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ABSTRACT   
 
The paper presents the findings from the study of an instance of policy transfer of Disaster 
Risk Reduction (DRR) policy to the Economic Community of West Africa (ECOWAS) by the 
United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR), which was facilitated 
through the transfer mechanism of obligation. By conducting interviews and carrying out a 
content analysis of newsletter articles, policy documents, conference reports, and educational 
materials, the narrative elements used by the policy transfer actors are identified in a bid to 
understand how the portrayal of these elements contributed to the manifestation of the 
transfer mechanism observed in the transfer instance. In UNISDR’s narrative, both the transfer 
agent and recipient were cast as allies, the plot was that of overcoming the monster was 
depicted, the moral emphasized managing cost and benefit, as well as value re(orientation), 
and it situated a bureaucratic setting. In almost similar fashion, ECOWAS’ narrative also 
portrayed characters of allies, the plot of overcoming the monster, moral of value 
reorientation, and a bureaucratic setting. The situation of a bureaucratic setting indicates the 
influence of the policy to be transferred will not just be on a select group within the recipient 
jurisdiction, but will have a broad reach, while the depiction of the plot of overcoming the 
monster call attention to the need to address an imminent danger by joining forces with other 
jurisdictions. Also, the casting of allies indicates that the actors will be bearing responsibilities 
and working together to overcome the danger, and the narrative morals stress the need to 
embrace new values and explore the possibilities of actions that can be taken to overcome 
the danger.   

 
These narrative representations by the UNISDR underscore the transfer agent’s approach for 
proposing the transfer of DRR policy to ECOWAS, and the depictions by ECOWAS underline its 
acquiescence to the policy transfer. As such, the perception of the transfer agent and 
recipient, on their intent and expectations from the policy transfer instance contributed to 
shaping the manifestation of the transfer mechanism of obligation, which facilitated the 
occurrence of the transfer of DRR policy to ECOWAS by the UNISDR.  

 

Introduction  
  
Storytelling is a universal means of communication (Shanahan, Jones, et al. 2011; Jones et al. 

2014). According to Jones et al. (2014), human beings tend to use stories in order to “organize, 

process, and convey information” (Jones & McBeth 2010, p.329). Policy actors also organise 

information through stories presented in policy narratives (Kaplan 1986; Roe 1994; Radaelli 1999; 

McBeth, Lybecker, et al. 2014). These narratives are seen to be relatable, easy to 

comprehend (Shanahan et al. 2008; Shanahan, Mcbeth, et al. 2011), and represent “generalizable 
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(form of) knowledge … and universal principles” (Hajer & Laws 2006, p.251). Policy narratives also 

focus on agency, as events and places are webbed around actors, who can be individuals or groups, 

and they in turn, based on their actions, morph and define the state of the events and places that are 

captured in the story. The possibility of relaying information on background of events, roles of actors, 

and their action, through the use of policy narratives engenders the depiction of narrative elements 

specifically, the setting, character, plot, and moral (Jones & McBeth 2010; Jones et al. 2014), 

and allows an author or audience to more easily portray or relate with the issue that is being 

communicated.  

 

Based on the relevance of policy narratives, the research is aimed at investigating the role of policy 

narratives in policy transfers, particularly, how the narratives used by policy transfer actors shape the 

transfer mechanisms that drive the occurrence of policy transfer. According to Dolowitz & Marsh 

(2000, p.5), policy transfer is “the process by which knowledge about policies, administrative 

arrangements, institutions and ideas in one political setting (past or present) is used in the 

development of policies, administrative arrangements, institutions and ideas in another political 

setting”. In line with the definition, policy transfer research is often structured around key research 

questions on why transfer, the agents of policy transfer, the transfer objects, the degree of transfer, 

and the source of transfer objects (Dolowitz & Marsh 1996; Dolowitz & Marsh 2000; Benson & Jordan 

2011; Marsden & Stead 2011).  

 

This paper focuses on the concern of why transfer, lays emphasis on the communication by policy 

actors through the use of policy narratives and examines how policy narratives can shape why policy 

actors engage in policy transfer. In line with the policy transfer framework (Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000), 

the possible answers to why transfer can range from voluntary to coercive reasons, whereby voluntary 

reasons are often hinged on a jurisdiction’s own attempt to draw lessons from external sources or 

persuasion by an external party to do so, coercive reasons are primarily based on international 

pressures, such as obligation to an international accord, conditionality for receiving external support, 

and direct imposition. These different voluntary or coercive reasons for engaging in policy transfer are 

termed as policy transfer mechanisms (Bulmer & Padgett 2005; Evans 2009a; Ladi 2011; Nutley et al. 

2012; Schroeder et al. 2013), and policy actors can facilitate transfers through one or more of these 

mechanisms.  

 

Specifically, the research focuses on the involvement of International Governmental Organisations 

(IGOs) as transfer agents and the use of obligation as a transfer mechanism (Dolowitz & Marsh 2000; 

Stone 2004; Benson & Jordan 2011). Focusing on IGOs as transfer agents is informed by addressing a 
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gap in the literature, which is an emphasis on transfers that occur at the national level. This paper 

investigates the use of policy narratives by IGOs in the case of disaster risk reduction (DRR) policy 

transfer to the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) by the United Nations 

International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR). It identifies and analyses the policy narratives 

used by the transfer actors through the application of the Narrative Policy Framework (NPF). The 

policy narratives are analysed by identifying specific narrative elements, including setting, character, 

plot, and moral, and aggregating their observation. These policy narratives were identified from 

selected communication materials, such as newsletters, research reports, meeting reports, flyers, and 

policy documents, which had been generated by the transfer actors prior to or during the process of 

policy transfer. Thirty-one documents were analysed and in addition to this, two elite interviews were 

conducted with officials of UNISDR and ECOWAS DRR Unit. The application of the NPF allows making 

arguments for the mechanism that facilitated the policy transfer and the narratives that led to the 

emergence of this mechanism. I argue that depiction of the narrative character of allies and victims, 

the plot of overcoming the monster, morals of value reorientation and managing cost and benefit, as 

well as situating a bureaucratic setting, shaped the manifestation of the transfer mechanism of 

obligation in the transfer of DRR policy to ECOWAS by the UNISDR.  

 

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. First, there is an explanation of the NPF and this is 

followed by a discussion on the case study. Next, the paper examines which narrative elements are 

depicted by the actors and analyses how these depictions shaped the manifestation of the transfer 

mechanism of obligation. Afterwards, the paper concludes with a discussion on the relevance of 

applying communication approaches in transfer studies and reflects on the use of obligation by IGOs 

for facilitating the adoption of global policies in sub-Sahara African countries. 

 

1. Policy Transfer  

As mentioned earlier, policy transfer is defined as “the process by which knowledge about policies, 

administrative arrangements, institutions and ideas in one political setting (past or present) is used in 

development of policies, administrative arrangements, institutions and ideas in another political 

setting” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000, p.5). Building on this definition, Evans and Davies (1999) introduced 

a multi-level and multi-disciplinary perspective, which showcases the multiplicity of possible transfer 

agents and recipients, and multiple pathways that can materialise with the involvement of these 

actors. Based on this, many policy transfer research investigates one or more case studies that are 

representative of a particular transfer pathway. These pathways are shown in Figure 1. In the words 

of Smith (2002: 8), “[i]n any study of transfer we must identify the agents of transfer and that which 
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is being transferred”. This approach enables the acknowledgement of both the sender and receiver in 

the process. With respect to this, several stransfer studies examine frictions that impeded a transfer 

process (Dunlop, 2009); how what was transferred i.e. the transfer object, is faring in the recipient 

jurisdiction (Delpeuch and Vassileva, 2017), the activities of a particular group of transfer agents 

(Carroll, 2014), and the source or origin of decisions taken by domestic policy actors (Yilmaz, 2017). 

