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Abstract 

Youth voices are often not considered when evaluating the impact of educational initiatives 
in conflict-affected societies that are addressing youth. Moreover, youth are frequently 
portrayed as either threats or victims, and not peacebuilders. Furthermore, the link between 
education and peacebuilding remains ambiguous. This thesis considers the impact of 
educational initiatives on youth agency and the subjectivity of young people in the refugee 
and migrant environment of Burmese young people in Mae Sot, Thailand to address these 
knowledge gaps. By centralising the voices of youth it aims to give insight into how these 
initiatives impact their perception of leadership – the political dimension of their agency – 
and the way they experience the inter-generational norms that affect their agency. This 
thesis thereby mobilises post-modernist, post-colonial and constructivist approaches, 
discourse analysis and Pawson and Tilley’s realistic evaluation approach.  
 
Analysing in-depth interviews, focus groups, and relevant documentation of these 
programmes combined with mobilising the insights gotten from participant observation 
resulted in key themes about how these initiatives both enable and constrain youth to 
envision their own leadership. The programmes connect with young people’s purposes, and 
their perspectives on the skills they need in order to become leaders. Yet, they fail to 
address important ethical dilemmas youth are facing. Furthermore, they disregard the 
relational definition of selfhood and agency the student employ, which points to the 
importance youth adhere to the impact of inter-generational norms on their agency. Despite 
the latter, the programmes unwittingly shape the young people’s experience of the inter-
generational norms. Youth namely mobilises the cognitive and communicative skills as well 
as the affective dispositions learnt in the programmes to engage with these norms.  
 
This thesis thereby shows how these educational initiatives should connect better with 
young people’s pre-existing agency. It also displays how powerful different possibilities of 
subjectivity are and the importance of centralising the views of those that are affected by 
educational programmes. It thereby adds to the literature on the link between education 
and peacebuilding, youth and youth agency, and specifically to the literature on the social 
world of the Thailand-Burma border region. Additionally, it offers recommendations for 
these programmes and aims to inform other practioners who engage with youth and 
peacebuilding education. 
 
Key words:  
Youth – youth agency – education – peacebuilding – leadership – inter-generational norms - 
Thailand-Burma border region – post-modernism – post-colonialism – constructivism – 
discourse analysis – realistic evaluation  
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Chapter 1. Introducing my research 

Introduction 

This thesis is the consequence of a six-months intellectual journey that took me from 

Amsterdam to Thailand and back. It considers the impact of educational initiatives on youth 

agency and the subjectivity of young people in the refugee and migrant environment of 

Burmese young people in Mae Sot, Thailand, and how this agency and subjectivity is 

shaped by inter-generational cultural norms. It engages with post-modernist and 

constructivist approaches to youth agency and subjectivity, and in particular with the 

dynamic between conceptualisations of youth and of leadership. Youth agency, as inspired 

by these approaches, is defined as what young people do, think and feel as produced, 

enabled and constrained by their contexts. While material contexts are acknowledged in this 

research as formative and conditioning too, the cultural context is foregrounded in 

exploring youth agency.  

 

Mobilising post-modern and constructivist lenses enables me to deconstruct and thereby 

problematize notions like youth agency that, in this research, is focused on leadership. I use 

discourse analysis in order to create new ways of understanding how educational initiatives 

in Thailand are shaping the agency of Burmese youth. Discourse analysis will also shed new 

lights on how youth agency is shaped by (and in turn shapes) the norms that guide the 

interaction between younger and older people. Embedded in a post-colonial framework, 

this thesis aims to prioritise the local views and remain wary of the interaction between 

these local views and international NGOs in the complex space of a refugee and migrant 

environment. 

 

This first chapter considers the first part of my logic of enquiry (Dunne, Pyror, Yates, 2005, 

pp.24-26). It sets out the key contexts that this research engages with, the questions that 

guide this thesis, and the theoretical frameworks that embed these questions and this 

research. It also introduces the educational initiatives that are central: Burma Link’s “Agents 

of Change” programme and Wide Horizons. Lastly, this chapter outlines the research aims 

and the significance of this research.  
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How this research came about: Two catalytic moments within my logic of 

enquiry 

A logic of enquiry, as formulated by Dunne, Pyror, and Yates, involves “conceptualization 

and focus, the selection of a research strategy and theoretical frames, the identification of 

relevant data and the means to collect them, the analysis or interrogation of those data and 

the construction of an account” (2005, p.24). These stages are not necessarily sequential nor 

do they always flow naturally from each other. Often, however, there are those moments 

during the development of this logic of enquiry that can be considered catalytic: getting 

ideas that seem to click, and combined together generate the research’ focus. For me, there 

were two moments that catalysed the development of the conceptualisation and focus: a 

leadership seminar and a Skype conversation. 

 

The idea that young people can consciously contribute to their own personal development 

– that they are makeable and fully in charge of that process themselves – has always 

captivated me. When I started my studies, I participated in a young leaders seminar that 

advocated we are not passive puppets whose lives are dictated by our environments but 

that we can change ourselves and thereby our futures as long as we are proactive and 

reflective. I was both incredibly inspired by as well as highly critical of this message. It meant 

to me that the world was indeed full of possibilities and that nothing was fixed yet – an 

extremely powerful idea – but I was also concerned about how we were conceptualised as 

“young leaders”. A young person, I felt, was seen as a blank slate that could colour itself in 

any way they would like, although there was this normative assumption that young people, 

once they know how, would always improve themselves to become “better” leaders.  

 

That this could also be considered problematic was something we did not engage with 

during the seminar. What about young people’s contexts; is there always this choice, this 

makeability involved? What about seeing identities as plural rather than unified? And what 

does the idea of being empowered imply for those that are not? These were questions that I 

thought were of great concern. Still, I felt that the idea of makeability, which implied that I 

could build my own character, had great potency. I was particularly interested in how this 
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idea (and hence programmes such as this leadership seminar) would affect those that did 

not live in a world that was marked by possibilities, but where “leadership” could also mean 

“dictatorship” and where young people were not heralded but looked down upon.  

 

I knew that I wanted to explore this further. When I started to develop my MSc research, 

exploring this idea of makeability in a world other than my own formed the basis of my 

ideas. I read up on multiple contexts, but there was one that stuck: the Thai-Burmese border 

where thousands of people from Burma1 live their lives full of insecurity and hope. I got into 

contact with one of the many NGOs within this region. During a Skype conversation with 

one of the founders, I discussed my ideas on youth and the way their agency can be shaped 

by such educational initiatives as the leadership seminar I participated in. We discussed how 

these programmes never exist outside of their contexts and discussed how in that region 

the way young people should interact with older people – which I called inter-generational 

norms in this research – also impact young people’s agency. The Skype conversation 

thereby opened up new ideas on the conceptualisations of youth as opposed to adults, and 

how this affected their agency. Combined, these two catalytic moments formed the 

foundations of my research.  

 

This thesis has given me the opportunity to interrogate these ideas further in a context that 

is complicated, but incredibly rich: the refugee and migrant environment of Mae Sot, 

Thailand, where young people from Burma2 participate in educational initiatives that aim to 

develop young leaders. It will hence look at two things: the way educational initiatives affect 

youth agency and whether they are attentive to the way youth agency is shaped, enabled 

and constrained by inter-generational norms.  

 

                                                
1 In this research, Burma/Myanmar is called Burma. Although officially the military junta changed the 
country’s name to Myanmar in 1989, “Burma” is used more commonly by the democracy movements 
in Burma who do not recognise the name change by the military junta because they do not recognise 
its legitimacy. The majority of the participants in this research also used Burma to refer to their home 
country.  
2 I will use “young people from Burma” interchangeably with “young Burmese people”. Hence, in 
this research “Burmese” does not refer solely to people sharing the Burman ethnicity but the term 
includes other minorities that live in Burma as well.  
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Section one. Displaying the contexts of this research 

Section one outlines the key contexts that this research engages with. I both introduce the 

contexts of knowledge that place this research in broader research agendas and the specific 

material and cultural contexts of the participants that are central to this research. 

 

Frameworks of Knowledge 

Education and Peacebuilding 

This research responds to two trends in the current research agenda concerning education 

and youth within an international development framework. One trends concerns the 

research interest in the link between education and peacebuilding, which is taken up by for 

example the Research Consortium on Education and Peacebuilding, co-led by the 

Universities of Amsterdam, Sussex and Ulster and supported by UNICEF’s Peacebuilding, 

Education and Advocacy (PBEA) programme. 

 

Current research on education and peacebuilding clearly argues that the link between 

education and peacebuilding is not at all straightforward. Education has the potential to be 

a powerful tool when it comes to peacebuilding (Smith et al., 2011. pp.8, 17), but it can also 

hinder peacebuilding efforts (Smith, 2010, p.1; Novelli and Lopes Cardozo, 2008, p.478), 

processes that often happen simultaneously.  

 

In a post-conflict situation denial of certain types of education can undermine peacebuilding 

processes as people do not have the opportunity to learn about the conflict, engage with 

others on this level, and develop themselves so they can develop their society. In Burma, 

minorities suffer extreme exclusionary practices, and in Thailand the refugees, and 

especially those that live in the camps, are excluded from opportunities that other children 

and youths in Thailand have access to (Oh and van der Stouwe, 2009, p.593).  

 

Yet, Plonski argues for example that the development of individual agency within impeding 

social constraints is the key to the transformation of the status quo of violent conflict and 

can stimulate peacebuilding processes (2005, p.394). The concern of peacebuilding efforts 
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should be the encouragement of agency to bring about change (ibid., p.406). Bush and 

Saltarelli also stress that peacebuilding education must be a place that articulates and 

demonstrates alternatives: focused on children and youth, education must stimulate the 

idea that they have a choice and “the power to change their world in a way that affects their 

place and role – past, present and future” (2000, p.30).  

 

This thesis is concerned with this last potential effect of education on peacebuilding 

processes. In order to evaluate these statements by Plonski (2005) and Bush and Saltarelli 

(2000) concerning youth agency, the impact of such agency-“building” programmes must 

be researched, which is, inter alia, what this research is set out to do.  

 

Youth as positive peacebuilders 

Secondly, this thesis aligns with the trend to see youth as positive peacebuilders rather than 

threats, and to amplify the voices of youth themselves when it comes to their role as 

peacebuilders (Lopes Cardozo et al., 2015, p.16). Chronologically, similar to the UN (2007) 

and World Bank (2007) definition, the term “youth” refers to those people between the age 

of 15 and 25. Rather than employing a mere chronological definition, however, this research 

considers youth a constituency of people transitioning from children to adults and uses a 

relational definition. “Youth” is thus seen as a construct that characterises young people 

according to certain specific social attributes that differentiate them from other groups in 

society with respect to authority, social position, power, ability, rights, independence, 

knowledge and responsibilities (Podder, 2014, p.2).  

 

I am aware that youth do not form a homogenous constituency; their different social, class 

and ethnic background as well as gender affect their agency differently (Lopes Cardozo et 

al., 2015, p.23). Whilst aware of these different constituencies youth come from, this 

research will not try to explain their various experiences by differentiating between 

constituencies, because this would go beyond the explorative scope of this research. 

Although their diverse experiences are highlighted, the similarities related to the impact of 

both the educational initiatives and the inter-generational norms on youth agency are 

foregrounded in this research.  
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As Lopes-Cardozo et al. argue, youth are frequently portrayed either as victims or as 

perpetrators of violence in conflict, which often oversimplifies the many varied positions 

young people may simultaneously or alternately occupy during and after conflict (2015, 

p.28). This characterisation constrains the conceptualisation of youth as potential 

peacebuilders. In this research, I therefore want to move beyond this deficit understanding 

of youth and put to the fore, among others, the challenges young people face when acting 

on their leadership potential in order to foster peacebuilding processes. 

 

In short, these frameworks of knowledge can be seen as the broader research agendas in 

which this research is situated. Specifically, these global knowledge frameworks are applied 

to the situation on the Thai-Burmese border where educational initiatives aim to develop 

young leaders from Burma to become positive peacebuilders whose agency is shaped, 

enabled and constrained by their material and cultural contexts. These material and cultural 

contexts are explored in the next paragraphs. 

 

Material contexts: Living in Limbo… 

The fieldwork for this research took place primarily in the Thai town of Mae Sot in the Tak 

province. In this province there are three refugee camps inhabited by people from Burma: 

Mae La, Umpiem Mai, and Nu Po. Most refugees are of Karen origin and share rural roots 

(Oh and van der Stouwe, 2008, pp.590-91). Currently, over 110,000 Burmese people live in 

the refugees camps on the border in Thailand that were first set up in the 1980s (TBC, 2014, 

p.5), and thousands of others live in exile outside of the camps as illegal immigrants3 in the 

Mae Sot area. They fled from conflicts and human rights abuses that have been going on for 

decades and/or went to Thailand for better socio-economic and educational opportunities. 

