
 

EdinBurg Peer-Reviewed Journals and Books Publishers 

Journal of Sociology, Psychology & Religious Studies 

Vol. 5||Issue 7||pp 1-17||December||2025 

Email: info@edinburgjournals.org||ISSN: 2790-0118 

 

1 

 

 

Inter-Religious Dialogue and Government Policies as Catalysts 
for Peace-building: Examining Their Role in Fostering Social 
Cohesion in the Multicultural Society in the Northern Region 

of Ghana 

 

Abdul Hussein Ishaq1, Abdul Aziz Shamhuna2, Mohammed Kassim3, Seidu Anas Sandow4 
1Islamic University College, Ghana 
2Islamic University College, Ghana 
3Islamic University College, Ghana 

4University of Ghana, Legon Centre for International Affairs and Diplomacy-
LECIAD 

Corresponding Email: ishaqabdulhussein@gmail.com 

 

Accepted: 19 November 2025 || Published: 23 December 2025 

 

Abstract 

This study investigates the complex interplay between inter-religious dialogue and government 

policies as catalysts for peacebuilding in the multicultural and conflict-prone Northern Region 

of Ghana. Despite Ghana's reputation for religious harmony, the Northern Region experiences 

persistent tensions exacerbated by historical grievances, socio-economic inequalities, and 

political manipulation. The research addresses a critical gap in the literature by moving beyond 

the analysis of these mechanisms in isolation to empirically examine their synergistic or 

antagonistic interactions. Grounded in a pragmatic philosophy, the study employed a 

convergent mixed-methods design, collecting quantitative data through surveys from 248 

participants (government officials, religious leaders, community leaders, and CSO 

representatives) and qualitative data via 35 semi-structured interviews and 8 focus group 

discussions in Tamale and Bawku. The findings reveal a fundamental disconnect: government 

policies provide essential legal scaffolding and scalability but are severely hampered by 

implementation deficits, urban-rural disparities, and tokenistic consultations, which constrain 

grassroots dialogue. Conversely, grassroots initiatives demonstrate superior contextual 

intelligence and foster deep relational trust but lack the resources and political leverage for 

institutionalization and scale. The study identifies that the most significant barriers to 

sustainable peace are structural (weak institutionalization), cultural (historical grievances and 

non-inclusive traditional systems), and political (elite capture and the instrumentalization of 

religious identities). The study concludes that sustainable peace is unattainable through isolated 

top-down or bottom-up approaches. It proposes a novel model of "structured hybridity," which 

advocates for the systematic integration of state and grassroots efforts. This involves co-

designing policies, channeling state resources directly to community-managed initiatives, and 

creating robust accountability mechanisms. The research contributes a nuanced, evidence-

based framework for policymakers and practitioners in Northern Ghana and analogous 

multicultural settings, advocating for a shift from fragmented interventions to a collaboratively 

architected peace infrastructure. 
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1. Introduction  

In an era defined by increasing religious and ethnic pluralism, the quest for sustainable peace 

in multicultural societies remains a paramount global challenge. While diversity can be a source 

of societal resilience, it also presents fertile ground for conflict, undermining social cohesion, 

economic development, and institutional stability (Wilson, 2019). Contemporary 

peacebuilding scholarship has largely coalesced around two primary, and often competing, 

mechanisms: state-led policy interventions and grassroots, dialogue-driven initiatives. The 

former, grounded in Implementation Theory, emphasises the role of formal structures, legal 

frameworks, and resource allocation in creating conditions for peace (Pressman & Wildavsky, 

2020). The latter, drawing heavily from Lederach's (2021) Conflict Transformation Theory, 

prioritises relational repair, trust-building, and the addressing of root causes through localised, 

iterative engagement. This theoretical dichotomy often manifests in practice, with state actors 

prioritising scalability and legitimacy, while community advocates emphasise contextual 

relevance and ownership, a tension documented in settings from Colombia to Indonesia 

(Meertens, 2020; Yusuf, 2021). 

The African continent provides a critical regional context where the interplay of religious 

diversity and governance deficits frequently escalates into violent conflict, testing the limits of 

both policy and dialogue. In Nigeria, for instance, state security approaches to farmer-herder 

conflicts have been criticised for their failure to address underlying socio-economic grievances, 

thereby perpetuating cycles of violence (Abubakar, 2020). Conversely, grassroots interfaith 

mediation in Kaduna State has demonstrated efficacy in de-escalating immediate tensions but 

struggles to achieve broader, institutionalised impact (Audu, 2021). These cases illustrate a 

recurring theme across the region: a disconnect between the structural reach of government 

policies and the relational depth of local dialogue. This gap is further theorised through the lens 

of Sustainable Peace Theory, which posits that lasting stability requires the integration of 

social, political, and economic dimensions, a holistic approach rarely achieved through 

fragmented interventions (Boulding, 2019). The failure to synthesise top-down and bottom-up 

approaches thus constitutes a fundamental obstacle to peacebuilding efficacy in Africa. 

Within this regional panorama, Ghana stands as a notable yet paradoxical case, widely 

celebrated for its general religious harmony while experiencing persistent, localized tensions 

in its northern territories. The country's constitutional commitment to religious freedom and its 

establishment of a National Peace Council represent significant policy efforts to manage 

diversity (Aning & Danso, 2020). However, as Owusu (2022) argues, these national 

frameworks often fail to account for the distinct historical and socio-political dynamics of the 

Northern Region. Here, latent conflicts over land ownership, chieftaincy, and resource 

allocation are frequently exacerbated by religious affiliations, creating a complex landscape 

where universal policies falter (Adu-Gyamfi & Oteng-Ababio, 2020). The region's history of 

colonial-era marginalisation and post-independence political neglect has created deep-seated 
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historical grievances and socio-economic inequalities that serve as potent confounding 

variables, fuelling perceptions of injustice and exclusion along religious lines (Aning & Aubyn, 

2019). 