More often than not, in all these investigations, the transfer mechanism that is involved in facilitating 

the occurrence of transfer is identified and mentioned, but not expounded.  

 

Figure 1: Policy Transfer Pathways 
Source: Evans and Davies (1999) 

Policy transfer mechanisms are factors that facilitate the eventual occurrence of policy transfer, or 

what explains the reason for the participation of the transfer recipient in an instance of policy transfer. 

They can be broadly grouped into voluntary and coercive mechanisms. This classification is primarily 

based on the categories introduced by Dolowitz and Marsh, in their 1996 and 2000 widely-cited 

publications. The voluntary category primarily represents when a jurisdiction internally engages in 

learning from the experience of other jurisdictions for development of policies, administrative 

arrangements, institutions and ideas (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996, 2000). With regards to the second 

category, Benson & Jordan (2012) note that the coercive group comprises conditionality, obligation, 

imposition, and semi-coercive mechanisms. With the exception of semi-coercive mechanism, the 

identification of the other three sub-types of the coercive category in instances of policy transfer has 

been extensively reported in the literature (Radaelli 2000; Nutley et al. 2012; Blum 2014; Carroll 2014).  

As earlier stated, this paper focuses on the mechanism of obligation. Being that transfer mechanisms 

of themselves cannot materialize in policy transfer instances outside of its expression by policy 

transfer actors, this makes the examination of interaction among policy actors imperative. It also 
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presents the need to focus on what was communicated by the actors in relations to a particular 

instance of policy transfer, in order to have a better understanding of what may have led to the 

emergence of the transfer mechanism. It is based on this that this paper applies the NPF to investigate 

how narratives used by transfer actors shaped the manifestation of the mechanism of obligation in 

the transfer of DRR policy to ECOWAS by UNISDR. The next section introduces the NPF and discusses 

the narrative elements of setting, character, plot, and moral, and how these can help us to understand 

how policy transfer mechanisms evolve and can be identified.  

 

2. Narrative Policy Framework (NPF) 

Like other approaches to narrative analysis in public policy, NPF asserts that “[p]olicy narratives are 

the lifeblood of politics” (Shanahan et al., 2011a, p. 373), as they are used by diverse policy actors, 

including elected officials, civil servants, interest groups, media, activists, and international 

governmental organisations, in expressing preferences, engaging in debates, disseminating 

information to the general public, and mobilizing support. NPF also posits that there are identifiable 

features that constitute a narrative structure and are common to most stories. These features can be 

compiled, compared, and contrasted, for the purpose of examining how policy actors make use of 

narratives in communicating policy issues and assessing the role of narratives in the policy process. 

The identifiable features are grouped into narrative elements namely, setting, character, plot, and 

moral (Jones et al., 2014; Jones and McBeth, 2010). An important NPF claim is that narratives are 

based on these four major elements, which can be seen in Table 1. The NPF states that:  

[p]olicy narratives have (i) a setting or context … (ii) a plot that introduces a temporal element 
(beginning, middle, end) … providing both the relationships between the setting and 
characters, and structuring causal mechanisms …  (iii) characters who are fixers of the problem 
(heroes), causers of the problem (villains), or victims (those harmed by the problem) … and 
(iv) the moral of the story, where a policy solution is normally offered (Jones and McBeth, 
2010, p. 340). 

Turning to policy transfer, narratives used by policy transfer actors can highlight what they perceive 

of other actors involved in the policy transfer and the process of actualising the transfer. Their 

depiction of transfer recipient, agents, or origin, can give insight into the mode of relationship 

between transfer recipients and agents that will likely dominate the transfer process. The narrative 

could, for instance, depict a story of a hero helping a victim; or a hero conquering a villain; or a hero 

helping victims to conquer a villain; or a hero working with an ally to help victims or conquer a villain. 

From these different stories, one may also attempt to deduce the transfer mechanism that likely 

manifested in the occurrence of policy transfer. The first two depictions can be linked to likely 
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instances of internally-initiated policy transfer and possibly driven by the mechanism of learning, while 

the other depictions can be linked to externally-initiated transfers and possibly, mechanisms of 

conditionality, obligation, imposition or persuasion.  

In addition to depicting perceptions, the analysis of narratives can also represent an aspect of policy 

transfer study that can be applied across diverse geographical locations, since stories are often 

regarded as a universal communication means, and policy actors are considered as storytellers (Jones 

et al., 2014). Also, because the concept of policy transfer highlights the movement of ideas and 

intermediation of policy actors, narratives can help to show from where and to where have policy 

ideas moved, and by whom. In addition to narrative elements, the NPF maintains that the narrative 

content can be generalised according to belief systems and narrative strategies. These other two 

aspects of the NPF however, are primarily based on the identification of the four different narrative 

elements (McBeth et al., 2005; Shanahan et al., 2013).  

Table 1: Policy Narrative Elements 

Narrative Elements Definition 

Setting The problem environment or context 

• Bureaucratic 
Situating the policy transfer as a focus on institutional and administrative 
frameworks 

• Community 
Situating the policy transfer as a focus on delivering service to a specific 
group in the population 

• Sectoral 
Situating the policy transfer as a focus on a particular sector and 
addressing a challenge within the sector 

• Collective 
Situating the policy transfer as a focus on providing service to all groups of 
the population 

Character 
The representation of the identity and/or role of individuals, groups or 
organisations referred to in a policy narrative 

• Hero 
An actor that has made a notable achievement, attained success, or has a 
remarkable capability 

• Ally 
A supporter of another actor, in relations to its identity, position, policy 
position, vision, or project. Or actors that are partnering together towards 
achieving an objective 

• Villain Who or what is causing or contributing to harm 

• Antagonist 
Who is antagonising/opposing another actor, or a policy stance or 
solution, or a project 

• Victim Who or what is negatively affected by a situation or challenge 
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Plot 

The journey or overview of the sequence of events that the story will take 
its audience through (Mayer, 2014). It also emphasizes the temporal 
element of policy narratives as stories with a beginning, middle and end 
(Jones and McBeth, 2010) 

• Overcoming 
the monster 

Telling a story of the presence of an imminent threat and the possibility of 
overcoming it 

• Rebirth 
Telling a story of archaic identities or positions, and the possibility of 
reinventing these 

• Plot: Rags to 
riches 

Telling a story of a present state of lack and the possibility of achieving a 
better economic standing or prosperity 

Moral The lessons or recommendations to be drawn from the narrative 

• Incentives and 
Sanctions 

Recommending award of incentives and/or sanctions 

• Managing 
costs and 
benefits 

Recommending managing cost and benefits 

• Value 
reorientation 

Recommending a change in stance about, or understanding of, an issue or 
identity 

Adapted from Booker (2004); French et al. (2017); Shanahan et al. (2013) 
 

The NPF has been criticised for inconsistency in the application of the narrative elements and 

specifying what constitutes a policy narrative (Weible & Schlager 2014). To identify characters, some 

NPF scholars allow inclusion of both animate and inanimate identities, while some do not, but 

advocate for use of only “proper nouns” (Weible & Schlager 2014, p.241). Considering that in a story, 

a character is identified based on how it treats or is treated by others, subjects in stories that can 

respond, inflict, or empower will need to be captured, as they will inform the identification and 

depiction of other characters. This notion can help to differentiate which animate or inanimate 

subjects can feature as characters in a policy narrative. Also, Weible & Schlager (2014, p.241) note 

that:  

[U]nderstanding the role of characters in a setting could be developed with the concept of 
plots, which is described as connecting characters and a setting. Plots could, thus, help the 
NPF clarify and establish limits on how nouns become characters and how those characters 
interact.   

