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Executive Summary 
 

This Literature Review on Youth Agency, Peacebuilding and Education is part of the work of 
the Research Consortium on Education and Peacebuilding, supported by the UNICEF 
Peacebuilding, Education and Advocacy Programme. It aims to provide insights into youth 
agency and the dynamics of conflict and peace in conflict-affected contexts. In particular it 
focuses on how educational interventions may contribute to enhancing the agency of youth 
as peacebuilders. The review draws on the theoretical framework developed for the 
consortium, which locates youth within peacebuilding processes of reconciliation, 
redistribution, recognition and representation (four R’s). The review aims to communicate its 
findings to a broad audience, including academic researchers, professional practitioners, 
policy makers and interested young people.  

The methodology for searching relevant literature was underpinned by clarifications of the 
meaning of our key terms to ensure transparency, coherence and scope. We defined youth 
broadly as those within their second and third decade of life. We followed a broad 
understanding of education initiatives, which include formal (government-led, formal curricula 
following) schooling, parallel non(-governmental) systems of schooling and interventions 
developed and implemented by international and national NGOs. We defined peacebuilding 
as involving core social, economic, political and cultural transformations that contribute to 
social justice and ‘positive’ peace in conflict-affected societies. Finally, moving beyond 
narrow perceptions of youth agency and a ‘youth bulge’ as mere threats to peace, agency is 
defined as the space for manoeuvre available to young people in developing (un)conscious 
strategies that either support or hinder peacebuilding in relation to the broader cultural 
political economy context. 

In searching for relevant literature we followed the stages of systematic review methods. 
Firstly, we identified search terms which captured the key dimensions of the research field 
which included youth agency, peacebuilding, education, cultural political economy context, 
conflict affected states, and gender. Secondly, electronic searches were conducted in 
several databases including Google Scholar, Scopus, Eric, Web of Science as well as those 
of key development agencies. During the third stage we applied inclusion and exclusion 
criteria to make a selection of studies to include for in-depth review. These included 1) 
reference to youth peacebuilding agency; 2) reference to educational interventions or 
programmes; 3) reference to conflict-affected context; and 4) the quality of the research. In 
stage four the selected literature was thematised to clarify key emergent approaches. These 
included attention to the distinct needs and potential of different youth constituencies, the 
context-specific nature of youth agency, the diverse framings and definitions of youth as 
peacebuilders, gender- related issues. A range of types of educational interventions were 
identified which mobilized sports, music, the arts, history, citizenship inter-faith and health 
education as well as those which explicitly addressed the political and economic 
empowerment of young people. Stage five involved further literature searches drawing on 
the advice of specialists in the field of youth, education and peacebuilding and using 
purposive sampling and snowballing methods.  

http://learningforpeace.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/PBEA-Briefing-Paper-2-Nov14-FINAL.pdf
http://learningforpeace.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/PBEA-Briefing-Paper-2-Nov14-FINAL.pdf
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The selected literature for review is diverse in provenance, drawing on publications by 
academic researchers, practitioners and aid organisations and situates youth in a range of 
geographical and conflict-affected contexts. The diversity of the literature reviewed is a 
particular strength, enabling the review to go beyond homogenizing and generic approaches 
to this large and complex constituency. While acknowledging and building on existing 
reviews on similar themes in relation to youth, what makes this review unique is its strong 
connection to the concept of youth agency. This focus has enabled a particular analytical 
lens through which we present our findings in the second and third chapters. 

