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Abstract 5 
Terrorism and violent extremism constitute one of the most significant security challenges of our era. The 6 
proliferation and diversification of attacks perpetrated by Armed Terrorist Groups (ATGs) are bringing about 7 
substantial changes in the operational concepts of regular armies. Benin is now one of the latest countries to 8 
suffer the ravages of ATGs, particularly in its northern region. The objective of this research is therefore to 9 
examine the strengths of a communication-based approach to combating ATGs in the commune of Matéri. 10 
Indeed, given the mixed results of a fight against ATGs that relies essentially on purely military mechanisms, it 11 
is worth examining the strengths offered by the communication function so as to adapt it to Beninese realities 12 
and secure the active participation of the local population in preventing and combating this phenomenon. To this 13 
end, P. Watzlawick‟s theory of human communication, combined with the participatory approach to 14 
communication as initiated by international organisations in the context of rural development activities, opens up 15 
the range of possible applications of communication. The joint analysis of the existing literature on military 16 
communication and of the data collected revealed that communication is the poor relation in the fight against 17 
ATGs, even though it has already proven its worth elsewhere. Accordingly, in the face of the resilience of ATGs, 18 
sustained through intimidation propaganda, counter-terrorism should be reconsidered through the lens of 19 
communication, so as to combine conventional asymmetric warfare mechanisms with the strengths and assets 20 
that communication offers in crisis prevention and management. Better use of the communication function by 21 
the Beninese Armed Forces (BAF) will thus make it possible to guard actively against the abuses of ATGs 22 
through active citizen participation. 23 

Keywords: Communication-based approach, counter-terrorism, Armed Terrorist Groups, Matéri, Benin. 24 

 25 

Introduction 26 

The recent history of terrorism is characterised by a resurgence of attacks whose modus 27 

operandi are becoming increasingly sophisticated. For the Republic of Benin, May 2019 28 

marked the starting point of action by the Defence and Security Forces and the government to 29 

curb, as far as possible, the expansion of Armed Terrorist Groups (ATGs) in Benin. 30 

Indeed, the kidnapping of two (02) European tourists in Pendjari National Park, followed by 31 

the murder of their Beninese guide, showed that Benin, until then spared, was not necessarily 32 

safe from attempts by groups affiliated with Al-Qaeda to penetrate its territory. As Bernard E. 33 

(2021) stated, “Al-Qaeda‟s organisation in the Sahel region is currently examining a plan to 34 

expand towards the Gulf of Guinea, in particular towards Côte d‟Ivoire and Benin”. In 35 

December 2021, the first attacks by Unidentified Armed Individuals (UAIs) were recorded on 36 

Beninese soil, notably in the areas of Porga and Banikoara, close to the borders of Burkina 37 

Faso and Niger respectively, two countries that have been plagued by terrorism for several 38 

years. This new situation inevitably calls for action both at the level of the government of the 39 

Republic of Benin and at the level of the military hierarchy, which constitutes the nation‟s 40 

first line of defence. Military action in various forms has accordingly intensified in the 41 



 

 

northern part of Benin in order to guard against further acts of this kind. The mixed results of 42 

these armed interventions in northern Benin raise questions about the effectiveness of an 43 

exclusively military response to this scourge. What other response is possible? For on the 44 

night of Wednesday 8 January 2025, a large-scale attack targeted a forward position of the 45 

Beninese Armed Forces (BAF) in the so-called “Triple Point” area of Banikoara, in the 46 

Alibori department. This area lies at the junction of the borders of Benin, Burkina Faso and 47 

Niger, a region particularly exposed to the expansion of ATGs from the Sahel. The official 48 

toll initially released reported 28 Beninese soldiers killed. This information was confirmed by 49 

military officials and relayed by several international media outlets, while Colonel Faïzou 50 

Gomina, Chief of Staff of the National Guard, issued a statement acknowledging a “very 51 

heavy loss” and offering his condolences to the families of the soldiers who fell at the front. It 52 

was in this context that the online outlet Olofofo, run by the Beninese journalist Comlan 53 

Hugues Sossoukpè, relayed a different version of the toll. According to this source, the 54 

fighting lasted nearly eight hours and the assailants killed and burned 30 Beninese soldiers, a 55 

figure higher than the one initially put forward by the military authorities. 56 

 This discrepancy between the official toll of 28 dead and the figure of 30 victims reported by 57 

Olofofo fuelled a debate on the transparency of security communication in Benin. It also 58 

illustrates the tension between, on the one hand, the army‟s need to verify information and 59 

preserve operational secrecy and, on the other, society‟s demand for fast, accurate and 60 

credible information in a context of asymmetric warfare. 61 

Indeed, in the face of the damage caused by attacks on units of the Defence and Security 62 

Forces (DSF), an uncontrolled flow of information from various sources has been observed. 63 

