will present the joint work by herself) 

 

Empirical research has recently drawn attention to the relationship between armed 

conflict and intimate partner violence (IPV) whereby the prevalence of IPV goes up in 

conflict and post-conflict societies. Explanations for this trend vary, but one 

frequently cited factor is the often weak institutional responses to IPV that exist in 

conflict-affected settings. Policing and legal system collapse, human and economic 

resources are taken up with issues seen as directly related to the conflict, and support 

and protection may not exist for individuals belonging to ethnic groups involved in 

the conflict, all of which combine to provide a level of impunity and lack of sanctions 

for those seeking to perpetrate violence.  Drawing on empirical evidence from the 

Northern Irish case, this paper is concerned with exploring institutional responses to 

IPV in a conflict and post-conflict environment, and crucially how these responses 



change as we move from political violence to political settlement. It does so using 

longitudinal qualitative data gathered through the conduct of over 200 in-depth semi-

structured interviews with survivors of IPV and with the professional groups and 

agencies who offer support to them. These interviews were conducted at two 

junctures: first in 1992 at the height of the political conflict in Northern Ireland, and 

latterly in 2016 at a time of enduring peace. The findings trace the changes and 

improvements that have occurred in institutional responses to IPV, and the challenges 

that remain. The broader implications of these findings for both theory and policy are 

discussed. 

 

 

Paper 4: International Law Norms for Gender Equality and Domestic 

Processes of Institutional Change: When and How the International May Matter 

 

Catherine O’Rourke (Ulster University, Transitional Justice Institute) 

Cf.orourke@ulster.ac.uk 

The paper considers the role of international law norms for gender equality in shaping 

domestic processes of institutional change in conflict-to-peace transitions. The paper 

proposes a theoretical framework, in which international law norms for gender 

equality may matter by (1) establishing legal limitations on the types of change 

possible, (2) shaping activism strategies for feminists engaging politically at the local 

level, and (3) offering values to potentially inform new institutions. The paper will 

draw on emerging evidence from the DfID Political Settlements Research Programme 

case specific research from Northern Ireland, Colombia, the Democratic Republic of 

the Congo and the Philippines to inform the analysis. The paper asks what a focus on 

international law norms for gender equality may offer a feminist institutionalist 

analysis in diverse domestic settings.  

 