This illustrates the complexity of these contexts: living on the border as refugees and 

migrants can be characterised as “living in limbo”, but it is acknowledged that the border 

                                                
3 It is important to note that the distinction between migrants and refugees is quite difficult to make 
in the border region. I will use the term refugees also for people living outside of the refugee camps 
since they generally fled from the violence and conflicts affecting their lives, although the Thai 
authorities classify them as illegal migrants. Similarly, within the refugee camps there are also people 
whom could be classified as migrants: not directly fleeing the conflicts but looking for educational 
opportunities (Fieldwork notes, 23 February 2015). These terms will hence be used both when 
referring to the research participants.  
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region provides the refugees and migrants with opportunities that hitherto had been 

inaccessible to them.  

 

Living in limbo refers to the idea that the refugees and migrants are not fully recognised in 

terms of citizenship, and are limited in their socio-economic development. They are in 

between worlds, homes, and identities. Some are merely awaiting their return, but many 

have tried to build their lives in the peripheries of Thai society, often working in unsafe 

conditions and at risk of exploitation and human trafficking (Green-Rauenhorst, Jacobsen 

and Pyne, 2008). Especially people living in refugee camps are restricted in their movements 

(Brees, 2008). Even though the refugees and migrants fulfil local Thai labour needs, the 

people from Burma are treated as “second-class citizens” (Burma Link, 2014b; Potter, 2014).  

 

Furthermore, the refugees and migrants live in constant insecurity. First of all, those living 

outside of the camps face the risk of arrest and indefinite detention by police who 

sometimes use refugees like a debit card, demanding extortion or jail (Potter, 2014; 

Fieldwork notes, 28 February 2015). Secondly, especially since the Thai military coup in May 

(Yan Naing, 2014), the Burmese refugees and migrants in the camps fear the repatriation 

rumours (Burma Link, 2014c). Although Burma has initiated reform and democratisation 

processes since 2011 when it transitioned to a nominally civilian government, there are 

worrying signs that they are backtracking (TBC, 2014, pp.11-12). People are hence 

concerned to return, as they do not consider their homeland to be safe (Burma Link, 2014c).  

 

…but also educational and political opportunities 

At the same time, however, living on the border also offers educational and political 

opportunities to the refugees and migrants that cannot be found (yet) in their own country. 

The educational initiatives in the camps and the borders are of such high quality that they 

are often mentioned as reasons for students to move to Thailand, and in particular to the 

refugee camps (Fieldwork notes, 1 March 2015).  

 

Politically, the refugees and migrants are able to (illegally) set up or participate in 

organisations that can foster the development of their communities. Yet, these 
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opportunities also have their limitations: the certificates obtained from these educational 

programmes are often not recognised by the Burmese or the Thai authorities (Fieldwork 

notes, 17 February 2015). They can be employed on the border itself, but a legal reform is 

still needed to ensure that these educational experiences are fully recognised.  

 

Cultural context: Inter-generational norms 

It is important to acknowledge these material contexts as they undoubtedly affect the 

agency of the young Burmese migrants and refugees but they are not the focus of this 

research. Instead, partly based on consultations with the people from Burma Link as 

described earlier in the section on my catalytic moments, in this research I inter alia 

investigate the impact of the cultural context on youth agency, and in particular of the inter-

generational cultural norms.  

 

The relational definition of youth as a constituency of young people that are transitioning 

from children to adults highlights that young people are considered to be at an incomplete 

stage in their lives. This characterization affects the way their agency is shaped, enabled and 

constrained. That is why this research foregrounds the cultural context and in particular the 

inter-generational norms. The way these inter-generational norms are defined and discussed 

across literature is elaborated upon in section three. In the next paragraphs, this specific 

aspect of the cultural context of the young Burmese people is described.  

 

In the Burmese refugee and migrant society around Mae Sot and in communities in Burma 

there is a great respect for the authority of the elderly (Metro, 2013, p.152). Generally, 

someone who is younger should always respect someone who is older. It can be considered 

a one-way relation. Older people naturally assume positions of authority, because they 

“know it better” (Thazin Soe, 18 February 2015). Respect is physically and verbally 

expressed through obedience when it comes to decision-making. Next to actually bowing 

down when an older person approaches or passes, people should also figuratively bow 

down: seniority implies dominance when it comes to decision-making (Dah Gay, 17 

February 2015).  
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Authority, which is hence linked to age, is a very powerful concept in Burmese culture. Its 

definition is derived from military mores: people should “follow” authority at all times and 

not question what is said or endorsed. This is exemplified by how people treat doctors or 

teachers. They are not stimulated to ask questions about the orders that are given nor are 

they invited to disagree (Fieldwork notes, 12 March 2015). This view of authority and its link 

to age shapes the agency and subjectivity of young people. Among others, this research will 

thus look at how these inter-generational norms or this particular aspect of the cultural 

context affect youth agency.  

 

Educational interventions aiming to enhance the agency of young people on the 

Thai-Burma border 

Not only is this research about how the inter-generational cultural norms affect youth 

agency, but it also explores how educational initiatives on the border in part shape, enable 

and constrain youth agency. Lastly in section one, I will therefore introduce the educational 

initiatives that are central to this research: (1) the Agents of Change (AOC) Programme 

organised by Burma Link, and (2) Wide Horizons.  

 

Burma Link is a non-profit non-governmental organisation made up of people from Burma 

and around the world. It was set up in August 2012 in Mae La refugee camp “to address 

vital unmet needs affecting the people of Burma” (Burma Link, 2014a). By sharing the 

stories of the refugees, migrants and internally displaced people via their website, their 

books and social media, Burma Link hopes to create more awareness of the struggles these 

people are going through and foster their participation in the development of their 

homelands and lives. Specifically, their AOC programme aims to “develop an active 

network of ethical young leaders who empower their communities and help break the 

silence” (Burma Link 2014d). It was first organised in 2013 and has taken place four times so 

far. The training lasts five days and participants become part of the AOC network, which is 

active on social media and meets approximately two times a year. The network now consists 

of approximately forty students.  
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Wide Horizons (WH) is a two-year leadership development programme that aims to enhance 

the capacity of young people from Burma to work effectively in civil society organizations by 

developing their English, computer and community-building skills. The programme consists 

of one academic year and one work-placement year. It was founded by Burmese Migrant 

Workers’ Education Committee (BMWEC) and World Education Thailand in 2006 and takes 

in 24 students each year. 

 

These educational initiatives were chosen for this research because both aim to “enhance” 

youth agency and help them to develop young people’s leadership potential. Moreover, 

both are situated in the Mae Sot area and work with young people from Burma. Additionally, 

both programmes bring about the dynamics between the local needs and international 

approaches to education and leadership as they use educators from Western origins. 

 

Section two. Interrogating key concepts and theoretical framings  

In investigating the impact of educational initiatives on youth agency and in privileging 

certain cultural dimensions shaping agency as the focus of my analysis, I have mobilised 

various conceptual and theoretical framings, which I discuss and justify in this section.  

 

Youth agency 

Clearing up analytical confusion 

Agency is a complex and contested term, which “occupies a fundamental but controversial 

conceptual position in contemporary sociological theory” (Coffey and Farrugia, 2014, p.461). 

In their paper, Coffey and Farrugia try to “unpack the black box that agency occupies in 

youth studies” since “considerable confusion surrounds what young people’s agency can be 

said to consist of and what legitimate uses the concept can be put to” (2014, p.462). 

Although they do not aim to give a conclusive definition of youth agency themselves, they 

try to make the concept analytically relevant and meaningful again by providing a direction 

for the academic debate on the concept of agency. I align myself with this approach to 

agency that Coffey and Farrugia (2014) refer to as a post-modern approach. This approach 

is most justified given the complicated and dynamic context of the refugee and migrant 
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environment and the holistic approach to subjects, structures and youth agency that this 

research takes. 

 

Understanding what is agency is a confusing quest. Can agency be defined as a quality that 

people have which is enabled and constrained by certain contexts or are we talking about 

different quantities that people possess depending on their circumstances? Is it captured as 

'intentional action' or 'free will' or is it more related to bringing about change (Sen, 2000, 

p.19), decision-making and self-expression (White and Wyn, 1998), or all of the above? And 

if acting and bringing about change is preceded by reflection and having an inner sense of 

well being, should this also be part of the definition? These questions are often ambiguously 

answered which renders the concept of agency analytically impotent (Coffey and Farrugia, 

2014, pp.462-64).  

 

Unhelpful dichotomies: Agency versus structure 

This impotency has not been resolved yet since an unhelpful dichotomy has dominated the 

conceptual debate on agency: the agency versus structure debate (Sztompka, 1994, p.xiii; 

Bradford, 2012, p.15; Coffey and Farrugia, 2014, p. 464). Those on the “agency”-side who 

view agency as the innate capacity to act and change are critiqued for overlooking the 

contexts that affect agency, whereas those more on the “structure”-side of the debate are 

blamed for “disembodying” the individual and failing to recognise “free will” (Coffey and 

Farrugia, 2014, p.464). Attempts to reconcile this dichotomy by searching for the middle 

ground have crystallised in the concept of ‘bounded agency’ as defined by Evans (2007). 

She argues that agency as “individual proactive effort” is “socially situated, influenced but 

not determined by environments, emphasizing internalized frames of reference as well as 

external actions” (2007, pp.89, 93). Analytically, however, this dichotomy nor the middle 

ground position deconstruct the concepts of agency and structure: arguing that all aspects 

of social life must be explained by both structure and agency does not resolve the questions 

what agency is or what structures are and how they relate to each other (Coffey and Farrugia, 

2014). 
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Furthermore, within this debate, agentic actions are often referred to as those actions that 

resist existing power structures (Coffey and Farrugia, 2014, pp.464-465). Structure then 

explains reproduction, whereas an autonomous creative agency explains social change. This 

dichotomy is problematic, because “young people are often actively involved in 

reproducing existing social conditions that produce structural processes” (Coffey and 

Farrugia, 2014, p.464). Is this then explained by agency or structures? Normative – rather 

than analytical – solutions are found for these ontological questions, according to Coffey 

and Farrugia (2014, p.467). Because resistance to power structures is often considered 

agentic, “those identities or actions that are not seen as emancipatory are seen as non-

agentic, conditioned and structurally determined. This position does a disservice to those 

young people who are not recognised as agentic in these frameworks” (ibid., p.468). In this 

research, I therefore want to go beyond this agency versus structure debate and take a 

postmodern approach to youth agency as proposed by Coffey and Farrugia (2014). 

 

 A postmodern approach to youth agency 

Instead of reproducing the modernist assumptions concerning agency and structure that 

have led to unhelpful and confusing conceptualisations of these notions (Raby, 2005, p.161), 

we must rethink the ontological relationship between power, subjectivity and social practice 

(Coffey and Farrugia, 2014 and Raby, 2005, pp. 161-168). They draw heavily on the work of 

Foucault, Bourdieu and Butler when describing that relationship. The subject is considered 

not “an entity, which is ‘acted upon’ (or bounded) by power, but comes into being through 

an active engagement with systems of power relationships that pre-exist the individual. In 

this sense, power relations do not act as a constraint on a pre-existing agentic subject, but 

rather act as the conditions for the possibility of subjectivity” (Coffey and Farrugia, 2014, 

p.469). Subjectivity can best be described as the moment when the individual self intersects 

with regulations and power structures (Braidotti, 2014). Hence, as Rose argues,  

 “the human is neither an actor essentially prepossessed of agency, nor a passive 
 product or puppet of cultural forces; agency is produced in the course of practices 
 under a whole variety of more or less onerous, explicit, punitive or seductive, 
 disciplinary or passionate constraints and relations of force. Our own ‘agency’ then is 
 the result of the ontology we have folded into ourselves in the course of our history 
 and our practices” (1996, p.189).  
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Agency is hence not “pre-discursive”, but emerges from these processes of subjectivity, and 

is therefore not predetermined or inherent to human beings and then organised and 

regulated by structures (Coffey and Farrugia, 2014, p.470). 