In line with this recommendation, the paper presents plots and settings that can be generalized and 

identified in narratives of policy transfer actors, so that characters can be situated within specific 

settings and plots, and the depiction of animate or inanimate entities can be clarified. A summary of 

the different narrative elements identified in this study and their description can is shown in Table 1. 

Having established that the NPF can be useful to policy transfer research, the next section presents 
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the case study and discusses the UNISDR’s role in the transfer of DRR policy to ECOWAS and its reliance 

on the transfer mechanism of obligation. Afterwards, we will consider the findings from the analysis 

of the actors’ use of narrative elements and how these shaped the manifestation of the mechanism 

of obligation. 

 

3. Transfer of Disaster Risk Reduction Policy to ECOWAS 

The world’s attention was turned to DRR concerns after the occurrence of multiple natural disasters 

across Asia and the Americas in the 1960s (UNISDR, 2012). The disasters, which included earthquakes 

in Iran and Macedonia, and hurricanes in Cuba, Haiti, Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago, ravaged lives 

and livelihoods of thousands of people. In response to this, the United Nations General Assembly, in 

1965, mandated the UN secretariat to assist countries experiencing natural disasters, by providing 

emergency services (Pelling and Uitto, 2001; Tchalenko et al., 1974; UNISDR, 2012). However, after 

the occurrence of another earthquake in Iran, in 1968, which killed about 12,000 people, the UN 

General Assembly in 1970, identified the need for disaster prevention and reducing damages and 

deaths in the event of disasters which could not be prevented (Pelling and Uitto, 2001; UNISDR, 2012). 

The General Assembly requested that the Secretary General propose recommendations for: 

[p]re-disaster planning at the national and international levels, including the definition of 
machinery and contingency arrangements capable of coping immediately with disaster 
situations; ... (d) The application of technology to, and scientific research for, the prevention 
and control of natural disasters, or a mitigation of the effects of such disasters, including 
arrangements to disseminate effectively to all countries the fruits of research from satellites 
and other sophisticated technology with a view to strengthening international co-operation 
to determine the causes and early manifestation of impending disasters and the development 
and improvement of early warning systems (United Nations General Assembly, 1970, p. 83). 

The recommendations put forward by the Secretary General in 1971, in response to the request from 

the General Assembly, led to the creation of a United Nations Disaster Relief Office, which was tasked 

with ensuring that “[n]ew International Development Strategy … take into account, matters 

concerning disaster relief, preparedness and prevention" (United Nations General Assembly, 1979, p. 

94). In the 1980s, the UN Disaster Relief Office grappled with the occurrence of floods, hurricanes and 

typhoons across the Caribbean islands, South-East Asia and Southern Africa and these events 

prompted the United Nations to christen the forthcoming decade, the 1990s, the International Decade 

for Natural Disaster Reduction (UNISDR, 2012). During this decade, however, the disasters challenging 

ECOWAS were not natural, but man-made. They also were not environmental, but political. With the 

break out of civil wars and attempted toppling of sitting governments in three of its MS i.e. Liberia, 



9 

Sierra Leone, and Guinea Bissau, managing the political crises ensuing from the war and ending the 

war altogether, topped ECOWAS’ agenda in the 1990s (Alter et al., 2013; Kufuor, 2006). 

To address its domestic challenges, ECOWAS Authority of Heads of States and Government followed 

in the step of the Organisation for African Unity (now restructured as the African Union) (Souaré and 

Handy, 2013) and signed a Protocol on Conflict Prevention, Management, Resolution, Peace-Keeping 

and Security in 1999 (ECOWAS, 2000), which was tagged “The Mechanism”(ECOWAS, 2015b, p. 1). 

The Mechanism focused on conflict issues and created new institutions for the community, including 

an armed military force, the ECOWAS Cease-fire Monitoring Group (ECOMOG), and a Council of Elders. 

In addition to addressing violent political conflicts, The Mechanism goes a step further than the 

provisions of the OAU protocol and mandates “the development of effective policies that will help 

alleviate the suffering of the population and restore life to normalcy after complex humanitarian 

emergencies and disasters” (ECOWAS, 2006). In addition, ECOWAS Commission also established the 

humanitarian affairs department, in 2000 (ECOWAS Commission, 2015b). Although the department 

put in place an early warning system, this was directed at envisaging the eruption of violence in 

ECOWAS MS, instead of addressing concerns of natural disasters.  

By 2003, however, there was a turnaround in what disasters imply within ECOWAS. At the World 

Summit on Sustainable Development, which was held in 2002, the United Nations again called for the 

incorporation of a DRR component in development initiatives (UNISDR, 2012). In response to this call, 

the UNISDR, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and Africa Development Bank (ADB), 

partnered with African Union (AU) and the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD) 

introduced activities that were targeted at developing continent-wide food security and disaster 

management policies (AU and NEPAD, 2004a). These efforts led to the involvement of eight sub-

continental organisations including ECOWAS, which were referred to as Regional Economic 

Communities (RECs). ECOWAS contributed to the development of the African Regional Strategy for 

Disaster Risk Reduction (AU and NEPAD, 2004a; ECOWAS, 2006) and in view of this commitment, 

ECOWAS made the decision to setup its own Technical Committee on Disaster Management, in 2003. 

In a comment on the new focus on DRR issues, the organisation noted that:  

over the last couple of years, ECOWAS has increasingly focused its attention on disaster issues 
culminating in the establishment of disaster risk reduction as an operational theme (ECOWAS, 
2006, p. 4) 

Also, taking note of ECOWAS’ newly pitched interest in DRR issues, the UNISDR remarked that:   
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ECOWAS … [is] also planning to increase their involvement in disaster risk management 
(UNISDR Africa, 2004a, p. 51) 

The development of the African Strategy for DRR and ECOWAS’ interest in DRR issues can be linked to 

the establishment of an African office of the UNISDR, in 2002 (UNISDR, 2003; Vordzorgbe, 2006). 

UNISDR Africa had identified and worked with relevant stakeholders such as continent-wide 

organisations, like AU and NEPAD, and RECs, like ECOWAS. With an established relationship with the 

UNISDR and continued involvement in continental activities, ECOWAS was able to develop an interest 

in DRR policy decisions made at the global and regional levels. 

In a bid to achieve the objective of a collective global response to DRR concerns, UNISDR organised a 

world conference in 2005, which held in Hyogo, Japan. The conference addressed pertinent issues, 

including building resilient communities to reduce damages and deaths during disasters, 

mainstreaming DRR and sustainable development, and implementing DRR activities at global, regional 

and national levels. The conference identified five concerns as the key challenges to ensuring 

reduction of disaster risks globally and these were elaborated in a document tagged the Hyogo 

Framework of Action (HFA). These concerns include: 

(a) Governance: organizational, legal and policy frameworks; 
(b) Risk identification, assessment, monitoring and early warning; 
(c) Knowledge management and education; 
(d) Reducing underlying risk factors; 
(e) Preparedness for effective response and recovery (UNISDR, 2005a, p. 2).  

After the Hyogo conference, UNISDR Africa set out to coordinate the domestication of the 

recommendations from the conference in African countries. It setup the Africa Advisory group “to 

advise and provide technical support for mobilizing political commitment and resources for DRR from 

national, sub-regional and regional authorities (e.g. ECOWAS, AU/NEPAD)” (UNISDR Africa, 2005, p. 

44). It also broadened the membership of an existing Africa Working Group on DRR to include eight 

African RECs, thereby making ECOWAS an official member of the Working Group and bound to its 

terms of reference (UNISDR, 2011). In a document presenting the activities of the Working Group, it 

was reported that ECOWAS had commenced activities towards developing a DRR policy, by holding a 

meeting with DRR experts to deliberate on the content of an ECOWAS DRR policy, and drafting a policy 

document (UNISDR, 2005b). The drafted policy specifically focuses on the five major issues addressed 

by the HFA and notes that it will leave out “explicit interventions on conflicts” (ECOWAS, 2006). 

