
Digital Inclusion and Adaptation in
Response to COVID-19

Lessons From Implementing 
a ‘Digital Inclusion Fund’

Pioneering Peace:



In May 2020, Peace Direct launched the “Digital Inclusion Fund” to help local
peacebuilders gain access to the digital tools needed to continue and adapt
their work amidst the pandemic. This fund was part of Shift Power for Peace -
a joint initiative of Conducive Space for Peace, Humanity United and Peace
Direct. The fund provided micro-grants to 233 peacebuilders who were able to
purchase tech equipment and internet access. This report shares the
successes, challenges, and recommendations from this initiative.
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security concerns. The contents of this report are the responsibility of Peace
Direct.
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During the consultations, peacebuilders described their struggles to sustain their work, how
the root causes of violence have been exacerbated by the pandemic, and the way social
distancing and government-imposed restriction on movement were undermining
peacebuilding efforts and aggravating mental health issues in their communities.

Yet there was also optimism for the future. Many peacebuilders noted the opportunities
provided by the crisis to advance peace, such as the upsurge in local mutual aid groups, and
the chance to reconnect as a global community, while some also perceived the situation as an
opportunity for local peacebuilders to take a leadership role in the prevention of violence.

While many peacebuilders were adapting their work to respond to the crisis in innovative
ways, one of the main obstacles preventing them from being able to do so fully was a lack of
access to the internet and digital tools.

Peace Direct recently highlighted the growing importance of digital technologies in
peacebuilding activities around the world in its ‘Digital Pathways to Peace’ report based on a
global consultation with peacebuilders and published in August 2020.  This found that
‘technological innovation has been a powerful democratising force which has opened new
avenues and spaces for civic participation and collective action, empowering marginalised
voices and enhancing local accountability.’ 

The report also noted that ‘increased connectivity has led to the development of powerful
online communities, who are reshaping the social contract between state and citizenry and
are providing key opportunities to build more inclusive and equitable societies.’

Introduction
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In April 2020, Shift Power for Peace - a joint initiative of Conducive Space
for Peace, Humanity United and Peace Direct - hosted a series of online
consultations focusing on “COVID-19 and its impact on local
peacebuilding,” during which over 400 peacebuilders from across the
world shared their experiences of how COVID-19 was impacting their work.
The subsequent report from those consultations was disseminated
widely across the sector and to policymakers in Europe and the USA.

1 To read the full 'Digital Pathways to Peace' report, please visit;  https://www.peacedirect.org/publications/digital-pathways-for-peace/ 
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As a result of this request, Peace Direct, Humanity United, Build Up, and Conducive Space for
Peace launched ‘Digital Inclusion for Peace,’ an initiative designed to help local peacebuilders
continue their essential role in building resilience in their communities during the pandemic. 

‘Digital Inclusion for Peace’ offered vital digital support to peacebuilders by inviting them to
apply for small grants through a ‘Digital Inclusion Fund’ (managed by Peace Direct) to
purchase tech equipment and internet access; to take free online courses in ‘digital
peacebuilding’ (managed by Build Up), and to connect with other peacebuilders on a purpose-
built online platform (managed by Conducive Space for Peace), where they could share
knowledge and collectively overcome challenges.

A digital platform for local peacebuilders, 
managed by Conducive Space for Peace 

Following online consultations conducted by Conducive Space for Peace (CSP) in
March and April 2020 to understand how local peacebuilders are responding to the
COVID-19 pandemic, several local actors expressed the need to remain virtually
connected to their peers and to share useful information and resources among each
other both within countries and across different country contexts. This led CSP to
develop an online platform which by January 2021 had 500 members from 80
countries. 70% of current users of the platform are from the Global South and are
actors working on diverse topics related to peacebuilding. Discussions on the
platform have focused on sharing updates on the COVID-19 pandemic in-country
contexts and how this impacts conflict and peace as well as sharing relevant articles
on local peacebuilding and the pandemic. The platform has enabled access of users
to two digital peacebuilding courses developed by Build Up, has facilitated four
online networking and mentoring sessions among members, and has facilitated nine
live-streamed discussions in different languages (French, Spanish, English) that
drew on the interests of platform users, with the most recent discussion focusing
on perspectives of local peacebuilders on the development of the COVID-19 vaccine.

