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This policy brief examines the implications of digitalization in Fragile and Conflict-Affected 
Situations (FCS). Digitalization has a transformative potential but simultaneously presents 
distinctive challenges, particularly in FCS characterized by infrastructural limitations, 
weak governance, and socio-economic disparities. The OECD identifies digitalisation 
as one of the intensifying factors for the growing inequality between FCS and the rest of 
the world1. However, in FCS the story extends beyond inequalities between countries to 
inequalities within countries which are more critical for the FCS context as inequalities 
exacerbate fragility and conflict2. This brief highlights three points. The first point explores 
the dual impact of digitalization on FCS business environments. Digital tools can overcome 
infrastructure barriers, thereby fostering economic growth and enhancing market dynamics 
through increased transparency. However, digital technologies create information 
asymmetry, resulting in widening the gap between those who can participate in the digital 
economy and those who are left behind, subsequently exacerbating socio-economic 
inequalities, fostering exploitative working conditions, and potentially escalating instability 
in fragile and conflict-affected regions.The second point focuses on the labour markets, 
where digitalization through the online gig economy can create job opportunities and 
improve labour mobility. However, it can also undermine labour protection and contribute to 
wage disparity and issues relating to workers’ rights, accentuating inequality and exclusion, 
particularly in FCS. The third part investigates the role of digitalization in Communications 
and Information Security. Digital tools can empower communities to resist oppressive regimes 
but can also be exploited for surveillance and censorship, fuelling conflict and exacerbating 
social tensions. The brief concludes with policy recommendations aimed at integrating digital 
inclusion principles in FCS strategies, emphasizing equitable digital initiatives, and adopting 
conflict-sensitive and equitable digital policies. The recommendations underscore the need 
for a balanced approach to digitalization, fostering innovation while providing protection 
from contributing to fragility and conflict.

12

1 OECD, States of Fragility 2022, States of Fragility (OECD, 2022), https://doi.org/10.1787/c7fedf5e-en.
2 Oxfam, “Inequality and Conflict,” 2019, https://oxfam.dk/documents/artikler/inequality-and-conflict-oxfam-ibis-brief-

28feb2019.pdf.

https://doi.org/10.1787/c7fedf5e-en
https://oxfam.dk/documents/artikler/inequality-and-conflict-oxfam-ibis-brief-28feb2019.pdf
https://oxfam.dk/documents/artikler/inequality-and-conflict-oxfam-ibis-brief-28feb2019.pdf
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Introduction

Digitalization is ushering in profound changes 
in societies3. In the context of the Industrial 
Revolution 4.04 digitalization is thought to 
represent a transformative shift in operation 
models and business models, characterized by 
the integration of newly acquired capacities 
through value-added digitization efforts. 
Think of a bookstore owner in a small town who 
integrates newly acquired knowledge of online 
marketing and e-commerce platforms to digitize 
their inventory, expand their customer base, 
and offer personalized book recommendations, 
transforming their business in the digital age. 
This revolution emphasizes the potential for 
increased productivity, economic growth, and 
efficiency gains through automation, artificial 
intelligence, and data-driven technologies5. 
Just as electricity transformed industries and 
improved the quality of life, digitalization is 
assumed to have a similar transformative power6.

One example of the transformative power 
of digitalization can be seen with the rise of 
the platform or gig economy. This shift has 
transformed the labour market by providing 
flexible working options that provide individuals 
with more autonomy and adaptability in their 
employment7. It is to be hoped that online gig 

3 J. Gulliksen, “Institutionalizing Human-Computer 
Interaction for Global Health,” Global Health Action, 2017.

4 The concept of the 4th Industrial Revolution (4IR) 
encompasses various technological advancements that 
make use of digitization and information technology. 
It involves the integration of physical, technological, 
and biological systems, creating a synergy among them. 
In this era, data and the exchange of knowledge play a 
vital role and are considered to be fundamental resources. 
Additionally, there is a notable acceleration in the 
pace of development, leading to rapid innovation and 
progress. Klaus Schwab, The Fourth Industrial Revolution 
(Currency, 2017).

5 P. Ross, “Towards a 4th Industrial Revolution,” Intelligent 
Buildings International, 2021.

6 Paul Cowie, “Smart Rural Futures: Will Rural Areas Be Left 
behind in the 4th Industrial Revolution?,” Journal of Rural 
Studies, 2020.

7 UNDP, “Human Development Report 2015,” UNDP 
(United Nations Development Programme), 2015,  
http://report2015.archive.s3-website-us-east-1.
amazonaws.com.

work and its platforms can make the labour 
markets function more smoothly by making 
access to the labour supply easier and quicker, 
thus increasing its match with global demand8. 
However, alongside these advantages, online 
gig work bears inherent risks, including potential 
isolation, challenges in achieving a work-life 
balance, discriminatory practices, and labour 
exploitation9. It is crucial to recognize that 
online gig work platforms frequently operate 
without adequate regulations or adherence to 
established norms that could safeguard and 
offer advantages to workers.