 

By reconceptualising agency in this way, Coffey and Farrugia have moved beyond the 

modernist agency versus structure debate that viewed identities and subjects as whole, 

autonomous and unified, and therefore endowed with “a clear source of agency and of 

morality” (Raby, 2005, p.155). I will be able to create more powerful analyses of 

“connections between young people’s social environments, the identities they construct 

within these environments, and the way their decisions and forms of self-expression 

contribute to the on-going production of these structural and discursive contexts” (Coffey 

and Farrugia, 2014, p.472) by aligning myself with their approach.  

 

This research’ definition of youth agency 

Based on these insights of Coffey and Farrugia (2014), youth agency is defined in this 

research as what young people do, think, and feel as produced, enabled and constrained by 

their contexts. “Thinking” and “feeling” is included in the definition to capture those 

processes that precede actions. These processes are also shaped by – and in turn shape – 

the contexts that a subject engages with. In this definition, agency and structures are not 

seen as opposing forces but as intertwined and interlinked: agency cannot exist without 

structures that enable and constrain it and structures are essentially the products of agency, 

accumulated over time and space.  

 

Agency, as pointed out by Lopes Cardozo et al. (2015, p.4), constitutes material and cultural 

dimensions. In this research, the political agency of youth, which is specified as youth 

agency with regards to leadership, is foregrounded, although it is acknowledged that the 

political dimension does not exist independently of the social, economic and cultural 

dimension of agency. Moreover, this political dimension does not only refer to the 

participation of youth in the public (political) spaces, but also to the self-reflection of youth 

as political agents that can be leaders in their own lives.  



 19 

Inter-generational cultural norms 

The second concept that is key to this research is inter-generational cultural norms. This 

concept is one aspect of the cultural context that is focused on as explained earlier in 

section one. Culture, in this research, refers to “a symbolic reference system whereby 

humans manufacture and produce a meaningful, real world in action and interaction” (Allan, 

1998, p.4). This symbolic reference system incorporates the norms, values, traditions and 

modes of behaviour of a given group of people. It is in constant flux as it produces and is 

produced by the socio-economic and political development of the group of people that 

identifies itself with this symbolic reference system. That is also why the socio-economic and 

political contexts are acknowledged in this research, but it is the cultural context, and in 

particular the inter-generational norms, that is foregrounded in this research.  

 

Defining norms 

Cultural norms can be understood as those formal and informal rules that govern behaviour 

and thought (McHoul and Grace, 2002, pp.68-71), or, more precisely, as “generally 

accepted, sanctioned prescriptions for, or prohibitions against, others' behaviour, belief, or 

feeling, i.e. what others ought to do, believe, feel - or else” (Morris, 1956, p.610 as cited in 

Gibbs, 1965, p.586). These norms apply to individual behaviour, interaction, and distribution 

of power. They also determine how young people are subjectified as youth. Specifically, in 

this research I will look at this subjectification and at the norms that govern inter-

generational interaction and the distribution of power between generations. 

 

Subjectification of youth 

When considering the intergenerational power relations and cultural norms in general, it 

becomes clear that youth in almost all cases occupy a less powerful position in relation to 

adults, as Knopp Biklen argues (2007, p.258). The category of youth serves adults rather 

than youth themselves: socially constructing adolescence as a transitional period between 

childhood and adulthood means that youths’ words will be taken to represent them at an 

incomplete stage of life (Knopp Biklen, 2007, p.259). As Boersch-Supan points out, these 

generational categories are part of a struggle for influence and authority in almost every 
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society. Over recent decades, “youth has become a position of social and political 

immaturity, marginality and liminality in the global south” (2012, p.27).  

 

Relevance in conflict-affected societies 

As Podder argues, while in most societies being young is automatically perceived as a 

source of disadvantage with respect to adults, in conflict-affected societies these issues are 

even much more complex. Not only do these issues refer to the relationship of young 

people with their society, “they also point to the persistence of processes creating social 

inequality” (2014, p.3). Youth tends to become marginalised in this transitional process; this 

marginalisation of youth can be seen as a product of the institutions, systems and culture(s) 

that are created in a transitional society and in which the needs of youth are unmet or 

inadequately met (ibid., pp.3-4). 

 

Furthermore, “discourses on youth vacillate between the two extremes of ‘infantilising’ and 

‘demonising’ the power and potential of young people” (Podder, 2014, p.4). In conflict or 

post-conflict situations, they are more often stereotyped as threatening and violent than 

considered potential peacebuilders on their own accord (ibid., p.5) Particularly relating to 

peace processes, neither children nor youth appear as important variables in the literature 

(McEvoy-Levy, 2001, p.2). In order to better understand their potential roles and possibilities 

in conflict-affected societies it is pivotal to study those norms that create these perceptions 

and their impact on the agency of youth. 

 

These norms and especially their constraining and enabling effects on the agency of youth 

are therefore relevant to consider in the conflict-affected society of Burmese refugees in 

Mae Sot. It appears that this is not something that has been highlighted before when 

studying the Burmese refugees societies. Specifically in the Thai-Burmese border region, I 

therefore want to create new ways of understanding how these norms are affecting the 

political dimension of youth agency. 

 

Moreover, as Boersch-Supan also stresses, “intergenerational solidarity and reciprocity are 

fundamental building blocks of any society” (2012, p.25). Coming to understand how these 
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inter-generational norms function and what their effects are on the agency of youth may 

facilitate, in the end, the fostering of these buildings blocks.  

 

These two key concepts, the relation between them, and the way the AOC programme and 

Wide Horizons are affecting both are the foci of this research. In the next section, these foci 

are formulated into research questions.  

 

Section three. Formulating the questions 

This section depicts the research questions that have guided my research. Most importantly, 

I wanted the questions to capture my catalytic moments and fit the contexts that with which 

I wanted to engage. Together these questions enable a rich analysis of youth agency in a 

complex research and migrant environment.  

 

A. How do the Agents of Change programme organised by Burma Link and 

Wide Horizons – educational initiatives on the border of Thailand and Burma 

– shape the agency of young refugees and migrants from Burma with regards 

to leadership? 

B. In particular, how do these programmes attempt to engage with youth’s 

experience of the inter-generational cultural norms that produce, condition 

and constrain their agency? 
 

“With regards to leadership” 

Youth agency as defined in this research as what young people do, think and feel as 

produced, enabled and constrained by their contexts entails numerous dimensions. 

“Agency about or of what?” I repeatedly asked myself when operationalizing this concept. I 

added “with regards to leadership” to give it a focus that could embody all three aspects of 

youth agency – doing, thinking, feeling – and fits better with the educational initiatives that 

are also focused on leadership. The conversations I had with the participants of these 

programmes were hence about leadership, or their political dimension of youth agency, in 

order to give the concept of youth agency a focus. 
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“Shape” 

The word “shape” in question A is a direct reflection of a post-modernist approach to youth 

agency. Initially, I had formulated this question as how the educational initiatives “enhance” 

the agency of young refugees and migrants on the border of Thailand and Burma, but the 

more I read on youth agency and the different approaches to this concept, the more I felt 

uneasy with this particular formulation. The combination between "enhance" and "agency" 

to me implied a modernist assumption about the definition of agency, namely that it is 

something (a quality/quantity/object) that can be improved or moves on a scale: some 

people have "better" agency than others. This was problematic because my research is 

based on a postmodernist interpretation of agency, which does not recognise this 

continuum. "What young people do, think and feel as produced, enabled and constrained 

by their contexts" - how could that be enhanced? It sounded too directional which is why I 

changed it to “shape”. It then better reflected the theoretical assumptions of my thesis. 

 

“Attempt to” 

Question B concerns the inter-generational norms, hence the cultural context that affects 

youth agency, and how these programmes engage with young people’s experience of these 

norms. To “attempt to” could imply a conscious effort, but for this question I also wanted to 

interrogate how these programmes unintentionally engage with these norms and values that 

affect the subjectification of youth and their agency. 

 

These questions are further broken down in subquestions that guided the conversations 

with the participants of these programmes and the writing process of this research.  

 

1. In relation to the agency of young Burmese people on the Thai-Burmese border, 

 a. What are the programmes’ aims? 

 b. What are the programmes’ rationale? 

 c. What are the programmes’ underlying cultural, epistemological and 

 ontological assumptions? 

In order to understand the impact of these programmes, first the programmes themselves 

should be deconstructed.  
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2. How do the participants of the programmes conceptualise their agency in relation to 

leadership? 

In this research, youth agency is focused on leadership, because leadership brings about the 

inter-generational dynamics and can give insights to the impact of the programmes as 

“leadership” was also part of their foci. In order to understand how the programmes affect 

youth agency, the concept itself as perceived and experienced by the participants should 

be known. 

 

3. How do the participants of the programmes perceive the impact of the educational 

initiatives on their agency in relation to leadership? 

This sub question concerns the impact of the educational initiatives as perceived by the 

participants themselves. Together with the first two sub questions, this sub question will 

provide an answer to research question A.  

4. What are young people’s perceptions of the impact of cultural inter-generational norms 

on their agency? 

This subquestion relates to research question B and the second focus in this research. I will 

zoom in on how young people perceive those cultural inter-generational norms and their 

effect on youth agency. 

 

5. How do young people perceive the impact of these programmes on their experience of 

the inter-generational norms?  

It is important to find out what the young people themselves think of the impact of these 

programmes on the contexts that partly shape their agency. Together with sub question 

four, this sub question will provide an answer to research question B. 
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Visualising the questions, contexts and concepts 

 

Fig. 1 Conceptual scheme 
 

Bringing together the key contexts, concepts and research questions in one image resulted 

in this conceptual scheme. Primarily, it shows how the agency of Burmese youth is 

positioned within multiple contexts. Represented by being together in a circle, these 

contexts are depicted as interlinked: all are shaped by each other. From these contexts 

agency emerges, but agency itself also helps shape these contexts. These dynamics are 

represented by the white solid and dotted arrows. This visualisation is in line with a 

postmodern approach to youth agency that this research takes. 

 

In this research I will be concerned with the solid arrows. The dotted arrows also signify that 

the concepts affect each other, but they are dotted because those relationships are not 

central to this research. They are acknowledged, but will not be deconstructed.  

 

The educational initiatives are represented as partly outside of and partly emerging from 

these contexts. This is to show that they are impacting these dynamics from “outside”, 

bringing in ideas on leadership, youth agency, and the contexts they are operating in, but 

also emerged as a response to the needs of young people. 
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The arrow that is called RQ A visualises what will be researched when trying to answer RQ 

A: the impact of those educational initiatives on youth agency. Similarly, the arrow that is 

named RQ B visualises what will be researched when trying to answer RQ B: the impact of 

those educational initiatives on the young people’s experience of how these 

intergenerational-norms are shaping youth agency. 

 

Section four. Embedding the research 

In order to do justice to the contexts, questions, and concepts that I engaged with I 

mobilised four main theoretical frameworks: post-colonialism, constructivism, discourse 

analysis and realistic evaluation. This section depicts these approaches and presents how all 

four complement each other in providing analytical lenses through which I have investigated 

the key issues of my research.  

 

Post-colonialism 

Post-colonialism can be understood as an approach to doing research that values, above all, 

the indigenous voice when it comes to (creating) knowledge (Dunne, Pyror, and Yates, 2005, 

p.137). Instead of projecting a Western understanding on the realities on the ground (Childs 

and Williams, 1997: 22) and sustaining ‘the arrogant confidence in the almost unquestioned 

validity of science and Western knowledge’ (Briggs and Sharp, 2004: 662), the views and 

interpretations of the locals are retrieved and validated. This approach is partly based on 

the problem of representation: “when “we” present “them”, we are always talking about 

ourselves” (Dunne, Pyror, and Yates, 2005, p.137). Adopting this approach therefore 

immediately problematizes my identity as a researcher. I elaborate upon this aspect in 

chapter two in the section on reflexivity.  

 

Overcoming this problem of representation was one of the aims of the research: I aimed to 

construct this text with locals rather than about them by seeking their participation in the 
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designing and writing processes4. However, I was aware, as Dunne, Pryor and Yates point 

out, that “whatever the intentions and desires, the inclusion of ‘other’ voices is subject to 

conditions imposed by the researcher. These conditions include the criteria for analysis and 

interpretation and the textual construction of the account” (2005, p.89). Constant reflexivity 

on my part was needed to keep this mind.  

 

Furthermore, this approach allows me to focus on retrieving the voices of the young 

refugees and migrants from Burma and share their views on leadership. Sharing and 

interpreting these views and ideas will make us understand better what these young people 

need in order to act on their leadership potential. This is especially relevant because Burma 

could be the stage for promising changes that require the help of these young people.  