In this context, the BAF‟s communication is being put to the test by the media, which 64 

speculate on the reasons for the attacks and on the means deployed by the BAF to combat the 65 

phenomenon. Taken together, these events have shown that warfare strategies alone cannot 66 

contain this threat and maintain a climate of calm among the population. It is therefore 67 

important to look at the various actions undertaken by the BAF in the fight against ATGs and 68 

at the place given to communication. Known to be an asymmetric form of warfare, the fight 69 

against ATGs requires the collection of human intelligence in order to be as effective as 70 

possible. Intelligence gathering inevitably depends on communication. Local and indigenous 71 

populations thus appear to be best placed to provide the Defence and Security Forces (DSF) 72 

with the intelligence likely to help them track down ATGs. The need to offer the BAF a new 73 

approach to this fight justifies the present research, entitled: Towards a Communication-74 



 

 

Based Approach to Combating Armed Terrorist Groups in the Commune of Matéri, Northern 75 

Benin. 76 

Admittedly, the military domain is somewhat sensitive when it comes to sharing information 77 

and communicating, notably because of defence secrecy and the duty of discretion imposed 78 

on military personnel. Nevertheless, the upsurge in extremist acts in the north of the country 79 

calls for genuine collaboration between the Army and the Nation, which is essential to 80 

preserving the integrity of the national territory. This requires that the military mechanisms 81 

deployed in this war be accompanied by a carefully designed communication policy that 82 

respects the requirements of defence secrecy while taking into account Beninese realities with 83 

regard to civil-military operations and actions. Such a policy would not only strengthen the 84 

image of the military institution but also foster among the population a patriotic impetus 85 

conducive to their cooperation with the army in security matters. 86 

Would it not therefore be necessary to analyse the actions carried out by the Beninese Armed 87 

Forces (BAF) in the fight against armed terrorist groups (ATGs), in order to determine how a 88 

communication-based approach could benefit them? 89 

The general objective of this work is to analyse the counter-terrorism actions undertaken by 90 

the BAF with a view to proposing a communication-based approach against the Armed 91 

Terrorist Groups operating in the commune of Matéri in northern Benin. 92 

This research posits that improving communication between the Beninese Armed Forces 93 

(BAF) and the population of the commune of Matéri helps to strengthen community 94 

collaboration, the circulation of reliable information and the prevention of the recruitment of 95 

young people into armed terrorist groups (ATGs). 96 

1. Materials and Methods 97 

This section presents the study setting, the methodology adopted and the theoretical 98 

framework. 99 

1.1. Study setting 100 

The institutional setting of this study is the Beninese Armed Forces (BAF), and its 101 

geographical scope is the commune of Matéri in northern Benin. The relevance of this 102 

institutional setting stems from the leading role played by the BAF in the Beninese 103 

government‟s fight against ATGs in northern Benin. Indeed, under Law 2020-15 of 3 July 104 

2020 amending and supplementing Law 90-016 of 18 June 1990 establishing the Beninese 105 



 

 

Armed Forces, their primary mission is to preserve “at all times, in all circumstances and 106 

against all forms of aggression, the integrity and security of the national territory as well as 107 

the lives of the population”. The BAF are placed under the supreme authority of the President 108 

of the Republic and under the organic authority of the minister responsible for national 109 

defence. Their missions are to: 110 

- Preserve at all times, in all circumstances and against all forms of aggression, the 111 

integrity and security of the national territory as well as the lives of the population; 112 

safeguard independence, sovereignty and national unity; 113 

- Contribute to the fight against other threats likely to endanger national security; 114 

- Take part in public order and internal security missions under the conditions defined 115 

by decree of the President of the Republic; 116 

- Take part in economic development, in the intellectual influence of the Nation and in 117 

any other missions of public interest under the conditions defined by laws and 118 

regulations; 119 

- Ensure compliance with international alliances, treaties and agreements.  120 

The Beninese Armed Forces are made up of Beninese military personnel assigned to the 121 

following components: 122 

- The Army (Armée de Terre);  123 

- The Air Force (Armée de l‟Air);  124 

- The Navy (Marine Nationale);  125 

- The National Guard (Garde Nationale).  126 

In accordance with Decree No. 2021-579 of 3 November 2021 on the general organisation of 127 

the Beninese Armed Forces and the organisation of command within the Beninese Armed 128 

Forces, the General Staff (État-Major Général, EMG) is the single command structure of the 129 

BAF, responsible for design, planning and command within the Beninese Armed Forces. It is 130 

placed under the authority of a general officer known as the Chief of the General Staff 131 

(CEMG), who is assisted in his duties by a general officer holding the title of Deputy Chief of 132 

the General Staff. The BAF are thus the custodians of the government‟s counter-terrorism 133 

strategy, in collaboration with the other institutions of the Republic. The commune of Matéri 134 

was one of the first to be struck by terrorist acts, in December 2021. Owing to its strategic 135 

geographical position, its cosmopolitan character and the Pendjari hunting zone it hosts, it is 136 

of particular interest in terms of the fight against terrorism. 137 



 

 