The fact that digitalisation can bring about 
both positive and negative impacts highlights 
governments’ role in shaping policies and 
regulations that strike a balance between 
fostering innovation and safeguarding the rights 
of individuals. In developed contexts with strong 
institutions and the rule of law, governments can 
leverage their actions to maximize the benefits 
of digitalization while effectively addressing 
potential challenges.10

8 “Independent Work: Choice, Necessity, and the 
Gig Economy | McKinsey,” accessed June 8, 2023,  
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/
employment-and-growth/independent-work-choice-
necessity-and-the-gig-economy.

9 M. Graham et al., “The Risks and Rewards of Online Gig 
Work at the Global Margins,” The Risks and Rewards of 
Online Gig Work At the Global Margins (Oxford Internet 
Institute, 2017), https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/news-events/
reports/the-risks-and-rewards-of-online-gig-work-at-
the-global-margins/.

10 UK GOV, “Digital Regulation: Driving Growth and 
Unlocking Innovation,” GOV.UK, 2022, https://www.gov.
uk/government/publications/digital-regulation-driving-
growth-and-unlocking-innovation/digital-regulation-
driving-g rowth-and-unlocking-innovation; Andrej Zwitter 
and Jilles L. J. Hazenberg, “Decentralized Network 
Governance: Blockchain Technology and the Future 
of Regulation,” in Frontiers in Genetics, 2020; “Could 
Regulation Put the Brakes on the Digital Economy?,” 
August 26, 2015, https://www.bearingpoint.com/en/
insights-events/insights/could-regulation-put-the-
brakes-on-the-digital-economy/.

http://report2015.archive.s3-website-us-east-1.amazonaws.com
http://report2015.archive.s3-website-us-east-1.amazonaws.com
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/employment-and-growth/independent-work-choice-necessity-and-the-gig-economy
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/employment-and-growth/independent-work-choice-necessity-and-the-gig-economy
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/employment-and-growth/independent-work-choice-necessity-and-the-gig-economy
https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/news-events/reports/the-risks-and-rewards-of-online-gig-work-at-the-global-margins/
https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/news-events/reports/the-risks-and-rewards-of-online-gig-work-at-the-global-margins/
https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/news-events/reports/the-risks-and-rewards-of-online-gig-work-at-the-global-margins/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-regulation-driving-growth-and-unlocking-innovation/digital-regulation-driving-g rowth-and-unlocking-innovation
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-regulation-driving-growth-and-unlocking-innovation/digital-regulation-driving-g rowth-and-unlocking-innovation
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-regulation-driving-growth-and-unlocking-innovation/digital-regulation-driving-g rowth-and-unlocking-innovation
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-regulation-driving-growth-and-unlocking-innovation/digital-regulation-driving-g rowth-and-unlocking-innovation
https://www.bearingpoint.com/en/insights-events/insights/could-regulation-put-the-brakes-on-the-digital-economy/
https://www.bearingpoint.com/en/insights-events/insights/could-regulation-put-the-brakes-on-the-digital-economy/
https://www.bearingpoint.com/en/insights-events/insights/could-regulation-put-the-brakes-on-the-digital-economy/
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However, digitalization is not limited to developed 
contexts; it is also progressing11 in FCS. For 
example, despite the challenges it faces, internet 
usage12 in these situations has seen a notable 
increase between 1990 and 2022 (see figure 1). 
The significant rise in internet usage indicates 
the increasing adoption and integration of 
mobile technology, emphasizing the increasing 
opportunities of digitalization in FCS. However, 
realizing the full benefits of digitalization 
becomes more complex and challenging in these 
contexts, as the specific circumstances present 
in FCS can amplify both the positive and negative 
impacts.

These contexts impart two defining 
characteristics to  digitalization. Firstly, 
digitalization is influenced by the economic, 
social, and political environment. Challenges 
such as limited infrastructure, weak governance 
structures, and socio-economic adversity, 
including poverty and inequality, shapes 
digitalization in FCS in its full form, which is 
why we see the prevalence of issues such as 
the digital divide that hinder the progress of 
digitalization. Secondly, the adoption of digital 
tools in FCS differs from non-fragile contexts. 
Instead of being driven primarily by motives 

