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Abstract Original Research Article

The place of digital technologies in achieving diplomatic objectives of nations cannot be over emphasized. It is against the backdrop
that this research examined the role of digital diplomacy in enhancing conflict prevention efforts within the ECOWAS region. The
study was guided by three research questions and anchored on the Early Warning and Response System (EWRS) theory, which
emphasizes on rapid information flows for proactive conflict management. A mixed-method research design that combines both
descriptive and content analytical techniques were used in the study. Findings from the study revealed that digital tools such as social
media, ECOWAS’s encrypted diplomatic channels, and the ECOWARN platform, significantly accelerated crisis responses; with
alerts issued 65% faster and mediator deployments improving by 36%. However, a 32% decline in alerts from rural/low-connectivity
areas highlighted persistent digital divides. The analysis further demonstrated a strong positive correlation between member states’
digital engagement and early warning effectiveness: high-engagement states submitted 1.1 times more incident alerts, triggered
nearly double the interventions, and achieved twice the de-escalation success rate of low-engagement peers. Regarding conflict
reduction, ECOWARN-integrated responses reduced violent incidents by 17.5%, virtual mediations by 14.2%, and social media
campaigns by 9.8%. These findings accentuate the effectiveness of digital diplomacy in ECOWAS conflict prevention, though
infrastructural disparities constrain equitable impact reinforcing the imperative of initiatives like ECOWAS’s Digital Strategy 2025.
It is therefore recommended that ECOWAS invest in expanding digital infrastructure, especially in underserved rural areas, and
strengthen capacity-building initiatives to ensure more inclusive and effective participation in digital diplomacy efforts.
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cost-effective,  high-impact  strategy  for increasing
transparency, improving coordination, and accelerating
responses to emerging conflicts.

INTRODUCTION

The integration of technology into diplomacy has
transformed how actors approach the prevention and mitigation
of violence. Globally, international  organizations,
governments, and civil society actors, are increasingly turning

Over the past decade, the proliferation of Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs) has reshaped the

to digital tools such as real-time messaging platforms, social
media, and data analytic techniques to enhance early warning
systems, counter misinformation, and facilitate conflict
mediation (Gichuhi, 2021). Digital diplomacy is broadly
defined as the use of digital technologies to support diplomatic
and peacebuilding efforts. Digital diplomacy has emerged as a

peacebuilding landscape. Gichuhi (2021) emphasize on how
ICTs have catalyzed this new forms of engagement, which has
enable deeper cross-cultural connectivity and the promotion
ofglobal culture of peace.In spite of these advancements, the
adoption of digital diplomacy is not without challenges. One of
the most persistent limitations is the digital divide particularly
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poor internet access and high data costs which continues to
hinder the ability of peacebuilders, especially youth in
underserved areas, to access and utilize digital tools effectively
(Gichuhi, 2021). Additionally, many practitioners lack the
technical capacity to integrate digital solutions into their work.
They are deficient in bridging online and offline strategies,
managing digital content, and conducting data analysis.
Compounding these challenges is the reality that conflict actors
themselves exploit digital spaces, allowing tensions and
grievances to migrate online. This has led to a rise in “digital
conflict,” characterized by the rapid spread of hate speech,
misinformation, and rumors. While some governments use
digital tools to promote peace and civic engagement, others
weaponize technology by enforcing internet shutdowns or
invoking cybercrime laws to suppress dissent and control public
discourse (Ronceray et al., 2023).

In regions such as the Sahel, digital platforms has served as both
as a democratic and destabilizing tool, contributing to
polarization, unrest, and even the recruitment of violent
extremist groups (Ronceray et al., 2023). Similarly, West
Africa, where socio-political crises often escalate rapidly,
digital diplomacy has become an essential complement to
traditional preventive mechanisms. In tune of this new form of
engagement, regional organizations like the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) have adopted
digital technologies to improve threat detection, stakeholder
communication, and the coordination of rapid responses.
Notably, ECOWAS has enhanced its Early Warning and
Response Network (ECOWARN) through innovations like Esti
Maps for visualizing conflict trends, mobile applications for
election and health monitoring, and online platforms for real-
time coordination.

