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ACLED is a publicly available database of political violence, which focuses on conflict in African states. Data is geo-referenced and  
disaggregated by type of violence and actors. Further information and maps, data, trends and publications can be found at  

www.acleddata.com or by contacting info.africa@acleddata.com. Follow @ACLEDinfo on Twitter for realtime updates, news and analysis: 
 

Introduction: 

ACLED provides disaggregated data of every single report-
ed event of political violence in Africa, and henceforth 
expanded to Asia (Raleigh et al., 2010). It aims to capture 
information on the actors involved, the location and na-
ture of the event, and the date of its occurrence. One is-
sue experienced in the collection of realtime data is that 
of reporting lags, by which information about a particular 
event is available several days, weeks, or even months 
after it originally occurred. This working paper seeks to 
explore the prevalence and impact of reporting lags in the 
dataset, and explore its relationship to a variety of country 
and conflict characteristics. 

A particularity of ACLED’s work is to provide data on a 
realtime weekly basis. To gather information, ACLED cod-
ers monitor diverse sources, from media, NGO, or (inter)-
governmental agencies’ reports and academic papers 
(Wigmore-Shepherd, 2015). This broad range of sources 
facilitates the collection of information on a realtime ba-
sis. However, despite this, reporting lags are experienced 
each week, without knowing whether it affects the com-
prehensiveness of the realtime data. In total, 17.4% of all 
events in sample data drawn from one year of realtime 
coding are subject to a reporting delay. Because of the 
relative newness of realtime conflict event data, existing 
literature does not deal extensively with the issue of de-
layed reporting. Academic papers have primarily explored 
news selection bias (Earl et al., 2004; Wigmore-Shepherd, 
2015), but limited research has been carried out on the 
timeliness of reporting explicitly. 

The causes of reporting delays can be divided into three 
categories. First, the location of the event; which may be 
affected by the nature of the political regime, or the cen-
sorship of information (Drakos and Gofas, 2006); while 
spatial characteristics might affect reporting if violence 
occurs in areas that are less well-covered by reporters 
(Wigmore-Shepherd, 2015).  

A second category of delays might correspond to the type 
of events and types of actors. Different types of violent 
events may have a different level of appeal or significance 
to the media: for instance, terrorist attacks may have 
more news value than other types of violence (Frey and 
Rohner, 2007; Asal and Hoffman, 2015) and may there-
fore be reported in a more timely fashion than less politi-
cally and strategically significant forms of violence.  

A third factor, which may affect reporting lags, is the type 
of sources. Some reports may contain detailed information 
on a conflict, but are published after a campaign of vio-
lence subsides, such as NGOs’ reports (Weidmann, 2014). 

This paper will explore each of these three points in turn. 
The paper tests the effect of these factors on the timeli-
ness of reporting, and presents several key findings.  

First, the results suggest mixed findings for the effect of 
regime type on reporting timeliness: while authoritarian 
regimes somewhat predictably witness higher levels of 
reporting delays, regimes characterised as failed states, 
democracies and autocracies exhibit no meaningful differ-
ence in timeliness. This indicates that the quality of the 
political regime and the conditions of the conflict may be 
important intervening variables. Whether a country’s vio-
lent conflict is predominantly urban or rural is also likely 
to affect timeliness, as events that are located in urban 
areas are typically reported in a more timely fashion than 
those which occur in rural area.  

Second, with greater levels of communication technology 
in the country, conflict reporting improves: both internet 
access and a larger number of cellular subscriptions are 
factors which reduce reporting delays.  

Third, particular types of events are subject to greater 
reporting delays than others, reflecting potential media 
and political biases or interests in their reporting. For ex-
ample, violence against civilians tends to be subject to 
greater delays than other forms of violence, with remote 
violence (typified by its high-media value) generally being 
reported in a more timely fashion.  

Fourth, reporting focus on given actors fosters timeliness 
of reporting of particular events: specifically, remote vio-
lence carried out by terrorist organizations are typically 
subject to less delay than other forms and agents of vio-
lence. Finally, media-based sources are less likely to be 
delayed than other source types, with local sources more 
likely to experience reporting delays than national or in-
ternational sources. 

The paper proceeds as follows: Section 1 will explore the 
impact of location in reporting with two tests. Section 2 
will focus on the type of event. Section 3 will profile the 
timeliness of certain type of sources.  
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Existing Literature: 

A review of existing literature offers a broad approach to 
conceptualising reporting lags, which provide a number of 
hypotheses for empirical testing. H1 will test whether the 
location of an event affects the timeliness of reporting. H2 
will test whether the type of events affects reporting lags. 
Finally, H3 will test whether particular types of sources are 
more likely to exhibit a reporting lag than others. 