11 “Internet usage, mobile phone subscriptions, and 
fixed-broadband have been widely acknowledged and 
employed as key technology proxies for measuring 
digitalization in the academic literature . Therefore, to 
assess the occurrence of digitalization in fragile and 
conflict-affected situations, this study shows indicators 
such as Individuals using the internet (% of the population) 
and Mobile cellular subscriptions (in Millions). These 
indicators provide valuable insights into the extent of 
technology adoption and connectivity, which are crucial 
components of digital transformation”. Sofia Gomes, 
João M. Lopes, and Luís Ferreira, “The Impact of the 
Digital Economy on Economic Growth: The Case of OECD 
Countries,” RAM. Revista de Administração Mackenzie 
23, no. 6 (2022): 1–31, Raéf Bahrini and Alaa A. Qaffas, 
“Impact of Information and Communication Technology 
on Economic Growth: Evidence from Developing 
Countries,” Economies 7, no. 1 (March 2019): 21, https://
doi.org/10.3390/economies7010021., Seifallah Sassi and 
Mohamed Goaied, “Financial Development, ICT Diffusion 
and Economic Growth: Lessons from MENA Region,” 
Telecommunications Policy 37, no. 4 (May 1, 2013): 252–61, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.telpol.2012.12.004.

12 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS? 
end=2022&locations=F1&start=2000&view=chart.

like productivity and efficiency, digitalization in 
fragile situations arises from the necessity13 to 
adapt and find solutions amidst a challenging 
environment.

Therefore, understanding the symbiotic 
interaction between fragility and digitalization is 
pivotal for harnessing the transformative power 
of digitalization while mitigating its potential 
detriments in FCS.This brief examines the 
relationship between fragility and digitalization 
and its impact on development outcomes in 
FCS by navigating three main areas. Firstly, we 
examine digitalization’s role in FCS business 
environments and its implications for economic 
progress. Secondly, we probe into the effects of 
digitalization on the labour markets, discussing 
both the opportunities and the risks. Lastly, we 
scrutinize the digital impact on communications 
and information security in FCS. Our aim is to 
shed light on how digitalization distinctly impacts 
FCS through these focal points.

Through exploring the adoption of digital tools 
in various domains, we can better understand 
how the positive and negative impact resulting 
from the interaction between fragility and 
digitalization manifests itself.

Digitalization broadens 
opportunities yet deepens 
inequalities in the FCS 
business environment

While digitalization in such FCS brings 
positive impacts to the development of an 
enabling business environment through wider 
market access and compensating for poor 
infrastructure, it also introduces negative 
implications regarding inclusivity and equality. 
Specifically, it raises concerns related to 
differing degrees of digital adoption and 
information asymmetry.

13 DRT UNDP, “White Paper V 4.0: Digital Disaster Risk 
Reduction Maturity Model (DDRRMM),” March 2022.

https://doi.org/10.3390/economies7010021
https://doi.org/10.3390/economies7010021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.telpol.2012.12.004
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS?end=2022&locations=F1&start=2000&view=chart
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS?end=2022&locations=F1&start=2000&view=chart
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14

On the positive side, digitalization helps to 
overcome the limitations of a poor physical 
business infrastructure in FCS by providing 
digital tools such as e-banking, mobile 
money, and platforms like WhatsApp. 
This enables small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) to gain access to new 
markets and smooths a number of business 
operations15. Furthermore, digitalization 
can positively impact market dynamics as 
it may partially compensate for the lack of 
adequate consumer protection regulations. 
It does so as digital platforms may empower 
consumers with more information, allowing 
them to make more informed choices and 
to access a wider range of goods and 
services. This leads to greater market 
efficiency and increased opportunities for 

14 The graph, based on World Bank criteria, illustrates 
the range of fragility and conflict-affected 
situations in countries. It underscores that, despite 
the challenges posed by fragility and conflict to 
digitalization, they don’t fully hinder its advancement. 
More details: [https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/
fragilityconflictviolence/brief/harmonized-list-of-
fragile-situations]. 
Source: World Development Indicators.

15 Mamady Aissata Conde and Shafiullah Wasiq, “Digital 
Transformation of Business Challenges and Issues in 
Developing Countries,” Journal of Information Systems 
and Digital Technologies 3, no. 1 (April 25, 2021): 65–73.

consumers to find competitive prices and 
quality products. The expanding digital 
economy enhances consumer options and 
facilitates e-commerce, expanding market 
reach and potentially increasing revenue for 
businesses16. For example, the adoption of 
fintech (like EVC Plus in Somalia)17 in fragile 
and conflict-affected states is driven by the 
need to overcome constraints on the use of 
physical cash and a weak financial sector. 

16 Ghada Al-Lami and Alhamzah Alnoor, “E-Commerce: 
Advantages and Limitations,” International Journal 
of Academic Research in Accounting Finance and 
Management Sciences 11 (February 28, 2021): 153–65, 
https://doi.org/10.6007/IJARAFMS/v11-i1/8987.