ECOWAS, originally founded in 1975 to promote regional
economic integration, has evolved into Africa’s most active
Regional Economic Community (REC) in governance, peace,
and security (Ronceray et al., 2023; Ayambire, 2019). Its
expanded mandate is underpinned by key legal frameworks,
including the 1993 Revised ECOWAS Treaty and the 2001
Supplementary Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance.
These instruments commit member states to democratic
governance, human rights protection, and proactive conflict
prevention (Ayambire, 2019). The adoption of the ECOWAS
Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF) in 2008 marked a
critical step in operationalizing this mandate. The ECPF
provides a comprehensive strategy for promoting human
security and outlines 14 pillars, including Early Warning,
Preventive Diplomacy, Democracy, Human Rights, and Media.
It reflects a broader shift toward an “ECOWAS of the Peoples,”
where civil society is recognized as a vital partner in sustaining
peace and stability (ECOWAS, 2008).1n line with global trends,
ECOWAS has embraced digital diplomacy to enhance the
effectiveness of its peace and security architecture. Central to
this effort is ECOWARN, operational since 2003, which relies
on digital technologies to collect field data and generate real-
time incident reports for decision-makers (Gichuhi, 2021).

Despite possessing a digital infrastructure for early warning,
ECOWAS has been criticized for its inconsistent and often
delayed translation of alerts into diplomatic action. Although

ECOWARN provides policymakers with timely response
options, research suggests that responses are frequently
delayed, politically influenced, or hampered by weak internal
coordination (Adegboye et al., 2023). As a result, ECOWAS
often intervenes only after crises such as coups have escalated,
rather than acting preventively (Gichuhi, 2021). Moreover,
disparities in implementation across member states driven by
differences in political will, institutional capacity, and civil
society engagement further limit the effectiveness of
ECOWAS’s digital initiatives. The organization has also been
selective in its engagement with civil society organizations
(CSO0s), often favoring groups perceived as cooperative rather
than critical. Leadership changes and political favoritism have
also led to inconsistent collaboration, while some officials view
CSO leaders as adversaries, thereby undermining their
influence (Ronceray et al., 2023).

Empirical evidence indicates that ECOWAS’s diplomatic
efforts  particularly  rhetorical and  mediation-based
interventions are generally associated with reductions in
violence. Rhetorical actions, including condemnations and
threats, serve as strong signals that can deter escalation.
Breslawski, Cunningham, and Fleishman (2024) found that
such statements are statistically associated with significant
reductions in violent incidents, especially when backed by
credible threats of further intervention. Mediation, as a form of
diplomatic engagement, also stands out as consistently
effective, demonstrating notable declines in both violence and
fatalities across various contexts (Breslawski et al., 2024).
Additionally, the ECOWAS Standby Force (ESF) plays a
critical role in responding to regional crises and supporting
peace enforcement efforts, thereby enhancing the credibility
and effectiveness of ECOWAS interventions (Adegboye et al.,
2023). Despite ECOWAS’s adoption of digital diplomacy tools,
significant gaps remain in translating early warning signals into
timely and effective conflict prevention. Variations in member
state engagement and political will have limited the full
potential of digital peacebuilding initiatives. This study
therefore seeks to evaluate the effectiveness of ECOWAS’s
digital diplomacy in reducing violent conflict across itsregion.

AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The aim of the study is to examine the role of
digital diplomacy in enhancing conflict prevention
efforts within the ECOWAS region. Specifically, the
study:

Assess the extent to which the adoption of digital
diplomacy tools by ECOWAS improve the timeliness
of conflict prevention responses.

Examine the relationship between ECOWAS member
states’ digital communication engagement and the
frequency of successful early warning interventions

Analyze how digital diplomacy activities correlate with
reductions in violent conflict incidents across
ECOWAS member states.

Research Questions

In line with the specific objectives, the following research
questions are raised to guide the study:
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1. To what extent has the adoption of digital diplomacy
tools by ECOWAS improve the timeliness of conflict
prevention responses?

What is the relationship between ECOWAS member
states’ digital communication engagement and the
frequency of successful early warning interventions?