Peacebuilders in the consultations expressed an urgent need for
access to technological tools, knowledge, and other resources to
adapt their work in the face of the global crisis.

6
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This report shares the successes, challenges, and lessons from the “Digital Inclusion Fund”
pillar of the work, managed by Peace Direct, which ran from May to October 2020. 

Over the fund’s six-month lifespan, 233 peacebuilding individuals and organisations
received grants of between $50 and $750 to purchase digital tools that would help them
continue or adapt their work to build peace amidst the pandemic. The primary aim of the
fund was to help local peacebuilders compensate for the lack of face-to-face interaction
with their communities and peers as a result of the lockdown restrictions imposed around
the world.

However, findings from the survey of grantees showed that local peacebuilders were able
to adapt and enhance their work to take advantage of digital technologies, opening up new
forms of inclusion and peacebuilding methodologies that went beyond connecting with
communities and peers during the crisis.

This report explores the rationale for creating this initiative, the implementation of the
fund, its impact for local peacebuilders who received funding and most importantly, the
learning that can be taken from the process. 

Digital peacebuilding courses provided by BuildUp

The Digital Adaptations course series is a set of introductory ‘how to’ guides
designed primarily for local peacebuilders who are adapting standard
peacebuilding activities to be delivered remotely, repurposing existing remote
initiatives, or creating new digital peacebuilding programming to meet emergent
needs. Peacebuilders can take these courses online on the Build Up course
pages, via automated WhatsApp messaging, as well as on Conducive Space for
Peace’s online community platform. The content is deliberately bite-sized and
adaptable to different platforms and settings, inviting others to share and build
upon the material. The series begins with a foundational introductory course,
“Digital Peacebuilding 101,” offered in English, French, Spanish, and Arabic. An
additional seven courses will complete the series, spanning topics from ‘Remote
Capacity Building’ (available now), to Human-centered Peace Design, to Data for
Peace, and more. To date, 698 people have participated in the online courses
currently available, with an additional 118 accessing through WhatsApp.
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The report draws on internal staff reflections on the process of implementing the fund,
coupled with data collected from applications, including demographics, data collected from
follow-up reports sent by grantees, and an after-action survey sent to all grantees and
completed by 70% of them (164 grantees).

As a rapid response fund designed to support local peacebuilding organisations during the
pandemic, the Digital Inclusion Fund was a success, both in terms of the number of grants
disbursed and the impact of this funding for the local groups. For most people who benefitted
from it, social distancing requirements would have made much of their work impossible had
they not been able to adapt digitally. 

Beyond this, the fund helped build peacebuilders’ morale, many of whom reported that this
was the first and only funding they had received during the pandemic. It helped them maintain
access to vulnerable groups through online means, and in many cases to reach even more
groups. Most importantly, it enabled peacebuilders to find new and creative ways of working
to build peace.

Photo: a webinar on
peacebuilding
organised by Platfrom
Africa.
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1 
Providing opportunities for peacebuilders to
compensate for the lack of face-to-face
interaction with their staff, peers and
constituencies, i.e. improving virtual
communication and networking;
 

2
Helping peacebuilders adapt, innovate and
improve their work; 

3
Helping peacebuilders reach new
communities and audiences through the
internet and radio broadcasts; 

4
Strengthening the early warning and early
response capacities of local groups; 

5
Helping local peacebuilders tackle Sexual
and Gender based Violence, through
providing virtual support networks,
awareness raising campaigns, and help
desks for those at risk; 

 

6
Strengthening the mental wellbeing and
resilience of local peacebuilders and their
communities, by connecting them with others
and reducing the sense of isolation;

7
Strengthening organisational sustainability by
supporting the rapid onboarding of new digital
skills as well as providing capital equipment
which can be used for other programmes and
activities.