17 In Somalia, Hormuud Telecom operates a mobile 
money service called EVC Plus. It has played a 
significant role in facilitating financial transactions and 
providing access to financial services in a country with 
limited banking infrastructure. EVC Plus allows users 
to send and receive money, pay bills, and purchase 
goods and services using their mobile phones. It has 
contributed to the growth of e-commerce and has 
become an essential tool for financial inclusion in 
Somalia, particularly in areas affected by conflict 
and instability. https://hormuud.com/EvcPlus/ 
In Afghanistan Roshan’s M-Paisa was created by 
Roshan, Afghanistan’s leading telecommunications 
provider. Roshan partnered with various financial 
institutions to develop and launch the mobile money 
service, aiming to provide secure and convenient 
financial services to the people of Afghanistan  
https://roshan.af/m-paisa.

Figure 1 Individuals using the internet (% of population)14
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Lacking connectivity to the international 
banking system, such initiatives are designed 
primarily to overcome local constraints 
rather than to realize gains over existing 
fintech solutions used in more developed 
contexts. However, besides improving the 
business environment, the adoption of digital 
technologies also presents challenges in 
FCS. SMEs and persons with better access 
to digital infrastructure and the necessary 
skills are more likely to take advantage of the 
opportunities provided by digitalization. In 
contrast, those with limited access and skills 
face entry barriers and struggle to compete in 
the digital economy. This disparity perpetuates 
existing inequalities, thereby widening the 
skills and knowledge gap, which subsequently 
hinders the development of the business 
environment in FCS because of the disparities 
in access to innovation and the markets. Also, 
the expanding digital economy in FCS can 
exacerbate inequalities by creating information 
asymmetry, which contributes to  widening 
the gap between those who can effectively 
participate in the digital economy and those 
who are left behind. This reinforces existing 
inequalities and poses a challenge in promoting 
equitable growth. In particular, it is the digitally 
literate and the educated, often university 
graduates, who are more likely to capitalize on 
digital opportunities due to their higher levels 
of skill. This contrast becomes more prominent 
when considering that access to higher 
education in FCS is often skewed towards 
certain socio-economic groups.

Limited access to digital infrastructure and a 
lack of digital skills can significantly impede 
the development of the business environment 
in certain areas18. This issue is especially 
prominent in FCS, where those with greater 
financial resources can leverage digital tools 
and skills, while others encounter reinforced 
barriers to market entry due to their lack of 
access to these resources. This is likely to 
perpetuate or aggravate existing inequalities 
by disadvantaging SMEs lacking digital 
resources, thus hindering the growth of SMEs. 
Moreover, when digitalization exacerbates 
the differences between (richer and poorer) 
groups or (rural and urban) regions that are 
already at odds, it may aggravate tensions and 
increase the risk of conflict. For example, poor 
areas with limited digital possibilities struggle 
to develop economically, thereby widening 
existing disparities. Marginalized populations, 
who often face low literacy levels, are unable 
to benefit from the expanding IT sector, which 
predominantly favours English-speaking 
university graduates. This further deepens 
inequalities and impedes inclusive development.

One example is the situation in Sudan: the 
country’s major centre-periphery divide 
is reflected in unequal access to digital 
infrastructure, with significantly better 
connectivity in the capital city, thus reinforcing 
existing inequalities. Furthermore, considering 
Sudan’s history, the centre-periphery divide has 
long been a driving factor for conflicts, indicating 
a heightened risk of conflict in relation to the 
country’s digital divide (see figure 2).

18 “Digital Skills Critical for Jobs and Social Inclusion | 
UNESCO,” 2018, https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/
digital-skills-critical-jobs-and-social-inclusion.

https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/digital-skills-critical-jobs-and-social-inclusion
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/digital-skills-critical-jobs-and-social-inclusion
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EVC Plus in Somalia

In Somalia, the adoption of mobile financial services has played a transformative role in 
addressing challenges related to limited connectivity and a weak financial sector. One 
prominent example is the success of EVC Plus, a mobile money platform introduced by 
Hormuud Telecom, one of the leading telecommunications companies in Somalia19. As of 
2022, EVC Plus has amassed nearly 3 million registered users, demonstrating its widespread 
adoption and impact20. In Somalia, the adoption of mobile money is prevalent due to the 
continuous problem of counterfeit banknotes and the very low value of currency making 
payments in Somali Shillings cumbersome21. According to a 2018 report by the World Bank, 
approximately 75% of the Somali population aged 16 and above utilize mobile money, 
conducting transactions amounting to $2.7 billion per month22.

Due to the ongoing conflict and fragile economic conditions in Somalia, traditional banking 
systems have been severely undermined, leaving many people without access to formal 
financial services. EVC Plus has emerged as a crucial solution, enabling individuals to 
engage in secure and convenient financial transactions, even in remote areas with limited 
infrastructure. This innovative mobile money platform has significantly contributed to 
overcoming challenges, providing financial inclusion, and empowering individuals to 
participate in economic activities.