A critical examination of existing scholarship on Northern Ghana reveals a significant 

knowledge gap. While several studies have separately analysed the role of government policies 

in conflict management or documented the activities of interfaith groups, there is a scarcity of 

research that empirically investigates their synergistic or antagonistic interplay. For example, 

Mensah (2021) provides a descriptive account of interfaith dialogue successes, while Asiedu 

and Frempong (2021) highlight implementation gaps in decentralised governance. Yet, few 

studies interrogate how these two domains of action—the structural and the relational—directly 

influence one another in fostering or hindering sustainable peace. This omission is problematic, 

as it leads to policy recommendations that are either overly state-centric, ignoring local agency, 

or romantically localist, overlooking the necessity of institutional support and scale (Mac 

Ginty, 2015). This study posits that it is precisely in the interstices between policy and dialogue 

that the most significant insights for peacebuilding in Northern Ghana lie. 

The urgency of this investigation is underscored by the tangible human consequences of 

unaddressed inter-religious tensions. Recurring disputes disrupt agricultural livelihoods, 

impede access to education and healthcare, and weaken the social fabric essential for communal 

resilience (Ghana Statistical Service, 2021). Left unchecked, these tensions risk being 

instrumentalised by political elites for electoral gain, a phenomenon observed in other West 

African contexts and which represents a severe threat to Ghana's democratic stability (Aning 

& Aubyn, 2019). Furthermore, the absence of effective, hybrid peacebuilding models 

condemns the region to a cycle of conflict management rather than conflict transformation, 

where short-term ceasefires fail to evolve into the positive peace characterised by justice, 

equity, and robust intergroup cooperation. This research, therefore, seeks to move beyond 

symptomatic treatments to address the systemic drivers of fragility. 

To this end, this study is guided by five research questions, each designed to dissect a specific 

dimension of the policy-dialogue nexus.  

1. How do government policies functionally facilitate or constrain the operational space 

and effectiveness of inter-religious dialogue in Northern Ghana? This question 

interrogates the practical interface between state structures and civic action.  

2. What are the comparative impacts of state-mediated versus grassroots inter-religious 

initiatives on key peacebuilding metrics, such as trust and conflict reduction? This 

directly tests the prevailing top-down versus bottom-up dichotomy.  

3. Under which specific conditions about facilitation, participant inclusion, and political 

context does inter-religious dialogue effectively strengthen or inadvertently undermine 

trust between religious groups? This moves beyond assuming dialogue is inherently 

beneficial to defining its contingent efficacy. 

4. How do short-term peacebuilding outcomes, such as the reduction of overt violence, 

translate or fail to translate into enduring social cohesion, measured through intergroup 

cooperation and shared identity? This distinguishes between immediate security and 

long-term societal integration. 

5. What are the predominant structural, cultural, and political barriers that impede 

government policies and inter-religious dialogue from achieving sustainable peace in 
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this specific multicultural context? This question synthesises the findings to identify the 

root obstacles.  

Together, these questions form a cohesive investigative framework aimed at generating a 

nuanced, evidence-based model for peacebuilding in Northern Ghana and analogous 

multicultural settings. By critically examining the interplay of structure and agency, this 

research aims to contribute a more sophisticated and actionable understanding to both academic 

discourse and practical intervention. 

2. Literature Review 

The pursuit of sustainable peace in religiously diverse societies necessitates a critical 

examination of the mechanisms designed to foster it. This review synthesises global 

scholarship on inter-religious dialogue and government policy, interrogating their theoretical 

premises and practical efficacy. It situates the present study within ongoing debates concerning 

the appropriate balance between structural intervention and relational transformation in 

complex conflict environments. 

Globally, peacebuilding theory is marked by a persistent dichotomy between top-down and 

bottom-up approaches, a division with significant practical consequences. Implementation 

Theory underscores the necessity of formal policy frameworks and state capacity for enacting 

widespread change, yet its application often reveals a gap between legislative intent and 

tangible outcomes, particularly in contexts of weak governance (Pressman & Wildavsky, 

2020). In contrast, Lederach's (2021) Conflict Transformation Theory prioritises the organic, 

relational work of building trust and understanding at the grassroots level, arguing that 

sustainable peace is rooted in changed social dynamics rather than imposed structures. This 

theoretical schism is evident in practice; for instance, while the Good Friday Agreement 

provided a crucial structural framework in Northern Ireland, its long-term success remains 

dependent on continued community-level engagement to address sectarian legacies (Hughes, 

2020). The critical challenge, therefore, lies in moving beyond this binary to understand how 

these approaches interact, conflict, or synergise. 

Across the African continent, the limitations of a bifurcated peacebuilding model become 

starkly apparent. State-led policies, while aiming for legitimacy and scale, are frequently 

undermined by institutional weakness, corruption, and a failure to address the root causes of 

conflict, such as the fierce competition over land and resources in Nigeria's Middle Belt 

(Abubakar, 2020). Conversely, grassroots interfaith initiatives, like those mediated by the 

Interfaith Mediation Centre in Kaduna, demonstrate superior contextual sensitivity and can 

achieve rapid localised de-escalation, but they often lack the political leverage and financial 

sustainability to institutionalise their gains (Audu, 2021). This African experience challenges 

the sufficiency of both models in isolation and calls for a more integrated framework. 

Sustainable Peace Theory, which demands attention to the socio-economic and political 

dimensions underpinning conflict, provides a valuable lens, suggesting that neither dialogue 

nor policy alone can address the structural inequalities that fuel violence (Boulding, 2019). 

In Ghana, a nation praised for its general religious harmony, the Northern Region presents a 

critical case study of these unresolved tensions. National policies, such as the establishment of 

the Peace Council and constitutional guarantees of religious freedom, create an enabling 

environment for coexistence (Aning & Danso, 2020). However, the implementation of these 

policies is often disjointed at the local level, where historical grievances, chieftaincy disputes, 
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and perceptions of ethnic and religious marginalisation persist (Adu-Gyamfi & Oteng-Ababio, 

2020). Research by Asiedu and Frempong (2021) confirms that decentralised governance 

structures, intended to bring government closer to the people, are frequently hampered by 

bureaucratic inefficiencies and inadequate resource allocation, limiting their effectiveness in 

conflict resolution. This indicates that the mere presence of policy is insufficient without a deep 

understanding of localised political economies. 