Matéri, the geographical setting of this study, lies between latitudes 10° 38' and 11° 4' North 138 

and longitudes 0° 48' and 1° 10' East. The commune is bordered to the north by the Republic 139 

of Burkina Faso, to the south by the communes of Cobly and Tanguiéta, and to the west by 140 

the Republic of Togo. The commune of Matéri is one of Benin‟s seventy-four (74) ordinary 141 

communes. It is organised into administrative entities comprising 77 villages spread across six 142 

(06) arrondissements of varying size in terms of area and population. It is governed by a 143 

Municipal Council of 24 councillors. The rural population numbers 90,283 inhabitants, i.e. 144 

79.2% of the total population. The working population accounts for around 50% of the total 145 

population. Between 2002 and 2013, that is, over eleven (11) years, the population of Matéri 146 

grew by 30,237 inhabitants (from 83,721 in 2002 to 113,958 in 2013). The population density 147 

is thus 23.7 inhabitants per km² (INSAE, 2018). According to the same source, the commune 148 

of Matéri has 113,958 inhabitants distributed across 3,959 households in the administrative 149 

centres of its arrondissements. The average household size is estimated at 7 persons. 150 

The economy of the commune of Matéri rests essentially on agriculture, which employs more 151 

than 90% of the working population. However, livestock farming, fishing and hunting, crafts 152 

and trade are also practised. To all these activities must be added the processing and storage 153 

of certain products, notably millet, sorghum, soya and néré (African locust bean), as well as 154 

crafts carried out by informal blacksmithing, pottery and sculpture businesses. In addition to 155 

the activities mentioned above, Pendjari National Park is a highly popular and well-frequented 156 

tourist site, with more than 5,000 visitors coming to the Reserve each year. However, given 157 

the evolution of the terrorist threat in the area, a decline in visits to this protected area is to be 158 

feared. 159 

Finally, the media landscape of the commune of Matéri is characterised by the absence of a 160 

community radio station. Nevertheless, Radio Bénin Alafia can be received there. In addition, 161 

network coverage provides local populations with internet access. The media landscape of the 162 

commune also includes “gongoneurs” (traditional town criers), who act as information relays 163 

in rural areas. 164 

 165 
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1.2. Research methodology 167 



 

 

The research is based on an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. It began with a 168 

qualitative approach, followed by a quantitative one, the latter being built on the results of the 169 

former. 170 

1.2.1. Data collection techniques and tools 171 

The qualitative techniques used were direct observation, documentary research and 172 

interviews. 173 

Observation was used as a data collection technique in order to obtain relevant data on site. It 174 

mainly made it possible to assess the state of BAF communication in the context of counter-175 

terrorism, and to gather information not only on the BAF‟s communication environment but 176 

also on the cultural and social functioning of the inhabitants of the commune of Matéri. 177 

Documentary research mainly served to establish the theoretical framework of the research 178 

and to learn about the communication models of major armies in domestic and external 179 

operations. It also involved searching for documents on terrorism, on military services, and on 180 

related reports, dissertations and other publications. Several electronic resources were also 181 

used. In addition to these two techniques, interviews were conducted with members of the 182 

Military High Command in order to understand the ins and outs of the communication 183 

function in domestic military operations. These interviews also made it possible to ascertain 184 

the BAF‟s vision regarding institutional communication, so as to compare it with the 185 

theoretical data derived from empirical research. 186 

For the quantitative approach, a questionnaire survey was used. Questionnaires were 187 

administered both to soldiers deployed in the study area and to local civilians in order to 188 

obtain reliable data for the study. This technique made it possible to understand the 189 

population‟s perceptions and to gather proposals for improving citizen participation in the 190 

fight against ATGs. 191 

1.2.2. Sampling technique 192 

This study targets two (02) groups: BAF personnel and the residents of the various 193 

arrondissements of the commune of Matéri. This parent population was subdivided into more 194 

specific samples. Interviews were thus conducted with five (05) members of the Military High 195 

Command. As regards BAF personnel deployed in the operational theatre, no troop headcount 196 

can be provided owing to the confidential nature of this information. However, forty-eight 197 

(48) deployed personnel of all ranks (officers, non-commissioned officers and enlisted 198 

personnel) completed the survey questionnaire. As regards the inhabitants of the commune of 199 



 

 

Matéri, sampling was based on the population‟s level of education. In this way, one hundred 200 

and three (103) civilians answered the questionnaire in five (05) arrondissements of the 201 

commune of Matéri. In addition, and in order to obtain as representative a sample as possible, 202 

fifteen (15) members of the Matéri municipal council also completed the survey 203 

questionnaire. For this quantitative sample, 166 people were surveyed. 204 

In total, 171 people took part in this research.  205 

1.3. Theoretical framework 206 

The research is conducted in the light of two theoretical approaches: Paul Watzlawick‟s 207 

theory of human communication (1967) and the participatory approach to communication for 208 

development (Paulo Freire, 1970; Jan Servaes, 1999). 209 

1.3.1. Theory of human communication 210 

For Watzlawick (1967), communication is the outcome of a social interaction that takes place 211 

both consciously and unconsciously. Communication thus arises from an exchange of 212 

information whose main source is the relationship linking the actors involved in the process. 213 