Specifically, UNISDR noted that it: 

provided its support in the development of the [ECOWAS] Policy framework, whose 
implementation would focus on areas of importance to the West African situation under the 



11 

guidance of the Africa Union Strategy for disaster risk reduction and the Hyogo Framework 
for Action” (UNISDR, 2015, p. 1).  

In August 2006, ECOWAS presented a draft DRR policy (ECOWAS, 2006) and the document was 

approved by Heads of States of MS at their 31st summit in January 2007 (Bhavnani et al., 2008; UNECA 

and UNISDR, 2013). We can see that UNISDR’s intervention in the development of ECOWAS DRR policy 

centres on the domestication of the HFA and it employed the obligatory apparatus of the African 

Union with its RECs based on the hierarchical component inherent in the relationship. According to 

Bulmer & Padgett (2005), a hierarchical relational approach to policy transfer can be associated with 

the transfer mechanisms of obligation and conditionality, but if obligation is the operating mechanism, 

it is often directed at domestication of policies. ECOWAS also confirms that the DRR policy was 

developed because African RECs “are required to design disaster reduction policies and programmes 

under the Africa Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction” (ECOWAS, 2006, p. 8).  

Having presented the background on the transfer of DRR policy to ECOWAS and UNISDR led the 

process by employing the mechanism of obligation, we will now turn to the narrative elements used 

by the transfer agent, UNISDR, and the recipient, ECOWAS, and examine how the narratives shaped 

the materialisation of obligation as the transfer mechanism. The next section discusses the depiction 

of narrative setting and after this, the use of other narrative elements i.e. character, plot and moral, 

will be examined. 

 

4.1 Narrative Setting 
 

Drawing from French et al. (2017) and as shown in Table 1, the setting in a policy narrative represents 

where the action will take place. This can be bureaucratic, whereby the action will have official 

administrative implications. The setting can also be sectoral or community whereby the narrative is 

focused on one sector or one group in the society, and it can also be collective where the focus is on 

a whole population within a jurisdiction. In setting the scene for the problem of DRR in developing 

countries, the transfer agent, UNISDR, state that:  

Strong legal, institutional frameworks (are) needed for disaster management (Kamara, 2004, 
p. 61).  

UN/ISDR Africa will continue to encourage and assist national governments to create enabling 
environments consisting of national policies, legislations, strategies, institutional frameworks, 
human capacity and financial resources through advocacy, technical support, information-
sharing and knowledge (UN/ISDR Africa, 2004, p. 54).  
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[T]hey (African governments) have to demonstrate their commitments through providing 
national policies and strategy on disaster reduction to its population and involve all 
stakeholders in all processes (UN/ISDR Africa, 2005b, p. 49).  

With the use of a bureaucratic setting in its narratives, the UNISDR sets the scene for an obligatory 

policy transfer that will entail the creation of a new agency, specifically the establishment of national 

platforms on DRR in West African countries (AU and NEPAD, 2004; ECOWAS, 2006; Interview 1, 2017; 

UN/ISDR Africa, 2005c). Based on the cases of obligated transfer in the policy transfer literature (Blum, 

2014; Eccleston and Woodward, 2013; Mamudu et al., 2015), the settings that are often associated 

with obligation are sectoral and collective settings, whereby the transfer is focus on one sector in the 

society or the general public within the jurisdiction. This makes the situation of a bureaucratic setting 

an unexpected observation. This incongruity can also be seen in how UNISDR relates differently to 

developed countries in promoting DRR. In these countries, the transfer object is mostly in the form of 

a policy idea, while UNISDR’s activities are often domiciled with street-level bureaucracies and non-

state actors, as such, the policy idea was incorporated into existing government structures and the 

obligated policy transfer did not result in the creation of new administrative arrangements (DKKV, 

2017; UNISDR, 2017). For instance, in Germany, the government designated an NGO, Deutsches 

Komitee Katastrophenvorsorge e.V. (DKKV), to work with UNISDR as the fulfillment of its obligation to 

the UNISDR’s HFA (DKKV, 2017). Also, some other countries incorporated the HFA recommendations 

within existing government agencies instead of developing new policies for the establishment of a 

DRR national platform, and it is these existing agencies that relate with the UNISDR. In the UK, the 

Civil Contingencies Secretariat operates as a focal point for liaising with the UNSIDR; in Australia, it is 

the Attorney-General's Department; in Denmark, it is the Danish Emergency Management Agency 

(DEMA); while in the United States, it is the U.S. Department of State (UNISDR, 2017).  

The unforeseen finding of the depiction of a bureaucratic setting as against a sectoral or collective 

setting, can be somewhat explained by UNISDR’s “significant involvement” (Marshall, 2005, p. 673) in 

the transfer process i.e. the direct and indirect contribution of funds to facilitate the transfer process 

(Interview 1, 2017; Interview 2, 2017; UN/ISDR Africa, 2006; UN/ISDR and NEPAD, 2004; UNISDR 

Africa, 2003). This manner of intervention for ensuring the occurrence of the policy transfer gives the 

UNISDR an edge in relating with ECOWAS. With this advantage, the UNISDR is able to put forward the 

need for establishing and coordinating institutional frameworks for managing DRR issues within West 

Africa. So, contrary to what played out in the DRR policy transfer to the developed countries, UNISDR 

was able to advocate for the adoption of a new policy calling for the creation of a DRR National 

Platform in each of the ECOWAS member states (MS).  



13 

Following in the step of the transfer agent’s use of bureaucratic setting, ECOWAS MS, also situated a 

bureaucratic setting in their narratives and examples of the depiction are highlighted below.   

In the past, effective national disaster prevention and management came under serious 
criticisms due mainly to the existing structural and policy defects inherent in the process. This 
led to a conscious effort to review the policies and structures to bring disaster management 
in line with modern practices (Odei, 2005, p. 10).  

To support the above proposals, further policy recommendations include the establishment 
of a formal institutional structure to manage a proposed National Disaster Risk Mitigation 
Fund (Olokesusi, 2005, p. 18).  

(We will be) re-energizing the institutional and strategic framework by establishing a National 
Platform for DRR … and … [s]trengthening the legal and sectoral framework in line with 
ongoing challenges in the fields of environment, land use and town and regional planning 
(Ndiaye, 2005, p. 41).  

 We can assume that the depiction of a similar narrative setting implies that the transfer recipient 

acknowledges the existence of a common problem and agrees to the recommendation for addressing 

the challenge. However, this is not always the case in instances of obligated transfer, particularly to 

developed countries, where the recipient jurisdiction is often at liberty to decide how to meet its 

obligation and incorporate the transfer object within the governmental functions in its domain. For 

example, in the introduction of the Freedom of Information to Ireland and Portugal, which was 

informed by an EU directive on Access to Information on the Environment (AIE), the two recipient 

jurisdictions were at liberty to devise the appropriate mode of incorporating the directive, so that 

Portugal went for enacting the Access to Documents Act, an act which also had a mix of French 

imports, while in Ireland, the directive was “implemented through regulations” (Bugdahn, 2007, p. 

134). In addition, the transfer agent situated a collective narrative setting, as the policy was 

contextualised as an effort to give all citizens access to information on government activities and 

decisions (EUR-LEX, 2017; European Commission, 2016).   