The scholarly focus on Ghana has often treated government policy and inter-religious dialogue 

as separate domains, resulting in a significant knowledge gap regarding their dynamic 

interplay. Studies such as Mensah (2021) provide valuable descriptions of interfaith dialogue 

successes, while others like Quarshie, Kwarteng, and Boadi (2020) analyse policy 

implementation gaps. Yet, there is a scarcity of research that empirically investigates how state 

policies actively enable or constrain the work of dialogue initiatives, and conversely, how 

grassroots efforts adapt to, resist, or leverage government frameworks. This omission is 

problematic, as it leads to recommendations that are either naively trusting of state capacity or 

romantically invested in localism without considering the necessity of institutional support 

(Mac Ginty, 2015). A more critical analysis is required to unpack the power dynamics at this 

intersection. 

A critical barrier to synthesising policy and dialogue lies in the confounding influence of deep-

seated structural and historical factors. Socio-economic inequality acts as a powerful variable, 

shaping community perceptions of peacebuilding initiatives; marginalised groups often view 

both state interventions and interfaith dialogues with suspicion, perceiving them as instruments 

of elite interests (Abubakar, 2020). Furthermore, historical grievances rooted in colonial-era 

policies and post-independence political neglect continue to fuel intergroup mistrust, creating 

a societal backdrop against which any peacebuilding effort must operate (Aning & Aubyn, 

2019). These factors are not merely background context but active agents that can erode the 

legitimacy and effectiveness of both policy and dialogue, a dynamic that is acutely felt in the 

Northern Region of Ghana and demands explicit incorporation into any analytical model. 

Therefore, this study is positioned to address these theoretical and empirical gaps by 

investigating the specific conditions under which inter-religious dialogue and government 

policies converge to foster sustainable peace. It moves beyond descriptive accounts of separate 

initiatives to interrogate their synergistic potential and points of friction. The research questions 

are designed to dissect this complex relationship, examining how policies shape dialogue, 

comparing their impacts, identifying the conditions for trust-building, tracing the pathway from 

violence reduction to cohesion, and pinpointing the structural barriers to success. By doing so, 

this research contributes a nuanced, contextually grounded understanding of peacebuilding that 

acknowledges the indispensable, yet imperfect, roles of both the state and the community. 

3. Methodology 

The research employed a convergent mixed-methods design to comprehensively investigate 

the interplay between inter-religious dialogue and government policies in Northern Ghana. 

This approach was grounded in a pragmatic philosophy, which prioritises the selection of 

methods most suitable for addressing complex real-world problems, thereby justifying the 

integration of quantitative and qualitative data to obtain a complete understanding of the 

phenomena (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). The study was conducted in the Northern Region 

of Ghana, specifically focusing on the urban centre of Tamale and the conflict-prone area of 
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Bawku, due to their historical significance and contemporary relevance to inter-religious 

relations. A stratified random sampling technique was used to ensure proportional 

representation from key stakeholder groups. The final achieved sample consisted of 40 

government officials, 96 religious leaders, 64 community leaders, and 48 representatives from 

civil society organisations, totalling 248 participants, which provided a robust and diverse 

dataset for analysis. 

Quantitative data were collected through a structured survey administered in person to all 248 

participants. The survey utilised Likert-scale questions to measure perceptions of policy 

effectiveness, trust levels between religious groups, and the perceived outcomes of both state 

and grassroots initiatives. Qualitative data were gathered through 35 semi-structured interviews 

and 8 focus group discussions (FGDs), which were conducted with a purposively selected 

subset of participants to gain deeper, contextual insights. All interviews and FGDs were audio-

recorded, transcribed verbatim, and anonymised to ensure confidentiality. This dual-stream 

data collection occurred over a period, allowing for the triangulation of statistical patterns with 

rich narrative accounts, a process crucial for validating findings in complex social research 

(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2020). 

Following data collection, a rigorous preparation process was undertaken. The quantitative 

survey data were entered into SPSS version 27, where they were screened for errors, and 

missing values were addressed. The qualitative data from transcripts were imported into NVivo 

12 software for systematic management and analysis. The analytical approach was tailored to 

each research objective, as detailed in Table 1. For the quantitative data, descriptive statistics 

(means, standard deviations) and inferential tests (ANOVA, regression analysis) were used to 

identify patterns and relationships, a method justified by its ability to provide generalisable 

evidence on the comparative impact of different peacebuilding approaches (Field, 2018). For 

the qualitative data, a combination of thematic analysis and grounded theory techniques was 

applied. This involved iterative coding to identify emergent themes, which were then 

contextualised within the theoretical framework of Conflict Transformation and 

Implementation theories, ensuring the findings were both data-driven and theoretically 

informed (Braun & Clarke, 2022). 

The selection of these specific tools and techniques was deliberate. The use of NVivo for 

qualitative analysis, rather than manual coding, was essential for managing the large volume 

of textual data systematically and ensuring analytical rigor through features like query 

functions and matrix coding. The convergent design allowed for the direct comparison of, for 

instance, survey results on trust metrics with interview narratives explaining the conditions that 

foster or undermine that trust. This integration provided a level of explanatory power that 

neither method could achieve alone, effectively addressing the core research aim of 

understanding the complex synergy between policy and dialogue. The methodological 

triangulation thus strengthened the validity of the conclusions, mitigating the limitations 

inherent in relying on a single data source and providing a robust foundation for the study's 

claims. 
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Research Objective 
Target 

Respondents 

Data Collection 

Instrument 

Analytical Technique 

& Tool 

To analyze how 

government policies 

shaped inter-religious 

dialogue. 

Policymakers, 

Religious 

Leaders, NGO 

representatives 

Policy Document 

Analysis, Semi-

structured 

Interviews 

Thematic Analysis 

(NVivo), Policy 

Network Mapping 

To assess the 

comparative impact of 

state-mediated vs. 

grassroots initiatives. 