Consequently, this process takes into account not only the message in extenso but above all 214 

the indication of how the message should be perceived by the recipient. He sets out five (05) 215 

axioms of communication: 216 

- 1. One cannot not communicate;  217 

- 2. Every communication has a content level and a relationship level 218 

(metacommunication);  219 

- 3. Punctuation determines meaning according to the communicators; 220 

- 4. Communication involves both digital and analogue modalities; 221 

- 5. Communication is either symmetrical or complementary. 222 

Axioms 1, 2 and 5 are particularly relevant to the subject of this research. As regards the first, 223 

the author demonstrates that it is impossible not to communicate. Thus, in a situation where 224 

people share the same geographical environment, a communication process inevitably arises, 225 

even if it is punctuated by silence. It is also argued that silence is a form of communication. 226 

As regards the second axiom, it appears that in the communication process, not only the 227 

message matters but also the relationship between the interlocutors. It is on the strength of this 228 

relationship that the transmitted message is received in one way or another and that the 229 

desired feedback is obtained. Finally, as regards the fifth axiom, communication does not only 230 

involve actors of the same level operating in the same environment (symmetry) but can also 231 



 

 

be the product of complementary relationships and actions. Contextual factors determine the 232 

roles of the partners in the interaction. Thus, within the framework of our study, the 233 

communication action of the Beninese Armed Forces in the fight against terrorism could and 234 

should be complemented by the actions of other institutions and bodies. 235 

1.3.2. Participatory approach to communication 236 

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Pedagogia do Oprimido, 1970), Paulo Freire develops a 237 

theory of liberating education based on dialogue, critical consciousness and transformative 238 

action. He criticises the model of “banking education”, in which the educator passively 239 

deposits knowledge into the learner, and proposes a “problem-posing education” in which 240 

actors analyse their reality together in order to transform it. Three concepts structure his 241 

thinking: 242 

- Conscientisation (conscientização): the process by which individuals become aware of 243 

the social, political and economic relations that produce their situation of oppression 244 

or vulnerability. 245 

- Dialogue: a horizontal and reciprocal relationship between actors, based on listening, 246 

humility and mutual recognition; it stands in contrast to monologue and to the mere 247 

transmission of messages. 248 

- Praxis: the linkage between critical reflection and concrete action with a view to 249 

transforming unjust social conditions. 250 

For Freire, populations are therefore not passive receptacles of messages: they are capable of 251 

naming their reality, analysing its causes and taking part in its transformation. Jan Servaes 252 

conceptualises this theory in the field of communication for development through the 253 

multiplicity paradigm, set out in Communication for Development: One World, Multiple 254 

Cultures (1999). For him, development cannot be imposed according to a single, universal 255 

model. It is a plural, culturally situated process that depends on the values, identities, power 256 

relations and specific needs of each community. His conceptualisation of participatory 257 

communication rests on the following principles: 258 

- The community is the starting point of any development intervention; problems must 259 

be identified and analysed on the basis of its lived experience. 260 

-  Communication must be dialogical and horizontal, rather than a top-down 261 

dissemination of information by experts or institutions to passive audiences. 262 



 

 

- Populations must take part in every stage of the process: needs assessment, priority 263 

setting, message design, implementation and evaluation of actions. 264 

- Development aims at empowerment, that is, strengthening the capacity of communities 265 

to act upon their own reality.  266 

It should be borne in mind that Freire (1970) provided the philosophical and pedagogical 267 

basis of the theory, and Servaes (1999) operationalised it in communication for development, 268 

making community participation, respect for cultural diversity and empowerment the 269 

conditions for sustainable and inclusive development. 270 

In the context of this research, this approach implies that populations should not merely be 271 

recipients of press releases or awareness messages. They must be involved in identifying 272 

risks, choosing languages and communication channels, designing prevention messages and 273 

setting up alert and reporting mechanisms suited to their local realities. 274 

2. Results 275 

The results are presented according to the approach used for data collection: first the results of 276 

the interviews, then those of the field survey. 277 

2.1. Results of the interviews 278 

The interviews made it possible to hold discussions with members of the Military High 279 

Command, who are the senior leaders of the Beninese Armed Forces and, as such, the 280 

custodians of the strategy employed by the BAF in counter-terrorism. The interviews were 281 

held respectively with the Head of the Operations and Training Division of the BAF General 282 

Staff (C/DOE), the Chief of Staff of the Army (CEMAT), the Deputy Chief of Staff of the 283 

Army (CEMATA), the Head of the Operations Planning and Conduct Bureau (C/BPCO) and 284 

the Director of Human Resources of the Army (DRH/EMAT). They mainly show that the 285 

hierarchy‟s understanding of the concept of terrorism derives from the various training 286 

courses attended and from each officer‟s personal background. In the fight against ATGs in 287 

northern Benin, the BAF have opted for a defensive military operation focused on holding 288 

specific military compounds and forward operating locations. The communication discipline 289 

known to and valued by military personnel is operational communication conducted via 290 

military radios during engagements. Institutional communication and all its related fields are 291 

not necessarily known or mastered by the BAF, although some personnel have basic training 292 

in journalism. As a result, the possible applications of these fields in counter-terrorism are 293 

unknown to the military hierarchy. Within the BAF, there is an Information and Public 294 



