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Abstract 
This paper argues the need for an interdisciplinary approach in response to the growing importance 
of the Web and related technologies in the field of post-conflict peacebuilding. Emerging practice, 
from the use of mobile phones and crisis mapping technologies for crowdsourcing early warning 
information or crowdseeding peace messages to the use of digital data for real-time analysis and 
response, suggests a perception that the Web shows great potential for the field and calls for more 
rigorous research in this area. 
 
This paper argues that an interdisciplinary approach is essential for a meaningful understanding of 
these practices, their relevance and wider impacts in peacebuilding contexts. A Computer Science 
perspective, for example, might help understand the features of a particular technology, but would 
have little to say about its relevance and wider impacts in a post-conflict setting. Only by 
contextualising the uses of this technology from a socio-political perspective can we begin to gain 
those insights. In turn a full understanding of the structural constraints of the technology on agency 
and the data generated is impossible without that technical perspective. Combining insights from 
these disciplines (Computer Science, sociology, politics), enables us to examine the Web as 
sociotechnical phenomenon, where the technology shapes and is shaped by society, unfolding in 
situations where complex power dynamics are at play, and as such allows to better understand the 
technologies’ emergent properties, providing a more comprehensive account of their wider societal 
impacts. 

 
Introduction 
Humanitarian, development and conflict research and practice have recently turned their focus to 
the use of new technologies1. The IFRC’s World Disasters Report 2013, for example, is entitled ‘Focus 
on technology and the future of humanitarian action’ (IFRC 2013). In terms of post-conflict 
peacebuilding, the first international conference on ICTs and peacebuilding, Build Peace, was held in 
April 2014, bringing together practitioners, donor agencies and academics to discuss this emerging 
field2. This is not to say that new technologies have not traditionally played a role in peacebuilding 
work, but rather that the past few years have seen a growing, more concerted interest in the 

                                                           
1
 In this paper I use ‘technologies’ or ‘new technologies’ to mean the variety of information and communication 

technologies such as the web, mobile phones, social media and any combination of these that are increasingly being used 
in humanitarian, development and peacebuilding contexts 
2
 For more information see www.howtobuildpeace.com  

http://www.howtobuildpeace.com/


2 
 

development and piloting of projects with an information and communication technology 
component (Mancini 2013; UNDP 2013; Puig Larrauri & Kahl 2013). This paper aims to argue the 
case for adopting an interdisciplinary perspective when researching the emerging field of practice in 
this area. 
For the present purpose I define interdisciplinarity as an approach ‘to research or education… 
marked by the integration of different disciplinary approaches or methodologies, whether in terms 
of narrow (for example chemists and chemical engineers) or wide (natural scientists working with 
social scientists or humanists) interdisciplinarity’ (Frodeman & Mitcham 2007; Klein 2010). Many 
authors have recognised that a call for interdisciplinarity stems from the growing realisation that 
‘problems are much too complex to be judged appropriately, much less solved, merely with the 
subject-knowledge of a single discipline’ (Hübenthal 1994; Klein 2004; Frodeman 2011). In this paper 
I argue that this perspective is particularly relevant when researching the web and related 
technologies for post-conflict peacebuilding, while simultaneously presenting its own difficulties – 
both conceptually and institutionally. Indeed an interdisciplinary approach is not only useful but 
essential for a meaningful understanding of the uses of new technologies, their relevance and wider 
impacts in peacebuilding contexts. 
 
Disciplinary gaps 
There are many ways one can engage in interdisciplinary research. Echoing Frodeman (2011: 108), 
this paper focuses on the ‘why’ of interdisciplinarity in the field of new technologies and 
peacebuilding, rather than the ‘how’, although I conclude by highlighting some promising avenues of 
research. In this section, I focus on showing that a disciplinary approach to understanding the role of 
the web and its related technologies in peacebuilding contexts fails to grasp the multidimensional 
aspects of the issue, which has both conceptual and practical consequences. 
 
Another point to consider before proceeding is that many different disciplines are involved in 
researching the web and new technologies in peacebuilding contexts. Media studies or 
communication scholars, for example, would have rather a lot to contribute to the discussion 
(Hoffmann 2014). International Relations theorists could also bring an important perspective to the 
debate (Jabri 2013). As Richmond and Mac Ginty (2013: 1) intimate, peacebuilding is a ‘field’, a 
‘practice’, a ‘project’, rather than a discipline. As both authors recognise in their framing of the 
Peacebuilding journal, the latter is ‘consciously inter-disciplinary and recognises that a range of 
disciplines have interesting things to say about conflict and how it is to be addressed’ (Richmond & 
Mac Ginty 2013: 2). The remainder of this paper sets out to show how, in the case of the web and 
peacebuilding research, some of the gaps in disciplinary approaches hamper the wider 
understandings that peacebuilding as a ‘project’ demands, and that an interdisciplinary amalgam of 
insights and approaches is best suited to address. 
 