The seeming absence of contestation of the setting situated by the transfer agent is quite noteworthy, 

considering that the broader policy issue to which DRR is linked i.e. climate change, is often a 

contentious topic between African policymakers and international actors. More so, the view that 

African nations need to make commitments to addressing climate change has often been countered 

with the concept of climate justice to maintain that the region did not cause the problem, but, because 

it would still be impacted negatively by the effects of climate change, it needs to be compensated 

(Okereke and Coventry, 2016). An explanation for the situation of a bureaucratic setting by the 

transfer recipient in an obligated policy transfer could be that perhaps, the recipient jurisdiction was 

unaware of, or was not familiar with the possibility of having the liberty to meetup its obligation and 

situate the setting of the policy transfer as it thinks best.  
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On the other hand, ECOWAS’ use of bureaucratic setting just as UNISDR had done, could be regarded 

as a credit to the advocacy efforts of the transfer agent. UNISDR sought to engage with the topmost 

echelon of authority in ECOWAS and relevant officials, in a bid to secure alignment with the HFA and 

its approach can be seen in these quotes: 

… to lobby heads of state … it was proposed that UN/ISDR participates in the upcoming AU 
summit by presenting results of the WCDR, reminding African heads of state of what they 
pledged in Kobe and what needs to be done for the implementation of the HFA (UN/ISDR 
Africa, 2005a, p. 42).  

UNISDR supports regional and national implementation of the Global Framework and 
catalyses action and increases global awareness to reduce disaster risk. Actually, UNISDR has 
a consultant attached to ECOWAS Commission (Interview 2, 2017).  

You’ll find that in each and every regional organisation, we have our person there …. If you 
look at most of these (African) countries, they have now their policies, they have their 
strategies and plans, and we have been involved (Interview 1, 2017).  

With the engagement of the African heads of states, UNISDR was able to ensure that the transfer 

recipient acquiesced to not only the idea of obligated policy transfer on a contentious issue by securing 

their commitment to the HFA, but also to align with its preferred context for domesticating the HFA 

in West Africa. 

 

4.2 Narrative Character 
 

Heroes and Allies 

The below excerpt from UNISDR’s introductory message in its newsletter, Disaster Reduction in Africa: 

ISDR Informs, which was published to promote DRR across Africa, gives an insight, into how UNISDR 

views its involvement in facilitating policy transfer and its relationship with the intended transfer 

recipients. 

Our initiative, your publication 

… Published by ISDR Africa, the present publication called “Disaster Reduction in Africa” seeks, 
in its own little way and in its own area of activity, to narrow the gap between the two camps 
in Africa: between those who “can” help to prevent and those who “cannot” circumvent; 
between those who “can” help to avert and those who “can’t” help being hurt. 

Therefore ADR Review is meant not only for disaster scholars, scientists, experts, policy 
makers, but also for grassroots “practitioners”, NGOs, communities and citizens, especially 
the vulnerable ones. 

On the same ground, it is not only published for all the above, but also owned by all the above. 
They are called upon to contribute to and shape, actively, ADR Review. The publication is 
theirs (Valency 2003, p.1) 
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This introductory message opens a space for co-ownership of the publication with its target audience 

and with its call for a joint effort and shared responsibilities, it highlights the necessity of the direct 

contribution of other parties in addressing the gap identified and portrays an envisioned alliance with 

those who are vulnerable to disasters. UNISDR’s narrative may have been informed by the need to 

ensure that the intended transfer recipients assume joint ownership of the problem and acknowledge 

the need for joining resources together in order to solve the problem. Owning that what prompts 

policy transfers driven by obligation is a drive for joint action to address a common challenge (Bulmer 

& Padgett 2005; Sobaci 2009), the emphasis on joint effort and shared responsibilities portrays the 

envisioned role of the recipients as allies. This character expresses the expected relations that will 

exist between UNISDR and ECOWAS. Perhaps, it is based on the aspiration of harmonization (Jordan 

et al. 2003; Randma-Liiv & Kruusenberg 2012) that UNISDR employed a narrative character that 

positions both the transfer agents and recipients on seemingly similar pedestal, despite the clear 

hierarchy that distinguishes the transfer agent from the recipient (Bulmer & Padgett 2005; Bulmer 

2007). As Radaelli (2003, p.33) puts it, “[h]armonization reduces … diversity, typically by providing a 

level playing field”, and the depiction of the transfer agent and recipient as allies tends to be a means 

for seeking that level playing field.  

With the transfer recipient in this case obligated transfer being a regional body consisting of countries 

that are classified as developing and least developed countries, the recognition of a possible capability 

of these countries to contribute (even in the least measure) to an international policy further 

highlights the acknowledgment of a shared problem and shared responsibility. This is however against 

the notion that the transfer mechanism of obligation implies a jurisdiction being “forced by some 

international obligation in a treaty” as remarked by Lodge & James (2003, p.185). The depiction of the 

intended recipients by the UNISDR negates this explanation, rather, the casting of the recipients as 

allies by UNISDR reiterate the non-reliance on the use of force by the transfer agents in obligated 

transfers. So, even though there is a hierarchical difference in the position of the transfer agent and 

recipient e.g. international and regional, this hierarchy is not inculcated into the transfer agent’s 

narration about the recipient. Some examples of how UNISDR referred to the transfer recipients are 

presented below. 

To face up this challenge, UN/ISDR Africa has forged a very sound partnership with African 
national governments and regional organizations to promote understanding of disaster risk 
reduction (UN/ISDR Africa 2006). 

Support [by the UN] nowadays is in the form of partnership. As partnership is about combining 
assets (strengths) not liabilities (weaknesses), Africa should contribute its assets - not its 
liabilities (Valency 2004b, p.1). 
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To facilitate the advancement of the disaster reduction process, AU/NEPAD and UN/ISDR 
Africa have been taking a leading role in advocating and coordinating disaster reduction 
initiatives … in cooperation with … Sub-Regional Economic Commissions (RECs). (UNISDR 
Africa 2004a, pp.1–2). 

From these quotes, the depiction of allies does only position the relationship between the transfer 

agent and recipients as associates, but it also implies an emphatic call to the recipients to live up to 

their responsibility in addressing the challenge of DRR. As such, the intent of association is made clear 

to be one of working together to solve a shared problem. With respect to this observation, one can 

say that a reliance on the mechanism of obligation necessitates the transfer agents and recipients to 

share a commitment to the existence of a shared problem, and the need for the parties to make 

relevant contributions for solving the problem. So, this compels the transfer agent in an obligated 

policy transfer to resort to mobilisation tactics, such as referring to the intended recipients as allies, 

in a bid to convince them of the existence of a shared problem, and bring them on board to contribute 

solutions to the problem.  

Similar to the observations in the actors’ use of narrative setting, ECOWAS also rarely deployed grand 

statements or depiction of heroism in referring to its own identity or activities, instead, it was 

portrayed as an ally. The notion of what will be achieved in the transfer process could have informed 

this depiction. With the expectation of joining in to address a global challenge, ECOWAS likely 

considered its engagement in the policy transfer as a piece required to solve a big puzzle.  

 

Victims  

In its narratives, the UNISDR emphasised catastrophes that are being experienced by communities 

and persons within Africa, even when these are not related to environmental hazards. This emphasis 

casts African countries as victims and this helps to give a face to the problem and clarify who needs to 

receive or benefit from any assistance to be given. Some of the depictions by UNISDR are shown 

below:  

All the countries most affected by HIV/ AIDS are in Africa (UNISDR Africa 2003b, p.4). 

In the last two decades, African countries were very much overstressed by large-scale social, 
political and economic problems (UNISDR Africa 2003b, p.4). 

Over the past 40 years, natural hazards, such as earthquakes, droughts, floods, storms and 
tropical cyclones, wildfires and volcanic eruptions have caused major losses of human lives in 
Africa (UN/ISDR & UNEP 2004, p.7). 