 

 

Relations Bureau (BIRP) at the General Staff, headed by an officer who does not necessarily 295 

have a communications background. For operations against ATGs, a headquarters staff is set 296 

up, including an intelligence cell responsible for collecting information. No direct official 297 

relationship exists with the religious leaders of the various villages in which the BAF are 298 

deployed. No BAF communication policy has been drawn up for counter-terrorism. The only 299 

actions taken are press releases issued by the hierarchy and by the Ministry of Defence. 300 

2.2. Results of the questionnaire survey 301 

Administering a survey questionnaire to local populations and to military personnel deployed 302 

in the fight against ATGs yielded important information for achieving the objectives, notably 303 

with regard to knowledge of the phenomenon of terrorism, the most effective means of 304 

interacting with the population and obtaining intelligence, the population‟s willingness to 305 

collaborate with the BAF, and other support mechanisms to be used to better guard against the 306 

abuses of ATGs. 307 

2.2.1. Knowledge of terrorism 308 

 309 
                       Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 310 

Figure 1 shows that 86% of the survey participants are familiar with the phenomenon of 311 

terrorism, compared with 14% who are not. 312 

 313 

 314 
            Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 315 



 

 

According to Figure 2, 83% of those who said they were familiar with the phenomenon know 316 

that Benin is affected by terrorism, compared with 17%. 317 

 318 
Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 319 

In Figure 3, 50% of those familiar with the phenomenon have no idea of the causes 320 

championed by these groups, compared with 30% who believe it is Islam. For 10%, ATGs are 321 

pursuing an anti-Western cause. 322 

2.2.2. Population information channels 323 

All the knowledge held by the local populations and by the military personnel deployed in the 324 

fight against ATGs was conveyed to them through several channels. Figures 4 and 5 present 325 

the various channels through which respondents prefer to obtain information. 326 

 327 
Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 328 

According to Figure 4, 26% of those familiar with the phenomenon say they obtained this 329 

information by word of mouth, compared with 25% through radio, 24% through the internet, 330 

19% through television and 6% through other channels. 331 

 332 
Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 333 



 

 

Figure 5 shows that 36% of those who know the role of the BAF‟s presence in their localities 334 

say they obtained this information by word of mouth, compared with 24% through radio, 23% 335 

through the internet and 17% through television. 336 

2.2.3. Willingness to collaborate with the DSF in the fight against ATGs 337 

In the face of the ravages of ATGs in the commune of Matéri, local populations are ready to 338 

collaborate with the DSF for a more effective fight against ATGs. Figures 6, 7 and 8 present 339 

the data on the population‟s willingness to help effectively in this fight. 340 

 341 
Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 342 

Figure 6 shows that 77% of those who know the role of the military presence in their localities 343 

have a very good opinion of this presence, compared with 15%. 8% expressed no opinion. 344 

 345 
                Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 346 

According to Figure 7, 51% of those who know that Benin is affected by terrorism collaborate 347 

with the BAF, compared with 49%. 348 

 349 
            Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 350 



 

 

 According to Figure 8, 90% of those who do not collaborate with the BAF wish to do so, 351 

compared with 10%. 352 

2.2.4. Support mechanisms for the fight against ATGs 353 

As part of the BAF‟s fight against ATGs, local populations and deployed military personnel 354 

were given a survey questionnaire in order to obtain their proposals for effective support 355 

mechanisms and the means they would be willing to use to assist the DSF. 356 

 357 
            Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 358 

For 41% of respondents, the main cause of young people‟s recruitment into ATGs is the 359 

poverty of the population, compared with 35% who cite unemployment. For 20%, it is 360 

religion (Figure 9). 361 

Figures 10, 11 and 12 summarise the means and mechanisms of support for the DSF proposed 362 

by the local populations. 363 

 364 
                               Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 365 

According to Figure 10, 41% of respondents believe they can be useful to the DSF by 366 

reporting any suspicious person, compared with 31% who think they can do so by providing 367 

important information and 28% by raising awareness among their peers. 368 



 

 

 369 
            Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 370 

Figure 11 shows that 58% of respondents propose that the BAF organise awareness-raising 371 

activities for the population, 28% propose that the BAF carry out social actions and 14% 372 

propose other types of action. 373 

 374 
             Source: The authors, field survey, 2025 375 

According to Figure 12, 69% of respondents offer their help to the DSF without expecting 376 

anything in return, compared with 19% who offer their help in the hope of receiving food in 377 

return and 12% who offer their help in the hope of receiving financial assistance in return. 378 