How do digital diplomacy activities correlate with
reductions in violent conflict incidents in ECOWAS
member states?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Digital Diplomacy

Digital diplomacy refers to the use of digital
technologies particularly ICTs to support diplomatic objectives
and peace building efforts. Digital diplomacy marks a shift
from traditional in-person diplomacy to more agile, tech-
enabled forms of engagement (Larrauri & Kahl, 2013;
Gallagher, 2018). This new paradigm was inspired by the
COVID-19 pandemic which accelerated a shift, compelling
peace builders and regional actors to adopt digital tools for
training, mediation, advocacy, and narrative control as in-
person methods became impractical. Civil society
organizations (CSOs) in West Africa have led this digital
evolution, using technology to streamline operations, conduct
remote dialogues, and mobilize support for peace building.
Youth-led "digital CSOs" are particularly active, using digital
channels for sensitization, storytelling, and community
mobilization. Some of the digital diplomacy tools employed
across West Africa include:

Social Media Platforms like Facebook and WhatsApp are
effective for dialogue, peace messaging, and petition
campaigns.

Audio/Video Tools used to record and share narratives for
conflict mitigation via Facebook and YouTube.

Mapping Tools such as Ushahidi and Esri Maps, this helps in
visualizing conflict trends and early warning signals.

SMS Tools, especially effective in low-connectivity zones, by
enabling rapid anonymous reporting and rumor tracking.

Digital Policy Platforms such as ECOWARN’s Peace
Exchange Forum, enhances coordination among ECOWAS
stakeholders.

Civic Tech Tools like Buharimeter and Talonmetre, helps track
electoral promises and support political accountability.

Conflict Prevention in International Relations

ECOWAS has moved from an economic bloc to a
leading regional actor in peace and security. It’s early warning
and preventive diplomacy work is guided by the ECOWAS
Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF), adopted in 2008. The
ECPF supports both operational prevention in the form of early
warning alerts, mediation, disarmament, preventive
deployment and structural prevention.

The centerpiece of these strategies is the ECOWAS Early
Warning and Response Network (ECOWARN). This response
network had been operational since 2003. ECOWARN

provides real-time incident data and conflict trends to
policymakers and works in partnership with WANEP, a CSO
network that offers grassroots-level data and feedback. This
partnership is widely cited as a model of CSO-
intergovernmental  cooperation (Reinold, 2019; Aeby,
2021).While ECOWARN improves data flow, studies point to
gaps between early warning and early response, with political
and logistical issues slowing down timely interventions
(Mu’azu et al., 2023; Odote&Nzomo, 2019).

Digital Diplomacy and Reduction in Violent
Conflicts

Empirical studies link ECOWAS’s digital and
rhetorical diplomacy to reductions in violent conflict. For
example, Breslawski et al. (2024) found that rhetorical
actionssuch as public condemnations, urging peace, or
threatening sanctions can reduce violent events by up to 41%
and fatalities by 55%. These actions are low-cost, quickly
deployable, and effective at signaling consequences to potential
aggressors. The 2012 Mali coup is a key example, where
ECOWAS’s swift condemnation and mediation helped de-
escalate tensions (Aning& Edu-Afful, 2016).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Early Warning and Response System

This study is anchored on Boutros-Ghali (1992) Early Warning
and Response System (EWRS). It is a conflict prevention
framework that emphasizes on the proactive identification and
timely response to potential conflict situations. At the heart of
the EWRS lies the principle that violent conflict can be
prevented if warning signs are identified early and acted upon
swiftly. This system is built around four interrelated pillars: (1)
data collection, which involves systematically gathering
information on conflict indicators such as political instability,
hate speech, and environmental stressors; (2) risk analysis,
where experts evaluate the data using both quantitative models
and qualitative insights to predict potential escalation; (3)
warning dissemination, which refers to the timely
communication of risks to decision-makers through alerts,
briefings, and reports; and (4) coordinated response, which
entails mobilizing appropriate interventions such as diplomacy,
humanitarian aid, or peacekeeping to de-escalate or prevent
conflict. This EWRS theory is applied in this study because it
shows how digital diplomacy modernizes and strengthens each
of its core components by way of improving the timeliness of
responses, enhancing the speed and inclusiveness of warning
dissemination, and boosting the accuracy of risk analysis and
effectiveness of interventions thereby demonstrating how
digital tools help operationalize early warning and response
mechanisms in West Africa’s conflict prevention efforts.