More than 2,200 major and minor waterrelated disasters occurred around the world between 
1990 and 2001. The majority occurred in Africa and Asia. Africa accounted for 29% of all the 
disasters whilst Asia accounted for 35% (Donkor 2003, p.25). 
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The use of the narrative character can be said to be aimed at emphasizing the existence of a problem 

by putting a face to it and being able to conjure the necessary support from allies in order to address 

the problem. The reiteration of diverse challenges on the African continent (both disaster and non-

disaster related) in a bid to justify the imminence of natural hazards is however, paradoxical. 

Meteorological and hydrological events are identified as the major drivers for the occurrence of 

natural disasters globally (Adebayo 2005), yet, many African countries have been spared from such 

events, compared to other parts of the world (Dilley et al. 2005; Odei 2006). One of the editorials of 

UNISDR’s newsletters also noted that “the rest of the world knows that … Africa is not the most 

disaster-prone continent” (Valency 2004a, p.1). Based on the comparison of the frequency of disasters 

that occur in Africa and other parts of the world, it is unlikely that policymakers within the continent 

would have considered disaster risk reduction as a salient issue requiring urgent solutions to be 

expedited. We can argue that the transfer agent drew from existing non-disaster related 

circumstances to project the victim status, in a bid to establish a policy problem and communicate this 

effectively. This is in line with the notion that commitments and contributions for addressing a 

challenge can be more guaranteed when there is an identifiable victim (Clemons et al. 2012). As such, 

despite the issue of DRR being predicated on climate-related events (Bojang 2003), the UNISDR 

presents African countries as being harmed by diseases, poverty, armed conflicts, epidemics, and 

“large-scale social, political and economic problems” (UNISDR Africa 2003b, p.4), to justify the 

existence of a problem worthy of attention. Thus, through its emphasis on the harm being done, which 

in turn can make a prospective recipient realise the need to join efforts with other parties to stop the 

harm, the casting of victims in the policy narrative shapes the materialisation of the mechanism of 

obligation. This quote below surmises the relevance of casting victims in obligated policy transfers.  

If a community does not believe it is at risk then it is unlikely to take part in disaster risk 
reduction programmes” (UN/ISDR Africa 2004, p.5). 

ECOWAS’ member states also did not shy away from being situated as the victims in their narratives. 

They openly presented information on the occurrence of calamitous events within their jurisdiction. 

Other events that are non-environmental related were also cited in a bid to link these to an exposure 

to environmental hazards. Below are some examples of their use of the narrative character. 

Over the past ten years, The Gambia has experienced a number of natural disasters, man-
made catastrophes and other calamities combining both natural and man-made factors, 
including: extensive flooding in 1999 and 2003, severe drought in 2002 which resulted in 
widespread and drastic reduction in household food stock and the loss of livestock (Nying and 
Nyangado, 2005, p. 5) 

Over the last decade, Cameroon has experienced toxic gas emissions, two eruptions of Mount 
Cameroon, tornadoes, floods, landslides, fires, epidemics, locust invasions and damage 
caused by pachyderms (Directorate of Civil Defence, 2006, p. 22). 
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Sierra Leone, a West African country widely known for prolonged civil war in a not too distant 
past, is also prone to various natural and man-made hazards (Disaster Management 
Department of the Office of National Security, 2007, p. 27). 

In a way, these depictions signify the transfer recipient’s acknowledgment of the existence of DRR 

challenges in West Africa. They can also connote the validation of the transfer agent’s engagement in 

policy transfer by the recipient, as an alternative depiction may imply an unwanted or unwarranted 

intrusion on the part of the transfer agent. ECOWAS MS’ use of the narrative element signifies its 

association with the global problem of environmental disaster and this helps to readily suggest its 

acceptance of an obligatory responsibility to domesticate the HFA.  

 

Villains and Antagonists 

In the NPF literature, the villain is depicted as the person, group or thing that is responsible for causing 

or worsening a particular problem (Lybecker et al., 2016). The identification of the villain also signifies 

the portrayal of who or what should be blamed for a problem, such as “profit-driven corporations that 

are polluting the environment, radical environmental activists harming economic development and 

threatening individual liberty” (Pierce et al., 2014, p. 31). The villain was also found to be the most 

frequently identified character in the narratives of policy actors studied in the NPF literature (Pierce 

et al., 2014). However, the finding from this study, showed a different level of depiction of villains, as 

most of the documents analysed, particularly those authored by the transfer agents, did not identify 

a villain. Also, where the character of villain was depicted, it was associated with a non-human identity, 

and when humans are identified, there is no specific person, group, organisation named, but a 

generalised reference to human beings is given. Examples of these depictions by the transfer agent 

include: 

The vulnerability of communities is growing due to human activities that lead to increased 
poverty, greater urban density, environmental degradation and climate change (Annan, 
2003). 

When people cut down these trees for firewood, charcoal, to build houses or to mend fences, 
it leaves the soil exposed. Suddenly, there is nothing holding the soil together. If it then rains, 
the soil can slide down causing a landslide (Ocharo et al., 2003). 

It seems that the reason for the difference between the extent to which the character of villain is 

depicted in NPF studies and what can be observed from this study, is the absence of “policy battles” 

(McBeth et al., 2014, p. 52), whereby opponents with differing policy ideas spar using competitive 

stories. One might say that in policy transfer, especially with regards to the relations between the 

transfer agent and recipient, there will likely be no use of competitive stories, as the two parties are 
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not opponents. Instead, the transfer agent will use stories to convince the transfer recipient to adopt 

a transfer object, while the transfer recipient will also use stories to indicate whether it accedes to the 

proposition by the transfer agent or not, based on a positive or negative portrayal of the transfer agent 

and the proposed transfer object. In line with the attempt to convince the transfer recipient, it is as 

though the transfer agents sought not to ruffle feathers, and avoided pinpointing who might be 

causing harm or aggravating it. 

In addition to not casting a villain that can be held liable for harm, UNISDR also did not cast anybody 

into an antagonist position. By using stories for wooing another party that is resident in a different 

jurisdiction, the transfer agents avoided the depiction of a character with a distinctive negative 

connotation. Unlike the heroes and allies who are depicted as contributing towards addressing a 

challenge; or the victims, who are depicted as people who are being harmed and in need of support, 

the character of villain has a distinctive deleterious connotation. Based on this, and as though 

following an approach of ‘see no evil, hear no evil, or speak no evil’, the transfer agent turns away its 

story lens from capturing past or recent untoward intentions or deeds. This makes it seem as though 

there is a careful attempt to ensure that there is no pitting “heroes and victims against villains” 

(McBeth et al., 2012, p. 163). 

The reason transfer agents will likely shy away from casting villains may be because they don’t want 

anything to distract the prospective recipients from the issue at hand i.e. the transfer object, as the 

casting of villain tends to lean towards emphasising differences in opinions and winning people to 

one’s side of the argument. So, rather than go along with what obtains in many policy narratives, 

where advocacy coalitions use competitive stories, policy transfer agents seem more likely to opt for 

uniting actors on both ends of the transfer process, regardless of differing opinions, in a bid to achieve 

a specific goal i.e. adoption of the transfer object.  

On the other hand, the ‘see no evil, hear no evil or speak no evil’ approach did not seem to apply to 

the transfer recipient, as some ECOWAS MS identified specific groups as people causing harm and 

who needs to take the blame for an existing problem. As can be seen in the quotes below, one MS 

depicted youth groups as those who put lives at risk by being involved in criminal activities that 

threaten passengers plying the inland waterways, while another cast businesses that put-up buildings 

along the coast, as villains. 