 

The post-colonial lens is also appropriate because of the centrality of educational initiatives 

that are co-founded or co-organised by people with Western origins5. The involvement of 

Western donors and educators inevitably brings up dynamics between different cultures of 

knowledge and post-colonial concerns with notions like “development” and 

“empowerment”, and especially with the linear associations with these concepts. In order to 

do justice to the local voices and to be able to evaluate the educational initiatives not only 

for what they (intend to) do but also for what their rationale is and how this resonates with 

the local contexts, I will thus mobilise a post-colonial theoretical framework.  

 

                                                
4 Although this proved impractical because of the limited timeframe of this research, it remains a 
strong commitment. After the academic deadline has passed, the analysis of the data, and its 
implication for the programmes and the young people will be taken up together with part of the 
participants. This has been communicated to part of the participants and programme educators in 
June. 
5 Nevertheless, these educators and the ideas they have are not defined as “Western” in this research, 
since their identities and views are not solely determined by their upbringing in the West, and 
classifying it as such would only reinforce the binary exclusivity that a post-colonial approach would 
like to move beyond. Instead, the origins of their ideas and their cultural, epistemological and 
ontological assumptions are interrogated whenever their views seem to conflict with the perspectives 
of the locals to understand which cultures of knowledge are validated. This helped me to evaluate 
the cultural responsiveness of these programmes.   
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Constructivism 

Complementing my post-colonial concern with retrieving the voices of the Burmese youth, I 

also adopt a constructivist epistemology as a theoretical approach. As Dunne, Pryor and 

Yates state, “what sort of entity we think the social world is and how we think we can have 

knowledge of it is a prior and continuing question in relation to the research process” (2005, 

p.14). In my case, I understand the social world not as “fixed and exterior, but a world of 

meaning where the actors are constantly in the process of social construction” (ibid., p.15). 

Epistemologically, constructivism quite literally means that human knowledge is constructed 

(Phillips, 1995, p.5). Opposed to the positivist approach to knowledge, constructivism 

implies that there is not one truth that exist prior to us and that we can discover, but that 

knowledge is dependent on time and space and created through language. Valuing local 

knowledge, as post-colonialism encourages, is in line with this idea that not one truth exist, 

and implies that the views of the participants in this research – the co-constructors of 

knowledge – are central.  

 

Ontologically I will also draw on the constructivist approach. Agency, then, is seen not as 

something that exists prior to our constructions of it, which depend on our contexts. 

Eloquently put by Dunne, Pryor and Yates, constructivism means that “language is not only 

central to the way that social life is enacted, but that the forms of social life and of language 

are mutually constitutive” (2005, p.93). Deconstructing the conceptualisations of youth 

agency is therefore essential in order to understand what it is and how it is impacted. 

Constructivism thus offers an understanding of the nature of the social world and our 

knowledge of it in which my research foci as well as my data collection and interpretation is 

rooted. 

 

Discourse analysis as an approach 

Having retrieved the local voices that will shed a light on the constructions of youth agency, 

I was faced with the challenge to analyse their meaning. Critical discourse analysis as 

formulated by Fairclough (1989, 1995) allowed me to do so. This approach is firmly 

embedded in a postmodern perspective on power. As Foucault articulates, power is 
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relational (rather than possessed) and cannot be seen as separate from knowledge, norms 

and values, which is what constitute discourses (McHoul and Grace, 2002, p.31). A discourse 

is whatever constrains – but also enables – writing, speaking and thinking within specific 

historical limits (ibid., p.33). The way we see ‘the world’, or reality, is determined by these 

discourses, which are established and reproduced (ibid., p.34). As Nelson highlights, a 

subject is also discursively constituted (1999, p. 333)6. Simultaneously, then, the speaker 

creates and is created by discourses (Dunne, Pryor, and Yates, 2005, p.93). 

 

Systems of knowledges or discourses validate or legitimate some ideas at the expense of 

others or, in other words, establish who is part of the norm rather than the exception. 

Deconstructing these discourses will help us understand the power relations within society 

and how a subject understands itself and its environment. Fairclough’s (1989, 1995) critical 

discourse analysis (CDA), which can be seen as a theoretical approach to social interaction, 

can be used to deconstruct these discourses. It is a relational form of research in the sense 

that its primary focus is not on entities or individuals but on social relations (Fairclough, 2009, 

p.5). It is these relations that are investigated. Language, or the way these relations are 

described and produced, is central to this analysis. Deconstructing this language is one of 

the main tasks of CDA. As Luke articulates: 

 “One of the main tasks of discourse analysis is to ‘disarticulate’ the texts of everyday 
 life as a way of ‘disrupting common sense’ about the naturalness or inevitability of 
 identities, values and concepts, thus showing the workings of power and material 
 interests in the most seemingly innocent of texts.” (1995, p.9) 
 

By mobilising this approach I can explore the key concepts and the contexts that the young 

people engage with and draw upon to create meaning and make sense of their world. This 

approach also allows me to interpret the aims and impact of the educational initiatives that 

want to affect youth agency. Particularly, this approach allows me to understand the 

subjectivity of youth, primarily as conceived and conceptualised by themselves, and how 

this subjectivity affects youth agency.  

                                                
6 Nelson also rightly points out that a subject, although constituted through discourse, is never only 
language, but always embodied: “a personal history itself embedded in particular historical and 
geographical processes, including inter-subjective interactions” (1999, p.333). 
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Pawson and Tilley’s realistic evaluation 

To evaluate the impact of the programmes, I draw upon the insights of Pawson and Tilley 

(1997) who put forth an approach to evaluation that focuses on why programmes achieve 

their aims (or not). A realistic evaluation tries to deconstruct how the mechanisms of a 

programme interacted with its contexts, thereby bringing about intended and unintended 

outcomes. This interaction is vital to understand in order to explain why programmes work 

in certain contexts rather than others (Pawson and Tilley, 1997, p.11).  

 

In order to evaluate this interaction, understanding programme participants’ interpretations 

of interventions are crucial. This approach is therefore in line with the post-colonial and 

constructivist approach which respectively stress the importance of retrieving the voices of 

the participants and of the way people give meaning to their experiences.  

 

These approaches and frameworks embed this research and they informed the way I 

engaged with the participants, key contexts, and research questions. For clarity’s sake, he 

chart below gives an overview of how the theoretical frameworks are applied to this 

research. 

 

Fig. 2 How the theoretical framings are applied to this research 
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On a final note in this section, as Tripp argues, researchers should always “be critical of 

everything except being critical” (1998, p.37 as cited by Dunne, Pryor and Yates, 2005, 

p.17). Running through all these theoretical framings is a recognition of the researcher as 

bringing critical values to the research process. This is what I aim to do in this research by 

taking a critical stance towards the subjectivity of youth and youth agency, the link between 

education and peacebuilding, and the way international NGOs interact with local needs.  

 

Section five. Synthesising the research aims 

Engaging with these contexts and theoretical framings derives its meaning from relevant 

aims. As referred to throughout this chapter, the purpose of this research is twofold: it aims 

to contribute both academically and practically. Academically, it first of all wants to 

contribute to the conceptualisation of youth agency. By taking a postmodern approach, this 

thesis tries to refrain from normative commitments on young people and give the term 

“agency” analytic force again, which is most needed according to Coffey and Farrugia 

(2014).  

 

Furthermore, it aims to contribute to the debate on the link between education and 

peacebuilding by focusing on the impact of an agency-development programme, especially 

since, as Davies argues, the evidence on whether education can help to transform a 

situation or culture of conflict is still “very thin” (2010, p.491), something that is also stressed 

by Novelli and Smith (2011).  

 

Specifically, it aims to contribute to the literature on education and peacebuilding in 

Burmese refugee societies. Foregrounding youth’s conceptualisations of their agency and 

the contexts that is shaping (and is shaped by) their agency contributes to the growing 

literature on the social world of the Thai-Burma region. 

 

Moreover, the most dominant assumption regarding youth is that they are a social problem 

(Raby, 2005, p.48). In this research, I want to go beyond this deficit understanding of youth 

and highlight how they can also be positive peacebuilders that face many material and 
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cultural challenges, thereby also aligning with requirements for further research on youth 

and education and peacebuiding by Lopes Cardozo et al. (2015).  

 

The theoretical frameworks of constructivism and post-colonialism also inform these aims, 

which highlight the concern with retrieving the local voices and privileging the meaning-

making of young people in a context in which these voices are not usually foregrounded. 

This helps to create new ways of understanding youth agency and the specific contexts in 

the Thai-Burmese border region, and evaluate western involvements in the so-called Third 

World.  

 

The practical or social purpose of this research is to enhance the potential impact of two 

educational initiatives in the border region of Thailand and Burma by evaluating and 

problematizing the effects on the people they address. This thesis will hence also end with 

some specific recommendations to the concerned educational initiatives. Furthermore, this 

research could inform the practioners agenda related to youth, education and 

peacebuilding.  

 

Conclusion  

This chapter constituted the first parts of my logic of enquiry. It has attempted to highlight 

the mix of theoretical underpinnings and personal interests that resulted in two main 

research questions that together offer a rich analysis of youth agency in the Burmese 

migrant and refugee society in the Thai-Burma border region. These questions foreground 

two key concepts: (1) youth agency and (2) inter-generational norms. The relation between 

these two concepts and the way educational initiatives affect both is focused on in this 

research.  

 

The key contexts also included the frameworks of knowledge this research is situated in. 

These global research agendas incorporate two trends that this thesis responds two: 

problematizing and evaluating the link between education and peacebuilding and seeing 

youth as positive peacebuilders. I have thus tried to link this research to global research 
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agenda engaged with youth, education and peacebuilding as well as to specific issues 

relating to Burmese youth in the Mae Sot area. 

 

This chapter also presented the concern with post-colonialism and constructivism, 

approaches that are most appropriate to mobilise when engaging with a refugee and 

migrant environment. It ended with the academic and practical significance of this research, 

pertaining to the broader relevance of the issues that this thesis is concerned with. These 

theoretical framings also give rise to the assumptions upon which my methodology and data 

collection rest. This is explained and discussed in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 2. Research Methodology and Methods 

Introduction 

In Becoming a Researcher (2005), Dunne, Pryor and Yates visualise the way methodology 

flows from the epistemological and ontological assumptions and the contexts a researcher 

engages with as an elastic plane.  

 

Fig. 3 Methodology as an elastic plane (taken from Dunne, Pryor and Yates, 2005, p.167)  
 

These dimensions that constitute methodology all pull in different directions, which 

suggests that methodology is “dynamic, contingent, dialogic and context specific” (Dunne, 

Pryor and Yates, 2005, p.166). It also shows how methodology, although it is not something 

“fixed”, takes on a particular shape because of the different assumptions and contexts a 

researcher engages with. As much as this elastic plane visualises methodology, it hence also 

visualises the researcher’s identity. 

 

In this chapter I set out the way the shape of my elastic plane came about and which 

methods thus sit best together in achieving my research aims and answering my research 

questions.  
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I explain how I engaged with the participants in order to deconstruct the key concepts, and 

how I engaged with my identity as a researcher and with the social action that I was part of 

too. The way data was analysed and the methodological limitations and ethical 

considerations of this research are also part of this chapter.  

 

Methodological approach: Applying the elastic plane-metaphor  

The elastic plane-metaphor shows how the epistemological and ontological assumptions in 

part shape the methodology of a research and determine the rooting of data. In my case, 

the mix between post-colonialism, constructivism, a post-modern approach to the key 

concepts and an analytic focus on discourses requires a constructivist methodology and a 

qualitative approach. Methodologically, constructivism means that reality cannot be 

measured or objectively analysed using universalistic tools and interpretations. Rather, the 

views of the people themselves are central and provide the information needed for 

analysing and deconstructing those realities in order to understand them (Phillips, 1995: 6).  

 

Inspired by the analogy of Kvale (1996) as explained by Dunne, and Pryor and Yates, I thus 

took on the role of the traveller as opposed to the miner who “extracts pre=existing 

information from an external and objective world” (2005, p.15). The presence of a traveller, 

on the contrary, is integral to the events being investigated. The social world as a “world of 

meaning” is thus partly also constructed by the researcher (ibid.). This bears upon the 

research design and the importance of reflexivity, which is discussed in this chapter. 