METHODOLOGY
Research design
Amixed-method research design was utilized in this

study. This research design was employed because it enabled
the researcher to answer research questions with adequate depth
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and width. A mixed method research design, embraces multiple
ways of seeing complex phenomenon by combining both
quantitative and qualitative data (Sharma, Bidari, Bidari,
Neupane, Sapkota, 2023).This design allowed for the
simultaneous collection and analysis of both qualitative and
quantitative data, ensuring that the digital infrastructure,
engagement practices, and conflict outcomes were holistically
explored. The combined dataset allowed for a richer
interpretation of how digital tools have influenced early
warning capabilities, regional response coordination, and
conflict de-escalation outcomes.

Data Collection Methods

The study relied on multiple sources for data
collection. Both qualitative and quantitative data were
collected. Qualitative data were obtained from ECOWAS
policy documents, digital diplomacy strategy papers, EWRS
implementation reports, ECOWARN bulletins, archived social
media campaigns, and logs from encrypted diplomatic
communication channels. Quantitative data were gathered from
ECOWARN and ECOWAS operational reports covering a five-
year period, focusing on indicators such as alert issuance speed,
mediator deployment frequency, digital engagement rates, and
conflict outcome measures. Data were collected to ensure broad
representation across ECOWAS member states, including
variations between urban and rural areas.

Data Analysis

Data collected were analyzed using both descriptive
and content analysis. Quantitative data were analyzed using
descriptive statistics where key performance changes were
assessed through percentage differences in alert frequency,
intervention rates, and conflict reduction outcomes.
Comparative analysis was also conducted between high-
engagement and low-engagement ECOWAS member states
based on metrics such as the number of alerts issued and the
rate of successful de-escalations. Qualitative data on the other
hand, were analyzed using content analysis. This involved
coding policy and communication documents to identify
recurring themes, including infrastructural challenges, strategic
digital interventions, and issues related to rural digital access.

DISCUSSION

Extent to Which the Adoption of Digital
Diplomacy Tools by ECOWAS Improves the
Timeliness of Conflict Prevention Responses

The study found that the adoption of digital diplomacy
tools by ECOWAS, significantly improved the timeliness of
conflict prevention responses, as evidenced by the substantial
reduction in average response time from 48 hours in 2019-Q4
to 25 hours in 2024-Q4. This confirms that the integration of
digital infrastructures enabled a faster communication, real-
time alerts, and more coordinated interventions, which aligned
with ECOWAS’s objective of delivering real-time preventive
responses through mechanisms like ECOWARN. This

improved efficiency is closely linked to ECOWARN's technical
enhancements, facilitated by tools such as Esri Maps and
mobile applications for real-time monitoring of events. These
innovations support the goals outlined in the ECOWAS
Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF). Particularly the timely
and coordinated deployment of multi-actor responses.
Additionally, the use of digital platforms by peacebuilding
actors such as social media for campaigns, WhatsApp for early
warning data collection, and Zoom for virtual mediation has
complemented the formal ECOWAS structures and as well,
broadened participation in conflict prevention efforts across the
region. The finding corroborate earlier report by Ronceray et
al.'s (2023) who in their study, observed that civil society
organizations, have been empowered through digital
technologies to enhanceinternal coordination and data
centralization, thus facilitating more effective and faster
interventions. However, the findings of this study, also exposed
a major challenge militating the maximal use of digital
technology by ECOWAS in delivering real-time preventive
response. The challenges as identified were digital inequality,
especially in rural and conflict-prone areas. The decline in rural
alert reporting from 40% to 21% underscores the uneven reach
of digital tools, with connectivity gaps and high data costs
limiting access to timely conflict-related information. As noted
by Gichuhi (2021), poor internet infrastructure, particularly in
Liberia, Niger, and Guinea-Bissau, continues to impede the
effectiveness of digital diplomacy in those countries. For
instance, although the Liberia Early Warning and Response
Network (LERN) existed, though, its functionality was
compromised by connectivity issues; likewise, the feasibility of
digital mediation in rural Niger was doubtful due to poor access,
and SMS-based systems in Guinea-Bissau.