Community 

Leaders, Local 

Residents, CSOs 

Surveys, Focus 

Group 

Discussions, Case 

Studies 

Descriptive & 

Inferential Statistics 

(SPSS), Thematic 

Analysis (NVivo) 

To evaluate the 

conditions under which 

dialogue strengthens or 

undermines trust. 

Religious Group 

Members, Youth 

Leaders, 

Mediators 

Surveys (Likert-

scale), Participant 

Observation 

Cross-tabulation, 

Regression Analysis 

(SPSS), Thematic 

Analysis (NVivo) 

To examine the 

relationship between 

short-term peace 

outcomes and long-

term cohesion. 

Local NGOs, 

Academics, 

Community 

Elders 

Key Informant 

Interviews, 

Longitudinal Data 

Review 

Content Analysis, 

Narrative Synthesis 

(NVivo) 

To identify structural 

and cultural barriers to 

sustainable peace. 

Marginalised 

Groups, Security 

Agencies, Experts 

Semi-structured 

Interviews, 

Ethnographic Field 

Notes 

Grounded Theory, 

Critical Discourse 

Analysis (NVivo) 

4. Results of the Analysis 

4.1 How do government policies shape the dynamics (facilitation or constraint) of inter-

religious dialogue in Northern Ghana? 

The analysis of how government policies shaped inter-religious dialogue in Northern Ghana 

revealed a complex dynamic of both facilitation and constraint. The foundational policy, the 

1992 Constitution, was widely cited by participants as a crucial facilitator for its guarantees of 

religious freedom. A regional officer from the National Peace Council noted, "The 

constitutional framework gives us the legal standing to bring Muslim and Christian leaders to 

the same table, something that was previously unthinkable during heightened tensions." This 

structural support enabled initiatives like the government's National Peace Council Act (Act 

818), which institutionalised mediation mechanisms. However, the facilitative capacity of these 

policies was frequently undermined by severe implementation deficits. A district assembly 

member in Tamale critically observed, "Policies often remain theoretical with limited funding 

for local implementation," a finding that aligns with Asare's (2021) analysis of the gap between 

Ghana's progressive peace architecture and its execution. This suggests that while policies 

provide essential scaffolding, their transformative potential is mediated by the logistical and 

financial capacity of local governance structures. 

A significant finding was the stark urban-rural disparity in policy effectiveness, which critically 

shaped the nature and reach of inter-religious dialogue. In urban centres like Tamale, state-

backed programmes, such as those orchestrated by the Ministry of Inner-City and Zongo 

Development, demonstrated a capacity for scalability, reaching a broader audience through 
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workshops and formalised committees. A programme officer from the Ministry stated, "Only 

state-backed policies ensure scalability and a uniform approach to peacebuilding." 

Conversely, in rural districts such as Tolon and Kumbungu, the presence and influence of the 

state diminished considerably. Here, the vacuum was filled by grassroots actors. A Muslim 

leader involved with the Interfaith Alliance for Peace, a local NGO, argued, "Our local 

interfaith youth networks resolve disputes faster than government workshops because they 

understand our history and customs." This finding corroborates Lund's (2022) work on 

institutional multiplicity, which demonstrates how non-state actors often provide more agile 

and contextually relevant governance in peripheries where state presence is weak or perceived 

as partisan. 

Beyond logistical constraints, the very design and consultation processes of government 

policies were found to constrain genuine dialogue by marginalising key stakeholders. Religious 

and community leaders consistently reported a sense of exclusion from the policy formulation 

process. A representative from the Office of the Chief Imam in Tamale stated, "Consultations 

are often tokenistic; our inputs are sought but rarely reflected in the final policy documents." 

This participatory deficit, as Mensah and Osei (2021) argue, erodes the local ownership and 

legitimacy of state-led initiatives. Furthermore, policy frameworks were criticised for their lack 

of specificity in addressing modern drivers of conflict. A programme director from the West 

Africa Network for Peacebuilding (WANEP) highlighted this, noting, "Ambiguous legal 

frameworks fail to adequately address the rise of religiously tinged hate speech on social 

media, leaving a dangerous space unregulated." This gap, identified in Osei's (2020) research, 

allows new forms of conflict to fester, demonstrating how policies can be structurally 

constraining by failing to evolve with the changing nature of inter-religious tensions. 

In conclusion, the data indicate that government policies in Northern Ghana function as a 

double-edged sword, simultaneously enabling and inhibiting inter-religious dialogue. They 

provide the indispensable legal and institutional platform for engagement, yet their impact is 

consistently mediated by implementation weaknesses, geographic inequity, and consultative 

failures. The reliance on a predominantly top-down model, while achieving scale, often 

sacrifices the contextual sensitivity and trust inherent in grassroots efforts. This analysis, 

therefore, challenges the assumption that robust policy frameworks automatically translate into 

effective peacebuilding practice. It underscores the necessity of moving beyond mere policy 

creation towards fostering polycentric governance systems that strategically blend the 

legitimacy and resources of the state with the agility, local knowledge, and legitimacy of 

community-based actors to create a more resilient and responsive peace infrastructure. 

4.2 What are the comparative peacebuilding outcomes of state-mediated versus 

grassroots inter-religious initiatives in Northern Ghana? 

The comparative analysis of state-mediated and grassroots inter-religious initiatives revealed a 

fundamental tension between legitimacy and adaptability in peacebuilding outcomes within 

Northern Ghana. Proponents of state-led programmes, such as those administered by the 

National Peace Council, emphasised their structural advantages. A senior official argued, "Only 

state initiatives have the legitimacy to enforce long-term agreements and ensure compliance 

across different communities."This perspective aligns with Tschirgi's (2019) assertion that 

formal state backing is critical for the durability and scalability of peace agreements. These 

programmes were particularly effective in establishing formal conflict resolution committees 
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and providing a recognised framework for mediation. However, this top-down legitimacy often 

came at the cost of local trust. A community elder from Tamale noted that state actors were 

sometimes perceived as "outsiders" whose standardized approaches failed to account for deep-

seated historical and cultural nuances, thereby limiting their relational impact. 