These seven domains of change 
demonstrate the diverse ways in 
which local organisations benefitted 
from very modest funding.

9

Key findings and
recommendations

Analysis of how grants were used shows that there were seven distinct
domains of activity and impact. 

Impact of digital grants 

Donors and INGOs should consider how
technology can support and strengthen
community cohesion and tackle violence and
impunity through a broad range of approaches,
and not just consider technology support as a
way of improving communication.
 

Recommendation



Providing flexible small grants represents
very good value for money. The Digital
Inclusion Fund demonstrated that a
modest investment of less than $1,000 per
grantee can have a significant impact on
the effectiveness of local peacebuilding
efforts.

Local peacebuilders were able to adapt
rapidly under challenging circumstances.
Encouraging this innovative sprit may
provide new and creative opportunities to
address the root causes of violence. 

Closing this ‘digital divide’ should be a priority for
all donors and INGOs working with local civil
society organisations, either through dedicated
technology grants, or ringfenced budget lines
within project budgets for technology. 

Donors should also consider funding digital
literacy programmes to support participation in
online spaces for civil society organisations and in
tech-based peacebuilding activities. These
programmes should also include regional
language groups to provide greater access to
local communities around the world.

 

The majority of applicants to the Digital
Inclusion Fund requested modest funding
to enable them to purchase equipment
so that they could access the internet,
suggesting that lack of equipment is the
biggest barrier to effective digital
participation, not the cost of internet
access. 
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Closing the digital
divide

Effectiveness of rapid
response small grants

Recommendation

Recommendation
Donors and INGOs should consider
establishing rapid response small
grant programmes during
emergencies.
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Donors and INGOs will need to adapt their
grantmaking and partnership approaches,
by establishing preferential access criteria
and proactive searches to reach under-
represented groups.
 
While this will increase digital participation
and connectivity, genuine digital inclusion
requires changes to online organising,
activism ,and processes that provide
opportunities for underrepresented
groups to have a voice and to claim a
digital space as their own.

 

Recommendation

Onerous donor due diligence and compliance
processes currently exclude too many local
civil society organisations from receiving
international funding. Such bureaucratic
hurdles have built up over time and reflect in
part a mistrust of grassroots organisations,
often unfairly considered by international
donors to be more at risk of corruption and
mismanagement.

Recommendation

Donors should modify their due
diligence and compliance processes to
respond to rapid onset emergencies. In
particular trust-based approaches to
due diligence can be effective and
appropriate.
 

Supporting access to technology for
under-resourced and under-
represented groups holds great
promise for the advancement of
more inclusive peacebuilding and
human rights efforts globally.

Participation &
inclusion

Trust

In a society where people sometimes
struggle for a piece of bread, this fund was
the biggest help for our organisation, so that
we could easily carry out our peacebuilding
and humanitarian work during the pandemic.

- Fund for Congolese Women, DRC



Photo: United
Network of Youth
for Peace and
Diplomacy in
Nigeria
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Section 1

Impact of the Fund



The lack of applicants from outside Africa could be attributed to a number of factors
including the lack of 'High/Very High Alert' countries outside Africa, as defined by the
Fragile States Index, which was the criteria used to select priority countries. The lack of
promotion of the fund in Latin America, Asia and the Middle East and the relatively
stronger links that Peace Direct has to local peacebuilders in Africa compared to other
countries are further factors.

In total, 233 grantees received funding totalling $149,196. Based on a survey carried out
with grantees at the end of the implementation period, 114 (69.5%) out of 164 grantees
who responded considered that the funding was ‘extremely helpful’ to their work while
50 (30.5%) considered that it was ‘very helpful’. When asked how the funding was used,
54% reported that they purchased computers and internet equipment, 10% purchased
mobile phones, 9% used their funds for internet access/airtime and 10% bought online
conference facilities. 17% indicated that the funds were used for other digital tools and
equipment.
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Overview

The Digital Inclusion Fund received 2,084 applications in total, from
applicants in 71 countries. The majority of applicants were from
Africa (74.7%), followed by Asia (10.3%), Latin America and the
Caribbean (9.9% ), and finally Middle Eastern countries (5.2%). 
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Map of countries where Digitial Inclusion Fund grants were awarded.