19 Abdinur Mohamed and Mohamed Nor, “Assessing the Effects of the Mobile Money Service on Small and Medium Sized 
Enterprises: Study on EVC-Plus Services in Somalia,” American Journal of Industrial and Business Management 11 
(January 1, 2021): 499–514, https://doi.org/10.4236/ajibm.2021.115031.

20 Finbar Feehan Fitzgerald, “The Somali Shilling - Austrian Economics Center,” May 14, 2013, https://austriancenter.com/ 
the-somali-shilling/.

21 “Somalia: Hormuud’s EVC Mobile Money Service Celebrates Ten Years of Transforming Lives,” Shabelle Media Network, 
March 18, 2022, sec. News, https://allafrica.com/stories/202203180373.html.

22 The Staff, “Somalis Using Mobile Money More, but Sending Smaller Amounts,” Connecting Africa, September 18, 2020, 
http://www.connectingafrica.com/document.asp?doc_id=764038.

23 Source: Telecommunications and Post Regulatory Authority (TPRA) – Sudan.

Figure 2 Internet coverage in Sudan by state (%)23
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Digitalization enhances job 
opportunities but Intensifies 
inequalities in the FCS 
labour markets

In terms of the labour markets, fragility, conflicts 
and a history of violence tend to increase 
informal, non-contractual, and unregistered 
work. Additionally, conflict and fragility limit 
access to social protection and fundamental 
rights at work. This trend is primarily because 
of a weak rule of law and occasional predatory 
behaviour by the state concerning certain 
economic sectors, leading people to rely more 
heavily on informality to sustain their livelihoods. 
Lebanon24 presents a compelling case in this 
context, as the nation grapples with a significant 
economic crisis exacerbated by issues such as 
elite capture and regional conflict. These factors 
have indirectly fostered a sizeable informal 
economy. With stringent labour market rules, 
high regulatory overheads, political instability, 
poor institutional quality and governance, along 
with heavy taxation, the formal economy has 
become progressively more challenging to 
navigate. Consequently, such conditions have 
driven workers and firms to choose informal 
means of labour activity.

On the flip side, issues like unemployment and 
a lack of good, steady jobs can contribute to 
instability and conflicts. If people’s fundamental 
labour rights are denied, if they feel that they do 
not have fair economic opportunities, and if there 
is no platform for open dialogue on these issues, 
it can fuel discontent and potentially trigger 
conflicts25.

Digitalization has a dual impact on the labour 
markets, with both positive and negative 
consequences. On the positive side, it creates 

24 Nancy Benjamin, “Dealing with Informality in Conflict & 
Fragile Settings,” 2023.

25 Interpeace ILO, “Peace and Conflict Analysis, a Guidance 
Note for ILO’s Programming in Conflict and Fragile 
Contexts,” Publication, February 2021, http://www.ilo.
org/global/topics/employment-promotion/recovery-and-
reconstruction/WCMS_776063/lang--en/index.htm.

job opportunities and improves labour mobility, 
especially in the digital economy. Workers 
can break through geographical barriers and 
increase their income by matching their skills 
with remote work options or job opportunities 
in other regions. This is particularly relevant in 
fragile states and developing countries, as it 
helps to retain highly skilled individuals within 
their own countries by providing suitable job 
opportunities.

In FCS, the challenges of inadequate 
infrastructure, deep-rooted inequality, and 
weak governance have a particularly significant 
impact on the online gig economy. Weak 
governance exacerbates these issues by 
obstructing effective policy-making and the 
regulation of gig workers’ rights. It can result 
in a regulatory vacuum where labour laws and 
protections are inadequately enforced, if at 
all. Consequently, gig workers are often left 
unprotected against potentially exploitative 
working conditions. This lack of a safety net 
increases their vulnerability, as they are left 
to negotiate their terms of work, wages, and 
dispute resolution on their own, often in an 
unequal power dynamic with employers or 
platform operators. Together, these challenges 
magnify the difficulties faced by individuals in 
FCS in accessing and benefiting from gig work, 
perpetuating socio-economic disparities and 
hindering inclusive development.

