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In December 2008, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) adopted
the ASEAN Charter, in which it pledged to ‘promote a people-oriented ASEAN’.1
One year later, this state-centric and insular regional organization outlined an
ambitious ASEAN Community, proclaiming that ‘all sectors of society ... are
encouraged to participate in, and benefit from, the process of ASEAN integration
and community building’.2 Similarly, the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS), in its 2008 conflict prevention framework and Vision 2020 document, stressed a reorientation from an ‘ECOWAS of states’ to an ‘ECOWAS of
people’.3 Within a two-year period, that is, both organizations expressed similar
intentions to reorient their governance processes towards a norm of people-centric
governance.
This norm is defined as a recognition of the appropriateness of direct participation by member states’ publics in, and their direct benefit from, regional governance processes. Its adoption by each organization is puzzling, with potentially
transformative implications. Both ASEAN and ECOWAS have traditionally been
elite-led, private and inward-looking—qualities many observers see as strengths.4
Similarly, each is composed of a diverse group of states, among which consensus
is not a given and some existing regime types conflict with democratizing goals.5
Yet both organizations adopted this novel norm at similar times and for similar
reasons. In the early 2000s, officials within each sought to ensure their respec1
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tive organization’s survival in the face of perceived recent challenges—the 1997
financial crisis in south-east Asia and the series of civil wars in west Africa.6 While
neo-functionalist accounts of these developments may direct attention to the
similar needs of states and technical changes within each organization, this article
draws on insights from norm localization and subsidiarity literatures to elucidate
divergence. In ASEAN, the norm of people-centric governance is understood and
enacted in a limited and defensive way. For officials there, the norm necessitates
only selective engagement with civil society and is seen as means to support rather
than alter established modes of regional governance. In ECOWAS, however, the
norm is understood and enacted as a means to render the organization more inclusive of civil society actors and has transformed the regional project in important
ways, shaping the logic and form of regional intervention and conflict prevention.
Our analysis complements and builds on the growing study of norm localization and contestation,7 and the practice turn in International Relations (IR).8 Our
central interest is not in explaining norm adoption or institutionalization, but in
offering an empirically rich account of how and why a norm is understood and
enacted in distinct ways by particular diplomatic communities. We contend that
each case examined here is usefully conceptualized as a community of practice—a
discrete group of officials bound together by common enterprise, dense interactions, and shared tools and resources with which they pursue their goals.9 Within
each, distinctive norm localization processes occur as extra-community norms are
confronted and constructed to fit within existing organizational characteristics,
including established notions of efficacy and appropriateness.
Through semi-structured interviews and documentary evidence, we show that
the same norm—people-centric governance—has been adopted and institutionalized within each organization as a collective expectation to guide governance
behaviour. We show that the adoption of this norm is not merely windowdressing, but has had important, and varied, effects on the thinking and behaviour
of each community of practice. We draw on interviews with 37 member-state and
Secretariat officials from ASEAN, and with 39 ECOWAS and civil society officials
in west Africa, as well as a smaller number of interviews with relevant foreign
officials beyond the two communities of practice.10
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The remainder of this article is divided into four sections. In the first, we articulate a theoretical framework within which to explore the practice of a norm. In
the second and third sections, we offer case-studies of people-centric governance
in ASEAN and ECOWAS. In each, we explore why regional officials adopted the
norm, how it was institutionalized, and how members of the respective communities of practice understand and enact it—and with what effect. The fourth
section concludes by bringing the cases into comparison and underscoring how
our analysis both complements and complicates the literatures on norm localization, subsidiarity and contestation.
Communities, norms and practice
There is growing attention in IR to the practices of communities of actors,11 with
a particular focus on diplomatic communities.12 Practices are competent, socially
meaningful performances that generate patterns of interaction.13 They derive
from shared ‘background knowledge’—what actors think from, rather than what
they think about. This includes inherent assumptions as to what is rational, effective or appropriate for a group of actors.14 This grouping is alternatively described
as a social ‘field’,15 or a ‘community of practice’.16 Fields are relatively bounded
‘arenas’ wherein actors struggle over resources and their behaviour is informed
by doxic understandings of formal and informal rules.17 Similarly, communities
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of practice are defined as relatively bounded groups of actors united (and observable) through their shared repertoires of action, common enterprise and dense
interactions.18
Analytically, practices can be investigated along three related lines of enquiry:
(1) collectively held background knowledge that informs (2) relatively automatic
and socially meaningful behaviours within (3) particular field or community
settings. Our cases are usefully conceptualized as communities of practice. In each,
officials share common and institutionalized means of cooperation centred within
the bounds of their respective organizations. They are united in their respective
enterprises of regionalization and engaged in routine interactions. These communities are composed of officials working within each organizational headquarters,
in, respectively, Jakarta and Abuja, and state and other officials operating within
related institutional entities, organizational working groups and summits. Both
the ASEAN Secretariat (ASEC) and ECOWAS Commission are community hubs
within which norms are adopted by individuals, institutionalized within agreements and rendered meaningful in practice.