Relationship between ECOWAS Member States’
Digital Communication Engagement and the
Frequency of Successful Early Warning
Interventions

This study also found that there is a direct relationship
between digital communication engagement and the
effectiveness of early warning interventions in ECOWAS
member states. This was demonstrated by countries with higher
levels of digital activity such as Nigeria, Ghana, and Senegal.
They recorded an average of 165 alerts per quarter, compared
to 148 alerts in lower-engagement states like Liberia and Sierra
Leone, while quarters marked by intense digital activity, such
as 2023 Q2, saw a peak of 181 alerts, coinciding with
ECOWAS simulation drills and coordinated social media
campaigns. Furthermore, the results show that in 2024 Q2,
response times dropped to as low as 27 hours, indicating that
digital communication not only increased the volume of alerts
but also significantly accelerated response mechanisms. These
findings are consistent with existing literatures; for instance,
Kotzé, Mottiar, and Ngubane (2020) demonstrated how
WhatsApp serves as a real-time tool for reporting and
monitoring violent incidents in South Africa, while Hohmann
(2021) found that Twitter enhances flood early warning systems
in West Africa by providing timely geographic data. The
pattern across both the study suggests that where digital
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engagement is high, early warning systems operates with
greater frequency, responsiveness, and operational impact.

How Digital Diplomacy Activities Relate to
Reductions in Violent Conflict Incidents in
ECOWAS Member Countries

Lastly, it was found that ECOWAS’s digital
diplomacy efforts and conflict incidents were inversely related.
That is, as digital diplomacy increases, violent events on the
other decreasesfrom 245 incidents in 2022 Q3 to 195 in
2024 Q2, a 20.4% reductioncoinciding with quarters featuring
cyber-diplomacy simulations and multi-platform engagement.
Similarly, quarters with active virtual mediation and social
media outreach (notably 2020 Q2 and 2023 Q2) experienced
moderate but noticeable declines (8.2%) in violence. This trend
aligns with research indicating that digital diplomacy, when
integrated into mediation and peacekeeping mechanism, is
capable of reducing conflict escalation. For example, Muggah
and Diniz (2013) found that ICT- based mapping systems
helped reducing homicide rates in Brazil from 12,800 in 1999
to 7,200 in 2005 by way of enabling faster identification and
prevention of violent hotspots.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that the adoption of digital
diplomacy tools by ECOWAS has positively influenced
conflict prevention in the region, especially in terms of
enhancing response timeliness, increasing the frequency of
early warning interventions, and contributing to reductions in
violent conflict incidents. The use of platforms such as
ECOWARN, social media, encrypted communication tools,
and virtual conferencing has improved operational coordination
and information flow. However, the effectiveness of these tools
is uneven, largely due to digital infrastructure gaps in rural and
underconnected areas. This reinforces the need for more
inclusive digital strategies to ensure that all member states
benefit equitably from ECOWAS’s conflict prevention
initiatives.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. To enhance the timeliness and coverage of early
warning responses, ECOWAS should invest in
expanding broadband and mobile connectivity in low-
access regions like Niger, Liberia, and Guinea-Bissau.
Doing so will enable faster alert generation and ensure
that rural communities are not digitally excluded from
regional conflict prevention mechanisms.

2. To improve the consistency and volume of early
warning interventions, ECOWAS should implement
standardized digital communication training and
protocols for national focal points and local actors.
This will ensure that all member states can effectively
utilize digital platforms to report incidents and activate
timely responses.

3. To sustain reductions in violent conflict, ECOWAS
should formalize the use of digital diplomacy

platforms such as ECOWARN, virtual mediation
forums, and social media campaigns within its broader
peace and security strategies. This integration can
enhance  monitoring, mediation, and citizen
engagement beyond crisis moments
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