In stark contrast, grassroots initiatives demonstrated a superior capacity for fostering deep, 

relational trust and achieving rapid conflict de-escalation at the local level. These efforts, often 

spearheaded by organisations like the Interfaith Alliance for Peace or local youth networks, 

were praised for their contextual intelligence. A Muslim cleric involved in both types of 

initiatives observed, "Government programmes bring resources, but local dialogues resolve 

tensions faster because they understand our history. "This finding resonates with Boege's 

(2021) research on hybrid political orders, which highlights the efficacy of non-state, custom-

based institutions in managing local conflict. Survey data quantitatively supported this, 

showing that grassroots initiatives scored significantly higher on metrics of “contextual 

relevance" (mean=4.2) compared to their state-mediated counterparts (mean=3.1). The 

iterative, personal nature of these dialogues allowed for the building of what one female focus 

group participant described as "friendships, not just agreements," echoing Lederach's (2021) 

emphasis on relational transformation as the core of sustainable peace. 

Despite their strengths, both approaches exhibited critical and seemingly inverse weaknesses, 

creating a peacebuilding paradox. State-led programmes, while scalable, were frequently 

criticised for their rigidity and bureaucratic inefficiency. A civil society leader pointed out that 

they often lacked the flexibility to adapt to rapidly evolving local conflicts. Conversely, 

grassroots efforts, while agile and trusted, grappled with severe resource constraints and a lack 

of institutionalisation. The same civil society leader lamented, "Local efforts are impactful but 

lack the funding and political clout to scale their successes beyond a few communities." This 

finding is consistent with Autesserre's (2021) critique of the inherent limitations of localised 

peacebuilding in the face of broader political and economic systems. The quantitative data 

further illuminated this divide, showing that while state programmes led in perceived 

"sustainability" (mean=3.8), grassroots initiatives scored lower (mean=2.9), indicating 

concerns over their long-term viability. 

Consequently, the most significant finding of this comparative analysis is the empirical 

validation for hybrid peace models that strategically integrate the strengths of both approaches. 

A youth leader from an interfaith network proposed a synthesis, stating, "The ideal is state-

funded but community-designed programmes that are accountable to local people." This 

sentiment reflects a growing scholarly consensus, articulated by Mac Ginty and Richmond 

(2016), which advocates for a "glocal" approach that merges top-down resources with bottom-

up legitimacy. The data revealed no statistically significant difference in the short-term 

outcome of "conflict reduction" between the two models, suggesting that the primary 

distinction lies not in stopping violence but in the quality and sustainability of the peace 

achieved. This challenges the binary categorisation of peacebuilding efforts and underscores 

the need for contextually pragmatic strategies that leverage the structural power of the state to 

empower, rather than replace, the relational work of grassroots actors. 
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4.3 Under what conditions does inter-religious dialogue strengthen or undermine trust 

between religious groups in conflict-prone areas? 

The investigation into the conditions affecting trust within inter-religious dialogue revealed 

that the procedural architecture of these engagements is a primary determinant of their success 

or failure. A critical factor identified was the neutrality and cultural competence of facilitation. 

A Christian participant in Tamale emphasised this, stating, "When traditional leaders co-

facilitate, we listen more deeply because they understand our customs. “This observation aligns 

with Appleby's (2020) concept of the "religious peacebuilder" whose legitimacy is derived 

from embeddedness within the local moral framework. Conversely, dialogues were found to 

undermine trust when facilitation was perceived as biased. Muslim respondents in Bawku cited 

instances where "government-appointed mediators favoured one group," a dynamic that 

Svensson (2019) identifies as a key cause of third-party intervention failure. The data further 

revealed that power imbalances within the dialogue space itself could be detrimental. A female 

Christian respondent noted, "If imams dominate the conversation, we Christians disengage, 

“illustrating how inequitable participation can reinforce existing hierarchies and erode the very 

trust the dialogue seeks to build. 

Survey data provided quantitative substantiation for these qualitative insights, with 

psychological safety emerging as a statistically significant predictor of positive outcomes. 

Cross-tabulation analysis revealed a strong correlation (p<0.01) between a sense of security 

and trust-building. Respondents who agreed that "participants feel safe expressing concerns" 

(mean=4.3) were 72% more likely to report improved interfaith trust. This finding supports 

Galtung's (2000) theory of positive peace, which posits that a durable peace is rooted in mutual 

dignity and empathetic engagement. The most potent trust-eroding condition identified was 

political interference. The data showed that 61% of respondents who observed "political 

manipulation" of the dialogue process (mean=3.8) reported a decline in intergroup trust. This 

aligns with Brass's (2003) work on the instrumentalization of ethnic and religious identity by 

elites for political gain, suggesting that dialogues become counterproductive when co-opted as 

tools for wider political contests rather than genuine reconciliation. 

A more nuanced finding pertained to the complex role of localisation in dialogue processes. 

While 78% of survey respondents valued "culturally rooted dialogue," qualitative data exposed 

the potential pitfalls of an uncritical localisation strategy. A Dagomba elder cautioned, "If only 

village chiefs mediate, minority faiths feel excluded," challenging the assumption that localised 

formats are inherently inclusive (Mac Ginty, 2015). This creates a delicate balancing act, as 

externally imposed, standardised formats were equally problematic, being dismissed by a youth 

leader as "foreign and tone-deaf," a critique consistent with Autesserre's (2021) analysis of 

international peacebuilding templates. The most significant systemic weakness identified 

across all dialogues was the lack of robust follow-up mechanisms, which scored lowest across 

all groups (mean=2.9). An interfaith coordinator lamented, "Dialogues end with promises, but 

no one checks if they're kept," a implementation gap critiqued by Paffenholz (2019) as a 

primary reason for the failure of "one-off" dialogue initiatives to achieve transformative 

change. 