2.3. Analysis of the Results 379 

2.3.1. Analysis of the interview results 380 

With regard to the fight against ATGs in northern Benin, the interviews revealed that the BAF 381 

have opted for “a defensive military operation focused on holding specific military 382 

compounds and forward locations”. Since this is a typically military mechanism, it is clear 383 

that apart from military actions, the BAF do not use any other related methods in counter-384 

terrorism. This weakens the impact of their actions in the areas of engagement, because in an 385 

asymmetric war, where the threat is diffuse by nature, it would seem appropriate to consider 386 

combining the conventional methods of the armed forces with various social actions that 387 

would win the support of the population and, consequently, foster useful and effective 388 

collaboration. 389 



 

 

Furthermore, within the BAF there is an Information and Public Relations Bureau (BIRP), 390 

notably at the General Staff, headed by an officer who does not necessarily have a 391 

communications background. This shows that the communication function is not really 392 

considered important in the BAF‟s action and that personnel are not trained in this specialty. 393 

This is borne out by the absence of communication actions aimed at promoting the values 394 

defended by the army in the fight against armed terrorist groups (ATGs). More broadly, this 395 

situation reflects the absence of a designed, planned and implemented communication policy. 396 

The only actions carried out by the BAF are press releases from the hierarchy and the 397 

Ministry of Defence. This situation could undermine the credibility of troop deployment in 398 

the area of engagement, since public opinion is always informed of the toll of attacks within 399 

the ranks of the DSF without, however, knowing the impact of their action in the fight. 400 

According to Watzlawick‟s theory of human communication (1967), “every communication 401 

has a content level and a relationship level (metacommunication)”. Thus, if no action is taken 402 

to maintain the relationship, the result could be a withdrawal of public support following the 403 

many deaths of Beninese citizens, and a degree of psychosis among BAF personnel, who 404 

would no longer be motivated to go into combat. All these situations could be anticipated and 405 

managed through good communication, both internal, within the BAF, and external, towards 406 

the population. As regards communication with the rural populations of the areas where BAF 407 

soldiers are deployed, no direct official relationship exists with the religious leaders of these 408 

areas. This prevents effective collaboration between the BAF and the population in terms of 409 

information and intelligence sharing. 410 

Indeed, the “two-step flow of communication” theory, although not adopted as a primary 411 

theoretical framework for this research, supports it by demonstrating the importance of 412 

maintaining communication relationships with populations, especially rural ones, and how to 413 

do so. As Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet already wrote, “ideas often flow from radio and 414 

print to the opinion leaders and from them to the less active sections of the population”. 415 

Although BAF personnel are known for remaining in barracks, communication work must be 416 

undertaken to create a climate of trust and a framework for both formal and informal 417 

communication with the population so that the mission can proceed smoothly. 418 

2.3.2. Analysis of the field survey data 419 

The data analysis reveals that the institutional communication of the Beninese Armed Forces 420 

(BAF) in the fight against armed terrorist groups (ATGs) remains essentially vertical, 421 

centralised and poorly adapted to the actual circuits through which information circulates in 422 



 

 

operational theatres. The only actions observed consist of press releases issued by the military 423 

hierarchy and the Ministry of Defence, broadcast mainly on television and radio in French. 424 

Yet this mode of dissemination rests on a top-down logic of information transmission, in 425 

which the military institution produces the message and the population is supposed to receive 426 

it, understand it and possibly adhere to it. 427 

However, the cross-analysis of Figures 2, 3, 5 and 6 shows that knowledge of the terrorist 428 

phenomenon, as well as information on the actions conducted by the BAF, circulates mainly 429 

by word of mouth, radio and the internet. These results call into question the effectiveness of 430 

press releases as the main communication tool. Indeed, press releases are not the medium with 431 

the greatest potential for reaching target audiences, particularly in rural localities where 432 

orality, proximity networks and local radio stations remain decisive in shaping representations 433 

and behaviour. Figures 4 and 5 yield a ranking of the information channels preferred by the 434 

population of the commune of Matéri. This ranking places word of mouth at the top, followed 435 

by radio, the internet, television and, finally, other parallel channels. 436 

Moreover, the BAF do not have an institutional website through which information on their 437 

operations could be relayed in a structured, regular and verifiable manner. The Army‟s 438 

Facebook page, the only one available, does not have a sufficiently broad or targeted audience 439 

to ensure the effective dissemination of messages intended for the populations of exposed 440 

areas. This weakness of institutional digital channels limits the BAF‟s capacity to counter 441 

disinformation, contextualise their actions and build a relationship of trust with citizens. 442 

The difficulty is further compounded by the nature of the relationship between the rural 443 

populations of the theatres of operation and the BAF. Figure 7 shows that approximately 51% 444 

of the population collaborate with the deployed personnel to achieve common security 445 

objectives. It must be stressed that, under these conditions, word of mouth, although identified 446 

as the population‟s preferred channel, cannot effectively relay messages carefully crafted by 447 

communication specialists. It may even become a space for rumours, mistrust or 448 

reinterpretations unfavourable to military action when official information is insufficient, late 449 

or difficult to access. 450 

The cross-analysis of Figures 6 and 8 reveals a favourable disposition of the population 451 

towards the presence of BAF personnel in their localities in the context of the fight against 452 