This is not to suggest that the ASEAN or ECOWAS community, or any other,
is without variety in the interests and behaviours of its members. A community of
practice is united by particular background knowledge and practices, but it is not
monolithic in thinking, behaviour or membership. Adler and Pouliot underscore
this point by noting that ‘background knowledge ... does “not create uniformity
of a group or community, but organize[s] their differences around pervasive
understandings of reality”.’19 ASEAN officials, for example, at times disagree over
how to enact the norm of non-interference, even as they continue to recognize
its centrality and agree on a particular understanding of it and the appropriateness
of its enactment.20 Furthermore, as Gänzle, Trondal and Kuhn suggest in the case
of the ECOWAS Commission, the behavioural logics that exist within a community of practice often manifest themselves through a blending and balancing of
supranational, departmental and epistemic dynamics.21 Community thinking and
practice are maintained through consistent renegotiation in and through doing.22
Further, while discretely observable, membership in communities of practice and
fields alike is often ‘fuzzy’ and overlapping.23 Adler-Nissen notes, for example,
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that the transnational ‘metafield’ of international diplomacy overlaps and interacts
with regional, domestic and institutional fields of diplomatic practice.24 Bueger
similarly finds that communities of practice ‘might be nested, overlap, or in conflict
with one another. An individual might participate in only one community or in
several.’25 Members of the ECOWAS community of practice, for example, are
embedded within a ‘complex’ of overlapping fields and communities of security
practice ranging from the UN to the African Union (AU) to other organizations
and groups of states.26 While not static or monolithic, communities of practice are
important social settings. Therein a distinctive ‘practical sense’ shapes how actors
define and pursue their interests, and informs how norms are adopted, institutionalized and practised.27
Norms are collective expectations of appropriate behaviour that signal a
perceived ‘oughtness’ for an actor or group of actors with a given identity and
thereby prescribe particular actions.28 Within regional organizations and their
communities of practice, there exist codified and institutionalized norms—
expectations as to what officials ought to do given their identity as members of
a community. The so-called ‘ASEAN way’ is a well-documented example of a
set of prescriptive norms that signal what regional states, or their representatives,
ought to do given their ASEAN identity. These norms include respecting national
sovereignty, non-interference in member-state domestic affairs, and using private
and informal diplomacy to resolve regional disputes and pursue regional integration.29 These norms have been central to the development of the region, making
possible ASEAN’s ‘long peace’ and delimiting regional integration.30 Similarly,
the pan-African solidarity norm and the anti-coup norm are often observed as
foundational to official and interstate relationships on the African continent. The
former suggests that officials ought to think, act and speak as ‘Africans’ representing a common African interest and identity;31 the latter prescribes zero tolerance for unconstitutional changes of government.32
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Norms are both stable and fluid constructs.33 They are stable in prescribing
action to community members sharing a particular identity. However, they
have ‘inherent dynamism’,34 and are ‘inherently ambiguous’.35 Norms remain
open to interpretation across settings,36 and subject to variation and contestation in practice.37 Therefore, recognition of a norm tells us little about its effect.
Despite the adoption and institutionalization of the norm of non-interference in
ASEAN, for example, member states uphold, ignore or practise the norm differently across time and issue areas.38 To appreciate the understanding and effect of
a norm, attention must be directed to the analytical components of practice: the
thinking, behaviour and contours of a community of practice. This may be done
through interviews designed both to recognize the bounds of a community and
to gain insight into the underlying assumptions and background knowledge of
that community.39
We contend that people-centric governance is one such norm. It prescribes
the appropriateness of adopting governance decision-making processes to directly
engage and reflect the voices of citizens, and the need for governance to provide
for their benefit. As the following two case-studies show, officials in both ASEAN
and ECOWAS recognize the norm’s ‘moral dimension’, accepting that it is appropriate and prescriptive of particular actions as a result of a shared identity within a
regional community.40 Officials in each organization recognize that they ought to
amend the focus of their respective regional bodies to benefit wider populations,
and that they ought to ensure that decision-making and governance processes
reflect member-state publics. However, the particular means of doing so, and the
limitations of this ‘oughtness’ vary between the two communities.