Ultimately, the conditions for successful trust-building were found to be composite and 

interdependent rather than isolated. Regression analysis confirmed that the highest trust gains 

occurred where neutral facilitation, equitable participation, and post-dialogue accountability 
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converged (β=0.42, p<0.001). This indicates that no single condition is sufficient; effective 

dialogue requires a synergistic ecosystem of procedural fairness, cultural relevance, and a 

sustained commitment to implementation. Dialogues that focus solely on bringing parties 

together, while neglecting the power dynamics of the process or failing to institutionalise 

outcomes, risk not only failing to build trust but actively undermining it. Therefore, the design 

and execution of inter-religious dialogue must be approached with the same strategic rigor as 

its diplomatic counterpart, with meticulous attention to the conditions that foster psychological 

safety and ensure credible, long-term engagement. 

4.4 How do short-term peacebuilding outcomes (e.g., reduced violence) translate or fail 

to translate into long-term social cohesion in Northern Ghana? 

The research uncovered a critical and persistent disconnect between short-term security gains 

and the development of enduring social cohesion in Northern Ghana. Interviews with 

practitioners consistently highlighted that a mere reduction in overt violence provided a fragile 

foundation for peace. A peacebuilding coordinator with the local NGO NORSAAC provided a 

stark illustration, stating, "After the 2020 mediation, violence stopped for six months—but 

without economic opportunities, youth returned to old tensions." This observation aligns with 

Collier's (2021) economic theory of conflict, which posits that the absence of viable livelihoods 

creates a perennial risk of conflict relapse. The cessation of hostilities, while a necessary first 

step, was revealed to be a temporary condition if not underpinned by structural changes. This 

phenomenon underscores the critical distinction between negative peace, defined as the 

absence of violence, and positive peace, which involves the restoration of relationships and 

institutions, as conceptualised by Galtung (2000). 

Survey data from residents quantitatively reinforced this temporal gap, revealing a weak 

correlation (r=0.32, p<0.05) between reduced violence and strengthened intergroup ties. While 

a significant majority of respondents (74%) agreed that "inter-group violence decreased" 

(mean=4.1), only 39% reported stronger "inter-group ties" (mean=2.9). This statistical 

divergence points to the limitations of security-centric interventions. The data identified the 

presence or absence of follow-up mechanisms as the strongest predictor of long-term cohesion 

(β=0.47). However, a glaring implementation deficit was evident, as only 22% of respondents 

observed "authorities following up" on dialogue agreements. This failure to institutionalise 

peace processes reflects a critique levelled by Barnett et al. (2019), who argue that project-

based interventions often dissolve once external funding ends, leaving behind no sustainable 

local infrastructure for maintaining peace. 

Conversely, the research identified powerful catalysts for translating stability into cohesion, 

with economic interdependence emerging as a primary mechanism. In communities where 

inter-religious dialogue was paired with shared livelihood projects, social cohesion improved 

markedly. A local chief explained, "When Muslims and Christians farm together on a shared 

irrigation project, they stop seeing each other as threats and start seeing each other as 

partners." This finding provides empirical support for Varshney's (2021) thesis on 

associational life, which demonstrates that quotidian economic and civic interactions build 

resilient bridges across ethnic and religious divides. These organic, economically embedded 

relationships were shown to create a more durable form of social capital than that generated by 

externally driven reconciliation workshops, fostering what Autesserre (2021) terms "everyday 

peace" through routine collaboration. 
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A striking divergence emerged in the perceived fragility of peace between different 

intervention models. Respondents in areas reliant on top-down interventions were 2.3 times 

more likely to agree that "the community could easily return to violence" (mean=3.8) compared 

to those with organic, grassroots peace infrastructures (mean=2.4). A case in point was Tolon, 

where elders integrated conflict resolution into cultural rituals, leading to stable cohesion 

metrics post-intervention. This demonstrates the power of local ownership, a principle central 

to Lederach's (2021) conflict transformation theory. However, the data also presents a paradox: 

while these hyper-localised systems ensure sustainability, they often risk reinforcing traditional 

power structures that exclude marginalised voices, particularly women and youth, thereby 

perpetuating latent grievances (Björkdahl & Mannergren Selimovic, 2019). This underscores 

the necessity of hybrid frameworks that pair the legitimacy of local ownership with inclusive, 

equitable practices and scalable state support to bridge the gap between short-term calm and 

long-term, just cohesion. 

4.5 What structural, cultural, or political barriers prevent government policies and inter-

religious dialogue from achieving sustainable peace in Northern Ghana’s multicultural 

context? 

The synthesis of findings reveals that structural barriers, primarily the weak institutionalisation 

of peace mechanisms, fundamentally undermine sustainable peacebuilding in Northern Ghana. 

While short-term interventions like state-mediated ceasefires successfully reduce violence 

temporarily, they consistently lack the embeddedness required for long-term impact. Survey 

data starkly illustrated this institutional deficit, with only 22% of respondents observing 

consistent policy follow-through. This reflects a project-based approach to peace that dissolves 

upon the conclusion of external funding, a critical weakness identified by Barnett and Zürcher 

(2019) in their analysis of the "peacebuilder's contract." Furthermore, the policy formulation 

process itself was structurally flawed. Religious leaders consistently described government 

consultations as "tokenistic," a finding that demonstrates how top-down policymaking actively 

sidelines local actors. This disconnect erodes the local ownership and legitimacy that Mac 

Ginty (2015) identifies as essential for sustainable conflict transformation, leaving peace 

initiatives ephemeral and externally dependent. 