 

Qualitative methods 

(1) Semi-structured in-depth interviews 

In order to answer my research questions and achieve my research aims to retrieve the voice 

of the local and evaluate the impact of educational initiatives on discourses, I chose semi-

structured interviews as my primary source of data collection.  
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Fig. 4 Summary of data collection methods 
 

When the knowledge of the participants about the specified social context and their 

accounts of that social arena are significant, interviewing is an appropriate method (Dunne, 

Pryor and Yates, 2005, p.27). In order to find out about the perspectives on concepts like 

agency, and the inter-generational norms affecting and producing this agency I did eight 

semi-structured interviews with the participants of the AOC programme and nine semi-

structured interviews with participants of the Wide Horizons programme. The main research 

participants are hence a sample of the students of these programmes. These students are 

between 18 and 27 years old, live on the border between Thailand and Burma, but all have 

lived in Burma. The majority of the students are of Karen ethnicity. They are considered 

highly educated. Appendix III on page 104 contains a visual overview of the background of 

these interviewees. 

 

The interviews were semi-structured in the sense that I used interview-guides but there was 

ample space for themes to emerge that were not part of the guides. The themes and 

questions were based on the sub-questions and conceptual scheme, which I operationalized 

by breaking down the concepts. This operationalization table can be found as Appendix I 

on page 98. Part of the guides used to interview the students were questions that aimed to 

bring about their reflections on the concept of leadership (which related to the “thinking”-

part of the definition of youth agency), the way they reflected on themselves as potential 

leaders (which related more to the “doing”- and “feeling”-parts of the definition of youth 

agency) and how they experienced the inter-generational norms and thus the relation 

between the younger and the older generation. I also asked questions about their views on 
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the programmes they were part of: how did these programmes affect their leadership 

potential and the cultural contexts they were part of? The complete guides can be found as 

Appendix II on page 101.  

 

In accordance with seeing myself as a traveller, these interviews were considered sites of 

social action rather than resources (Dunne, Pryor and Yates, 2005, pp.30-35). Treating the 

interview as a resource implied a positivist stance that considers the researcher to be neutral 

and unbiased and aiming to extract information from a passive interviewee. Given my 

concern with constructivism, post-colonialism and a post-modern approach to youth agency, 

I tried to remain aware of the “contemporaneous social dynamics that invade the social 

space of the interview” (Dunne, Pryor and Yates, 2005, p.32) and treat the interview as a site 

of social action. This meant that my identity as a researcher was tremendously important to 

consider, as it would undoubtedly influence the data I was collecting. It also meant that I 

was aware how my identity as a researcher shaped the way I related to the participants I was 

talking to, thereby acknowledging that distancing myself from my “research products” was 

untenable and undesirable.  

 

To be able to talk to a gender-balanced sample of students that had been or were part of 

the programmes, I made use of purposive sampling methods. I aimed for a gender-

balanced sample to stress that I am aware youth is not a homogenous constituency. I hence 

acknowledged their different responses, but focused on their similar experiences of the 

impact of the initiatives and the inter-generational norms. As Bryman states purposive 

sampling means that the researcher “samples on the basis of wanting to interview people 

who are relevant to the research question” (2008, p.458). The educators served as 

gatekeepers: they introduced me to the students. These educators also participated in the 

research as experts.  

 

To get a completer picture of these inter-generational norms that are central in this research, 

I also talked with five older people from Burma. The students introduced me to these older 

people who lived near their school. This was a form of snowball sampling: “relying upon the 

social contacts between individuals to trace additional respondents” (Bryman 2008, p.459).  
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These interviews were all recorded after informed oral consent was given. Because their 

level of English was sufficient, no interpreter was needed when interviewing the students. 

When interviewing the older people from Burma, however, an interpreter was needed as 

they only spoke Pwo-Karen, Skaw-Karen or Burmese. I used two different interpreters. They 

were both students of the school where I interviewed the participants of the AOC 

programme. I developed the interview-guide together with these interpreters and ensured 

they understood the themes I wanted to touch upon. Other interpreters then translated the 

recordings back to English for me. 

 

(2) Expert interviews 

I did two expert interviews with people working for Burma Link and one expert interview 

with someone working for Wide Horizons of around 45 minutes up to an hour each. These 

interviews gave me insight into the aims and rationale of the programmes and the 

reflections of the educators on the impact of these programmes. Their distinct mix of local 

knowledge and often Western backgrounds proved a valuable addition to achieving the 

research aim – inspired by post-colonialism – to bring about the views of those that directly 

engage with the local realities and evaluate the influence of Western engagements with the 

so-called Third World. The interviews were recorded after informed oral consent was given. 

No interpreter was needed.  

 

(3) Focus groups 

The conceptualisations of leadership and the reflections on their future and the future of 

Burma were further discussed in two focus groups that were made up of the participants of 

the programme of one hour each. One focus group consisted of four AOC programme 

students; the other of six Wide Horizons participants. 

 

A focus group approach allowed me even more to jointly construct the meanings of those 

concepts that are central in this research, because the participants also learned from each 

other and were challenged by each other (Bryman, 2012, pp.503-504). This contributed to 
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one of the aims of the research, namely to retrieve the indigenous voice as inspired by the 

postcolonial lens. It also reflects the constructivist approach this research takes because the 

way the participants made sense of their world was central.  

 

Moreover, there were also some cultural considerations involved when choosing this 

particular method. In Burma, the participants’ country of origin, the educational system is 

such that children are not stimulated to ask questions or express their own opinions and 

views (Fieldnotes 8 February 2015). This could have resulted in them feeling uncomfortable 

with one-on-one interviews when I would focus on their opinions alone. A focus group 

approach could have made them feel more at ease, since they express themselves among 

peers and are not the centre of attention. During the focus groups I brought up similar 

themes as during the interviews, but encouraged the students to discuss these themes with 

each other and reflect on their different and similar experiences of leadership. This added 

an extra layer of information to what I had understood from the interviews.  

 

These focus groups were recorded after informed oral consent was given. No interpreter 

was needed. The focus group with the AOC students was held after I had done the 

interviews with them and the focus group with the WH students was held during the 

interviews. 

 

(4) Collecting relevant documentation 

In order to retrieve the programmes’ aims, rationale and epistemological, ontological and 

cultural underpinnings I gathered relevant documentation of the programmes: the AOC 

lesson plan and handbook and Burma Link’s year report, the Wide Horizons year report and 

extracts from both of their websites and Facebook pages.  

 

(5) Participant observation 

Throughout the fieldwork period I kept a fieldwork diary in which I noted in particular my 

observations regarding behavioural norms, discourses and the functioning of the 

educational initiatives. I also took notes of the material contexts of the participants. I was 
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present during one of the classes of the participants in the AOC programme and during 

interactions participants of both programmes had with their educators. I also observed their 

behaviour when they interacted with me. I deemed it participant observation not because I 

always played an active part in the social actions I observed, but because, as Dunne, Pryor 

and Yates argue, it is impossible “to remove the effect of the researcher’s presence, and the 

nature of the effect will be influenced by the identity of the research” (2005, pp.60-61). 

Observation then implies participation, which requires a thorough reflection on the identity 

of the researcher. This reflection can be found in one of the next sections that contains an 

elaboration on the issue of reflexivity. 

 

How these data collection methods sit together 

The underlying ontological and epistemological assumptions of my research challenged me 

to retrieve the voice of the local, evaluate the engagement of (Western) educational 

initiatives with youth as peacebuilders and to deconstruct the concept of youth agency in a 

refugee and migrant environment. I needed to understand the perceptions of the 

participants, the aims and rationale of these initiatives, and the dominant discourses 

concerning my main concepts. This complementary combination of data collection methods 

ensured that I could answer my research questions and achieve my research aims. Figure 5 

presents a visualisation of how these methods sit together. 

Fig. 5 How my methods sit together 
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Data analysis 

The interviews, the focus groups, and my field-notes were coded using the programme 

Dedoose. This programme allowed me to code in-vivo, add memos, and analyse the codes 

in terms of frequency, weight, and interwovenness. Firstly, I let myself be guided by the 

responses of the participants and coded openly. Secondly, I coded thematically based on 

the theoretical framings I mobilise in this research. The main codes are grouped under four 

themes: “youth agency”, “impact educational initiatives on youth agency”, “impact inter-

generational norms on youth agency”, “impact educational initiatives on young people’s 

experience of inter-generational norms”. These themes are further broken down in sub-

themes, which can be found in Appendix IV on page 108. Based on a constructivist 

approach, I was particularly attentive to the meaning generated by the participants 

themselves.  

 

Reflexivity 

In a qualitative research like this, constant reflexivity was needed to remain aware of what 

values, approaches and understandings I brought to the research. Reflexivity can be 

understood as “the recognition of the social conditions within which the researcher 

constructs knowledge accounts” (Dunne, Pryor and Yates, 2005, p.22). I was aware of the 

fact that the participants got to know me on multiple levels. First of all, I was a foreign 

researcher coming to their environment and asking about their lives. Initially, the students 

treated me as a teacher and a foreign guest: they called me “teacher” and wanted always to 

make me feel comfortable. They never wanted me to clean the utensils I used nor get my 

own chair or glass of water (Fieldwork notes, 26 February 2015). By treating me as a teacher, 

the students introduced a hierarchical notion to our relationship, which also implied that co-

constructing knowledge became more difficult. During one of the focus groups, this was 

exemplified by one of the participants asking me what I thought of the issues at stake and 

then noting down the answer as if I hold the truth on the matter (Fieldwork notes, 24 

February 2015). The older people also approached me as a foreigner, and sometimes were 

quite reluctant to talk to me. “What is she going to do with that information? Is she coming 

to help us?”, one of the older people asked my interpreter (Fieldwork notes, 18 February 
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2015). Because there was not enough time, I could not gain their trust completely, which 

might have resulted in less nuanced answers. 

 

When the students became more used to my presence, they started to treat me as one of 

them: they asked me questions too and introduced me to the gossips of the town and the 

places they went to with their friends. Considered part of youth myself, I thus acquired an 

insider-status, which increased the levels of trusts and allowed for a shared understanding of 

culture (Raby, 2005, p.49). This allowed me to talk to the students on a more personal level. 

 

Moreover, I was aware of the fact that I was a privileged student of the Netherlands that had 

not experienced such hardship before, and was educated and brought up in the West. This 

resulted in two main things. First of all, I was so aware of my own privileged position that I 

sometimes failed to recognise theirs. In their societies, being able to study and become 

highly educated is not possible for many of them, and I sometimes forgot that the students 

did not at all represent a majority of their peers. Simultaneously, this awareness of my 

privileged position led me to be immensely impressed by the students and their 

determination and ambitions. This motivated me to talk to them as much as possible, but 

also generated a slight halo-effect: I valued everything they said as being miraculous, which 

meant that I did not actually listen to what they were saying anymore.  

 

This was also the case because I sometimes identified too much with my role as a researcher. 

Nearly all engagements I had with people were guided by the questions I had in mind, 

which sometimes closed off possibilities for conversing on an equal basis: I easily took on 

the role of the interviewer which sometimes formalised conversations and increased my 

dominating presence during the conversation. This could jeopardise the aim of the research, 

namely to retrieve the indigenous voices and jointly construct the knowledge on these key 

concepts. Reflecting on these issues in a fieldwork diary helped me to remain aware of these 

aims. 
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Ethical considerations 

My main ethical concern was that the participants felt they were shown respect and could 

safely participate in the research. I always asked them if they wanted to participate 

anonymously and treated their information confidentially. The transcripts are only accessible 

to me except for those that had to be translated, which were thus also accessed by the 

interpreters. I explained the purpose of my research to the participants and clarified that 

their participation was not obligatory. The interviews and the focus groups were only done 

when oral informed consent was given. Moreover, I explained my researcher-status and 

tried to create a space in which they felt they could be sincere in their answers. 

 

Even though the regime in Burma promises democratic changes and reforms, the 

participants explained that in Burma they would still have to fear detention if they would 

rally against the government or express their critique. I ensured their anonymity in my 

research when the participants reflected on the political situation.  

 

Furthermore, the recording of the interviews was controlled by the participants: if they 

wanted to discuss something “off the record”, they were invited to do so. That information 

was not used in the research as such.  

 

My research is inspired by post-colonialism and constructivism. These two theoretical 

foundations implied that I included the participants – the co-constructors of knowledge – as 

much as possible in the writing and analysing process to ensure that they were not merely 

represented by me and to be able to reflect on my own position as a researcher. I was in 

regular contact with my local supervisor and main informants and asked them whether my 

analyses reflected their perceptions too. Furthermore, during my fieldwork I tried to gather 

all of the participants’ email addresses and Facebook accounts to make sure that at least the 

majority, if they wished, could participate in the process that aimed to capture their voices. 