In the following sections we explore the adoption, institutionalization and
practice of the norm of people-centric governance in each of these two regional
communities, and examine how and why the norm varies in its meaning and
expression across each.
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People-centric governance in ASEAN
The norm of people-centric governance appears divergent from those that
founded and have driven south-east Asian regionalism for more than 50 years.
ASEAN was founded in 1967 to entrench the sovereignty of regional states.41 A
central norm codified in its founding declaration is non-interference, allowing
regional leaders a free hand domestically to buttress their power without fear
of the regional confrontations that characterized the early 1960s. Moreover, the
organization was designed by and for state elites, abjuring public and consultative policy-making and formal conflict resolution mechanisms in favour of norms
of private and informal diplomacy.42 The original five members—Indonesia,
Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and Thailand—designed a shell of an organization, with a formal secretariat created in 1976. It was not until 2008 that a formal
charter was adopted and the secretariat that exists today, with its Committee of
Permanent Representatives (CPR), came into being, along with an expansion of
the membership to ten regional states.43
The ASEAN community of practice is composed of ASEC officials, memberstate foreign ministry officials and staff in working groups, permanent representatives and a host of technocratic specialists working within the organization. All
share the definitional qualities of a community of practice: dense interactions,
common repertoires of action through ASEAN’s institutions, and a collective
enterprise in pursuing regionalism.44 The hub or ‘focal point’45 of this community is the ASEC and its CPR, which coordinate and establish policy, particularly
in the political and socio-cultural pillars. As one official emphasized, ‘the SOM
(Senior Officials’ Meeting) is only one or maybe two days [long] because the work
is already done ... The CPR and groups [within the Secretariat] have already done
it all.’46 Herein, ASEAN’s founding norms are central to thinking and behaviour.47
ASEAN norms have never centred on engaging, or indeed explicitly benefiting,
member-state ‘people’. As Beeson summarizes: ‘The entire process [of ASEAN] is
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generally non-transparent, unaccountable and, critics claim, a self-serving mechanism designed to underpin the legitimacy of regional elites who have often not
been democratically elected.’48 This is not to suggest that the community has been
entirely closed to views outside those of state elites.49 Since the 1970s, ASEAN
has consulted with business leaders through the ASEAN Chambers of Commerce
and Industry; and since the 1980s, the ASEAN Institutes for Strategic and International Studies have brought scholars into dialogue with the organization.50
However, engagement with these manifestations of ‘the people’ has been limited.
A senior Indonesian official suggests that during the first 20 or more years of
ASEAN there was a commonly held assumption that ‘the single most important
objective at the time was to ensure that Confrontasi did not happen again ... the
initial objective [of ASEAN] was not to transform regional politics so much as to
enable the separate entities to exist.’51 This overriding priority began to weaken
in the wake of the 1997–8 Asian financial crisis.
For regional officials, the crisis exposed the weaknesses of member-state
economies and of the organization itself.52 For them, the crisis and the subsequent democratic reformasi in Indonesia demonstrated a need for change in both
ASEAN’s decision-making processes and its organizational objectives. While a
nebulous notion of engaging and benefiting regional peoples can indeed be traced
to the organization’s foundation, and the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in
Southeast Asia (TAC) refers to the need to raise the standards of living and facilitate peace among ‘the peoples of the region’, this goal has never been adopted
or institutionalized as a central norm, nor has it been recognized or practised by
regional officials. In the years after the 1997 crisis, however, there was a shift in
thinking. As the same Indonesian official continued:
Until 2003, you could leave everything to the governments. Decisions were left to the
governments ... at the end of the day it was the government who decides ... But here [in
ASEAN] we have an important paradigmatic shift [after 1997]. Because of the democratic
transformation in Indonesia, there was a different way of looking at how policy should be
made and how government should relate to the people. It was no longer sufficient for the
government to decide and for the people to follow.53

This point is underscored by the former Indonesian foreign minister Marty
Natalegawa, who notes that the 1967 Declaration and the 2008 Charter
are a study in contrasts—reflecting ASEAN’s evolution ... While the Bangkok Declaration made scant reference to ‘peoples’, it is a constantly recurring theme in the latter ...
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‘Non-state regional governance mechanism for economic security: the case of the ASEAN Peoples’ Assembly’, Pacific Review 17: 4, 2004, pp. 567–85.