How was funding
used?

Recipients reported using
the funding to purchase: 

43%
to improve
communication
with communities  

35%to enable remote
working  and to
adapt digitally

5%
to launch 
a new
initiative

13%
to improve
the quality of
their work

83%
equipment

22%
software

69%
communications

support

18%
other
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Who applied?

English
80%

French
13%

Spanish
5%

Men
61%

Women
32%

Non-binary
4%

Figure 1: Applications by region 

Africa
83%

Asia
9%

Middle East
2%

Arabic 
2%

Latin America and the
Caribbean 

6%

Other 
3%

Figure 2: Applications by language

Figure 3: Applications by gender
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Who applied?
Figure 4: Applications by age 
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Figure 5: Applications by top 5 countries 

Figure 6: Applications by disability
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1.1 Impact for local peacebuilders

The acquisition of digital tools enabled local peacebuilders
to continue to adapt their work, despite the COVID-19
restrictions.

According to the survey 92% of
respondents indicated that COVID-19 had
disrupted their work either ‘a great deal’ or ‘a
lot.’

Purchasing digital tools and accessing the
internet was essential for peacebuilders to
adapt through and beyond the COVID-19
pandemic. 

The Digital Inclusion Fund enabled grantees
to continue their work remotely and adapt or
strengthen it digitally.

“When the COVID-19 happened our phones
were ringing like never before, women and
children under attack, violence cases rising
at a very high rate, land conflicts were
increasing each minute and we had no way
of reaching out to them or even helping
them. We had no phone credit support let
alone any way to raise our voice and help
the mediators continue with their work.”

- Foundation for Integrated Rural Development

Grassroots organisations used technology
to better support conflict-affected
communities. Phones and internet
connection facilitated continued
communication despite it being impossible
to meet in person. 

Technology also helped create online
spaces where peacebuilders could gain and
share knowledge and skills about violence
prevention and conflict mediation. Many
designed and conducted online training on
financial management, administration,
conflict resolution, and psychosocial
support.

“The new laptop is allowing us to overcome
some of the difficulties we are having with
working virtually and remain in contact with
the women who depend on us for reliable
information, messaging, and emotional
support. Having a new piece of equipment
that works, is fast and reliable, is really
helping us keep pace with the
communications needed for all aspects of
our work.”

- Fund for Congolese Women 



The tools purchased with the Fund helped
grantees mediate conflicts and reconcile
communities before they took a dramatic
turn. With the spread of hate speech and
fake news online, a stronger presence of
local peacebuilders on social media is
essential to provide verified and accurate
information and therefore
defuse tensions. In Cameroon for
example, one of the grantees, who chose
to remain anonymous for safety reasons,
shared with us the following story:

“A conflict between farmers and herders
arose over crops destroyed by cattle.
Against the backdrop of the anglophone
crisis, it was deemed necessary to
intervene to prevent an escalation of
violence. We had set up two
reconciliation platforms based in the
North Eastern communities to bring
peace, to whom we provided two phones
purchased with the Digital Inclusion
Fund. With phones, we provided
necessary technical backup, coaching
and mentoring to the platform members
in charge of resolving the dispute. We
advised them to meet the leaders of the
two communities and discuss with them
on individual bases, which they did. The
mediation process led by the platforms,
supported by us via phone, helped
resolve the conflict: compensation was
agreed upon for farmers whose crops
got destroyed.”

- Anonymous 
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Through the Digital Inclusion
Fund, local groups and
individuals fostered peace in
new and creative ways. Having
to adapt to a new environment
forced them to think outside
the box and innovate.