A good starting point is to examine the use of the web and new technologies for conflict prevention, 
one of the most developed activity area in the peacebuilding context in terms of ICTs (Puig Larrauri 
& Kahl 2013; Mancini 2013). Examples of projects might include the Uwiano platform, an early 
warning multi-stakeholder strategy for peaceful elections in Kenya (Musila 2013), the ICT 4 Peace 
project as part of Conflict Early Warning and Response Mechanism (CEWARN), the Sudan Crisis 
Mapping and Recovery Analysis (CMRA), or the Blue Nile Participatory Digital Mapping project (Puig 
Larrauri 2013). In all these examples, information is gathered either from the public by 
crowdsourcing through various means (social media or SMS), or through trained professionals, as for 
the ICT 4 Peace project in Kenya (Musila 2013) or the Blue Nile Participatory Digital Mapping projects 
which combined the sources (Puig Larrauri 2013). Alerts in relation to any conflict situation are then 
transmitted to a database via interphased programmes (Uwiano platform project) or entered 
manually (CRMA, ICT 4 Peace), but are not acted upon or passed on before being manually verified. 
The information is then stored, passed on, analysed and the data resulting from the alerts might be 
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reused for other purposes, such as the peace messages and other information sent out to every 
person reporting an incident in the Blue Nile Participatory Digital Mapping project (Puig Larrauri 
2013). A Computer Science perspective on these activities might provide insights on understanding 
how the technological components fit together, or how to optimise them – for example to ensure 
both SMS and social media alerts are adequately geo-tagged (Gao et al 2011: 12). It might 
furthermore raise potential issues such as scalability, as with increasing amounts of requests and 
agents, ‘large-scale data-management technology will be necessary to maintain a system's stability’ 
(Gao et al 2011: 14). The insights and issues raised from this perspective are very important. And 
indeed, Computer Science research is essential in helping to tackle some of the fundamental 
questions related to the use of the web in peacebuilding contexts, such as privacy and security, for 
example, through data anonymisation techniques or security protocols. 
What this approach does not take into account, are some of the wider impacts and consequences of 
using this technology. For example Musila (2013) identifies that the Uwiano platform in Kenya 
strengthened constructive negotiation and consensus formation among communities in conflict 
across the country by facilitating dialogues and fostering reconciliation fora in identified hot spots. It 
built trust among communities and strengthened national and local capacity and coordination of 
partners in responding to conflict. Puig Larrauri (2013) further argues that workshops organised to 
inform the local population on the initiatives in Sudan had the similar effect of enhancing community 
building and cohesion. From a peacebuilding standpoint, gaining all these various insights is essential. 
 
Let us now take as another example cases of ICTs used for governance building efforts in developing 
countries. From a political perspective,  the argument in assessing the project stated that 
participation in the elections was increased as a result of encouraging people to register on the 
electoral roll electronically, because it strengthen the population’s trust in the electoral process 
(UNDP 2013: 37). But no assessment of what happens with the data generated was taken into 
account – in the project review (UNDP 2013) and perhaps more worryingly in the project itself 
(although this was not explicitly specified). However the affordances of the technology that enables 
people to sign up and provide their details to populate an electronic electoral roll means that the 
data is stored, transferred, and that there are as such vulnerabilities that need to be considered, 
especially in fragile contexts. Another argument made, from a socio-political perspective, is that web 
technology is empowering, a discourse evident in much of the commentary on the Arab Spring 
(Howard et al 2011; Khondkera 2011). I use the example of micro-blogging platform Twitter as a 
brief illustration. Indeed Twitter is one of the new media platforms credited with empowering entire 
populations to topple oppressive regimes (Howard et al 2011; Gaffney 2010). While a full 
examination of these claims is outside the scope of this paper, suffice it to say that the relationship 
between people’s actions on Twitter and wider socio-political impact needs to be understood, in 
context of course, but also in terms of the technology itself. Indeed as Philippe & Welch (2013) argue, 
this relationship is mediated by technical and structural aspects related to the platform itself. Indeed 
on Twitter, a user can choose between three actions only: sending a 140-character message (a 
tweet); replying to another user’s tweet (again in under 140 characters); or reposting another user’s 
tweet on their own timelines (retweeting). In this sense the empowering features of this web-based 
platform – the ability to send a message with potentially global reach - is somewhat constrained by 
the necessity to post 140-character messages in one of three ways. As such in order to gain a 
meaningful understanding of the enabling and constraining aspects of technology on individual and 
collective agency, a technical perspective, as well as a social, economic and political one is necessary. 
 
Towards interdisciplinary integration 
We have thus far shown that for a meaningful understanding of the role of the web and new 
technologies in peacebuilding contexts, insights from at least the disciplines of Computer Science, 
politics or sociology provide a much more effective perspective. In these final paragraphs, I show 
one possible avenue of research that moves beyond integrating various disciplinary insights, instead 
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attempting to provide an interdisciplinary approach to generating insights on the uses of the web in 
post-conflict peacebuilding. Practically this means moving away from examining technological 
developments that might help solve issues in peacebuilding contexts, but how technology in these 
contexts might co-evolve with and within the wider society to reinforce or hamper outcomes of 
peacebuilding processes. For example I have previously shown that various ways to conceptualise 
technologies in pilot projects, for example as data-gathering, information-sharing or management 
tools, or as a way to empower the local population or as agents of social change in practice overlap 
(Welch et al 2013). For example as the crowdsourcing/crowdseeding example of Sudan above 
indicates, the same technological infrastructure for gathering data is potentially usable for sharing 
information, etc. In previous work I show how these conceptualisations are mutually reinforcing or 
contradictory, and can thus better account for some of the unintended consequences observed in 
project evaluations, including nefarious uses of the technology (Welch et al 2013). As such 
developing a more robust framework of the possible emergent uses of a technology in a particular 
context provides more insightful information on impact and serves to better inform subsequent 
peacebuilding activities. 
 
Concluding remarks 
This paper has shown that a disciplinary approach to understanding the role of the web and its 
related technologies in peacebuilding contexts often fails to grasp the multidimensional aspects of 
the issue, which has both conceptual and practical consequences for the peacebuilding endeavour. 
While integrating various disciplinary insights represents a first step in bridging these gaps, allowing 
researchers to combine perspectives to better understand some of the impacts of technology use in 
post-conflict situations, adopting an interdisciplinary approach enables us to examine the Web as 
sociotechnical phenomenon, where the technology shapes and is shaped by society, unfolding in 
situations where complex power dynamics are at play. As such allows to better understand the 
technologies’ emergent properties, providing a more comprehensive account of their wider societal 
impacts. 
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