 

Location: 

The location of events may affect reporting lags in several 
ways, including whether an event took place in a country 
with a particular regime type, particular characteristics of 
its communication network, or a particular area’s remote-
ness. Existing research on the links between political re-
gime and reporting suggest that — compared to a dicta-
torship — democratic regimes with freedom of press may 
be more likely to record every event immediately. Re-
searchers have demonstrated that control of the press or 
full censorship fosters the risk of underreporting (Drakos 
and Gofas, 2006; Campagna, 1999). This may also be val-
id for lags in reporting. Indeed, censorship, and re-
strictions around freedom of the press may mean infor-
mation cannot be gathered and released immediately. 
Using Polity IV dataset will allow us to test the following 
hypothesis: 

H1a: Countries in which there is a dictatorial re-
gime will have larger reporting lags than demo-
cratic regimes.  

Some researchers argue that reporting is affected by the 
location of an event and accessibility to the area in which 
it took place. Geographic configurations are a factor, 
which can delay information production. As Oberg and 
Sollenberg write, “war reporters […] are less inclined to 
camp out in remote and inaccessible areas where poor 
communications and other obstacles may prevent or re-
tard their work” (Oberg and Sollenberg, 2011: 55). 

H1b: Violence in locations outside the capital city 
is more likely to be subject to reporting lags than 
violence in the capital. 

H1c: Violence in locations outside urban centres is 
more likely to be subject to reporting lags than 
violence in urban centres. 

Limited communication networks – especially in poor 
countries – may also negatively affect reporting timeli-
ness. The farther an event occurs from a populated place, 
the less likely it will take place within the reach of many 

observers (Weidmann, 2014). Bocquier and Maupeu note, 
for instance, that the major Kenyan media employ few 
journalists outside the capital – Nairobi – (Bocquier and 
Maupeu, 2005), reducing the media’s capacity to report 
on events outside the capital in realtime. Rød and 
Weidmann argue: 

“The Internet can in these situations be a power-
ful tool for opposition elites seeking to spread 
their political agenda and/or organize anti-
regime demonstrations” (Rød and Weidmann, 
2015: 340). 

Technologies of communication such as internet and cel-
lular networks might foster timely reporting. It has been 
demonstrated that wide coverage of ICT enhances the 
overall reporting of events (Weidmann, 2015). This hy-
pothesis might be expanded to test whether countries 
with more developed communication networks witness 
timelier reporting of conflict. 

 H1d: Countries with poor communications networks 
 will experience larger reporting lags than countries 
 with broad networks. 

 

Event Types: 

ACLED data is divided in distinct types of event (including 
battles, remote violence, riots/protests and violence 
against civilians). Some events may be more likely to be 
reported immediately than others. Violence in a conven-
tional battlefield may create particular challenges for ob-
servers to access the site. As experienced by some jour-
nalists during the Gulf War, military forces can control 
access to fighting areas, and may also control journalists’ 
material, and delay their release (Halliday, 1999). Despite 
interest by journalists, aid workers and others in areas 
directly affected by conflict, the nature of ongoing conflict 
may render these areas inaccessible, hindering reporting.  

By contrast, incidents of remote violence – such as bomb-
ings, IEDs or landmines – allow observers to be near to the 
event location within a few minutes of it occurring. This 
means that there may not necessarily be restrictions on 
accessing the area (Weidmann, 2014). Therefore, the in-
formation could be more immediately available. 

H2a: ‘Remote violence’ events are less likely to 
experience reporting lags than other events. 

According to Drakos and Gofas, terrorist attacks will likely 
be carried out in accordance with two objectives, to: “(1) 
maximize the probability of the attack being reported and 
(2) select the location that will provide the highest cover-
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age” (Drakos and Gofas, 2006). Media may have a particu-
lar interest in the news value of terrorist attacks, while 
terrorist attacks may be designed or carried out with the 
purpose of exploiting media coverage as a communication 
tool in mind (Frey and Rohner, 2007). Asal and Hoffman 
(2015, 6) note that media are profit-driven and have to 
“capture audience attention”. Therefore, delays in re-
porting terrorist attacks will likely be rare. 

H2b: Violence by designated terrorist groups is 
less likely to experience reporting lags than other 
events. 

 

Types of and Scales Sources: 

The last issue concerns the type of sources. Realtime cod-
ing requires coders to refer to reports, news articles, civil 
society reports, governmental and inter-governmental 
reports, and academic papers (Wigmore-Shepherd, 2015). 
Their publication may depend on specific criteria. News 
sources can discriminate in their coverage of particular 
events according to their audience (such as social catego-
ries: urban/rural, workers/business interests), their cover-
age (part/parts of territory covered), their political links 
(state-owned, private or opposition-owned, fully inde-
pendent), and their organisation (for example, the loca-
tion of journalists, the availability of field reporters, and 
links with an international reporting network). All these 
factors might explain why they may dedicate fewer re-
sources to documenting specific events, which could 
therefore delay their reporting.  