While digitalization can generate essential 
jobs and foster entrepreneurialism, the weak 
governance structure hampers effective policy-
making and the regulation of gig economy jobs 
in these contexts. For example, the gig economy 
can undermine labour protection and contribute 
to a “global race to the bottom”26 in terms of 
wages and workers’ rights. In Kenya, for instance, 
local employees of the tech company Sama 
had to endure troubling conditions, bringing 
attention to the adverse effects of the gig 
economy. A detailed report highlighted a bleak 

26 Mark Graham, “Digital Work Signals a Global Race to the 
Bottom,” 2015, https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/news-events/
coverage/digital-work-signals-a-global-race-to-the-
bottom.

http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/recovery-and-reconstruction/WCMS_776063/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/recovery-and-reconstruction/WCMS_776063/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/recovery-and-reconstruction/WCMS_776063/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/news-events/coverage/digital-work-signals-a-global-race-to-the-bottom
https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/news-events/coverage/digital-work-signals-a-global-race-to-the-bottom
https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/news-events/coverage/digital-work-signals-a-global-race-to-the-bottom


8

CRU Policy Brief

environment within a non-descript office building 
near a Nairobi slum, where nearly 200 young men 
and women from different African nations were 
assigned the task of viewing and moderating 
graphic content. This content included instances 
of murder, rape, suicide, and child abuse. Despite 
marketing itself as an “ethical AI” outsourcing 
firm with its headquarters in California, Sama’s 
case exemplifies how the gig economy can 
restrict access to decent work and subject 
workers to challenging circumstances.27. Despite 
Kenya’s reputation as an advanced model of 
digitalization in Sub-Saharan Africa and the 
government’s prioritization of business process 
outsourcing in its Vision 203028, the troubling 
conditions faced by workers in the gig economy 
reveal the limitations on access to decent work. 
These observations raise concerns about how 
the gig economy may impact fragile contexts 
and their potential implications.

The consequences of digitalization on the labour 
markets are globally significant, but they carry 
particular weight in fragile contexts. According 
to the International Labour Organization, 
the impact on decent work in FCS directly 
contributes to the exacerbation of fragility 
and undermines peacebuilding efforts29. 
Therefore, addressing the direct implications of 
digitalization on decent work is crucial for the 
well-being and livelihoods of individuals in FCS, 
as well as for broader stability and peacebuilding 
efforts in these contexts.

27 “Inside Facebook’s African Sweatshop,” Time, 
February 14, 2022, https://time.com/6147458/facebook-
africa-content-moderation-employee-treatment/.

28 Stephan Manning, “Kenya and South Africa Offer Insights 
into Digital Economy Challenges and Alternatives,” 
The Conversation, June 27, 2022, http://theconversation.
com/kenya-and-south-africa-offer-insights-into-digital-
economy-challenges-and-alternatives-184394.

29 “Employment and Decent Work in Fragile Situations: 
Pathways for Peace and Resilience (Employment 
Promotion),” accessed June 26, 2023, https://www.ilo.
org/global/topics/employment-promotion/recovery-and-
reconstruction/pathways/lang--en/index.htm.

Digital tools empower voices 
yet expose vulnerabilities 
in FCS communications and 
information security

Digitalization in the communication and 
information domain in FCS has brought both 
opportunities and risks. On the one hand, access 
to digital tools and social media has provided 
space for civil society to thrive, empowering 
communities to resist oppressive regimes. For 
example, the 2019 uprising in Sudan30 where 
the social media played a role in empowering 
protesters to organize, disseminate information, 
and mobilize support for their cause. Also in 
Burkina Faso31 civil society organizations have 
utilized digital platforms to amplify their voices, 
to advocate human rights, and to promote 
democratic values in the face of political 
challenges.

In addition, digital tools play a crucial role in 
facilitating the humanitarian responses that 
local individuals provide for each other and 
information sharing on conflict events in FCS. In 
the case of Syria, mobile technology has played 
a crucial role in humanitarian service delivery 
and communication. Smartphones, WhatsApp, 
Facebook, and Gmail serve as essential tools 
for Syrians within the country and refugees 
abroad, providing them with connections 
to their family, updates on the conflict, and 
access to humanitarian support. Humanitarian 
organizations also rely on internet-capable 
mobile devices and various applications for vital 
communication, monitoring, and data collection 
purposes. Interestingly, the widespread use 
of mobile technology persists regardless of 
which armed group controls a particular area, 
thereby demonstrating its relevance throughout 

30 Alexander Durie, “Sudan’s Uprising and the Critical Role 
of Social Media,” https://www.newarab.com/ (The New 
Arab, September 17, 2019), https://www.newarab.com/
analysis/sudans-uprising-and-critical-role-social-media.