Many peacebuilders were relying on
physical gatherings prior to the pandemic.
Restrictions forced them to rethink the way
peace could be implemented. Some of the
grantees utilised technology to advance
peace for the first time with the Digital
Inclusion Fund. 

Instead of conducting research and
interviews in person, some peacebuilders
who fight against sexual and gender-based
violence conducted virtual mapping of
women and girl survivors in their region.
Many scheduled meetings with local
authorities using phones and Whatsapp to
coordinate responses to instances of
violence.  

1.2 Pioneering
peace: Local
peacebuilders
found innovative
ways to foster
peace and security
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Others learned how to use a camera 
to create a collection of short videos about
peace, later shared with their communities
online or via Whatsapp to bolster their
resilience during difficult times. 

In Kenya for instance, the Digital Inclusion
Fund helped gather life-saving information
for communities, creating the link between
victims and the police:
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“We gave solar-powered and satellite-
enabled phones to 15 peace advocates, so
they could warn communities early when
violent conflict was arising, and so that they
could relay important security alerts to the
authorities. We are starting to receive
feedback from various stakeholders
confirming the positive impact of the
initiative.”

- SIXKNM Self-Help group in Kenya

Photo: The Youth Empowerment Foundation in
Uganda conducted a digital literacy training for
teachers using the wifi router purchased with
the Digital Inclusion Fund. This training helped
them find, use, and share online resources whilst
learning about hate speech messaging online.

Many Digital Inclusion Fund grantees
conducted activities that either
targeted youth or were led by young
people. Growing up in a world where
technology was ubiquitous, it was only
logical for them to use new ICT tools as
a means to amplify their scope,
networks, and outreach. 

Youth played a crucial part in
information dissemination during this
crisis using different online platforms. 

By supporting them to improve their
skills at both individual and
organisational levels, the Fund helped
young peacebuilders become better
agents of peace, making them more
effective, independent, and able to
make their own decisions.



New Information and Communications
Technologies enabled peacebuilders to
reach and support more people, strengthen
their communications, and in many cases,
increase inclusive participation to peace
and social cohesion.

For many peacebuilders, the funding
enabled them to reach even greater
numbers of people through digital means. 

Peacebuilders used the tools to hold online
conferences and webinars, to set up social
media accounts, and to use radio and other
digital platforms to share information and
start conversations. 

“The webinars we organised were on
topical issues such as peacebuilding - arts
in peace, mental health, and an entire
COVID-19 summit... [we] reached over
11,000 people on social media, inspiring
actions, awareness, and supporting the
role and power of the community in times
of crisis.”

- Platform Africa
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1.3 New Information and
Communications
Technologies

Photo: Declares Inspirational Group Kenya, 
producing a radio show on peace and justice.

Through digital platforms, peacebuilders were
able to spread awareness messages on the
pandemic and on the need for peace more
widely among their communities and reach
new audiences:



Peacebuilders also took the opportunity of
having tech equipment and internet access
to develop their communications and
visibility online. They created or improved
websites, launching online campaigns and
using powerful online messaging on
Facebook:
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Developing an online presence and using
digital platforms allowed some peacebuilders
to make their work more inclusive of diverse
groups, for instance by translating complex
messages into local languages, directly
targeting marginalised communities and
strengthening the skills of young disabled
people in conflict prevention.

“Being a new organisation, we need to be
visible enough to attract support and to be
felt within our catchment communities. With
limited funds we had developed and launched
a website however the quality was too low.
With the funding we have been able to
upgrade it and now the quality is up-to-date
and allows us to share our work more easily
with all features.”

– Africa Center For Nonviolence and Sustainable Impact

“At the beginning of the pandemic, we lost
contact with our recipients that come from
low-income sectors and with those who are
more prone to violence and drug trafficking,
as our organization continued its work online.
Thanks to the fund, children and families that
we serve, especially those with the poorest
resources, did not have their activities
interrupted, which are designed to prevent
addictions, combat violence, and hinder the
recruitment of minors to criminal gangs.”