In chapter two, we start by outlining the diverse ways in which youth are perceived within the 
policies of international aid agencies and actors. We found that youth are envisaged as 
actors that operate in a myriad of ways: as heroic agents contributing to societal 
transformation and community peacebuilding; as criminals or troublemakers or 
security threats; as victims of challenging circumstances in need of the protection of 
international legal instruments; and as resilient people in their own right. That these 
diverse perceptions of youth within global policy are being circulated and produced without 
much attention to the voices of youth themselves is a second key thematic finding of this 
review. Considering a widespread lack of collaboration or engagement with youth in the 
planning and implementation of educational interventions, a more collaborative approach 
that includes youth perspectives on their agency, their needs and challenges is 
essential. Particular efforts should be made to engage with and involve youth constituencies 
that go beyond elites, and include the more marginalized groups, such as hard to reach 
young people (e.g. the disabled, rural youth, young mothers and other minority groups). 
Thirdly, the review finds that gender-related issues are too frequently neglected in 
youth programming for peacebuilding. Gender is often considered only as a binary 
without due regard to the complexity of young people’s identities, which risks reinforcing 
assumptions about male and female behaviours and can undermine the potential to support 
their peacebuilding agency. With similar importance, the links between masculinities, 
femininities and violence are complex and highly contextual; oversimplifying this association 
does not do justice to the many varied experiences of young men and women. Fourthly, 
this review highlights the fact that specific groups of conflict-affected young people 
(e.g. the disabled, child soldiers, youth carers and orphans) have varying needs in a 
multiplicity of contexts, which should be considered through participatory and 
collaborative approaches to programme design and implementation. Moreover, 
engaging with the context and constituency specific needs of young people involves 
recognizing and building on their initiative, creativity and resourcefulness as citizens, carers 
and peacebuilders. There is also scope for mobilizing the skills of some groups of 
youth (e.g. child soldiers) exercised and developed during the conflict period for 
peaceful purposes in post-conflict situations. 

In chapter three, in analyzing the literature on educational interventions the review focuses 
on the different dimensions of youth peacebuilding agency that they aim to promote – in 
particular its economic, socio-political and socio-cultural dimensions. Nevertheless, what this 
review underlines throughout is their inter-connnected nature and the distorting effect of 
identifying or engaging with one dimension in isolation from another.  

Studies of economic approaches to enhancing youth peacebuilding agency found that 
vocational education that seeks to enhance the livelihood and economic prospects of young 
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people has a key role to play in addressing the drivers of youth alienation and promoting 
their active participation in peacebuilding processes. Nevertheless, a proper and realistic 
analysis of macro-economic dynamics, employment prospects and post-conflict economic 
development is necessary to manage youth’s job expectations. Unrealised expectations may 
themselves generate alienation and conflict. Studies of socio-political approaches underline 
that in contrast to a more apathetic view, many youth are occupying political stances. Hence, 
there is a necessity to acknowledge and build upon such skills and experiences. There is 
also a need to acknowledge youth as integral constituents of and contributors to current as 
well as future peace. In the long term, youth experiences with the peacebuilding processes, 
particularly in the way grievances such as social inequalities are addressed, will be decisive 
for their success. Hence, there is a need to value young people’s own existence in the actual 
moment, rather than viewing then as mere future citizens.  

The review also found that both formal and non-formal citizenship education can provide 
young people with the skills, experiences and dispositions to enable them to participate 
critically and constructively in peaceful democratic processes linked to the pursuit of social 
justice. Moreover, citizenship education can also help to modify sectarian or other 
prejudices, by opening up for reflection and recognition by youth of their own and others’ 
commitment to multiple civic identities. However, citizenship education as delivered in many 
conflict-affected countries is failing young people by the pedagogical approaches used and 
its inattention to the particularities and injustices of the challenging contexts in which they 
aspire to exercise political agency. The literature reviewed how integral to young people’s 
personal well-being and well as their exercise of civic agency, are advocacy and networking 
skills developed through educational interventions that promote sexual and reproductive 
health and rights. Finally, in relation to socio-political peacebuilding agency exercised by 
youth, this review finds that young people themselves recognize the key role history plays in 
their self-defined priorities as potential peacebuilders. Thus, history education which links the 
study of the past with current and contemporary issues faced by young people can enhance 
their peacebuilding agency. Engagement with the past can provide opportunities for young 
people to explore social awareness and reflect on the ethical challenges they face within 
their daily lives, equipping them with the insights and understanding they can use as 
potential agents of peacebuilding and social justice. 