31 Horn, “Civil Society, Coups, and the Future of Burkina 
Faso – The SAIS Review of International Affairs,” 
August 25, 2022, https://saisreview.sais.jhu.edu/civil-
society-coups-burkina-faso/.

https://time.com/6147458/facebook-africa-content-moderation-employee-treatment/
https://time.com/6147458/facebook-africa-content-moderation-employee-treatment/
http://theconversation.com/kenya-and-south-africa-offer-insights-into-digital-economy-challenges-and-alternatives-184394
http://theconversation.com/kenya-and-south-africa-offer-insights-into-digital-economy-challenges-and-alternatives-184394
http://theconversation.com/kenya-and-south-africa-offer-insights-into-digital-economy-challenges-and-alternatives-184394
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/recovery-and-reconstruction/pathways/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/recovery-and-reconstruction/pathways/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/employment-promotion/recovery-and-reconstruction/pathways/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.newarab.com/
https://www.newarab.com/analysis/sudans-uprising-and-critical-role-social-media
https://www.newarab.com/analysis/sudans-uprising-and-critical-role-social-media
https://saisreview.sais.jhu.edu/civil-society-coups-burkina-faso/
https://saisreview.sais.jhu.edu/civil-society-coups-burkina-faso/
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the Syrian conflict. Despite challenges such as 
poor internet quality, communities and business 
owners prioritize the establishment of local 
internet connections. Internet access, often 
facilitated through networks established by 
Local Administrative Councils (LAC) and internet 
cafes, is available for broader community use 
in most towns. As communication with social 
networks was an essential asset for navigating 
the conflict32, Syrians of all ages, except for those 
in remote and rural areas, leverage internet 
access to stay connected with their family 
and friends using applications like WhatsApp. 
The potential of humanitarian technology has 
been increasingly recognized by policymakers, 
humanitarian professionals, and scholars, who 
acknowledge its transformative impact33.

However, reliance on digital tools also comes 
with inherent risks. In the context of protests 
or humanitarian efforts, if organizers or actors 
heavily depend on digital infrastructure, they 
can be severely impacted when the government 
decides to cut off access to that infrastructure. 
This abrupt disruption can undermine their ability 
to communicate, coordinate, and carry out 
their activities effectively. For instance, Internet 
shutdowns in Ethiopia have often been linked 
to efforts by the federal government to control 
the flow of information and suppress dissent. 
Instances of internet disruptions coincided with 
events that the government may have sought to 
conceal, such as reports of human rights abuses 
during counter-insurgency operations or the 
violent crackdown on anti-government protests34. 
The most recent shutdown in November 2021 
was suspected to be aimed at obstructing the 

32 Ana Uzelac, Jos Meester, and Markus Goransson, 
“The Importance of Social Capital in Protracted 
Displacement,” 2018.

33 “The Use of Mobile Technology for Humanitarian 
Programming in Syria: Potential and Constraints – 
Syrian Arab Republic | ReliefWeb,” March 29, 2017, 
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/use-
mobile-technology-humanitarian-programming-syria-
potential-and.

34 Olesia Andersen, “Internet Shutdowns in Ethiopia: 
The Weapon of Choice,” PRIF BLOG (blog), March 11, 
2022, https://blog.prif.org/2022/03/11/internet-
shutdowns-in-ethiopia-the-weapon-of-choice/.

dissemination of information about the federal 
army’s defeats, while the internet shutdown in 
Tigray in November 2020 obscured the severity 
of the ongoing humanitarian crisis in the region35.

Furthermore, investments in digital infrastructure 
in FCS can also be exploited by authoritarian 
governments or countries with weak democratic 
institutions, leading to surveillance and 
censorship practices that create new threats 
to fundamental human rights, institutions, and 
values that underpin a democratic society. 
These surveillance and censorship practices not 
only undermine trust in the government but also 
contribute to a climate of fear and insecurity, 
exacerbating social tensions within society. 
Following the coup in Myanmar, the military 
junta, known as the State Administration Council 
(SAC), initiated a series of actions to assert 
control over the country’s telecommunications 
sector. One of their first moves was to order the 
two telecom companies operating in Myanmar, 
Telenor (a Norwegian firm) and Ooredoo 
(a Qatar-based company), to hand over all 
customer data to the junta. This demand violated 
European law, prompting Telenor to withdraw 
from Myanmar. Subsequently, Telenor sold its 
operations to the Lebanese M1 Group, which 
later transferred its shares to Shwe Byain Phyu, 
a company with military connections. This deal 
empowers the Myanmar junta with the ability 
to monitor all calls and SMS text messages in 
real time through the former Telenor network. 
Consequently, the military has almost complete 
control over traditional telecommunications 
in the country. Myanmar has reached an 
unprecedented low point, with the level of digital 
oppression in the country now comparable to 
that of China36.