However, … along the nation inland waterways … the youth have simply create(d) a world of 
their own. Like pirates or militants, they have constituted themselves into a law of which they 
are both enforcer and the court. To worsen the situation, the miscreants are now operating 
under the aegis of an unregistered body, like the one in Buruka in the north-central part of 
Benue State who call their union ‘Tombo Maritime Nigeria Workers’ Union’ (TMNWU), and 



20 

the same tale in other parts of the country, putting all kind of river crafts not minding of its 
river worthiness, overloading passengers and goods without a single person using a life jacket 
(Abbas, 2006, p. 37). 

To the south of La Sablière zone, huge buildings have been constructed, including Dialogue 
and Dowe hotels. Over the years, the construction of these buildings in such a sensitive coastal 
area has destabilized the beaches. Chain reactions linked to neglect and the subsequent lack 
of maintenance of the said hotels are visible. Sea waters are accumulating near Dialogue 
Hotel, creating swampy grounds (Loubamono, 2006, p. 39).  

It may be that the clear depiction of the character of villain by the transfer recipient, is as a result of 

the issue upon which the policy transfer is premised, being resident within their jurisdiction, and as 

such, they have less reason to tread carefully in their utterances, unlike external actors, who may not 

want to become persona non-grata in the recipient jurisdiction. So, while the transfer recipient uses 

the character of villain along the line of what is often obtained in stories of domestic policy actors, 

whereby actors engage in “crafting the story in order to attribute cause, blame, and responsibility” 

(Shanahan et al., 2014, p. 72), the transfer agents, on the other hand, opted for a restrained and vague 

depiction of the character of villain. This mode of storytelling with restrained and/or vague depiction 

of a villain can be regarded as an ally-seeking strategy. 

An ally-seeking story portrays a relatively ‘nice’ story, where the heroes and allies are acknowledged 

and/or praised, victims are advocated for, and villains and antagonists are hardly mentioned or 

identified because the story is targeted at making or winning friends and securing support. With an 

ally-seeking strategy, there is not so much emphasis on ascribing blame. Seeing that ECOWAS did not 

portray UNISDR as a villain or antagonist, nor did it refer to any unwholesome past relationship that 

might ascribe a negative connotation to the transfer agents or other notable actors that are crucial to 

the occurrence of the policy transfer, we can argue that an ally-seeking strategy was also employed in 

ECOWAS’ narratives. This reflects the back and forth that is entailed for effective communication 

between different parties (Park et al., 2014; Wolman and Page, 2002) since a message from the sender 

is only an initial step and for the communication cycle to be complete, the receiver must also have an 

input in the process. Thus, ECOWAS’ use of an ally-seeking strategy shows its contribution to the 

shaping of the transfer mechanisms. So, just like ascribing the character of victim to itself ceded 

ECOWAS as a jurisdiction in need of support and as a prospective recipient of coercive policy transfer, 

its limited depiction of villains and antagonist also portrays its approbation of the transfer agent and 

the mechanism underlying their policy transfer proposal. 
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4.3 Plot and Moral 
 

According to Booker (2004) and highlighted in Table 1, a plot of overcoming the monster tells the story 

of an imminent threat and the possibility of overcoming it; a plot of rags to riches portrays the story 

of a present state of lack and the possibility of achieving a better economic standing or prosperity; 

while the plot of rebirth depicts a story of archaic identities or positions, and the possibility of 

reinventing these. The main plot portrayed in this case of transfer DRR policy transfer is that of 

overcoming the monster, and the monster in the stories was stipulated to be disasters. These 

disasters, however, took varying forms, which were often contested. At the onset of the operations of 

the UNISDR, the monster being tackled was in the form of environmental hazards ranging from 

hurricanes to earthquakes. However, upon its engagement with African countries, the form of disaster 

being contemplated extended from environmental hazard to conflicts. In particular, having conflict as 

the monster to be tackled under the issue of DRR was part of the debate that emerged between the 

transfer agent and the recipient, as the African regional bodies, including ECOWAS, expressed that 

“some space had to be provided for digressing views and interests if the synergies and energies of 

different stakeholders were to be captured” (UN/ISDR Africa 2006, p.5). So, "[t]he question of 

whether disaster risk reduction could include conflict prevention was raised” in line with “the African 

context where it can be said that conflict is a disaster” (UN/ISDR Africa 2005a, p.42). Without refuting 

the point raised by the RECS, UNISDR noted that “[c]onflict can sometimes be triggered by a disaster; 

disasters can sometimes represent a means of resolving conflicts - therefore reducing risk and 

vulnerability can also be applied to conflicts" (UN/ISDR Africa 2005a, p.42). As a result, conflict was 

accommodated as what will be tackled under the policy issue of DRR and following this, the ECOWAS’ 

Executive Secretary, in delivering an address “reiterated the determination of ECOWAS to reduce not 

only (natural) disasters but also armed conflicts”(UN/ISDR Africa 2005b, p.56).  

  

To ensure the development and adoption of an ECOWAS DRR policy, UNISDR used the narrative plot 

to depict a story of overcoming the monster. This portrays the existence of an imminent threat and 

the need to take action against it. Examples of the expression of this plot are presented below.  

  

Climate change and climate vulnerability … have added urgency to this 
understanding. Climatic extremes and their meteorological manifestation may no longer be 
rare events. The response to this understanding was to encourage … reducing the risks from 
potential disasters, so that fewer and fewer people are exposed over time (Westgate 2003, 
p.13).   
 
Recent news reports … indicate that, within months, 30 million Africans could be facing 
starvation, the immediate cause of which is drought (Hartnady 2003, p.26).  



22 

 
Disasters in Africa are often a matter of “life and death”, so disaster reduction generates 
human and social interest and solidarity, as well as result-oriented action. Disaster reduction 
therefore makes human and social senses (Valency 2003b, p.1).  
  

By using a plot of overcoming the monsters, stories of calamities that could happen within the African 

continent were told by the UNISDR, to make the recipient recognise the danger that lurks ahead and 

motivate the decision makers within the recipient jurisdiction to take action. The portrayal of this 

plot, needless to say, necessitated presenting vivid pictures and relatable numbers such as “millions 

of people” (UN/ISDR & NEPAD 2004, p.1; Annan 2004, p.33) and “decades” (Valency 2003a, p.1; 

UN/ISDR Africa 2004, p.7; UNISDR 2005, p.1) of development that will be lost, to depict what might 

befall the African continent should they not pay attention to DRR. In addition, future climatic events 

that could wreak havoc or gory stories (McBeth et al. 2012), were also referred to, all in a bid 

to communicate the possible debilitating effect of the monster, the urgency of dealing with it, and 

the notion that it will be insufficient for individual countries to go at it alone. The plot of overcoming 

the monster shows the transfer agent’s reliance on making a call to action to ensure the adoption of 

the transfer object. A relevant feature that is portrayed with the depiction of the plot of overcoming 

the monster is the emphasis on the inability of the transfer recipient to individually tackle the 

challenge and the need to come on board an international movement. This realisation seems to have 

made the UNISDR to go an extra length to acknowledge the theme of conflict, even when it did not 

represent the original challenge identified. This also made it possible for ECOWAS to look past its 

heroic efforts in establishing the ECOWAS Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, and to recognise that    

[w]hile each State has primary responsibility for its own economic and social development, an 
enabling international environment is vital to stimulate and contribute to developing the 
knowledge, capacities, and motivation needed to build disaster resilient nations and 
communities (UNISDR 2005, p.13).  
  