Moreover, ACLED uses reports from (inter)-governmental, 
NGO and others organizations. As Wigmore-Shepherd 
(2015) notes, some NGO’s reports are based on post-
conflict interviews. For instance, Human Rights Watch’s 
report on Iraq crimes (2004) revealed many cases of 
forced disappearances during the Hussein’s dictatorship. 
However, it was released only in 2004, after Hussein’s fall. 
All political violence records were therefore delayed. This 
statement is valid for academic research and (inter)-
governmental reports too. Therefore, due to time of col-
lecting and compiling the data, lags may appear.  

H3a: Non-media based sources are more likely to 
experience reporting lags than media sources. 

Similarly, international sources may benefit from greater 
capacity to produce realtime reports than highly localised 
sources in conflict settings. 

H3b: International sources are less likely to expe-
rience reporting lags than other scales of sources. 

Methodology: 

To conduct this analysis, a sample of data drawn from 
ACLED’s realtime data from May 2014 to April 2015 is 
compared with a sub-sample of data categorised as de-
layed, referring to any event coded more than one week 
following its occurrence. The total sample size is 19,94 
events, from which 3,471 (17.4% of events) are  catego-
rised as delayed.  

The sample covers 49 countries, of which, Somalia repre-
sents 16.7% of all events, Nigeria represents 11% of all 
events, and Sudan represents 8.8% of events. Somalia 
makes up 18.8% of all delayed events; followed by Nigeria 
(9.6%) and DR-Congo (8.7%). When disaggregated by 
country, lower-activity countries typically have higher 
levels of reporting delays. For example, Gabon has the 
highest share of delayed data (over half of all events, at 
56.7%), followed by Swaziland (43.8%) and Equatorial 
Guinea (40%).  

 

Location Test: 

Two different aspects of geography might affect the re-
porting of event: first, the location of an event nationally, 
within a specific country (with implications for the political 
regime or conditions in that country); or second, in a par-
ticular spatial location sub-nationally (with implications 
for the accessibility of the location to reporters or interest 
in that region). Both can affect the timeliness and the 
comprehensiveness of event reporting. Using different 
indexes and databases, combined with ACLED’s events, 
we will investigate whether these locational effects influ-
ence the timeliness of reporting.  

 

Regime Type and Timeliness of Reporting 

The effect of regime types on the timeliness of reporting 
can be assessed using data from the Polity IV project 
(Marshall et al., 2014). To test this relationship, records of 
political violence are categorised according to the political 
institutional characteristics of the country in which the 
event occurred. 

Figure 1 suggests that higher levels of democracy in a 
country do not necessarily imply greater timeliness of its 
reporting. Although the most authoritarian regimes 
(coded as autocracy, with polity score of -10 to -6) show 
higher level of delayed data (with an average of 33.3%), 
anocracy (-5 to 5) and democracy (6 to 10) have similar 
levels of reporting lags, at 18% and 17.4% respectively. 
There is no specific pattern of reporting lag determined by 
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the type of regime.  

This overall pattern holds when we explore particular 
countries’ breakdown of reporting. As 
shows, Botswana, which is considered 
highly democratic with a score of 8, 
experiences a similar level of reporting 
lag to Equatorial Guinea (-5). Eritrea, 
widely known to exercise strict control 
over media – with no independent me-
dia, surveillance system of state media, 
and several jailed journalists (Reporters 
Without Borders, 2015) – shows levels 
of delays similar to Mali: 18.2%, com-
pared to 17.9%, respectively. In an 
analysis of the effect of regime types 
on overall reporting, Wigmore-
Shepherd concluded that, “a restrictive 
press did not result in fewer reported 
events” (2015: 14). We could expand 
this statement, noting that a restrictive 
press due to repressive governance does appear to uni-
formly result in higher levels of delayed reporting. 

Finally, fragile or failed states — including those experi-
encing active conflict — do not exhibit a larger-than-

average delay in conflict reporting, in spite of the absence 
of stable political infrastructure (15%; see Figure 1). This 
might be due to considerable international media atten-

tion on these countries: all of these 
cases (Central African Republic, South 
Sudan and Libya) experience or have 
recently experienced international op-
erations mandated by the UN or other 
regional organizations (NATO in Libya). 

Therefore, the test only confirms that 
authoritarian regimes exert considera-
ble control over the reporting of vio-
lent conflict, but does not find support 
for the greater timeliness of reporting 
in anocracies, democracies or failed 
states.  

One caveat to this preliminary conclu-
sion, however, is that only a short-time 
period of data (the twelve-month peri-

od between May 2014 and June 2015 was covered and 
analysed). Exploring press restrictive regimes is likely to 
require long-term investigations, which may not be re-
flected in the short time period sampled here. 

Figure 1: Percentage of Delayed Events by Regime Type, and by Country. 
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Spatial Location and Reporting Lags 

To test these theories of the effect of the location of con-
flict within a country on reporting lags, we use a similar 
approach to Wigmore-Shepherd (2015). Events are cate-
gorised according to two factors: first, did the event occur 
in the capital of the country? Second, did the event occur 
in an urban area; i.e.: with a population of 100,000 or 
over? The sample for these tests is restricted to events 
coded with a GeoPrecision of 1, in order to reduce the 
potential urban bias of events coded with a higher level of 
geographic uncertainty, as events with a GeoPrecision of 2 
or 3 are typically coded to the urban capital of a district or 
province. 