Moreover, the digital technologies present 
in FCS can fuel conflict by facilitating the 
spread of misinformation, particularly in the 
absence of trusted and independent media 

35 Ibid.
36 “Myanmar Is the Leading Edge of Digital Authoritarianism 

in Southeast Asia,” accessed February 15, 2023, https://
thediplomat.com/2022/10/myanmar-is-the-leading-
edge-of-digital-authoritarianism-in-southeast-asia/.

https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/use-mobile-technology-humanitarian-programming-syria-potential-and
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/use-mobile-technology-humanitarian-programming-syria-potential-and
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/use-mobile-technology-humanitarian-programming-syria-potential-and
https://blog.prif.org/2022/03/11/internet-shutdowns-in-ethiopia-the-weapon-of-choice/
https://blog.prif.org/2022/03/11/internet-shutdowns-in-ethiopia-the-weapon-of-choice/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/10/myanmar-is-the-leading-edge-of-digital-authoritarianism-in-southeast-asia/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/10/myanmar-is-the-leading-edge-of-digital-authoritarianism-in-southeast-asia/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/10/myanmar-is-the-leading-edge-of-digital-authoritarianism-in-southeast-asia/
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outlets. For example, online spaces frequently 
reflect Iraq’s ethnic and sectarian conflicts, 
as disputants employ misinformation tactics 
to target minorities or solicit empathy and 
backing from those who are marginalized37. 
However, these same technologies also offer 
an opportunity for civil society to counter 
misinformation campaigns, to advocate for 
peace, and to provide platforms for alternative 
narratives and dialogue, A noteworthy case 
study in Nigeria highlights the contributions of 
interfaith groups and traditional media, such 
as Unity FM Radio in Jos, which has actively 
engaged in fact-checking and mitigating 
digital threats by scrutinizing and debunking 
false information circulated on social media 
platforms38.

Thus, recognizing the positive and negative 
impact of digital technologies is essential in 
promoting stability and supporting peacebuilding 
efforts in FCVs. It requires a balancing of the 
risks and benefits, ensuring that digitalization is 
used as a tool for empowerment, peacebuilding, 
and safeguarding human rights, rather than as a 
means for surveillance and control.

Policy recommendations

Digitalization, marked by the integration of 
value-added digitization efforts and newer 
technologies, has transformative potential 
for societies, reshaping traditional business 
models and labour markets. However, this 
transformation brings both opportunities and 
challenges. On the one hand, digitalization 
can drive productivity, economic growth, and 
innovation, as well as providing flexible work 
options. On the other hand, it can exacerbate 
risks such as labour exploitation, isolation, 
and discriminatory practices. These benefits 
and challenges become even more complex in 
fragile and conflict-affected contexts, where 
infrastructural limitations, weak governance, 

37 E Millstein et al., “Social Media and Conflict: 
Understanding Risks and Resilience,” July 2021.

38 Ibid.

and socio-economic inequalities can slow down 
digitalization, even though they increase the 
need for it.

Governments and institutions should strive 
to formulate comprehensive policies and 
regulations that balance the fostering of digital 
innovation while simultaneously mitigating 
the risks of conflict,  specifically in FCS. 
It is essential to address the multifaceted 
implications of digitalization for stability, 
peacebuilding, and development outcomes in 
these complex contexts. Building on that, this 
policy brief identifies the following three policy 
recommendations for digitalisation in FCS:

1. Integration of Digital Inclusion Principles in 
FCS Strategies: International development 
actors should ensure that their digitalization 
strategies targeting FCS are prioritizing 
digital inclusion. Recognizing the potential 
of digitalization to either drive development 
or deepen existing inequalities, interventions 
must be designed to prevent a digital divide, 
especially in societies with significant 
divisions or tensions. This could include 
investing in digital infrastructure in 
underserved areas, advocating for digital 
literacy and skills training especially in areas 
where there are usually less opportunities 
for education, and ensuring the affordability 
and accessibility of digital services for all 
societal sectors.

2. Adoption of Conflict-Sensitive Digital 
Policies: Digital initiatives in FCS should be 
carried out with a keen understanding of 
local dynamics and interests to minimize 
potential misuse or the exacerbation 
of conflict. This includes conducting 
comprehensive assessments, digital 
readiness for potential conflict flashpoints,  
and developing effective mitigation 
strategies to ensure that the initiatives are 
conflict-sensitive. By taking a balanced 
approach, we can harness the positive 
potential of digital technologies while 
minimizing their risks, thereby contributing 
to a more peaceful and equitable digital 
transformation in FCS.
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3. Build on the resilience narrative but with 
caution: In the context of FCS, digitalization 
should be viewed as a means to overcome 
systemic constraints and to foster resilience, 
rather than simply a catalyst for economic 
growth. Fintech innovations like mobile money 
platforms tackle immediate issues such as 
cash shortages. Policymakers, however, must 
realize that these digital interventions, while 
helpful, are not all-encompassing remedies 
due to infrastructure deficits, connectivity 
issues, and adoption challenges that are 
common in FCS regions. Thus, a holistic 
approach to digitalization in FCS is necessary, 
combining quick adaptive actions with long-
term strategies to tackle root problems like 
cash scarcity. This balanced strategy aims 
for sustainable development and improved 
livelihoods, rather than a singular focus on 
economic growth.
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