In our review of the socio-cultural aspects of youth agency we emphasize the importance of 
the underlying narratives and discourses as being part of the way interventions are shaped 
and enacted. In doing so, we can view education interventions (formal and non-formal) 
impacting on youth agency as key sites of cultural production and social reproduction. 
Therefore, processes of cultural recognition, in close relation to issues of redistribution, 
representation and reconciliation, do not only happen at the ‘micro’ community level, but are 
shaping and shaped by global agenda’s, national ideologies and political discourses, local 
narratives and personal life histories. Nonetheless, there is a significant absence of attention 
to those large numbers of young people who exist peacefully within conflict-affected 
situations and who are demonstrating huge resourcefulness on an everyday basis. 
Interventions need to engage and connect with such everyday peacebuilding activities, while 
also bearing in mind the wider structural challenges and opportunities.  

In relation to the day to day realities of youth interventions, studies of sports-related 
programmes note that they can support youth to build self-esteem and communication skills 



Youth Agency, Peacebuilding and Education                                                               January 2015 
 
 
 
including conflict resolution capacities, the creation of a common social identity and sense of 
belonging, trauma relief and psychological rehabilitation as well as new friendship networks. 
Nevertheless the highly gendered nature of many sports interventions based around football 
is a particular weakness. Studies of collaborative arts programming also highlighted its 
contribution to catalyzing attitudinal and behavioural changes in young people. The arts can 
act as an outlet for the expression of youth agency in particular, for instance with regards to 
the socio-economic and political issues at stake for youth. However, interventions that are 
not youth-led often fail to capitalize on the potential of the arts to enhance the political and 
civic as well as the economic agency of young people. The review found that inter-group 
contact can support young people in reconciliation processes by encouraging mutual 
understanding, respect and prejudice reduction. However, their inattention to supporting 
young people to take action against the structural socio-economic and political factors that 
constrain and condition youth agency and drive conflicts is a major weakness. Finally, 
studies of inter-faith interventions indicate that their capacity to enhance young people’s role 
as peacebuilders is largely neglected and under-estimated, as religious values can provide a 
resource to predispose to peacebuilding attitudes and practices. Conversely, religious 
extremism can fuel conflict and violence and such radicalization of youth in some conflict-
affected contexts is directly linked to socio-economic and political and cultural 
marginalization. 

Bringing together these insights of the review’s analysis of multiple approaches to youth 
peacebuilding agency and the diverse educational interventions to enhance their roles, our 
final key messages focus on:  

Key Messages 
 

1. Comprehensive understanding of youth - This document argues for a comprehensive 
understanding of the multi-faceted nature of youth agency for peacebuilding. We do so 
by moving away from a victim-perpetrators binary to an understanding of heterogeneous 
youth constituencies as embedded within and reacting to processes of conflict and 
peace. In order to better understand the agency of youth as peacebuilding actors, we 
need to move beyond a binary approach that reduces the experiences of young people 
living with the effects of conflict to overly simplistic categorisations, which are liable to 
lead to equally simplistic programme responses. The acknowledgement of the needs 
and priorities of different youth constituencies should include gender-based analyses and 
approaches.  
 

2. Absence of evaluative and empirical data - There is an urgent need to build up 
rigorous, longitudinal, evaluative data showing how educational interventions contribute 
to attitudes, behaviours and knowledges of young people linked to their (lack of) exercise 
of peacebuilding within specific contexts. A key challenge is that many of these (formal 
and non-formal) educational programmatic responses are difficult to measure and need 
nuanced, context-specific and youth specific indicators. Another challenge is the lack of 
attention and analysis of youth-related (education, labour, cultural) policies in the 
literature. In advocating for the role of education in peacebuilding, however, the absence 
of both policy-analysis and evaluative data of programmatic impact on youth agency 
needs to be urgently addressed.  
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3. Context-specific, conflict-sensitive and youth-specific policy and programming - 
There is frequently a disjunction between policy and programming aimed to enhance 
young people’s agency as peacebuilders and the particular contexts and circumstances 
that condition and constrain this potential in conflict-affected contexts. In order to ensure 
that education policies and programmes are more context specific, conflict-sensitive, and 
youth-responsive, interventions should be carefully grounded in an analysis of the 
distinctive positioning of youth in relation to current drivers of conflict as well as  
peacebuilding dynamics operating in each conflict-affected situation. Connecting to our 
first point, a gender-specific lense should be applied to uncover specific needs, 
opportunties and challenges for particular youth constituencies. 