Existing research suggests that an event which occurs out-
side the capital is more likely to be subject to a reporting 
lag than those within the capital. A comparison of delayed 
data with published data, using location outside/inside 
the capital, does not provide strong evidence in support of 
this hypothesis. Instead, there is only a negligible gap be-
tween the two categories: events outside the capital make 
up 76.7% of all delayed events, but they also constitute 
75.4% of all published events.  

Likewise, if we consider the share of all reported events 
within and outside of the capital, there is no significant 

difference in the share of events that are delayed in either 
case. Therefore, the location of an event within or outside 
the capital does not seem to unduly influence its reporting 
timeliness.  

However, this general trend masks significant variations at 
the country level. Countries as diverse as Djibouti, Guinea-
Bissau, South Africa, Kenya and Togo do not experience a 
significant gap between published and delayed data. In 
countries such as Kenya and South Africa (see Figure 2), 
one possible explanation for this comparability is that the 
countries have numerous cities with a high urban popula-
tion, therefore resulting in greater communication net-
works and infrastructure outside the capital.  

However, other countries experience a more substantial 
delay in the reporting of events outside the capital, includ-
ing Ethiopia, Mauritania and Uganda (see Figure 2). This 
broadly fits with the hypothesis proposed in existing liter-
ature. 

A third category of countries, however, shows the reverse 
trend, with a higher share of delayed events taking place 
within the capital city. These countries include Sierra Leo-
ne (see Figure 2), Republic of Congo, Ivory Coast and 
Rwanda. The pattern in this third category may be ex-
plained by the fact that a large share of events in each of 

Figure 2: Percentage of Events outside and within the Capital, by Published and Delayed Data in Four Countries. 
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these countries occurs in urban areas. Across the sample 
data on average, only 24.4% of the events occur within 
the capital and 45.6% in urban areas more generally. By 
contrast, each of the countries which see a higher share of 
delayed data inside the capital generally see higher levels 
of violence within the capital itself: 64.4% of Ivorian pub-
lished events occurred in Abidjan, 75% in Kigali – Rwanda 
and 81.3% in the Republic of Congo (Brazzaville). There-
fore we could argue that most of these countries already 
had a relatively high share of violence concentrated in the 
capital. In these contexts, rural events are relatively rare, 
and therefore it is possible that they garner more atten-
tion. 

Expanding our analysis to all locations with a population of 
less than 100,000, in general, events which occur in rural 
areas are more likely to be delayed than urban area 
events, confirming the assumption that remoteness influ-
ences the timeliness of reporting. We observe a 5% differ-
ence in the breakdown of urban and rural events between 
the delayed and published data: 46.5% of all published 
data occurs in urban areas, while 41.2% of the delayed 
data occurs in urban areas. 

In spite of this general trend, we observe some specific 
and distinct cases. A first category includes countries 

where the gap between rural published and rural delayed 
events is high (Figure 3). Algeria and Mauritania show high 
levels of delayed rural events compared to their published 
counterpart. For example, whereas rural events make up 
62.1% of all published data, they make up 85.5% of all 
delayed data. This gap might be due to bordering violent 
political events between Mali and Algeria in the remote 
Sahel. A similar pattern is found in Mauritania. 

Another group of countries displays the opposite trend, 
where urban events make up a higher share of delayed 
events than published ones (Figure 3). In Libya, for in-
stance, 39.3% of the published events took place in urban 
areas, compared to 58.6% of the delayed data. Similarly, 
in Sierra Leone, 38.1% of published events take place in 
urban areas; compared to over half (55.6%) of all delayed 
events. These patterns would appear to challenge Kalyvas’ 
assumption (2004), which maintains that urban location 
bias could mislead reporting.  

This is particularly notable as in Libya, conflict mainly in-
volves fighting to control cities. Combined with the diffi-
culty of accessing these areas, this might explain why ur-
ban areas events are more lagged. In Sierra Leone, the 
Ebola crisis, and the lockdown of several neighbourhoods 
of Freetown as a result, may have made it more difficult 
to capture events on a realtime basis. 

Figure 3: Percentage of Events in Urban and Rural Areas, by Published and Delayed Data in Four Countries. 
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Communication Networks 

The third hypothesis aims to test whether more devel-
oped communication networks affect the timeliness of 
reporting. In other words, the lower rate of cellular/
internet access a country provides, the more likely a high 
level of reporting lag might be experienced. In order to 
test this, data from the World Bank are used to estimate 
the rate of penetration. ‘Internet users per 100 people’ 
refers merely to the number of people who own an access 
to internet, whereas ‘Cellular subscription per 100 people’ 
defines the number of subscriptions that offer voice com-
munication per 100 people (2015a; 2015b)  

When we consider the effect of cellular communications 
on realtime reporting, there is evidence of a positive rela-
tionship between numbers of cellular subscription and 
levels of reporting lags. Over 20% of the data (or one in 
five events) is delayed in countries with between fewer 
than 50 cellular subscriptions per 100 people; in those 

with between 51 and 100 subscriptions per 100 people, 
17% of the data is delayed; while in those with over 100 
subscriptions per 100 people, delayed data makes up just 
under 14% of the data (see Figure 4). 