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Today, promoting a ‘people-centred’ and ‘people-oriented’ ASEAN has become as much
a part of ASEAN lexicon as the so-called ‘ASEAN way’.54

This shift was emphasized in conversations with many members of the community who noted that the crisis sparked a need to change the region’s ‘centre of
gravity’,55 pursue ‘institutional transformation’,56 and ‘draw in people for decisionmaking and [see] that the organization attempt to provide for issues that benefit
the people’.57 One interviewee explained this new thinking even more clearly:
‘We need to be an ASEAN that is a people-centred ASEAN. Otherwise, a true
ASEAN community will not be fully achieved, and I think this view has now
become widely shared.’58 In all these statements, the norm’s prescriptive ‘oughtness’
is clear.59 For regional practitioners, it is now appropriate and important to allow
‘the people’ to participate in and benefit from ASEAN regionalism.
The institutionalization of the norm is clear from both interviews and ASEAN
documents—particularly the Charter, which outlines an aspiration to ‘promote a
people-oriented ASEAN in which all sectors of society are encouraged to participate in, and benefit from, the process of ASEAN integration and community building’ (article 35). This institutionalized assumption of what constitutes appropriate
governance was further elaborated in the 2009 Socio-Cultural Community Blueprint, in which the ‘primary goal’ is identified as being ‘to contribute to realizing an
ASEAN Community that is people-centered and socially responsible’ (II.4), and the
‘strategic objective’ as being to ‘build a people-oriented ASEAN where people are at
the center of community building’ (E.4.46).60 These aims were further cemented by
the Post-2015 Vision and the 2015 Kuala Lumpur Declaration on a People-Oriented,
People-Centred ASEAN. Given the organization’s founding norms, many observers see the adoption and institutionalization of this new norm as a ‘paradigm shift’
or ‘dramatic reorientation of the Association’s raison d’etre’.61
However, the ASEAN community has a particular and limited understanding
and practice of this norm. This distinctiveness stems from the defensive and
reactionary rationale of its adoption, and the continued centrality of ASEAN
norms of non-interference and respect for member-state sovereignty. This is clear
from how ASEC officials have responded to the growing interest in the inclusion
of civil society organizations (CSOs), the central means by which ‘the people’ may
participate in governance processes. While attempts have been made to engage
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these voices in the past, with the adoption of the people-centric norm these
appear to have become more ambitious and potentially transformative. However,
in practice there has been little change in organizational processes. There remains
no institutionalized role for CSOs within the Charter, and engagement with them
has been limited and selective.62 CSOs seeking to give voice to ‘the people’ in
ASEAN must gain accreditation. The accreditation process, established in 1988
and revised in 2006 and 2012 as the people-centric norm was institutionalized, now
aspires to allow CSOs to ‘help promote the development of a people-oriented
ASEAN Community’ (B.3.c).63 This does not, however, envisage engagement
with all people, but rather a selective engagement only; each participating organization is warned that it will be ‘held responsible for its actions, especially those
found detrimental to ASEAN as a whole’ (E.8.c).64
One means of engagement has been regular meetings between CSOs and the
CPR. However, during the first meeting in 2012, the permanent representatives
demanded a ‘minute-by-minute run-down of who would talk’ and queried where
CSO officials would sit, in an attempt to avoid having ‘sensitive’ domestic political
issues raised to particular member-state officials in such close quarters.65 This rather
restrictive approach is indicative of what the norm of people-centric governance
means for this community, and of the relative importance of this norm vis-àvis existing norms of non-interference and respect for sovereignty. As Gerard
summarizes: ‘Given that these participatory structures [for CSOs] are established
by ASEAN, it is not surprising that they structure civil society contributions in
accordance with prevailing institutional objectives.’66 Those objectives are the
upholding of the norms of non-interference and sovereignty.67 The centrality of
these norms has had far-reaching impacts on the organization, including shaping
its incorporation of the Responsibility to Protect,68 and hampering regional search
and rescue operations.69 Thus, while there is indeed a new shared perception of
the appropriateness of engaging with segments of ‘the people’, in practice ASEAN
officials enact the norm in limited and selective ways.
This is not to suggest that the norm of people-centric governance has had no
effect; rather, that the effect has been incremental. This is clear in the changing
regional discourse on human rights. The drive for people-centric governance
made possible the establishment of the 2009 ASEAN Intergovernmental Commis62
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sion on Human Rights and the 2012 ASEAN Human Rights Declaration. As the
first Indonesian permanent representative, Gede Ngurah Swajaya, explained:
Before 2003, of course human rights and democracy were things that were not supposed to
be talked about in the ASEAN meetings. They would say that this is already internal matters
and should not be interfered with. But now people are talking about human rights. We have
the Human Rights Declaration. People are talking about how to promote democracy.70

This shift in discourse has been made possible by the engagement with ASEAN
‘peoples’ through a limited outreach to CSOs that largely preserves rather than
transforms the status quo.