ATGs. This finding is significant: it suggests that, in the collective imagination and 453 

subconscious, there is already a strong willingness (90% among non-collaborators) to support 454 



 

 

the defence and security forces in carrying out their mission. This disposition constitutes 455 

significant social and communicational capital, provided that the BAF put in place appropriate 456 

cooperation mechanisms, notably reliable, secure and accessible reporting and tip-off systems 457 

co-constructed with the communities themselves. Figure 11 also confirms that the populations 458 

themselves propose mechanisms likely to facilitate their contribution to the fight against 459 

terrorism. 460 

It is precisely at this level that the participatory approach to communication for development 461 

takes on its full meaning. It does not regard populations as mere recipients of awareness 462 

messages but as full-fledged actors in the communication process. From this perspective, 463 

information and communication should not be produced solely by the military hierarchy and 464 

then disseminated to communities; they must be developed with them, drawing on their local 465 

knowledge, their languages, their preferred communication channels, their fears and their 466 

specific needs. The co-construction of information thus makes it possible to produce content 467 

that is more credible, more comprehensible and more culturally appropriate, while 468 

strengthening community ownership of prevention, vigilance and cooperation messages. 469 

Such an approach also requires recognising community and local radio stations, religious and 470 

traditional leaders, youth and women‟s associations, and community relays as communication 471 

partners. Their involvement in the design, production and dissemination of messages would 472 

make it possible to move beyond the mere logic of the press release towards a dialogical, 473 

continuous system adapted to local realities. It would also promote the circulation of reliable 474 

information by word of mouth, turning this informal channel into a trusted relay rather than a 475 

space for the spread of rumours. 476 

Finally, poverty and youth unemployment in rural areas appear to be factors favouring the 477 

recruitment of young people by armed terrorist groups. The cross-analysis of Figures 10, 11 478 

and 12 shows that the effectiveness of the communication response cannot be dissociated 479 

from a socio-economic response. To achieve more lasting results among young people, the 480 

BAF cannot act alone: the government must also commit to reducing idleness, precariousness 481 

and the feeling of abandonment in these areas. Participatory communication must therefore be 482 

part of a comprehensive strategy combining security, local development, youth integration 483 

and community dialogue. From this perspective, the fight against ATGs rests not only on 484 

military operations but also on the capacity of institutions to build, together with the 485 

population, a shared communication founded on trust, participation and collective 486 

responsibility. 487 



 

 

However, none of this can be achieved without structural reform. The BAF should equip 488 

themselves with the institutional and regulatory framework essential for conducting well-489 

considered and effective communication actions. In this way, the BAF could establish a 490 

dedicated communication policy. This would entail: 491 

- Reorganising the Information and Public Relations Bureau of the General Staff into a 492 

communication cell equipped with competent personnel and the resources needed to 493 

fulfil its mission; 494 

- Consulting communication experts to draft policy documents on the institutional 495 

communication of the BAF; 496 

- Integrating the institutional communication function of the armed forces into the 497 

Operations Planning and Conduct Bureau, with focal points established in each theatre 498 

of operations. 499 

This architecture is similar to that of France, which has the Defence Information and 500 

Communication Delegation (DICOD) and the Defence Communication and Audiovisual 501 

Production Establishment (ECPAD), the bodies responsible for the armed forces‟ 502 

communication strategy. In addition to these two structures, there is the Information and 503 

Public Relations Service (SIRPA) specific to each service branch, and the Planning and 504 

Conduct of Operations Centre (CPCO), which permanently deploys specialised 505 

communication officers to conduct operational communication as close as possible to units in 506 

contact. 507 

3. Discussion 508 

This reflection is part of a field of research that has gradually shown that the response to 509 

violent extremism cannot rely exclusively on military force. Schmid (2013, pp. 5-6) stresses 510 

the need to approach radicalisation as a multidimensional process, which calls for responses 511 

combining security, social dialogue, education and development. Similarly, Briggs (2010, pp. 512 

971-981) demonstrates that community engagement is a key lever in counter-terrorism, as it 513 

fosters trust, early warning and the prevention of youth recruitment. 514 

The work of Harris-Hogan, Barrelle and Zammit (2015, pp. 6-24) confirms that Countering 515 

Violent Extremism (CVE) strategies become more effective when they mobilise communities, 516 

strengthen local resilience and develop communications capable of countering extremist 517 

narratives. This orientation is in line with the participatory approach to communication for 518 



 

 

development, according to which the populations concerned must be involved in the 519 

assessment, design, implementation and evaluation of actions. 520 

The analysis also has a preventive dimension. It shows that the vulnerability of young people, 521 

linked to poverty, unemployment and idleness, cannot be addressed solely through awareness 522 

messages. Participatory communication systems must therefore be linked with policies for 523 

local development, professional integration and social cohesion. Harris-Hogan, Barrelle and 524 

