
Maputo, Mozambique. USAID worker waits for a flight.
(Tech. Sgt. Chris Hibben / Public Domain)

Even though I do think
there is a role for the
private sector
specifically around
security and P-CVE, it
requires people that
understand both the
private sector as well
as the CVE
component.
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FSR: It is incredible to hear how fast the office has grown sin‐
ce 2014. Within that growth, can you discuss the origins of
the Secure Communities and Human Capital practice and
how it contributes to Resonance’s mission?

CC:When I first joined Resonance we were not organized by
technical area because we were so small. We did have a few
projects, however, that were doing evaluation work in securi‐
ty-challenged environments and a few countering violent ex‐
tremism (CVE) activities. Over time, we started to see our
projects form into specific groups. Even though we were not
explicitly thinking, “we want to go down this route,” it beca‐
me strategic to be more intentional about pursuing these
kinds of security opportunities. In the case of violent extremi‐
sm, for example, development approaches address the under‐
lying factors or drivers that get at the root of some of the chal‐
lenges. Based on my background, it made the most sense for
me to be involved and oversee the practice as it developed. I
really had a strategy to grow our work in this area, so we focu‐
sed more on some of the Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E)
around security services, did some work on CVE, took on a
newM&E program for the Department of State, and a pro‐
gram for USAID on governance and private sector engage‐
ment.

Now, we are not—and I think this is really important to note
—we are not a big implementer of conflict programs. In fact,
traditional conflict management is not really in the practice.
Even though we have done some CVE work, we are not a
DAI or Chemonics where we have an Office of Transition
Initiatives program in Kenya or Mali; that is not what we do. I
think this is really important to highlight because we are a
small business, we know our capabilities, and that was not so‐
mething we were particularly interested in doing.

FSR:Honing in on the CVE aspect, which is often subordi‐
nated to traditional military and counterterror strategy, I am
wondering how Resonance views Prevention and Countering
of Violent Extremism (P-CVE) and if you have observed
changes in industry attitudes toward those strategies?

CC: That is a really good question. I would say it is different
right now because of the current administration, but there is
a difference between counterterrorism and P-CVE. I am lea‐
ving tomorrow to facilitate a P-CVE workshop for USAID in
Mozambique, and in that case we are specifically looking at
how we get implementers in the field to think about the dri‐
vers of violent extremism, and the different push-pull factors
at work. There is a lot of research and evidence to show that if
you design your programs to identify and address these dri‐

Fletcher Security Review (FSR): Thank you so much for
speaking with us today, Ms. Conway. Could you start by de‐
scribing your background and how your work in post-conflict
and transition environments has informed your approach to
development?

Carrie Conway (CC): I have worked in development for al‐
most twenty years, but when I declared my focus, I had not
originally thought “I definitely want to do conflict-related
programming and work in conflict zones.” Given my trajecto‐
ry though, I organically started to do that. I received my un‐
dergraduate degree from the University of Vermont, and at
that point the only way to study international development
was through their Agricultural Economics program. After fi‐
nishing school, my first real introduction to the field was
when I started working with Oxfam in Boston. At first it was
a very administrative position, but then I was lucky and had
the opportunity to go overseas as the program officer in Cam‐
bodia, which is where I would say I began my career.

At that point, I really wanted to work with an NGO—I had
not even thought about working with USAID or a contrac‐
tor—but in Cambodia I had the opportunity to work as a lo‐
cal American hire with USAID. After that I went to Clark
University for graduate school, and after Clark I had a num‐
ber of programmanagement roles for USAID, all of which
were in conflict zones. For example, I spent time working in
Timor-Leste with Tetra Tech ARD, I spent time in Afghani‐
stan, and I served as Chief of Party in Sudan for a conflict
transition program. After being overseas I decided to return
to the United States and began working with Chemonics,
specifically supporting their Libya and Lebanon programs in
the Office of Transition Initiatives.

Though I was very happy at Chemonics, once I left Oxfam
you can see that I was primarily working for very large firms. I
was already familiar with Resonance by then because I had
known Steve Schmida and Nazgul Abdrazakova—Resonan‐
ce’s Chief Innovation Officer and CEO, respectively—from
my previous work with ARD, which is also based in Burling‐
ton. When I began talking with them about potentially joi‐
ning the firm, my interest was rooted in the opportunity to be
part of a smaller, growing organization that approached deve‐
lopment differently than the average organization. The priva‐
te-sector engagement piece was also of particular interest to
me. When I was hired in 2014, we were very small and the
idea was that I would open and oversee their office in DC. At
the time, it really was just me, and then I hired someone else.
Since then, there has been tremendous growth; we have about
forty people in the DC office today.
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ney to Self Resonance is an example of the reorientation of its
approach and practices to achieve greater development outco‐
mes. Engaging the private sector and government is an impor‐
tant part of this.

FSR: A large part of your practice focuses onM&E and im‐
pact evaluation. Can you discuss Resonance’s approach to‐
ward program evaluation and any specific challenges you have
faced in measuring impact in unstable environments?