However, some countries witness the opposite trend (see 
Figure 4): whereas Gabon hosts more than 2.1 cellular 
subscriptions per 100 people, delayed information makes 
up over half of the sample data (56.7%). Other countries 
such as Swaziland, Namibia or Botswana experience high-
er levels of delayed in comparison to countries with simi-
lar figures for cellular subscription. Finally, Niger, despite a 
low number of subscriptions (39 per 100 people), experi-
ences few delays in reporting (3.2%). This is likely due to 
the type of events these countries experience that are 
mostly comprised of Riots/Protests, whereas Niger ob-
served high levels of Battles, which might show a higher 
new value especially because it involves actors such as 
Boko Haram or MUJAO (see Section 2).  

Figure 4: Percentage of Delayed and Published Events by Cellular Subscriptions, and by Country. 
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Figure 5 suggests a correlation between number of inter-
net users and levels of delayed data. Countries with a low 
number of users show higher levels of 
delayed data. For instance, in countries 
with less than 10% of the population 
connected (such as Djibouti), an aver-
age of 20.7% of data is delayed; in 
countries where internet users com-
prise between 10% and 40% of the 
population, 16.7% of the data is de-
layed; and 13.7% of the data is delayed 
in countries with between 40-60% of 
the population connected. 

However, when we disaggregate the 
data (Figure 5), we see that some coun-
tries defy this broad trend. In Swazi-
land, 43.75% of data is delayed, com-
pared to an average of 17.1% in countries with compara-
ble internet access. However, in Benin, which is in the 
lowest category (with less than 10% of the population 
connected to the internet) only 9.1% of the data is de-
layed (compared to an average of 20.7% for comparably 
connected countries).  

The explanation for this variation may be found in an anal-
ysis of the political systems in each country: Rød and 

Weidman argue that autocracies (such 
as Swaziland) use internet as a 
‘repressive technology,’ to “strengthen 
[its] autocratic rule” (Rød and 
Weidmann, 2015: 348). By compari-
son, Benin fits may reflect a state of 
‘liberation technology,’ where internet 
connectivity has served to foster pro-
gressive democratic changes, and may 
therefore facilitate timely reporting of 
violent conflict. 

Communication networks (both cellular 
and internet access), however, seem to 
positively affect the timeliness of re-
porting. Comparing the results from 

the political regime test with communication networks 
tests suggests that access to alternative sources can in-
crease the risk that a restrictive country might seek to 
control newly available information by imposing re-
strictions on social media and employing other forms of 
censorship. 

Figure 5: Percentage of Delayed and Published Events by Internet Users, and by Country. 
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Type of Events and Actors: 

This section explores the effect of the type of events and 
the actors involved in the timeliness of their reporting. It 
will focus on a disaggregated approach of the data relying 
on ACLED’s discrete categories of violence (remote vio-
lence, battles, riots/protests, and violence against civil-
ians). It seeks to understand whether specific event types 
are more likely to be reported on time. Secondly, it will 
focus on the actors involved, and explore whether the 
activity of specific actors (protesters, governmental forces, 
organizations designated as terrorists) is more or less like-
ly to be subject to reporting delays. 

 

Event Types 

Over the analysis period, approximately 17.4% of all pub-
lished data is delayed. However the likelihood of reporting 
lags does varies by type of event. According to Figure 6, 
while battles and riots/protests events appear to be large-
ly comparable in their degree of reporting delay, remote 
violence events show a very low level of delay (5.5%), par-
ticularly compared to the relatively high probability of 
delayed reporting of violence against civilians (23.3%). 

Incidents of violence against civilians are more likely to be 

likely to be reported by civil society groups, such as NGOs 
and human rights organisations, whose investigations are 
based mostly on post-hoc interviews, and constraint 
weekly realtime basis (Wigmore-Shepherd, 2015).  

In spite of this general trend, some countries show 
marked variation in the degree of reporting timeliness by 
event type. For example, in Cameroon, a quarter of events 
involving remote violence are delayed, compared to 
12.1% for battles and 22.7% for riots/protests.  

One argument to explain these lags is the extreme re-
moteness of these incidences, or rural over urban occur-
rences. Sudan experiences a similar pattern: 16.9% events 
involving remote weapons are delayed, but only 12.8% of 
riots/protests events are lagged. However, insights from 
high violence states including Libya, Somalia and Egypt 
contradict this assumption, as in those countries there is 
no clear gap between the timeliness of reporting of rural 
and urban events. 