Zammit (2015, pp. 6-24) point out, moreover, that programmes to counter violent extremism 525 

aim in particular to strengthen community resilience, social cohesion and communication 526 

capable of challenging extremist messages. 527 

It should also be noted that this analysis is of major scientific interest for information and 528 

communication sciences, as it shifts the question of military communication from a logic of 529 

institutional dissemination to one of social co-construction of information. It shows that press 530 

releases, although necessary to make the actions of the Beninese Armed Forces (BAF) 531 

official, are not sufficient to effectively reach the populations of rural areas exposed to the 532 

threat of armed terrorist groups (ATGs). Indeed, word of mouth, radio and the internet remain 533 

decisive channels in the circulation of information and in the formation of collective 534 

representations. The study is thus in line with research that conceives of radicalisation not 535 

only as an individual phenomenon but also as a process rooted in favourable social 536 

environments and political contexts. Schmid (2013, pp. 5-6) emphasises that radicalisation 537 

must be analysed at several levels: individual, community and societal. This perspective 538 

justifies the attention paid in this research to the relationships between the BAF, rural 539 

populations, young people and local alert and reporting mechanisms. 540 

It also echoes research on CVE, which stresses the need to involve local communities, 541 

families, women, young people and religious, cultural and educational leaders in developing 542 

responses to violent extremism (Harris-Hogan, Barrelle and Zammit, 2015, pp. 6-24). From 543 

this perspective, populations should not be treated as mere recipients of awareness messages, 544 

but as actors capable of producing meaning, identifying risks and taking part in the decisions 545 

that affect their security. 546 

At the social level, the analysis highlights the need for the “co-production of security” 547 

between the BAF and communities. Briggs (2010, pp. 971-981) shows that community 548 

engagement in counter-terrorism makes it possible, among other things, to establish an early 549 

warning system, protect young people from recruitment, address real or perceived grievances 550 



 

 

and reduce the negative effects of security measures perceived as stigmatising, for example by 551 

the Fulani (Peulh) community. These functions correspond directly to the results of the study, 552 

which reveals that part of the population does not yet collaborate with the BAF, even though 553 

they express a favourable disposition towards their presence in their localities. 554 

The co-construction of information and communication thus appears to be a prerequisite for 555 

trust. When populations take part in defining messages and in choosing languages, channels 556 

and community relays, they are better able to take ownership of the information and 557 

disseminate it reliably. Word of mouth, often presented as a channel that is difficult to control, 558 

can then become a space for the circulation of credible information rather than a vector of 559 

rumours and mistrust. 560 

Conclusion 561 

The objective of this research, entitled “Towards a Communication-Based Approach to 562 

Combating Armed Terrorist Groups in the Commune of Matéri, Northern Benin”, was to 563 

analyse the counter-terrorism actions undertaken by the BAF with a view to proposing a 564 

communication-based approach against the Armed Terrorist Groups operating in the 565 

commune of Matéri in northern Benin. 566 

It seeks to offer the BAF a new approach that links communication and military action for 567 

improved security. With security developments in the Sahel-Saharan zone strongly marked by 568 

the abuses of Armed Terrorist Groups (ATGs), Benin experienced its first terrorist attacks in 569 

December 2021, notably in the areas of Porga and Banikoara, close to the borders of Burkina 570 

Faso and Niger respectively. This new situation led to the implementation of several actions 571 

both by the government of the Republic of Benin and by the military hierarchy, now 572 

resolutely committed to the fight against terrorism and violent extremism. Military action has 573 

thus intensified in the northern part of Benin in order to guard against further acts of this kind. 574 

The study of the mechanisms implemented clearly shows an exclusive reliance on 575 

conventional military methods by the BAF against ATGs, stemming not only from the 576 

military hierarchy‟s lack of awareness of the assets offered by the communication function, 577 

but above all from the legal framework and the organisation of operational theatres, which fail 578 

to incorporate social communication. As a result, the sole communication tool currently 579 

deployed—namely press releases—proves insufficient to guard effectively against the abuses 580 

of ATGs. To remedy this shortcoming, appropriate use of the communication function by the 581 

BAF, through the establishment of an enabling organisational framework in operational 582 

theatres and of a dedicated counter-terrorism communication policy, will help, to some extent, 583 



 

 

to prevent ATG abuses by providing the BAF with an effective early warning system. It 584 

should be stressed, however, that such initiatives within the BAF can only succeed with the 585 

approval and active engagement of the Beninese government, ensuring that all forces involved 586 

work in synergy. 587 

In the Beninese context, this research opens up several avenues for further study: evaluating 588 

civil-military communication mechanisms, assessing the role of community radio stations in 589 

early warning, exploring youth and women‟s participation in preventing violent extremism, 590 

and establishing ethical protocols for reporting, notably informant protection and reprisal 591 

prevention. Finally, it calls for security communication that sacrifices neither defence secrecy 592 

nor the local population‟s fundamental right to clear, reliable and culturally adapted 593 

information. 594 
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