CC: I would say that traditionally we have not been seen as
one of the leadingM&E groups, but we approach the process
a bit differently, given that we have a lot of analytical abilities.
Today, we do a lot of work inMEL—“Monitoring, Evalua‐
ting, and Learning.” The approach has changed, and the
“learning” aspect has become very important; it is embedded
throughout our culture at Resonance. We started by doing
someM&E work in theWest Bank for the Department of
State’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforce‐
ment and a multi-country evaluation of the Central America
Regional Security Initiative. Then we transitioned and began
doingMEL work for USAID and we have also done some
really cool recent evaluations for the State Department. One
of them was called “Safe From the Start,” and it was an eva‐
luation of the Bureau of Population, Refugees, andMigra‐
tion that was looking at some of their programming from a
gender-based violence lens and for internally displaced per‐
sons and migrants.

When you are doing data collection in insecure, harder to rea‐
ch, or politically unstable environments, some of your biggest
challenges are access to information and access to people, so
information security and physical security. In certain coun‐
tries, you cannot do data collection and store that informa‐
tion on your computers. For example, when we were in South
Sudan, we had to go to Bentiu, which is harder to get to, ou‐
tside of Juba. Then there is the sensitivity of actually collec‐
ting data; that is always hard when you have key informant in‐
terviews. At Resonance, we spend a lot of time thinking th‐

vers, then you are going to have some success. In terms of P-
CVE research and programming, I think USAID has been a
leader in the field because it is looking at these issues more ho‐
listically.

FSR: Your reference to implementers in the field highlights
the question of who is able to respond to security issues. How
do you think the private sector can adapt to counter extremi‐
sm and security challenges?

CC: That is a very tough question, but I do think there is a
real opportunity here. The first thing to consider is that vio‐
lent extremism is bad for business. If you are a large company
and you want to establish business in a country like Mali, the
security environment and the likelihood of violent extremism
is going to be a concern. As a firm, you are going to want to
ensure the security of your staff and your ability to run a busi‐
ness, which is going to increase costs. So, from a purely finan‐
cial point of view, it makes a lot of sense to engage the private
sector. Some firms will even include P-CVE in their corporate
social responsibility (CSR) programs. For example, there has
been some success achieved by extractive companies working
in higher risk zones by implementing CSR activities. Everyo‐
ne always automatically thinks, “Oh, provide people with
work and they won’t join a violent extremist group” and in
fact, that’s not it at all.

Even though I do think there is a role for the private sector
specifically around security and P-CVE, it requires people
that understand both the private sector as well as the CVE
component. It is one of those things where you need to see re‐
sults and you need to take some risks, in terms of piloting
new ideas. That is how some of the best development work
happens: having that space to test some assumptions and a
theory of change and say, “If we invest here, there could be a
real opportunity.”

Going forward, the private sector can play a critical role in ad‐
dressing a number of development challenges. USAID’s Jour‐

Jeremie, Haiti. U.S. Marines offload supplies for those affected by Hurricane Matthew. (Sgt. Ian Ferro / Public Domain)
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assumption in places like Africa is that the reason people turn
to violence is because they don’t have jobs. In some cases it’s
true that people do receive remunerations for joining a vio‐
lent extremism group. A lot of times, however, it has less to
do with that and more to do with people feeling disheartened
and having grievances against their government because there
is a lack of governance itself and a lack of social services. So‐
metimes it also comes down to family ties and the pull to be‐
long to something, to belong to a group. Now, as online re‐
cruitment techniques continue to evolve, that is a major area
of focus. These very sophisticated recruitment efforts that tar‐
get people who are marginalized, or young—even here in the
United States—are a huge issue.

FSR: If we know that the solution is not simple, that you
cannot just give someone a job and expect them to be “pro‐
tected” from extremism, what strategies do you think are use‐
ful in building ideological resilience within a community?

CC:Well, I think you can start in the family and with educa‐
tion. You can start by providing a space for people to talk,
providing them with alternatives beyond just jobs, but also
for psycho-social support. For example, if individuals were
part of a military group and are returning home, you would
want them to have access to resources and pathways to reach
civil society groups where they can be part of opportunities
for their communities. It really goes beyond jobs; it is about
offering people an alternative narrative that says they have
other options.

rough what that looks like, so MEL is a practice that we are
growing quite a bit. Today we have four in-house home office
MEL individuals, and these are not project people, we have
completely separate in-house MEL staff which I think is really
important.

The Covid-19 pandemic has obviously impacted Resonance’s
work, specifically our ability to travel and undertake in-coun‐
try assignments. Although there has been a disruption to
some activities, as an organization, we have pivoted to under‐
take most of our work remotely, including our MEL work
and in-country data collection for work under the Secure
Communities Practice. In the Secure Communities practice
we have been actively tracking the link between the implica‐
tions of Covid-19 and conflict and violent extremism. Reso‐
nance leads a weekly roundup called CVENews that shares ar‐
ticles and tweets centered around a particular topic related to
violent extremism. One article of particular relevance, for
example, focuses on self-isolation and the link with extremi‐
sm. Outside the CVE space, Resonance’s Founder and Chief
Innovation Officer, Steve Schmida, has shared online resour‐
ces for building partnerships during Covid-19, referencing
the importance of cross-sector partnerships as a critical tool
for tackling Covid-19 response and recovery.

FSR: As we finish up, do you think there are any regional or
thematic security issues that are currently underestimated or
that might pose a greater threat in the near future?

CC: Yes, I think the rise in violent extremism. The common

Washington, D.C., U.S.A. Then-Secretary of Homeland Security Jeh Johnson speaks at the White House Summit on Countering
Violent Extremism. (Barry Bahler / Public Domain)
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