Practically, however, it was difficult to include all since most did not have a proper Internet 

connection or were too busy with their own work. Still, this thesis will be shared with as 

many of my informants as possible so they can respond to the findings if they wish. 
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During the fieldwork period one ethical dilemma occurred, which I would like to give some 

attention to. This reflection is also meant as an argument in favour of situational ethics, 

which is developed further in Appendix V on page 110. The dilemma was centred on the 

question whether it is ethically appropriate to pay informants and arose because one of my 

fellow students and I shared parts of our samples. After reflecting on ethical guidelines and 

the importance of context-specificity. Ultimately, my fellow student and I agreed upon not 

paying the informants but (indirectly) offering them other things in return for their time, such 

as giving donations to the schools7.  

 

Methodological limitations 

In this section I want to make clear that the methodological limitations are acknowledged, 

and that most of them find their origin in practical constraints. One main methodological 

limitation concerns the focus on language in this research. This gave rise to some difficulties. 

I did not speak Burmese or any other ethnic language and could only communicate with the 

students in English. It was therefore impossible for me to capture the discourse on youth 

agency and the inter-generational norms in their own language, which unfortunately 

resulted in less thick descriptions and analyses of the culture and the norms and values than 

could have been generated if I could have spoken to them in their own languages. Yet, the 

students were used to reflect on leadership in class in English. If the interviews had not been 

in English, they would not have been able to express themselves so extensively on 

leadership as they could have done now. Some levels of English were higher than others, 

however.  

 

Moreover, the aim to jointly construct knowledge and treat interviews as social actions 

rather than resources was sometimes difficult to continuously keep in mind. This is related to 

my identity as a researcher: I was not completely familiar with applying constructivism and 

                                                
7 Interestingly enough, the dilemma still partly continues: the educational initiatives are all organising 
crowdfunding campaigns to become financially sustainable and some individual students are busy 
with their own projects and proposals for which they need money. What ad who am I going to 
support? Can I step out of my role as researcher now my fieldwork is done? 
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post-modern approaches during a research. Being more used to a positivist approach, I 

sometimes failed to recognise my concerns about bias or neutrality as irrelevant and 

undesirable within the chosen theoretical frameworks. The doing of the interviews could 

therefore have been more collaborative, less formal, and more reciprocal.  

 

The co-construction of knowledge sometimes required more open, explorative 

conversations rather than semi-structured interviews. Follow-up interviews would have been 

appropriate too. In addition, completely co-constructing the accounts I wanted to present in 

my thesis required more time during the analysis. It was unfeasible to send back and forth 

the ideas and interpretations I had about the data and meet the academic requirements of 

finishing the thesis within a certain time period.  

 

The research could have been deepened if I had had the opportunity to do more focus 

groups. More so than during the interviews, I could observe the dominant discourses 

regarding the inter-generational norms during the focus groups, and they also allowed me 

to get to know a great variety of opinions relatively quickly. These focus groups could then 

have formed the basis for more in-depth interviews. Due to time and other practical 

constraints, this was not possible during the fieldwork period however.  

 

Another methodological limitation concerns the samples. The AOC sample had its 

drawbacks: the students had all participated in the same training, which had taken place two 

months prior to the interview. A long-term perspective on the impact of the AOC 

programme could hence not be included in this research. This was primarily due to 

pragmatic reasons: the other students of previous trainings all lived very spread out, in 

inaccessible places, or had to work so much that they could not find time. The same goes 

for the WH sample: the students were all still in their academic year, which meant that I 

could not look at a long-term impact of this programme. The scope of this research could 

have been broadened to determine this long-term impact.  

 

Furthermore, it would also have been interesting to include more views of older people 

from Burma in order to get a fuller picture of the inter-generational norms regarding youth 
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agency. However, because these programmes aim to affect the societies in Burma itself, 

getting to know the perspectives of the adults would have been impractical. 

 

In short, this research is subjected to some methodological limitations that are mainly 

caused by practical constraints encountered in the field. Overcoming these limitations in 

further research would enrich the analysis, thereby keeping in mind that methodology is not 

a fixed blueprint that can be applied to the field but behaves like an elastic plane: its shape 

is determined by contextual factors as much as ontological, epistemological and theoretical 

assumptions.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has set out the methodological approach and the methods that fitted the 

research context and contributed to achieving the research aims and answering the research 

questions. Informed by the elastic plane analogy as put forth by Dunne, Pryor and Yates 

(2005, p.167). My epistemological and ontological concerns with constructivism and the 

centrality of the views of the locals required qualitative methods. The in-depth interviews 

were my primary methods of data collection and allowed me to get an understanding of the 

participants’ perceptions. Similarly, the focus groups presented me with their perceptions, 

and added an extra layer of information because of the group interaction that allowed me 

to observe the dominant discourses. The latter I could also observe using the participant 

observation-method. I used the expert interviews and the collection of relevant documents 

to analyse the aims and rationale of the educational initiatives. The data that resulted from 

the engagements with participants were analysed using the programme of Dedoose and a 

discourse analysis approach.  

 

Given the theoretical underpinnings of this research this chapter spent quite some attention 

to reflexivity and ethical considerations. The ethical considerations also referred to a brief 

argument in favour of situational ethics. Section two also incorporated the methodological 

limitations that were related to my identity as a researcher and impracticalities occurring 
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during the research. Most importantly, this included a reflection on the centrality of 

language in this research and on the different approaches to doing interviews. 

 

The next few chapters constitute the empirical part of this research. They are structured 

along the lines of my research questions: chapter four engages with research question A 

and chapter five deals with research question B. Chapter three breaks down the educational 

initiatives and thereby answers sub-question 1. The last chapter provides a synthesis of the 

conclusions of the aforementioned chapters and includes recommendations for the 

programmes. 
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Chapter 3. Deconstructing the programmes 

Introduction 

 “[K]nowledge and power are closely associated, so a discourse also includes the 
 ‘rules’ governing what is legitimate and what is not. Moreover, rather than discourse 
 being seen as the creation of the speaker, Foucault sees discourse as actually 
 producing the subject position of the individual.” (Dunne, Pryor and Yates, 2005, 
 p.93) 
 
When explaining Foucault’s definition of discourse, Dunne, Pryor and Yates clearly point out 

two defining features of the term that explain why discourse analysis is central to this 

research: discourse includes what is considered normal and shapes the subjectivity of 

individuals. In my research contexts, it is therefore essential to deconstruct the discourses on 

youth and youth agency, not the least because discourses in part shape practices. This 

chapter specifically discusses the way Wide Horizons and Burma Link conceptualise youth 

and youth agency. Inspired by the postcolonial approach, I pay particular attention to the 

epistemological and ontological assumptions of the programmes and whether they are 

responsive to the local contexts. 

 

This discourse analysis is not exclusive, but one amongst many. Specifically, I focus on how 

these programmes legitimise themselves and on their theories of change or how they aim to 

employ mechanisms to arrive at intended outcomes. The latter focus is directly inspired by 

Pawson and Tilley’s approach to evaluating programmes (1997). In the next chapter, these 

intended outcomes and assumptions are compared to the young people’s experiences of 

their agency to be able to evaluate whether these conceptualisations fit the young people’s 

perspectives and contribute to their development.  

 

Theories of change 

Deconstructing a programme’s theory of change (or programme theory) means to 

interrogate how a programmes aims to make change (Vogel, 2012, p.4): what mechanism 

are employed to reach intended outcomes? Wide Horizons is dedicated to “building the 

capacity of young adults from Burma to work effectively in civil society organizations” (Wide 
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Horizons, 2015a). “Working effectively” means that the students master the English 

language, are able to manage projects, and can participate in the international 

development sector by applying for funds. It also means that they can think critically and 

reflectively, and employ leadership skills in these organisations.  

 

The programme is designed to “reach beyond the classroom and into the communities it 

was designed to serve” (Wide Horizons, 2015a). The rationale for building this capacity is 

hence to develop the Thai-Burma border region and the communities in Burma where these 

civil society organisations work. These are its intended outcomes, which Wide Horizons aims 

to reach by teaching English, computer and community development skills and ensure one 

year of work-placement for the students.  

 

The AOC programme reflects the mission of Burma Link “to uphold the voices of the 

people of Burma and to empower the people to become active agents in driving positive 

change in their lives and communities” (Burma Link, 2014a). By training young Burmese 

migrants and refugees in the Thai-Border region in leadership skills, Burma Links wants to 

cultivate “effective local leadership”, which they view as “the determining factor for positive 

change” (Burma Link, 2014d). These young leaders are also encouraged to share 

information, stories, and life experiences with communities from Burma locally and around 

the world” (Burma Link, 2014d) in order to make their plight heard within Burma and the 

international community.  

 

By turning these young people into “agents of change”, Burma Link thus attempts to make 

positive change happen inside Burma. The students are taught what, according to Burma 

Link, are the essential qualities of “ethical leaders”, how to manage people of diverse 

origins, and how to share information using the Internet. The personal development of the 

students is hence meant for a purpose: to serve the communities in Burma.  

 

In short, both programmes aim to develop the communities inside Burma and on the border. 

Teaching young people the skills and affective dispositions needed to become “effective” 

(Wide Horizons) or “ethical” leaders are the mechanisms that serve to achieve this aim. 
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Cultural and ontological assumptions 

The programmes’ engagements with youth and youth agency in relation to leadership 

inherently reflect certain (implicit) cultural, epistemological and ontological assumptions. In 

the following sections, I look at these assumptions concerning youth, youth agency, and the 

social and cultural contexts these youth are situated in and by which they are shaped. These 

assumptions are important to deconstruct because they are compared to young people’s 

experiences in order to evaluate whether the programmes are responsive to young people’s 

needs. 

 

 “Youth” 

First of all, both programmes conceptualise youth as potential change-makers and peace-

builders. They thereby move beyond the stereotypical representation of youth as either 

victims or perpetrators of violence in a conflict-affected society, which is also what this 

research endorses. Wide Horizons for example defines youth as “young adults” (Wide 

Horizons, 2015a) or “young professionals” (Wide Horizons, 2015b) that require a certain skill 

set in order to participate in the programme. By not defining them as an in-between 

category but as adults they succeeded in circumventing the associations with youth as 

irresponsible, risk-taking, and resistant to authority (Crossouard and Dunne, 2015, p.3). 

Instead, the young adults are considered active and conforming participants in civil society.  

 

Wide Horizons treats youth as communal actors that can prove their value by sharing what 

they have learnt with the community based organisations (CBOs) they represent. Their 

identities are thereby reduced to political and economic dimensions, which could be 

considered a liberal understanding of the individual. Although ethnic diversity and gender is 

taken into account, the students are selected on the basis of their vocational merit.  

 

Rather than chosen for their vocational merit, the participants of the AOC programme are 

selected because they already displayed a sense of leadership Burma Link is looking for, but 

still lack certain values that would turn their leadership into ethical leadership, according to 

Burma Link. The assumption here is that the students are hence not complete yet in order to 
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be the type of leader the AOC programme envisions. Instead, their hands are still “bound”, 

imagery that appears in the AOC handbook (2014, p.6).  

 

Both programmes’ understanding of the individual can be considered late modern, as 

understood by Crossouard and Dunne (2015): young people are rational and autonomous 

individuals whose (rational) capacities can be (and should be) improved. This implies that 

the students are the “sole [and whole] authors of their biographies”, which “deflects 

responsibilities for life choices to the individual” (Crossouard and Dunne, 2015, p.3). A late 

modern approach to the self can hence be considered an individualised understanding of 

young people. According to the AOC programme, participants are all individuals entitled to 

innate human rights and all are responsible for the choices they make. Moreover, the 

programme is based on the idea that people always have a choice in how they perceive 

their situation and in how they engage with their self-development (Expert interview 1, 26 

February 2015).  

 

A postmodern understanding of the self would respond to this late modern approach in 

arguing that it does not to pay enough attention to the way contexts are shaping the 

trajectories of their lives and the choices they have. It also does not acknowledge the 

contradictions that coexist within an individual, which undermine the idea that a subject is 

whole and known (Raby, 2005, p.161). Furthermore, this individualised definition of the self 

does not connect with different ontological assumptions of the students. This is explored 

further in chapter five.  