 

Actor Types 

Disaggregating event types by actor also reveals inter-
esting patterns: some conflict actors might have greater 
‘news value’ for reporting than others, with implications 

Figure 6: Percentage of Delayed and Published Events by Event Type. 
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for the timeliness of reporting.  

Media may have a particular interest in 
the news value of terrorist attacks, 
while they may be designed or carried 
out with the purpose of exploiting me-
dia coverage as a communication tool 
in mind (Frey and Rohner, 2006). To 
avoid issues related to the definition of 
terrorism (see ACLED, 2014), this analy-
sis uses those groups designated For-
eign Terrorist Organizations (FTO) by 
US Department of State. Seven FTOs 
were active within several African 
countries between May 2014 and April 
2015 (Ajnad Misr, Al Shabaab, Ansar al-
Sharia, Ansar Beit-al-Maqdis, Ansar 
Dine, Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
and Boko Haram). 

Overall, there is small gap between the 
timeliness of reporting events involving FTOs and non-
FTOs: 15.9% of events involving FTOs are subject to a re-
porting delay, in comparison with 17.9% for non-FTOs. 
Although this pattern supports the assumption that re-

porting of incidents involving terrorism will be less de-
layed than reporting of other groups’ actions, the gap re-

mains weaker than expected. However, 
when we disaggregate this data by 
country, limiting our analysis to those 
countries in which FTOs are active, we 
see that this convergence is driven by 
dynamics in a small number of coun-
tries, namely Libya, Somalia and to a 
lesser extent, Tanzania and Niger.  

In each of these cases (see Figure 7), 
the reporting of FTO and non-FTO vio-
lence is broadly comparable: in Libya, 
9.6% of events involving violence by 
both FTOs and non-FTOs is equally sub-
ject to a delay; while in Somalia, 19.6% 
of non-FTO violence is subject to delay, 
compared to 18.8% of FTO. In Tanzania 
and Niger, while absolute levels of FTO 

violence (associated with Al Shabaab operatives in the 
country) are low, the rate of delayed reporting is in fact 
higher for these incidents (28.6% and 4.4% respectively) 
than non-FTO counterparts (26.7% and 4.1% respectively). 

Figure 7: Percentage of Delayed Data by Organisation Type, and by Country. 

 

While battles and riots/

protests appear to be 

largely comparable in their 

degree of reporting delay, 

remote violence shows a 

very low level of delay, 

particularly when  

compared to the relatively 

high probability of delayed  

reporting of violence 

against civilians. 
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Overall, however, there is evidence that the reporting of 
violence involving FTOs is subject to less of a delay than 
non-FTOs: in countries like Algeria, Cameroon and Egypt, 
the gap is particularly marked (see Figure 7). In the case of 
Nigeria, while the gap between reporting delays is rela-
tively smaller (16.4% for non-FTOs 
compared to 14% for FTOs), these 
patterns emerge in spite of several 
studies suggesting that media re-
porting of Boko Haram activity is sub-
ject to severe delays, media bias, and 
lack of timeliness (Akpan et al., 2013; 
Okoro and Chukwuma, 2012). Howev-
er, in an analysis of the top ten most 
active non-state violent groups 
(excluding protesters and rioters) in 
Nigeria, approximately 20% of violence 
is delayed on average.  

By contrast, only 13.7% of Boko Haram events are subject 
to a delay, considerably less than the rate of delay for ge-
neric vigilante militias (22.6%) and the specific anti-Boko 
Haram militia, the Borno Vigilance Youths Group (21.4%). 
This divergence from patterns in Somalia might be ex-
plained by the fact that Boko Haram violence received 
considerable media attention within the period under 
review (e.g. the social media campaign, 
#BringBackOurGirls Twitter took place in April/May 2014). 

In conclusion, this preliminary analysis suggests that the 
type of event is likely to influence the degree of reporting 
timeliness: remote violence, which may affect timely ac-
cess to sites of conflict, is typically subject to less delay 
than other forms of violence, with violence against civil-
ians exhibiting a clear tendency for delayed reporting. In 
addition, the types of actors involved in conflict influence 
the timeliness of reporting: FTOs typically see a lower rate 
of reporting delay than non-FTO counterparts.  

Types and Scales of Sources: 

A further issue to be considered concerns the sources 
used for the dataset, and how these may affect the timeli-
ness of reporting. Delays might be fostered differences in 

the type of source (such as media, or 
NGO reports) as well as their scale (for 
example, local or international reports. 
For the purposes of this paper, we 
draw on Wigmore-Shepherd’s (2015: 2) 
definitions and categorisations of 
source scale and type which define 
source types and scale as laid out in 
Tables I and II. 

Timeliness may be affected by differ-
ences in reports’ composition across 
different types: producing an NGO’s 
report often requires long-term cam-
paigns and investigations; while inter-

governmental organisations such as the UN might pro-
duce mostly weekly or monthly briefings; whereas – by 
contrast – media reports might be published on a conflict 
daily or weekly.  