The plot of overcoming the monster also points to the recognition of the recipient’s capability to 

make an input, rather than waiting to be helped, and this shapes what is manifested in the mechanism 

of obligation, whereby the transfer agent brings together and motivates willing and/or capable 

parties to commit to addressing a challenge by signing an accord or agreement. The transfer agent 

then invokes the appending of the accord or agreement to ensure the domestication of what was 

agreed. This form of relationship with developing countries and the basis for policy transfer seems to 

accord the recipient a decent degree of dignity and respect, whereby the recipient is not viewed as a 

liability, but as a party that can contribute towards solving global challenges. Although ECOWAS MS 

stated their limited capability due to their economic status (Ojo 2004; Odei 2005), they portrayed the 

same plot presented by the transfer agent i.e. overcoming the monster, to demonstrate their 

willingness to commit to addressing the issue of DRR.  
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Again, this depiction of similar narrative plot points to the transfer recipient’s contribution to 

the shaping of the transfer mechanism, as it shows the recipient’s acquiescence to the proposition of 

engagement in obligated policy transfer. It also underlines how the eventual occurrence of the 

DRR policy transfer came about, since, should ECOWAS have rebuffed the notion of the mechanism of 

obligation, then, this would have been an instance of non-transfer. So, with the portrayal of the plot 

of overcoming the monster, ECOWAS MS was giving a communication feedback of approval of the 

policy transfer proposition by the transfer agent.  

 

With respect to the narrative moral, the transfer agent presented the morals of value 

reorientation and managing cost and benefit, as the takeaway from its narrative. With the depiction 

of the moral of value reorientation, UNISDR called for a new approach to addressing disasters, which 

is focused more on disaster prevention rather than disaster relief. Examples of the portrayal of the 

narrative moral can be seen in the quotes below.  

  

To sustain gains in socio-economic development at country level, more and more 
governments have started to shift their emphasis from disaster response only, to disaster 
reduction, from an isolated disaster management approach to an integrated one, linking 
disaster reduction to development issues, such as water resource management, 
environmental protection, land use and planning, and poverty reduction (UN/ISDR & NEPAD 
2004, p.1).  
 
Africa has to shift from disaster response to disaster prevention/reduction (Valency 2004, 
p.1).  

  

UNISDR’s depiction of value reorientation helps to sum up its message, that a change in the disaster 

management approach in West Africa is crucial, and more attention should be devoted to disaster 

prevention. The narrative moral particularly emphasises the need to move away from an approach 

where the action is focused on post-disaster activities and particularly, pursuing provisions for disaster 

relief after disaster events, to a more proactive approach, where disasters are prevented and 

vulnerability to disasters are reduced. In addition, by using this narrative moral, UNISDR was not only 

asking ECOWAS to buy into changing its disaster management approach, but also commit 

to joining the international community, as UNISDR’s efforts were not only about domestic affairs in 

West Africa but linked to a global platform (Interview 2).    

 

With the depiction of managing cost and benefit as another narrative moral, the 

UNISDR tabled possibilities that could be considered in deciding whether or not to embrace the 
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concept of DRR. It noted the possibility of the increased cost of humanitarian relief if casualties are 

not averted in the event of environmental hazards. It also highlighted the development gains that can 

be achieved if disasters are prevented, especially by saving lives and property (UN/ISDR & NEPAD 

2004; UNISDR Africa & UNDP 2004; Vordzorgbe 2006). By attempting to introduce 

financial undertones, such as “cost-effectiveness” (UNISDR Africa 2004, p.52; Vordzorgbe 2006, 

p.3) and “investments” (UNISDR Africa & UNDP 2004, p.15; UNISDR Africa 2005, p.26), the UNISDR 

seemed to show awareness of its audience and their policymaking innings. It gave due regard to 

considerations that will be necessary for individual governments to make, particularly budgeting, and 

it also presented content that can be useful for internal debates within the recipient 

jurisdictions. Essentially, it maintained that: 

  

Building a culture of prevention is not easy. While the costs of prevention have to be paid in 
the present, its benefits lie in a distant future. Moreover, the benefits are not tangible; they 
are the disasters that did NOT happen (Vordzorgbe 2006, p.i).  

  

The narrative of ECOWAS MS, on the other hand, hardly depicted a narrative moral. Having observed 

similar depictions with that of UNISDR, in the use of other narrative elements by ECOWAS, it was 

somewhat expected that the moral will conform to the same trend. However, there was hardly a 

portrayal of what to takeaway from the narratives. Instead, many of the articles by ECOWAS MS were 

summed up by reiterating the limited resources at their disposal. Examples of these expressions have 

been culled from the concluding sections of the articles by ECOWAS MS, and are presented below.   

  

Even though desertification is a hazard with disastrous impact on ecosystems, the 
Government’s meagre resources cannot help to handle it efficiently. Hence the need to 
mobilize the population and the international community (Ibrahim 2004, p.11).   
 
To bring about decentralization in disaster risk reduction to the lowest community level in 
Nigeria, NEMA would need the support of relevant stakeholders locally and internationally, 
including the UN/ISDR (Ojo 2004, p.20).  
 
Local communities should be provided with a special fund for DRR management (Ndiaye 2005, 
p.8).  
 
The obvious challenge is to provide adequate financial and material support (Odei 2005, 
p.11).  

  

With reference to these expressions, we can assume that ECOWAS joined in with telling the story of 

DRR based on an expectation that its statement of commitment might be compensated through the 

receipt of support from the UN and possibly, other aid donors. Should this not be so, it could also be 

that, with the issue of conflicts being more salient in ECOWAS than that of environmental hazards or 
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even climate change, the limited depiction of a narrative moral reflects limited connectedness to the 

theme of DRR. This, however, did not deter ECOWAS’ connectedness to engaging in the policy transfer 

and adopting a DRR policy for the West African region.  

 

 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has argued that the narratives used by actors in the transfer of DRR policy to ECOWAS 

contributed to shaping the mechanism that facilitated the transfer. It shows how the transfer was 

hinged on ECOWAS’ obligation to the African Strategy on DRR and the HFA. It also presents the 

narrative elements that were used by the UNISDR and ECOWAS. The transfer agent and recipient 

depicted a bureaucratic setting, which gave the indication that the transfer process was focused on 

altering administrative arrangements within the recipient jurisdiction. While this may indicate that the 

two sides are aligned, this setting differs from what is obtained in UNISDR’s intervention in developed 

countries. It was therefore argued that what likely informed this portrayal of narrative setting, was 

UNISDR’s significant involvement in the transfer process through the provision of financial and/or in-

kind support.  

The emphasis on allies by both actors, on the other hand, was seen an indication of the joint 

acknowledgment of a policy problem and a joint commitment to address the challenge. Also, the 

portrayal of victims and the plot of overcoming the monster presents the call to action, while the 

moral of value reorientation and that of managing cost and benefits, sum up the essence of adopting 

the transfer object. In this case, the narrative moral focused on a change from disaster relief to disaster 

risk reduction, as well as considering the cost to be avoided if the safety of lives and properties are 

prioritised. This moral gives relevance to not only what is to be achieved collectively, but also the 

concerns that need to be contemplated domestically. 

   

We can see that the portrayal of narrative setting, character, plot, and moral relay messages that link 

to features of the mechanism and we can regard these narrative elements as part of the building 

blocks for the transfer mechanism that materialised. This, therefore, shows how the examination of 

the narratives of actors can give insight for the identification of what mechanism(s) facilitated an 

instance of transfer. It also highlights the possibility of transfer agents deciding on what mechanism 

to introduce in a transfer process and strategically communicating this in their narratives. For example, 

this case of DRR policy transfer could have been like other instances of obligated transfer, but for the 



26 

use of a narrative setting which connotes a broad external influence in the domestic affairs of the 

recipient jurisdiction. As noted, UNISDR’s ‘support’ to ECOWAS may have negated the likelihood of 

confining the target of the policy transfer. However, should ECOWAS have been given the leeway to 

decide how to meet its obligation to the African Strategy on DRR and HFA, this instance of policy 

transfer might have emerged as an egalitarian transaction, as was likely envisioned by the transfer 

agent. 
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