The adoption of the norm of people-centric governance has also created
pressure for the organization to benefit the wider populations of member states
in visible ways. These efforts have been spearheaded by ASEC’s Community and
Corporate Affairs division. Officials in this part of the organization understand
people-centric governance as a kind of ownership of ASEAN by member-state
publics. The then Deputy Secretary-General for Community and Corporate
Affairs, Dr A. K. P. Mochtan, articulated this commonly held assumption in 2014:
Take the socio-cultural pillar: what exactly do you want to achieve and to give to the
people? What are the strongest or the tangible manifestations of this to give to the people?
I keep on asking this question. So, we have this one Community, one vision, one people.
But to me, I would be happy that if people of Southeast Asia can feel proud about ASEAN,
whatever it is. Achievement in sport is fine, achievement in trade is fine, but a sense of
pride in ASEAN.71

He reiterated this view more recently: ‘This is essential for ASEAN—to show
and develop its identity. To show to the people what is ASEAN and what it brings
them.’72 This sentiment is echoed in conversations with community members
who suggest that ASEAN must be brought ‘down to the community’,73 and that
‘the people must see that there is value [in ASEAN] for them all’.74 In the minds of
these interviewees, the most important result of the adoption and institutionalization of the norm of people-centric governance is to reinforce the organization by
making its benefits visible to ‘the people’.
In the ASEAN community, people-centric governance is understood as a
means to support and strengthen the regional project, not to transform it. This
narrow understanding of the norm and its limited effects in practice represent
a divergent view from that of many within the region’s CSOs, who expected
the people-oriented community to be a ‘people-empowering’ and transformative
one.75 Moreover, it contrasts sharply with how the norm has been understood and
practised within ECOWAS.
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People-centric governance in ECOWAS
ECOWAS was established in 1975 in a context similar to those in which the
Organization of African Unity and ASEAN were formed, to limit the influence of former colonial powers, foster economic integration, and allow for the
political and economic development of emergent states.76 Notably absent at its
foundation were any explicit statements or norms regarding the desire or need to
engage directly with member-state populations. The foundation of ECOWAS,
like that of ASEAN, was driven by leaders of newly independent states seeking
to consolidate economic and political development through regional integration,
while simultaneously preserving sovereignty through insular and elitist means.77
Prior to the transformation from the ECOWAS Executive Secretariat to the
ECOWAS Commission in 2007, the central actors within the ECOWAS community of practice were member heads of state, ministers and political appointees, all
of whom were active in the day-to-day operations of the organization and shared
common repertoires of action.78 Following the transformation to the Commission,
Commission President Mohammed Ibn Chambas increased the number and scope
of action of regional professionals who, in contrast to the political appointees who
had preceded them, were both further removed from the immediate interests of
member-state governments and more actively interested in engaging with CSOs.79
Building on previous institutional protocols and principles, members of the
community of practice began to seek a transformative change in the organization’s
functioning to integrate CSOs as the central means of entrenching people-centric
governance practices. Since 2007, it has been these ECOWAS practitioners, rather
than state elites, who have shaped the strategic vision of ECOWAS, by drafting
decisions and protocols, and by supporting particular networks and relationships
outside the organization. ECOWAS practitioners act independently of heads of
state, thereby making people-centric governance less hierarchical, more inclusive,
and explicitly institutionalized to respond to regional challenges.80
The adoption of the norm is particularly significant in view of the institutional trajectory of ECOWAS and its presence in overlapping regional contexts,
particularly its relationship with the AU. Following nearly two decades of
successive coups and ECOWAS’ unprecedented intervention in the Liberian civil
76

77

78

79
80

Olatunde J. B. Ojo, ‘Nigeria and the formation of ECOWAS’, International Organization 34: 4, 1980, pp.
571–604. The founding members were Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, GuineaBissau, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania (which withdrew in 2000), Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone and Togo.
With Cape Verde’s accession in 1976, the membership reached its current total of 15.
Jeffery Herbst, ‘Crafting regional cooperation in Africa’, in Amitav Acharya and Alastair Iain Johnston, eds,
Crafting cooperation: regional international institutions in comparative perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 130. See also Peter M. Dennis and M. Leann Brown, ‘The ECOWAS: from regional
economic organization to regional peacekeeper’, in Finn Lausen, ed., Comparative regionalism: theoretical perspectives (London; Routledge, 2004).