 

 “Youth agency” 

Wide Horizons considers agency a capacity or a set of “skills” that needs to be taught and 

practiced with in order to develop. This capacity to act and participate in civil society 

organisations is understood as directional and normative: it should be used to bring positive 

change. Education is needed for youth agency to develop, but with education “everyone 

can become good leaders” (Expert interview 3, 16 March 2015). Some people can thus have 

better or more agency than others depending on how “far” this capacity has developed.  
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Burma Link conceptualises youth agency similar to Amartya Sen, who argues that ‘an agent 

is someone who acts and brings about change’ (2000, p.19, emphasis mine). This definition 

is the foundation of Sen’s capabilities approach: the idea that people have this innate 

capacity to act and change the world around them, which is constrained (or enabled) by 

societal factors, norms and values. Burma Link adds to this definition that Agents of Change 

should also be ethical: active agency is equalled to “doing the right thing”. This normative 

understanding of agency implies that the students need to become a certain type of leader, 

which is a good leader according to Burma Link (AOC handbook, 2014, p.3): to employ 

agency is to have moral courage, “do the right thing”, even when it is personally harmful 

(Expert interview 1, 26 February 2015). This type of agency needs to be “set free”, as the 

students need to become active agents in driving positive change.  

 

According to a postmodern approach, this perspective on youth agency that the AOC 

programme and Wide Horizons employ does not do enough justice to the diversity of 

opinions, values and agencies that inevitably are present and are in constant flux because of 

the changing contexts that shape the agency of young people. The normative commitment 

both programmes make, Coffey and Farrugia (2014) would argue, renders an exclusive 

approach to young people, which undervalues or disregards those that fall outside of the 

normative definitions of agents. It also disregards the pre-existing agency young people 

have.  

 

Yet, by centralising youth and stimulating them to express their opinions and develop their 

ideas – albeit bounded by certain frameworks chosen by the programmes – both Wide 

Horizons and the AOC programme offer young people different understandings of 

themselves and their capabilities than they have experienced inside Burma. In the next 

chapter, I engage with this further.   

 

“Social and cultural contexts” 

Both programmes view young people as autonomous individuals that, although they are 

constrained or enabled by their material and cultural contexts, always can take matters in 

their own hands: “all you need is motivation and passion to be a leader and an Agent of 
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Change!” (AOC Lesson Plan, 2014, p.1). Although both programmes acknowledge the 

influence of these contexts on young people’s agency (Expert interview 1, 26 February 

2015; Expert interview 3, 16 March 2015), the autonomous individual is hence understood 

as outside of the contexts: he or she needs (intrinsic) motivation and passion to be able to 

change their exterior environments, and can thus operate independent from these contexts.  

 

A postmodern approach would reflect a different ontological understanding, which renders 

the separation between individuals and their contexts invalid. A subject, according to a 

postmodern perspective is produced by its contexts, and is therefore never independent 

from them. This does not mean that it can in turn also shape the contexts it is part of, but it 

highlights that we must engage with our contexts, simply because we are part of them. 

Similarly, as Pawson and Tilley would argue, a programme does not exist without contexts 

and outcomes are only achieved when mechanisms interact with contexts. The programmes’ 

separation between the participants and the contexts thereby disregards this interaction. 

 

Epistemological assumptions 

Epistemologically, both the AOC programme and Wide Horizons assume that they hold 

truth when it comes to effective and ethical leadership and the development of young 

people. This means that they primarily validate their own assumptions and normative 

associations with leadership and personal development. There is room for reflection and the 

expression of other opinions is stimulated, as seen in the critical thinking education, but this 

room is framed by the assumptions of the programmes.  

 

Yet, the students’ voices are taken into account when designing the curricula (Expert 

interview 1, 26 February 2015; Expert interview 2, 19 February 2015; Expert interview 3, 16 

March 2015). Moreover, one of the AOC educators stressed that “students are hungry for 

new ways of understanding, which we offer them, and then they can make decisions on their 

own” (Expert interview 2, 19 February 2015). He also pointed out that students are 

encouraged to challenge the assumptions the programme makes (ibid.). 
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The curricula of both programmes are primarily based on (scientific) research (Wide Horizons, 

2015a; Expert interview 1, 26 February 2015) but also on the views of the locals. The AOC 

programme is for example also inspired by Buddhist values, which teach the students to be 

compassionate, accept themselves and others, and treat everyone with respect, and by the 

views of key informants: young people from Burma that participated in the development of 

the programme. In addition to scientific research, Wide Horizons’ curriculum is based on a 

needs assessment done in 2010 of the target student population and their organisations 

(Wide Horizons, 2015a). The programmes hence value local voices, but primarily aim to be 

“evidence-based”, applying literature to contexts instead of the other way around.  

 

Synthesising with a postcolonial lens: Responsive to local contexts? 

As pointed out in the literature review by Lopes Cardozo et al. (2015, p.15), it is pivotal for 

peacebuilding programmes to build their curricula on what the young people themselves 

need and wish for. Wide Horizons and the AOC programme both aim to be as responsive to 

local contexts as possible by taking into account the voices of the locals, although primarily 

basing their curricula on prior understandings of the needs of young people in these 

contexts based on (scientific) research. 

 

Yet, both programmes endorse a normative approach to youth agency and the self, which 

validates the programmes’ understanding of leadership and individuals and separates 

“autonomous” individuals from their contexts. By not consciously reflecting on the impact of 

material and cultural contexts on their agency and subjectivity, Wide Horizons and the AOC 

programme undermine their responsiveness to the backgrounds and contexts of the people 

they are engaging with. This is reflected in their epistemological assumptions too. Based on 

a realistic evaluation, this separation of individuals from their contexts and the normative 

approach will undoubtedly affect the achievability of the intended outcomes to serve the 

communities in Burma, as the mechanisms they employ to reach these outcomes – 

engaging with the students to become effective or ethical leaders – inevitable interact with 

these contexts.  
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This discourse analysis and evaluation is based on the programmes’ literature and my 

interpretation of their conceptualisations as inspired by a postmodern approach to youth 

agency and by a postcolonial perspective. In the next chapter I explore how these 

conclusions resonate with the experience of the students and their reflections on the impact 

of the programmes.  
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Chapter 4. Youth voices: The programmes’ impact on youth agency 

according to youth 

Introduction 

The youth-full title of this chapter stresses the concern with the voices of the young people, 

as inspired by the postcolonial and constructivist approach. These voices8 are foregrounded 

in this chapter, which looks at the impact of the programmes on youth and youth agency as 

experienced by their participants.  

 

The deconstruction of the programmes as done in chapter three brought to the fore their 

rationale and underlying assumptions. These are taken into account while interpreting the 

experiences of the participants.  

 

Taking a postmodern approach to youth agency implies a concern with the subjectivity of 

young people, or how they are framed. Similarly, a postcolonial perspective brings in the 

concern with the pre-existing agency of young people and the responsiveness of these 

programmes to their needs and wishes. Mindful of these theoretical assumptions, I 

interpreted my data looking specifically at the way young people are aware of themselves 

and the programmes and the dialectic between the youth’s experiences and the 

programmes’ aims. I thereby bring in Lacanian notions of the imaginary to make sense of 

young people’s responses and draw upon insights from Pawson and Tilley who advocate a 

“realistic evaluation” of programmes, which foregrounds contexts and their influences on 

the outcomes of programmes.  

 

As explained in the section on this research’ definition of youth agency, I focus on a 

particular political dimension of youth agency that I dubbed “leadership”, which both 

captures the participation of youth in public (political) spaces and the self-reflection of youth 

as political agents that can be “leaders” in their own lives. Developing “leadership” – albeit 

                                                
8 The quotes that are presented in this chapter are not grammatically corrected (sic) unless the 
meaning of the sentence was unclear.  
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of different kinds – is also what Wide Horizons and the “Agents of Change” programme 

focus on.  

 

In this chapter I look at key themes emerging from my data separately and interrogate what 

these themes mean for those young people and what they do, think, and feel as shaped by 

their contexts.  

 

Key themes 

Envisioning (their own) leadership: Ideal “other” 

In this section I want to make clear that both Wide Horizons and the Agents of Change 

programme exercise an enormous influence on the self-reflection of young people that 

participate in the programmes, and on the way they envision (their own) leadership. For the 

young people, both programmes open up new ways of understanding themselves and the 

notion of leadership, which gives them a feeling of control and inclusion, but the idealised 

image of a good leader also leads them to devalue their own sense of agency and 

introduces ambiguities about the notion of leadership.  

 “We learn to think about ourselves” (Thazin Soe, 18 February 2015). 
 

This quote by one of the AOC students points to the impact of the programme on the 

students’ ability to reflect on themselves. One of the interviewees metaphorically argued 

that the programme “switched on the light in his head” (Atun, 7 February 2015). These 

programmes hence challenged most young people’s understanding of their identities and 

capabilities. 

 

A recurrent topic during the interviews and focus groups was the education system in Burma 

and how it was so different from what the programmes had to offer. The ideal student in 

Burma is obedient, does not ask questions and copies everything the teacher tells them. 

The young people thereby only learn about the Burman history and the Burman view on 

history (Dah Gay, 17 February 2015; Shee Shee, 12 February 2015). The teachers take on an 

authoritative stance towards to the children, or as one interviewee explained:  
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 “They don’t even like want to bother to encourage the student that much, they just 
 want to punish. If you don’t do you homework, come, I’ll beat you. (…) They don’t 
 even want to think of another way of what can make like better, but they just take the 
 easy way. (…) This is what teachers are. It is terrible because you are killing a 
 generation. You’re killing the leaders.” (Atun, 7 February 2015)   

 
The AOC programme and Wide Horizons let the students reflect on this hierarchical system 

and show, by taking a student-centred approach, that they can think about themselves as 

entitled to their own opinions and views. Some students argued that repeating and 

memorizing only results in them doing the same things as their parents again. The type of 

education on the border helps them to move beyond these patterns and think about how 

they envision their identities, their futures and the political situation in their communities.  

 

Moreover, some felt that they had become aware of the idea that they “could change and 

train themselves” (Atun, 7 February 2015). Both programmes show the students that they 

are not fixed beings but that their identities and agency can shift and change, especially 

when the students themselves make a conscious effort to try different ways of approaching 

situations. The rationale is that by changing their behaviour, they can change their character 

and identities. Especially the AOC programme is concerned with this makeability, and also 

stresses that the students are valued in their own right (Naw Eh, 17 February 2015). For 

many, this was a powerful message of hope and inspiration.  

 

Secondly, the programmes shape the way the participants define leadership, and more 

specifically, shape what they think are the qualities of good leaders in their communities. To 

many, leadership meant “control” and “authority”; the ability to control others and make 

others follow (Aung Than, 28 February 2015). Both programmes challenge these ideas by 

showing that leadership does not necessarily imply hierarchy or the exercise of force to 

bend others towards your will. Furthermore, it showed them that they could be leaders if 

they wanted to, which was experienced as a potent idea (Tai Leng, 27 February 2015). For 

the students, this opened up new ways of thinking about leadership and their own 

aspirations to become leaders, which enabled their agency with regard to leadership, and 

thereby responded to their needs. 



 58 

 

Specifically, when I asked the Wide Horizons-participants about the qualities of a good 

leader, the majority named “having no bias” as one of them. Each year, Wide Horizons tries 

to include as many ethnic backgrounds as possible to make the students aware of their 

similarities and shared experiences. In the focus group the students talked about “having a 

big mind” as a leader, which alluded to not being biased, and being honest and kind. 

Furthermore, they reiterated that a good leader has the “ability to lead” and is able to 

“manage well”. Ability alone is not enough, however: “The second important [quality of a 

good leader] is experience. Without experience you cannot lead” (Min Soe, Focus Group, 

24 February 2015). This directly reflects the focus of Wide Horizons on the practical 

dimensions of leadership. The students “practice” leadership “skills” that they attain by 

managing projects, cooking teams and their dorms, which gives them the experience to 

become “good leaders” according to Wide Horizons.  

 

The qualities of a good leader according to the participants of the AOC programme also 

directly reflected the focus of the AOC programme. When I asked one of the participants 

what the qualities were, she named exactly those listed in the AOC handbook and added “I 

forgot one” when she had difficulties remembering them all (Naw Eh, 17 February 2015). 

Almost all the participants argued that “courage” was one of the qualities of a good leader, 

in the sense of “daring to do what is right”. A good leader, according to Charlie for 

example, “has to lead his community or his people without fear. If it is right and he know 

that it is right, he should do that without fear or shame” (19 February 2015). This is precisely 

what is encouraged by the AOC programme. Some students disclosed that the idea that 

they could become courageous by practicing – that it was hence attainable to change 

themselves – gave them a feeling of control and confidence (Atun, 7 February 2015; Dah 

Gay, 17 February 2015). 