Moreover, the scale of sources might influence reporting 
timeliness. Sources operating at the scale might be more 
effective in producing accurate information (location, 
time, actors involved), but may be limited in terms of ca-
pacity and linkages to wider media networks, and there-
fore experience delays in publishing reports. By contrast, 
sources which can leverage international networks (such 
as Agence France Press and UN agencies, for instance) 
may have higher-level information with less granular de-
tail, but can also produce reports which are publicised and 
shared quickly. Furthermore, higher scale sources might 
have a wider editorial focus than a narrow approach, and 
could not be able to report every events. Therefore, local 
scale and international should be more delayed than na-
tional and regional scale.  

 

Types of Source 

Across the sample data, around 8 out of 10 events are 
sourced by media, and less than 4% by civil society (a fur-
ther 1% are sourced by governmental, intergovernmental 
and analysis organizations). According to Figure 8, differ-
ences in the timeliness of reporting can be observed be-
tween these different categories. As expected, media re-
ports constitute a smaller share of delayed data than in 
the overall published data, suggesting these sources are 
subject to fewer delays. Civil society reports, by contrast, 

 

Overall, there is evidence 

that the reporting of  

violence involving  

officially designated  

Foreign Terrorist  

Organizations is subject to 

less of a delay than non-

designated counterparts. 
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are around 2 times more likely to be delayed: making up 
3.4% of share in published data, compared to 6.4% in de-
layed data.  

Local sources observe similar trends, 14.3% among on-
time events but 18.1% among all delayed events. For in-
stance, in Somalia, coding relies highly on local projects. 
These sources represents around 9 events out of 10, but 
their delayed data share reaches more than 96%. Similar 
patterns – but with lower intensity – are observed in Su-

dan and South-Sudan. This suggests that local sources 
provide helpful information, but that the conflict context 
may prevent them from producing these reports on a 
realtime basis.   

Overall, while media-based sources are more likely to pro-
duce timely reports, the internal structure of each organi-
zation might condition the outcome in specific contexts. 
Insights from CAR demonstrate that the ability to leverage 
networks of reporters and produce media-like reports 

ACLED Working Paper No. 8 

Reporting Lags in Realtime Data Collection 

Source Scale Description 

International Publications written by organisations that are present outside of Africa and have a global editori-
al focus. Examples include Reuters, New York Times and publications by the United Nations. 

Regional Publications which have an editorial focus on Africa or a particular region within the African 
continent (e.g. the Maghreb). Examples include Magharebia and Africa News Bulletin. 

National Publications which are domestic to a particular African country and have a national editorial 
focus. Examples include The Daily Monitor of Uganda and the Algerian Press Service. 

Local Publications which are focussed on reporting on events within a particular sub-region of a coun-
try. Examples include Radio Voice of Mudug and Radio Dabanga which focus on events within 
the Mudug region of Somalia and the Darfur region of Sudan respectively. 

Aggregator These publications primarily host content from other publications. For example BBC Monitoring. 

Multiple This category is used when any single event is informed by multiple sources which fit into more 
than one of the categories identified above. 

Source Type Description 

Analysis Publications written by specialists aimed at informing policy or furthering academic knowledge. 
Examples include Africa Confidential, IHS Global Insight and Africa Research Bulletin. 

Civil Society Publications written by Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), humanitarian agencies and 
locally based civil society organisations such as trade unions, political parties and religious insti-
tutions. Examples include reports by Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and Peace Net 
Kenya. 

Governmental/
Intergovernmental 

Publications written by national governments or supra-national governing bodies such as the 
African Union and United Nations. 

Local Source Project ACLED is connected with several local organisations that provide information directly to ACLED 
staff. Particular names will not be mentioned to protect anonymity. 

Media This category encompasses newspapers, magazines and television transcripts. 

Other This category is used when the publication used to inform the coding of an event does not 
match any of the categories identified above. Examples include Lloyds Information Casualty 
Report. 

Multiple This category is used when any single event is informed by multiple sources which fit into more 
than one of the categories identified above. 

Table I: Type of Source (Wigmore-Shepherd, 2015). 

Table II: Scale of Source (Wigmore-Shepherd, 2015). 
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might help organisations overcome the delays typically 
associated with civil society organisations’ reporting.  

 

Scale of Source 

ACLED events are mostly coded through national-scale 
sources, which make up nearly two-thirds of the sample 
data. This is followed by local and international scale 
sources. Minor differences in the timeliness of reporting 
across these categories are illustrated in Figure 9. Higher-
scale sources (such as national, international and regional) 
all exhibit a lower level of reporting delays than local 
counterparts. In an analysis of all reports produced by 
local sources, more than one out of every five events is 
delayed. Higher scales appear to experience fewer re-
porting delays: 17.2% of national-scale source data, and 
12.3% of regional-scale source data is delayed. However, 
international-scale events are more delayed than 
‘regional’ (at 15.4%), possibly due to the remoteness of 
foreign observers.  