The ECOWAS Commission was created in 2007, following a decision by the Authority Heads of State to
reorganize and redefine the organization’s governance structure. The commission is led by a president and
vice-president, and encompasses seven sub-commissions, including Administration and Finance; Agriculture,
Environment and Water Resources; Social Affairs and Gender; Infrastructure; Macroeconomic Policy; Political Affairs, Peace and Security (PAPS), and Trade, Customs and Free Movement.
See Gänzle et al., ‘“Not so different after all”’.
See Tieku, Governing Africa.

1026
International Affairs 96: 4, 2020

Norms in practice: people-centric governance in ASEAN and ECOWAS
war in 1990, it began to prioritize democracy and good governance as means of
preserving member-state sovereignty and territorial integrity. Specific formal
statements, such as the 1991 Declaration of Political Principles, the 1993 Revised
Treaty, the 1999 Protocol Regarding the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention and
the 2001 Supplementary Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance,81 refer to
democracy and good governance as means of institutionalizing and defining the
scope of non-interference in the region, entrenching the idea that member states
should insulate themselves from external threats.
However, these protocols and decisions did not explicitly call for the integration
of CSOs into regional governance. One practitioner in the Social and Humanitarian Affairs Commission stated that these early institutional changes reflected
a ‘re-negotiation and reflection’ in how ECOWAS member states ought to deal
with each other and with actors beyond the organization.82 Similarly, another
practitioner noted how, before 2007, other institutions such as the Court of Justice
and the Community Parliament were constrained by the politics involved in the
tension between the authority of heads of states and their desire to insulate the
region from external influence.83 While these protocols represented a shift in
the logic and goals of ECOWAS as an organization towards a greater emphasis
on promoting democratic practices in the region, the norm itself had not been
adopted or institutionalized in practice.
ECOWAS’ adoption of the norm is also puzzling when considered in the
light of its position as one of eight regional economic communities in the AU.
Although the AU seems to be engaged in similar people-centric activities, and has
issued a plethora of people-oriented protocols such as the Constitutive Act and
the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance, these documents
do not explicitly call for the integration of civilians in pursuit of democracy and
good governance.84 For the AU, these documents set the principles, normative
standards and values to ensure a transparent and accountable democratic environment. However, officials in ECOWAS rely on the principle of subsidiarity, which
allows them to privilege their own people-centric documents, as well as interpret
and assert ownership of the regional project without overt contestation from their
counterparts on the continental level.85
ECOWAS practitioners describe the ECOWAS–AU relationship as one of
‘hybrid paternalism’, in which ECOWAS and the AU, being simultaneously
engaged in serving similar constituents, are in a complex, negotiated, mutually
dependent and yet competitive relationship for resources, support and legitimacy.86 Officials cite ECOWAS’ experiences of and responses to governance
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challenges on the subregional level, and the ‘catalytic’ influence the organization
has had on the AU, particularly in the areas of peace and security,87 often alluding
to its comparative advantage over the AU while also citing the need to work in
concert with the AU to build the capacity of member states.
Given ECOWAS’ penchant for subsidiarity, its adoption of the norm has
redefined the core objectives of the organization and reflects assumptions about
the appropriate means to render the people central to the regional project, through
the explicit integration of CSOs and other regional stakeholders in regional
governance.88 Whereas the organizational documents mentioned above focus on
insulating member states from external actors by strengthening their democratic
capacities, the adoption and institutionalization of the norm transforms how
member states collectively understand existing norms (such as the anti-coup
norm) and ECOWAS’ evolution as an organization.89
Prior to adopting the norm of people-centric governance, ECOWAS often took
a soft stance on unconstitutional changes in government. For instance, in 2006–
2007, it did not overtly condemn President Obasanjo of Nigeria when he attempted
to amend the constitution to enable him to run for a third term. The belief among
officials was that intrusive scrutiny might limit the regional project and impede
organizational transformation.90 However, with the adoption of people-centric
governance, practitioners have sought to introduce into the organization civically
oriented actors who retain the ability to criticize governments without jeopardizing the political project of ECOWAS. To forestall such transgressions and to
put the norm of people-centric governance into practice, ECOWAS practitioners collaborate with CSOs and integrate them into regional conflict prevention
and resolution at a local level. Centrally, the ambition of ECOWAS officials is to
improve the capacity of citizens in member states to hold state leaders accountable
and to maintain regional principles of democracy and good governance.91
ECOWAS practitioners and CSOs often justify the adoption of this norm as
a means to counteract an inherent tension between the state and civil society.