- Transformación Social, AC, TRASO, Mexico

Additionally, supporting digital inclusion
paved the way for horizontal collaboration
and partnerships between local groups. Many
peacebuilders facilitated meetings with peer
organisations to collectively deal with
instances of violence in their communities
and learn about best practices globally.

From Facebook Live to Zoom conferences,
Information and Communications Technology
helped connect people across borders,
enabling advice to pass from one continent
to another, expanding dialogue and
increasing shared knowledge.
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By connecting with women using mobile
phones or online conversations, local
peacebuilders empowered them and
encouraged their active participation in
peace and violence reduction as
demonstrated by a Cameroonian recipient
of the Digital Inclusion Fund, who chose to
remain anonymous:

Photo: Hope for a better future, based in
Cameroon, recording a community
awareness program on Gender-Based
Violence, peacebuilding, and health in the
local language.

"This grant enabled my team to intensify
our peace campaigns and thanks to this
support my community has learned to live in
solidarity (…). In Kumbo, 25 young boys,
whose mothers participated to our peace
talks and learned about their role in
peacebuilding, laid down their arms. Their
mothers convinced them. This inspired
many other women in other communities to
talk about peace and participate in peace
building. We are confident that this grant
will leave a remarkable mark in peace
processes in our conflict affected
community.” 

- Anonymous

In the face of the global spike in violence
against women and girls, local
peacebuilders used technology to support
survivors of violence, collect their stories,
report their cases to relevant authorities,
and provide medical, psychological, and
legal assistance. 

As meeting in person was limited in most
countries under COVID-19 restrictions, the
funds enabled them to monitor and report
cases and map the survivors. Local
peacebuilders reached out to survivors with
purchased mobile phones and phone credit,
connecting them with healing professionals
and lawyers.

Online advocacy was also a powerful tool to
launch awareness-raising campaigns,
bringing national attention to the issue of
localised gender-based violence.



“With the help of the funds, we were able to
purchase sound recording instruments to
self-produce programs on Peace Building,
Gender-based violence and COVID-19 in
local languages to be broadcasted by
local radios. This has also drastically
reduced production cost that we normally
spend in recording studio. It has further
helped protect our staff especially the
female ones who used to travel long
distances at midnight to record programs
as commercial recording studios preferred
night-time recording to limit background
noise.”

- Camp for Peace, Liberia.
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“A girl in Isiulu Village who was forced into
sexual slavery during this COVID-19 period
was referred to us just through a phone call.
We followed up on the case through phone
calls and made a lot of noise through digital
campaigns for this girl to receive justice.
Right now, this girl has been taken to a safe
house and the perpetrators for this sex
slavery are in court to face charges soon.” 

- One More Percent, Kenya.

Safeguarding women’s rights and
participation in peacebuilding also implies
protecting women peacebuilders. Digital
tools can reduce potential threats to
female staff’s safety, who do not need to
travel long distances anymore to join a
meeting point, especially at night, as
mentioned by a member of Camp for Peace
Liberia:

Photo: Camp for Peace Liberia purchased radios
and batteries to broadcast their peacebuilding
programmes to young people in rural areas
remaining at home due to the pandemic. 
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Photo: Female clan leader and peacebuilder
discussion during the interactive community
radio talk show facilitated by FIRD on
women’s land rights in times of COVID-19.

“As a result of this engagement, we were also able
to raise some additional funds to support our
advocacy work and the efforts of the women
mediators with the wider community. The funds
also supported the peacebuilders’ online
mediation and counselling through the phones. All
I can say is thank you for believing in small
community-based organisations and supporting
us to continue with our peacebuilding to further
ensure peace exists in the unknown spaces and
communities by the unknown peacebuilders.
Thanks for trusting us and helping us when we
had no one to turn to for support.”



https://www.bond.org.uk/news/2020/04/how-is-covid-19-affecting-ngos-finances-and-operations








https://www.peacedirect.org/publications/covid19andpeacebuilding/



