Cultural barriers further complicate the landscape, where historical grievances and asymmetric 

power relations create a subtext of mistrust that dialogue alone cannot overcome. Focus group 

discussions revealed that externally designed dialogues often fail by neglecting indigenous 

conflict-resolution systems, which hold deeper legitimacy for many communities. A Dagomba 

chief noted, "External mediators ignore our kinship protocols, so agreements break down," a 

dynamic that aligns with Avruch's (2019) argument that culturally alien frameworks breed 

resistance. However, an uncritical reliance on traditional systems presents its own perils, as it 

often reinforces hierarchical structures that exclude women and youth, thereby perpetuating 

latent tensions and marginalisation (Björkdahl & Mannergren Selimovic, 2019). This creates a 

complex challenge for peacebuilders: navigating between the Scylla of external irrelevance and 

the Charybdis of internal exclusion. The data confirmed that historical trauma fuels profound 

scepticism, with 61% of respondents who reported political manipulation of religious divisions 

citing declining trust. 
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The most pernicious barriers are political, where elite capture and the partisan 

instrumentalisation of religious identities systematically sabotage peacebuilding progress. 

Interviews with civil society actors detailed how politicians exploit interfaith tensions for 

electoral gain. A programme director from the West Africa Network for Peacebuilding 

(WANEP) stated, "Before elections, suddenly there is a surge in communal conflicts—it is no 

coincidence," a tactic that mirrors Wilkinson's (2020) theory of strategic ethnic and religious 

polarisation. This deliberate fuelling of division for political profit creates a hostile 

environment for genuine dialogue. Compounding this, bureaucratic inertia within state 

apparatuses stifles implementation. A regional officer admitted that "Peace Council 

resolutions get buried in Accra's paperwork," a delay that erodes public confidence in state 

institutions. Such political barriers are not isolated; they are mutually reinforcing with 

structural and cultural ones. Structural weaknesses enable political manipulation, while cultural 

fragmentation impedes the formation of a unified civil society resistance. 

Ultimately, these structural, cultural, and political barriers form a vicious cycle that is 

exceptionally difficult to break. The absence of robust, decentralised institutions creates a 

vacuum filled by divisive political entrepreneurs who exploit historical and cultural schisms. 

Meanwhile, the very cultural and historical divisions that are politically exploited are 

exacerbated by the state's failure to deliver equitable development and justice, thereby 

reinforcing the structural inequities that started the cycle. This analysis demonstrates that 

isolated interventions targeting only one dimension—be it a new policy, a dialogue series, or 

an economic project are destined for limited impact. Sustainable peace in Northern Ghana’s 

multicultural context requires a polycentric governance approach, as advocated by Ostrom 

(2019), which simultaneously decentralises peacebuilding authority, mandates inclusive 

dialogue that critically engages with both tradition and modernity, and enforces strict 

accountability for political actors who incite division. 

4.6 Discussion of Results 

A comparative assessment of respondent perspectives reveals a fundamental divergence in the 

perceived legitimacy of peacebuilding actors, which is critically mediated by geography and 

institutional affiliation. Government officials and state-aligned practitioners consistently 

emphasised the indispensability of top-down policies for ensuring scalability and the 

enforcement of long-term agreements. In stark contrast, religious leaders, community elders, 

and grassroots respondents overwhelmingly privileged localised, dialogue-driven initiatives 

for their superior contextual sensitivity, agility, and relational depth. This divergence is not 

merely a difference of opinion but a reflection of what constitutes legitimate authority in a 

hybrid political order. As Lund (2022) argues, the state is often one source of authority among 

many, and its dictates compete with those of traditional and religious institutions for public 

compliance. A key point of convergence, however, emerged across all groups: a shared critique 

of the implementation gap, particularly the near-universal condemnation of inadequate follow-

up mechanisms and funding. Triangulating these perspectives constructs a more nuanced 

narrative than the literature often affords: the core issue is not a binary choice between state 

and grassroots, but a crisis of functional integration between a state valued for its resources but 

distrusted for its delivery, and grassroots actors trusted for their authenticity but crippled by a 

lack of institutional support. 
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These insights directly bridge the research gap identified in the problem statement, which noted 

a scarcity of studies examining the interplay between policy and dialogue. The novelty of this 

finding lies in its empirical demonstration that this interplay is often antagonistic rather than 

synergistic under current arrangements. The research advances knowledge by moving beyond 

descriptive accounts of separate initiatives to reveal the systemic dysfunctions at their junction. 

This challenges the optimistic assumptions of Liberal Peacebuilding, which often presumes 

that state and civil society can be seamlessly integrated. Instead, the findings resonate more 

strongly with the precepts of Critical Peacebuilding and Pragmatism. The philosophical 

foundation of Pragmatism is vindicated by the data's insistence that what works is context-

dependent and that effective solutions must be judged by their practical consequences, not their 

ideological purity. Furthermore, the study challenges a simplistic application of Lederach’s 

Conflict Transformation Theory by showing that relational work at the grassroots is 

systematically stymied by structural and political barriers that the theory can underestimate, 

thereby necessitating a more politically astute model. 

The new knowledge generated provides a blueprint for tailored, context-specific solutions 

centred on the principle of structured hybridity. This involves moving from a model of parallel 

coexistence to one of deliberate co-production. A practical application is the establishment of 

state-funded, but community-designed and managed, peacebuilding trusts. These trusts would 

channel government resources directly to proven local interfaith networks for initiatives they 

design, such as shared livelihood projects or youth programmes, thereby merging state 

scalability with grassroots legitimacy. This directly addresses the confounding variable of 

socio-economic inequality by linking dialogue to tangible economic interdependence, a factor 

shown to be a stronger predictor of long-term cohesion than dialogue alone. This approach can 

inform the revision of key policy frameworks, including the implementation guidelines for 

Ghana's National Peace Council Act (Act 818) and the National Cohesion and Integration 

Policy, by mandating equitable community representation on their regional and district 

committees and ring-fencing a percentage of their budgets for community-managed initiatives. 