According to the executive director of the West African Network for Peacebuilding
(WANEP), Dr Chukwuemeka Eze, citizens in west Africa entrust the partnership
between ECOWAS and WANEP with reversing the negative legacy of military rule
in the region, which sets the state and civil society at odds.92 Eze further argues
that the role of WANEP and other regionally oriented CSOs is to ‘accompany the
state’ in developing regional peace and security policies as a means to win the trust
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of citizens and state actors alike. Shaping these relationships are assumptions within
the ECOWAS community of practice about the independent identity and capacity
of regional CSOs.93 The adoption of the norm allows civil society groups to retain
their identity as independent actors able to act and speak freely, while also advising
ECOWAS practitioners and exhorting them to take seriously the perspectives and
practices of civil society. The logic underlying adoption of the norm is the shared
belief by members of the ECOWAS community of practice that engagement with
civil society can be a tool with which to exert pressure on ‘stubborn leaders’ who
attempt to stay in power through unconstitutional means.94 In adopting the norm,
ECOWAS practitioners and their CSO counterparts believe it has the potential to
serve ‘the benefit of the people, without any consideration of diplomacy’ by superseding actual or potential political rivalries that may exist between member states.95
The institutionalization of the norm of people-centric governance is to be clearly
seen in the 2008 ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework (ECPF) and the Vision
2020 Statement. The ECPF is a conflict prevention and management tool created
by the ECOWAS Political Affairs, Peace and Security Commission, the West
African Civil Society Institute and WANEP; it outlines the tactical and normative importance and appropriateness of making a transition from an ‘ECOWAS
of states’ to an ‘ECOWAS of people’. The Vision 2020 document, while vague in
terms of policy prescription, is clear on the need for ECOWAS to significantly
reorient the ‘conduct of national and regional affairs’ around questions about what
the unifying tenets of a west African shared vision can be, and how a west African
shared vision can converge on a common understanding of an obvious and selfevident meaning of an ‘ECOWAS of people’.
While these documents are not founding documents of the organization,
officials consistently invoke both when discussing how they understand and enact
the norm of people-centric governance. Specifically, they note how the content
and construction of the ‘ECOWAS of people’ framework clarify how the norm
ought to be implemented and institutionalized in ways that are novel and divergent from earlier institutional changes in the organization—specifically placing
governance in the hands of the people.96
The norm is institutionalized in the ECPF by incorporating civilians into
regional governance and mandating the ‘full participation of civil society organizations’ in assisting with the funding and mobilization efforts of national political
parties, preventive diplomacy, and establishing public confidence in governance
structures at all levels.97 The ECPF provides benchmarks to ensure that the norm
permeates all sectors in the organization. As a practitioner in the External Affairs
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directorate noted, there is an understanding that officials in the Commission, as
well as the Community Parliament and Court of Justice, ought to take an active
role in monitoring member states’ compliance with the civil society stipulations
in the ECPF.98
In practice, this institutionalization of the norm has had transformative effects by
necessitating the decentralization of, and incorporation of citizens into, regional
conflict prevention and early warning mechanisms. Officials in the Political
Affairs, Peace and Security Commission (PAPS), and in the office of the president,
for example, cite how civilian information from a decentralized early warning
strategy and inclusion of CSOs helped facilitate interventions in Mali in 2012, in
Burkina Faso in 2014 and in the Gambia in 2017.99 In each instance, while intervention in general is part of the modus operandi of the organization, the specific
interventions were shaped by engagement with CSOs. The Head of Analysis
in ECOWAS/WANEP Early Warning (ECOWARN) justified this approach by
highlighting a gap between ‘alert’ and ‘response’ that had previously existed in
the organization, and argued that improved coordination between ECOWAS and
WANEP had transformed ECOWAS’ ability to better serve and respond to the
needs of local communities.100 While the scope and effectiveness of interventions
varied, officials in CSOs and in PAPS noted that the ECPF’s mandate to include
civil society, and to scale up conflict prevention mechanisms, had drastically transformed the way in which ECOWAS engages in peace and security matters. This
represents a marked shift from earlier ECOWAS interventions in the 1990s and
2000s, which were frequently characterized as ‘heroic failures’ with significant
institutional and operational shortcomings.101
Similarly, members of the ECOWAS community of practice also allude to
decentralizing dynamics across the Commission with the adoption and institutionalization of the new norm. Officials speak of engaging in strategic networking
with CSOs as a means to build more organic connections with stakeholders within
member states. Specifically, practitioners in the External Affairs directorate have
created national liaison positions within each member state, who are responsible for coordination with members of civil society across policy areas. These
liaison officers meet every three months with members from the External Affairs
directorate to coordinate how best to integrate member-state stakeholders into