This pattern is evident in Central African Republic. Alt-
hough international scale sources represent one third of 
all events, they make up more than 40% of delayed data. 

In CAR, international coverage has focused on violence 
against civilians in CAR, which – following our findings in 
Section 2 – is more likely to be delayed. Data are mainly 
produced through sources such as intergovernmental UN 
agencies (OCHA and UNHCR) or NGOs that may not have 
the same priorities in terms of realtime publishing.  

Although across the sample data, delayed events make up 
12% of regional data, this overall figure masks some local 
variation. Analyses of Algeria, Mauritania and Morocco 
show that 20% of events sourced from regional reports 
are subject to delay. Regional scale sources appear to fo-
cus on Western Sahara issues, on which they provide 
realtime reporting. However, events that occurred outside 
of Western Sahara and are not related to its issues are 
likely to be delayed. This may reflect editorial concerns 
which ensure timely reporting on specific cases, but might 
increase delays for other events.  

The findings suggest that sources at the local scale are 
more likely to be delayed. These sources are over-
represented in high-violence contexts in the sample in 
particular, and as such, this pattern may be explained by 
the difficulties associated with producing realtime reports 
in high-violence contexts. National, regional and interna-
tional sources, which exhibit a lower level of reporting 
lags, might nevertheless be delayed as a result of the fact 
that sources such as UN agencies and international NGO 
are likely to engage in longer-term investigations, which 
result in delayed reporting.  

In conclusion, this section has explored the prominence of 
the type and scale of sources to explain reporting lags. 
First, we found that reporting timeliness is likely to be 
influenced by the type of source. Non-media sources are 
much more delayed than media sources. This gap arises 
mainly because of processes associated with report-
writing and publication by NGOs and other groups, as long
-term investigations do not typically result in realtime re-
porting.  

Second, the scale of the source also appears to influence 
the timeliness reporting. The smaller the scale of the 
source, the more delayed the report is likely to be. How-
ever, broader sources may show a preference bias, be 
constrained by the remoteness of observers, and be com-
posed of larger organizations, which may therefore foster 
delays. Further research should analyse existing gaps be-
tween internal sources and foreign sources, considering, 
for example, whether an event sourced by diaspora or-
ganizations are more likely to be delayed than sources 
within the country. 

Figure 8: Percentage of Published and Delayed Data by 
Source Type. 
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Conclusion: 

This working paper has sought to identify the causes of 
delayed reporting of conflict, and the conditions in which 
it is most likely to occur. By investigating the relationship 
between timely / delayed reporting and a wide range of 
factors – from political structures to the types of sources, 
through actors involved and the location within a country 
– several findings can be discerned, contributing to ex-
isting literature and the broader knowledge base of quan-
titative conflict event data. 

By analysing the location of an event, we have found that, 
with the exception of autocracies – which exhibit a clear 
delay in the reporting of events – other types of regimes 
do not differ dramatically in the timeliness of their re-
porting. However, other factors such as the location with-
in an urban area and the size and sophistication of the 
communication network are relevant to explaining delays. 
4.1 out of 10 of all delayed events occurred in an urban 
area; and the more developed are the technology of com-
munication (measured through internet access and cellu-
lar subscriptions), the timelier reporting is likely to be. 

Second, investigating differences in the types of event and 
the actors involved, we found that remote violence is typi-
cally not subject to delay, whereas battles and violence 
against civilians events are more likely to be lagged. In 
addition, some actors attract more interest and foster 
more on-time reporting. The activity of US-designated 
FTOs is less likely to be delayed than that of other actors. 
Foreign military interventions that target these groups, 

alongside of social media reactions are factors that might 
explain this timeliness. 

Finally, adopting Wigmore-Shepherd’s typology of sources 
(type and scale), we find that media sources are more 
timely – due to the prominence of news values among 
redaction – when compared with other sources. Moreo-
ver, the nature of longer-term investigations undertaken 
by both civil society and (inter)-governmental agencies 
may increase the risk of delays. Further, it has also been 
shown that scale of the source matters.  

Typically, the higher the scale, the lower the rate of re-
porting delays (with local, national and regional sources all 
increasingly timely), although international sources, which 
may target a broader audience, and involve a higher num-
ber of longer-term reports (by groups such as Human 
Rights Watch, or inter-governmental organisations) show 
a comparable rate of delay to national sources. This may 
be attributed to the fact that local and national sources 
are hampered by the context in which they are operating: 
high-violence contexts may correspond to high-costs of 
operation and lower communication technology among 
organisations in these areas. 

Overall, the conclusions suggest that event timeliness is 
dependent on several factors: the degree of development 
of a country’s communication networks, the location or 
concentration of violence in urban centres, as well as the 
type of violence and of the actors involved. By contrast, 
with the exception of cases of autocracy, the political 
structure appears to be less consistently significant. 

Figure 9: Percentage of Published and Delayed Data by Source Scale. 
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