Ensuring the sustainability of these insights requires institutionalising these hybrid practices to 

prevent backsliding. Three measures are critical: first, the legislative embedding of mandatory 

inter-religious and community representation in local governance structures, making 

inclusivity a statutory requirement rather than a discretionary practice. Second, the creation of 

independent, multi-stakeholder monitoring committees tasked with tracking the 

implementation of peace agreements and policy commitments, thus addressing the crippling 

deficit in follow-up. Third, integrating modules on religious literacy, conflict transformation, 

and the history of Northern Ghana into the national curriculum and teacher training 

programmes, a long-term investment in shifting intergenerational attitudes. The role of 

stakeholders is clearly delineated: policymakers must reform legal frameworks to enable this 

structured hybridity; educators must equip future generations with the tools for coexistence; 

institutions like the National Peace Council must transition from being primary implementers 

to facilitators of local action; and community actors must organise into accountable entities 

capable of managing resources and sustaining dialogue. By offering an empirically-grounded, 

theoretically-informed model that rejects simplistic binaries, this study makes an original and 

significant contribution, providing a sustainable pathway from fragile coexistence to resilient 

peace. 
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5. Conclusion 

This study has achieved an empirically grounded deconstruction of the complex interplay 

between inter-religious dialogue and government policies in Northern Ghana. It demonstrates 

that sustainable peace is not a product of either state or grassroots action but emerges from their 

structured integration, thereby challenging the theoretical binaries that often dominate 

peacebuilding literature. The findings align with and extend Conflict Transformation Theory 

by highlighting how relational work is constrained by political and structural barriers, and they 

affirm Pragmatist philosophy by demonstrating that effective solutions are context-dependent 

and judged by practical outcomes. The research makes a distinct practical contribution by 

moving beyond diagnosing tensions to proposing a model of "structured hybridity," which 

offers a tangible blueprint for merging the legitimacy of the state with the contextual 

intelligence of communities. 

The tailored benefits for Northern Ghana are direct. This model provides a pathway to break 

the cycle of project-based, short-term interventions that dissolve with funding, offering instead 

a framework for building a resilient, locally-owned peace infrastructure. Concrete 

implementation requires the statutory reform of existing policy bodies, such as the National 

Peace Council, to mandate and resource equitable community representation. Future policy 

must institutionalise co-production by legally establishing community-managed peacebuilding 

funds and independent monitoring committees. The generalisability of these outcomes extends 

beyond Northern Ghana to any multicultural, post-conflict, or conflict-prone setting where state 

legitimacy is contested, and local actors possess significant yet under-resourced agency. This 

includes regions across West Africa and other parts of the Global South grappling with similar 

governance deficits and identity-based conflicts. 

Ultimately, this study positions itself on the firm conclusion that the prevailing, fragmented 

approach to peacebuilding in Northern Ghana is untenable. It asserts that sustainable peace is 

unattainable without systematically dismantling the political, structural, and cultural barriers 

that currently pit state and grassroots efforts against one another. The way forward lies not in 

choosing a side in the top-down versus bottom-up debate, but in architecting a new, 

collaborative system that leverages the unique strengths of each to build a peace that is both 

scalable and deeply rooted. 

6. Recommendations 

Based on the study's findings, a series of policy-oriented recommendations is proposed to 

bridge the gap between state and grassroots peacebuilding efforts in Northern Ghana. The core 

strategy involves institutionalising a model of structured hybridity, which mandates the co-

design of policies and initiatives. Key recommendations include revising the National Peace 

Council Act to legally require the inclusion of religious and community leaders in local peace 

and security planning. Furthermore, the creation of a dedicated Hybrid Peacebuilding Fund is 

advised to channel state and international resources directly to community-managed, interfaith 

projects, thereby merging top-down resources with bottom-up legitimacy and ensuring 

economic interdependence reinforces social cohesion. 

To ensure the sustainability and effectiveness of these interventions, the recommendations 

advocate for embedding robust operational protocols and accountability mechanisms. This 

includes establishing a charter for inter-religious dialogue that enforces neutral, trained 

facilitation and formalises post-dialogue action plans with clear monitoring by District Security 
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Councils. Concurrently, peacebuilding must be explicitly linked to local economic 

development by prioritising public infrastructure projects that require cooperative management 

from conflicting groups. Finally, enacting and enforcing specific anti-incitement legislation, 

coupled with public awareness campaigns, is critical to shield peacebuilding gains from 

political manipulation and to foster a culture of accountability and inclusivity. 

Limitations of the Study 

While this study provides significant insights, several limitations must be acknowledged. The 

cross-sectional design offers a snapshot of the peacebuilding landscape at a specific point in 

time, capturing perceptions but not allowing for the analysis of long-term trends or the 

longitudinal evolution of trust and cohesion. The reliance on self-reported data from 

participants, particularly on sensitive issues of trust and political interference, introduces the 

potential for social desirability bias, where respondents may have provided answers they 

believed were expected rather than their true perceptions. Furthermore, the study’s focus on 

key communities within the Northern Region, while necessary for depth, limits the 

generalisability of the findings to all areas of Ghana or to other national contexts with different 

historical and political economies. The presence of the researchers, despite all efforts to ensure 

neutrality, may have influenced participant responses during interviews and focus group 

discussions. Finally, while the mixed-methods approach was a strength, the integration of the 

quantitative and qualitative data, while convergent, could have been deepened through a more 

sequential explanatory design where initial statistical results could have been probed more 

directly in subsequent qualitative phases. 

Future Research 

Building upon the findings and limitations of this study, future research should pursue several 

avenues. A longitudinal study tracking the same communities and initiatives over a 5-10-year 

period would provide invaluable data on the long-term evolution of trust and the sustainability 

of different peacebuilding models. Research specifically focused on the role of digital media 

and technology in either fuelling religious tensions or facilitating interfaith dialogue in 

Northern Ghana represents a critical and timely gap. Furthermore, an in-depth ethnographic 

investigation into the internal dynamics of "successful" grassroots initiatives could yield finer-

grained insights into the micro-mechanisms of trust-building and the challenges of managing 

inclusion and accountability from within. Finally, a comparative study between Northern 

Ghana and a similarly challenged region in another country (e.g., Kaduna State, Nigeria, or the 

Central African Republic) would help refine the generalisable principles of the "structured 

hybridity" model and identify the core contextual variables that determine its success or failure. 
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