ECOWAS governance, improve existing partnerships and make the organization more accessible to local actors.102 Officials also highlight the transformative
effects of the people-centred orientation on ECOWAS Sahel Strategy to combat
terrorism and instability in the Sahel–Saharan areas of west Africa. As one practitioner notes, the strategy is ‘owned and driven by the people—as it focuses on the
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interconnection of infrastructure, resilience and food security, and education, in
conjunction with Peace and Security measures’.103 ECOWAS practitioners created
this strategy in conjunction with a coordination platform that emphasizes subsidiarity and civilian integration across sectors to avoid duplication in response efforts
by the G5 Sahel group, AU and UN.104
In sum, there is a discrete community of practice within ECOWAS constituted
by practitioners within the organization, civil society actors and other non-state
regional stakeholders. Since the mid-2000s this community has adopted the norm of
people-centric governance as a novel means to reorient the organization’s governance processes and the benefits of regionalization. While individual perceptions
of the norm may be informed by different departmental and epistemic logics,105
officials within this community commonly recognize people-centric governance
as an appropriate reorientation of the organization away from a narrow focus on
the interests of state elites in order to better engage with and benefit memberstate publics.106 However, the effects of the shift towards a people-centred model
should not mask the unevenness of the adoption, institutionalization and practice
of the norm. For instance, practitioners in the Macroeconomic Commission
advised unsuccessfully against Nigeria’s closing of the Benin border in late 2019;
and CSO capacity is often uneven, as many lack the necessary funding for sustainability and struggle to combat repressive national laws.107 Nevertheless, since 2007
the norm has been adopted and institutionalized within the organization through
a codified conflict prevention framework. In practice, the norm has empowered
CSOs and other regional stakeholders, and now shapes both regional intervention
and early warning in important ways.
Conclusion
The communities of practice in ASEAN and ECOWAS adopted and institutionalized the norm of people-centric governance at similar times for similar reasons.
As we have shown, however, recognizing the existence of a norm within organizational settings offers little insight into outcomes. The meaning of a norm and
its effects are shaped in and through practice. How the norm is understood and
enacted—and with what effect—varies across each diplomatic community. As
we have shown, this variability is explained in part by the composition of the
respective communities of practice. ECOWAS’ institutional development in the
mid-2000s was more profound than the formalization of ASEAN’s arrangements
during the same period. As a result, while the ASEAN community upheld notions
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of the appropriateness and efficacy of the ‘ASEAN way’, ECOWAS underwent
a more substantial transformation, creating an autonomous institutional space
wherein regional actors were empowered and freer to pursue a reorientation of
the organization’s priorities. The effects of the norm in ECOWAS, then, have been
more transformative. This recognition highlights a further distinction between the
two communities. Membership of the ASEAN community of practice extends
beyond bureaucrats and technocrats at the ASEC and includes state officials acting
within the CPR and more widely. This has reified ASEAN’s insular understanding
and practice of people-centric governance. The ECOWAS community of practice
now consists of civil servants, autonomous from state elites, who have changed or
sought to change the normative thinking towards adopting the norm of peoplecentric governance. The ECOWAS community of practice seeks to empower
CSOs, civilians and regional stakeholders beyond state authority, and has been
given the institutional space and capacity to do so.
This account is broadly consistent with the dynamics detailed in norm localization and subsidiarity frameworks. However, our analysis deviates from each
in important ways and, in doing so, highlights the utility of adopting a practiceoriented approach to understanding community thinking and behaviour. As
we have shown, there is little ‘active construction’ of the norm in either case
examined here.108 Rather, it is in and through practice that the norm is understood
and enacted by each community. Similarly, in a complication to the subsidiarity
approach, we see little evidence of explicit ‘normative opposition’ within either
community to the external norm of people-centric governance.109 Instead, as we
have shown, each community was driven to adopt and institutionalize the norm
for similar reasons. However, in each case, the community recognizes the appropriateness and effectiveness of a norm in practice in distinct ways. This core finding
aligns with recent practice-based accounts of norms which note that communities of actors can ‘hold different understandings of what particular norms mean
without contesting them’.110 Our analysis complements and extends existing work
on norm localization, subsidiarity and contestation by explicating the relationship
between norms and practice and providing empirical description to exemplify
these rarely glimpsed dynamics. In ASEAN the norm of people-centric governance has been largely reactionary and defensive, serving as a means to uphold an
elite-led and insular organization. In ECOWAS, the norm is understood in more
transformative ways and has had a wider impact, empowering civil society actors
who are increasingly included in governance practices.
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