 
4. Engagement with youth’s voices, identities and needs - There is a need for both 

policies and interventions – at their planning and implementation stages - to respond to 
and connect with processes of youth identity formation, the everyday realities, voices, 
experiences and needs of young people and to build on their pre-existing initiatives. This 
may involve working with and through young people on conflict and peacebuilding 
analysis of their particular situation and their strategic positioning. 
 

5. Involvement of community and youth peer educators - The promotion of the 
peacebuilding agency of youth through (non)formal education initiatives needs to involve 
key stakeholders in the communities, as well as young people themselves as peer 
educators, rather than operate in isolation from them, to ensure the sustainability and 
cultural appropriateness of interventions.   

 
6. Educational strategies for peacebuilding  -  Although their potential is not realized at 

present the content and processes of teaching and learning may enhance young 
people’s agency for peacebuilding, by: 1) connecting study of the past with present 
realities and challenges, 2) recognising the affective and context relevant dimensions of 
teaching and learning for/about peace; 3) providing opportunities for critical reflection of 
political/religious/ideological/media messages; 4) encouraging mutual understanding, 
respect and prejudice reduction; 5) triggering attitudinal and behavioural changes in 
people, e.g. inter-personal skills, changing perceptions of themselves and other people, 
as well as mental and emotional well-being and healing; and 6) working with youth in 
their own environment and spaces. 
 

7. Integrated programmatic responses - In order to capitalize on education’s potential to 
contribute to young people’s capacity to be peacebuilders, an expansive rather than 
narrow framing is essential that connects educational processes to the political, 
economic, cultural and potential conciliatory (4 R’s) dimensions of youth’s exercise of 
agency and the peacebuilding processes in which they are located. The review of 
existing literature suggests an integrated approach might be best suited to enhance the 
agency of youth in relation to the 4 R’s. While redistribution might need the most specific 
targeting, the dimensions of recognition, representation and especially reconciliation can 
either be targeted specifically or – perhaps more successfully - be embedded 
transversally in a wide variety of activities.  
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Research Consortium on 
Education and Peacebuilding 
 
 
Amsterdam Institute for Social Science Research (AISSR), University of Amsterdam  
 
The AISSR Programme Group Governance and Inclusive Development (http://aissr.uva.nl/programme-
groups/item/governance-and-inclusive-development.html) consists of an interdisciplinary team of researchers focusing on 
issues relating to global and local issues of governance and development. The Research Cluster Governance of 
Education, Development and Social Justice focuses on multilevel politics of education and development, with a specific 
focus on processes of peacebuilding in relation to socio-economic, political and cultural (in)justices. The research group 
since 2006 has maintained a particular research focus on education, conflict and peacebuilding, as part of its co-funded ‘IS 
Academie’ research project with the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  
 
Centre for International Education, University of Sussex  
 
The Centre for International Education (CIE) (www.sussex.ac.uk/education/cie) was founded in 1989 on the premise that 
education is a basic human right that lies at the heart of development processes aimed at social justice, equity, social and 
civic participation, improved wellbeing, health, economic growth and poverty reduction. It is recognised as one of the 
premiere research centres working on education and international development in Europe. The Centre has also secured a 
prestigious UK ESRC/DFID grant to carry out research on the Role of Teachers in Peacebuilding in Conflict Affected 
Contexts, which aligns directly with the research strategy of the PBEA programme and will form part of the broader 
research partnership.  
 
UNESCO Centre at Ulster University 
 
Established in 2002 the UNESCO Centre (www.unescocentre.ulster.ac.uk) at the University of Ulster provides specialist 
expertise in education, conflict and international development. It builds on a strong track record of research and policy 
analysis related to education and conflict in Northern Ireland. Over the past ten years the UNESCO Centre has 
increasingly used this expertise in international development contexts, working with DFID, GiZ, Norad, Save the Children, 
UNESCO, UNICEF and the World Bank, providing research on education and social cohesion, the role of education in 
reconciliation and analysis of aid to education in fragile and conflict affected situations.  
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