 

Thus, both programmes stimulate the students’ ability to reflect on themselves and the 

notion of leadership. This reflection cultivates new ways of understanding themselves, which 

gives them the feeling of control over their own personal development.  
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Yet, the focus groups and interviews brought up certain ambiguities and dilemmas in their 

thinking about themselves and leadership. It became apparent that the notion of leadership 

was not entirely clear to the students as the definition of leadership and leaders shifted 

throughout the focus groups and some interviews during which participants made 

contradictory statements about what this notion meant to them. Moreover, some struggled 

with the idea of being a good leader with which they felt they could not always comply 

(Charlie, 19 February). The idea that being a good leader also included personal sacrifices – 

which is articulated in the AOC programme – also created dilemmas (Focus group 1, 20 

February 2015).  

 

These ambiguities and dilemmas can be interpreted by using the Lacanian notion of the 

imaginary, which resonates with a postmodern approach to agency. This approach 

undermines the idea of a unified self that possesses a clear “source” of agency. Jacques 

Lacan, a French psychoanalyst and philosopher, put great emphasis on the “mirror stage” 

when explaining the processes of identification and subjectivity, which is when children 

begin to identify themselves with their image in the mirror. This image in the mirror is a 

unified, ideal whole, which children desire to be but cannot become (Atkinson, 2002, p.114) 

The child's identification of itself is located in something (the mirror image) that it is not. 

“Identification of self is therefore formed according to an ideal "other" of the mirror 

reflection” (ibid.), an ideal other that we strive for but can never become because the image 

does not allow for the ambiguities that individuals are formed by. Buchanan (2000, p. 117) 

describes how in later life this imaginary process of identification with an ideal other can be 

detected in other mirrors such as educational qualifications whereby we anticipate life after 

study. The ideal others in the case of the programmes, and in particular of the AOC 

programme, are the idealised images of the self (the Agent of Change or the capable 

unbiased manager in the case of Wide Horizons) that the students desire to be and perceive 

to lack. These ideal images serve the rationale and the normative commitments of the 

programmes that were set forth in chapter three. Because these ideal images imply a unity 

and wholeness that the students are not, it inevitably brings about ambiguities and 

dilemmas concerning the notion of leadership as students struggle to comply with these 

ideal images.  
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The students articulated that these ambiguities and dilemmas were not discussed or 

acknowledged necessarily in the programme. By not acknowledging these dilemmas and 

ambiguities, I want to argue, the programmes therefore also constrain youth agency 

because it leads them to devalue their own sense of agency and selfhood. Some students 

expressed their desire of becoming good leaders, but stated they still had “much to learn” 

(Moe Moe, 23 February 2015; Thazin Soe, 18 February 2015), or first needed to “fix 

themselves” (Atun, 7 February 2015), thereby devaluing what they had already experienced 

in terms of leadership stating they had not been successful yet (Aung Than, 28 February 

2015).  

 

In short, the programmes both enable and constrain youth agency by offering new ways of 

understanding themselves and the notion of their own leadership but also by projecting an 

ideal image of a leader that led them to devalue their own sense of leadership.  

 

Preparing for their purpose: A wish to change 

Another key theme that emerged during the interviews and focus groups was a sense of 

purpose. Both programmes stimulate the participants’ wish to “change” their communities 

and the organisations some work for. This wish to change is often rightly presupposed by 

these programmes, and by offering the tools to carry out this purpose, the programmes 

enable the students’ agency in relation to leadership.  

 

The interviewees expressed that they “really wanted to do something” (Dah Gay, 17 

February 2015) for their communities and “change everything” (Shee Shee, 12 February 

2015) in Burma because of what they had learnt in the AOC programme and Wide Horizons 

respectively and what they had experienced in their communities. All wanted to make things 

“better” and identified priority areas in their communities that need help first:  

 “The first is I would like to focus on education. We know, if education is improved, if 
 we can develop our education another thing can follow. As I understand, the most 
 important thing is education. And healthcare.” (Michael, 26 February 2015). 
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This sense of purpose gave them the motivation to continue studying, something that both 

programmes encourage. One of the AOC students expressed for example that it is his 

“destiny” to become a leader (Hae Htoo Wah, 16 February 2015): his grandfather and father 

had set out these future plans. In order to fulfil is fate well he wanted to learn as much as 

possible about being a good leader. The AOC programme, in his view, affirmed his purpose 

and offered him a vision of a type of leader that inspired him: someone who does the right 

thing, is patient and persuasive. Other AOC students were more attentive to the skills of 

time-management that the programme taught them (Thazin Soe, 17 February 2015). They 

hence valued the tools that enabled them to carry out their purpose, something that other 

leadership-building programmes could not offer them (Naw Eh, 17 February 2015).  

 

The Wide Horizons students also expressed how the programme helped them to achieve 

their community-development aims. When I asked them what the most important thing was 

they had learnt from the programme, in the majority of the cases they talked about the 

practical skills that enabled them to participate in the international development sector: the 

ability to speak English and to write project proposals. 

 

However, the students also made clear that in order to become the type of leaders they 

wanted to be and in order to achieve their aims, they not only needed certain tools such as 

the knowledge of proposal writing. What is also important for them is to be able to get their 

ideas across (Hser Khu Paw, 1 March 2015; Joseph, 16 February 2015). They learn how to 

persuade their peers and present their ideas, but engaging with people who are likely to 

resist their “wish to change” is something they would like to be capable of doing. This gap 

between the students’ needs and what the programmes offer will be elaborated upon in 

chapter five.  

 

Hence, both educational initiatives stimulate a – in most cases pre-existing – feeling of 

wanting to change their communities, which the students feel is their purpose. By offering 

them tools to carry out this purpose, the programmes affirm and enable this sense of youth 

agency, which shows their compliancy with the needs of the students, although there still is 
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room for improvement. This compliancy is stressed and valued because of the postcolonial 

approach that this research takes.  

 

A postcolonial approach also puts forth a concern with the stimulation of this purpose, 

however, which is acknowledged by the programmes but difficult to solve. The “wish to 

change” is namely also shaped by what (international) donors expect from these educational 

initiatives. Students are encouraged to go back to Burma to change their communities 

because this is something the donors also strive for (Fieldwork notes, 18 February 2015). 

Moreover, the type of leader that is presented as a good leader by the programmes is “very 

different from us” which will “definitely result in problems with community members (Saw 

Blet, Focus Group II, 24 February 2015). The discourse of change and improvements fits the 

current development-discourse perfectly, especially because the international community is 

eager to believe Burma is changing (BBC, 13 November 2014). Currently, this discourse 

thereby affirms the wishes of the young people themselves, but it is important to 

acknowledge that their wishes and the expectations of the donors could also diverge. When 

visiting another school on the border, I experienced a donor-visit and the preparation 

thereof. The students practiced their responses to the donors and were sometimes explicitly 

instructed to answer in certain ways that the donors would be happy with (Fieldwork notes, 

18 February 2015). This shows how the accountability to donors could affect the focus of the 

programmes. The voices of youth must be taken into account when a programme is 

constructed (Lopes Cardozo et al., 2015). Although both Wide Horizons and Burma Link 

acknowledge this (Expert interview 1; Expert interview 3), it is important to remain aware of 

the power of the (international) donors and hence the limited choice programmes such as 

these have. 

 

Ethical awareness: A sense of duty 

The third key theme that emerged during the interviews and the focus groups which 

pertains to the impact of the programmes on youth agency was an ethical awareness that 

both programmes stimulated. However, both programmes thereby failed to address the 

pre-existing ethical awareness and dilemmas of the participants. 
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When it comes to “leadership” and what is considered a good leader according to the 

programmes, both Wide Horizons and the AOC programme stimulate, and sometimes also 

instigate, a sense of duty. The students are encouraged to go back to their communities in 

Burma or to the organisations in the border region to foster the development of their 

homelands. They feel like they “have to help those in danger” (Dah Gay, 17 February 2015), 

“have the responsibility to help those who suffer” (Si Thu Aung, 3 March 2015), and that 

they will be “happy” when they can help their communities (Shee Shee, 12 February 2015), 

especially because they know that their communities “need education” (Aung Than, 28 

February 2015) and “healthcare” (Kennedy, Focus Group, 24 February 2015), something 

which they can offer. The students are grateful for what the programmes teach them about 

leadership and community development so they can take up this responsibility and become 

the “pebble” that is needed to “make ripples in the water” (Moe Moe, 23 February 2015). 

 

For most young people, this sense of duty does not solely allude to their communities, 

however, and that is not explicitly recognised by both programmes. Many students also 

experience a sense of responsibility to help their parents and support their siblings rather 

than “make change” in their communities. They expressed to go back to Burma or their 

communities in the refugee camps because they want to stay with their parents and help 

them. Shee Shee said for example that he wants to go back “to help his parents so he can 

repay them for all the opportunities that they had offered him” (12 February 2015). Moe 

Moe felt similarly: she wants to go back to her village so she can take care her parents as 

she sometimes feels guilty because until now she has not been able to do so (23 February 

2015). Going back to support family does not exclude the possibility of “making change” 

happen at the same time, but it does put the students in a dilemma when it comes to 

education for example: should they go for more education so they can help their 

communities better – which is encouraged by both programmes – or should they go back 

now to help their parents that are in need of their support? Also, what if supporting parents 

does not leave space for making change happen in their communities? These are dilemmas 

many participants engage with but that are not necessarily acknowledged by both 

programmes.  
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From a postmodern perspective on youth agency, I therefore want to argue that the 

programmes thereby fail to address the pre-existing agency of young people and their 

ambiguities and dilemmas. In addition, a postcolonial approach highlights that they do not 

pay enough attention to the contexts by which students are formed. 

 

Self-efficacy: Feeling like a leader 

The last key theme that I want to address is self-efficacy. Self-efficacy, or the belief that one 

will succeed in their endeavours, I specified in this research as “feeling like a leader”. 

Students expressed how the programmes increased their confidence and self-efficacy, which 

they needed in order to take up the challenges they would face when becoming leaders in 

their communities. The programmes hence impact on their agency by enabling them to feel 

like leaders, thereby responding to their needs.  

 

Especially in the Wide Horizons programme, the students practice attaining leadership roles 

via which they learn how to manage projects and people and create their visions and 

communicate their aspirations. Many participants expressed how much they learnt from 

practising like that, especially on a personal level by learning how to speak in front of a 

group of people for example (Si Thu Aung, 3 March 2015). One interviewee argued that 

“she did not know anything” before the programme and that it taught her essential skills 

she could use to work for her community (Hser Khu Paw, 1 March 2015). These skills made 

her feel confident that she could be a leader in her community.  

 

Practicing with “time-management” also helped the AOC-students to feel like a leader. 

Many stated they had gained knowledge they needed in order to be good leaders in their 

communities or in the organisations they wanted to work for. One student explained about 

the educator from Burma Link:  

 “She told us to make like a planning. I never do that and we never participate each 
 other, but I have learnt a lot in the planning. Like to do list. Wow! I just tried that and 
 then in the end it took one hour and then she said you have to do like that every day.
 Wow! I think it is a really good training. (Thazin Soe, 18 February 2015) 
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Stimulating confidence and self-efficacy was important for the students, as they expressed 

that they need confidence in order to become leaders. One of the students argued that 

everyone can be a leader as long as they want to become leaders themselves (Tai Leng, 27 

February 2015). The programmes thus respond to the needs of participants by enabling the 

students to “feel like a leader” and hence increasing their self-efficacy when it comes to 

leadership. They thereby help students position themselves as positive contributors to 

change – as peacebuilders, which resonates with this research approach. 

 

However, most students also expressed that self-efficacy is not enough for them to become 

the leaders they want to be. They need confidence in order to participate in decision 

making process for example so they can persuade people (Thazin Soe, 18 February 2015; 

Moe Moe, 23 February 2015), but the majority pointed out that they are uncertain about 

their ability to participate in making change (Muh Do, 11 February 2015). The most 

important thing that they lacked was experience.  

 

“Experience” meant different things to the participants: some referred to work experience 

(Saw Blet, Focus group II, 24 February 2015), others to life experience (Ne Hser, 1 March 

2015. More so than the AOC programme, Wide Horizons can offer students opportunities 

to gain experience, but also this programme should engage more with what it means for the 

students to have experience and on what this discourse of the necessity of experience is 

based. Similar to my critical note in the section on “purpose” this remark is explored further 

in the next chapter.  

 

Why these themes and not others? 

When it comes to evaluating a programme, Pawson and Tilley advocated a realistic 

evaluation that, unlike the perceived trends in science and evaluation, needs to be effective 

and contributive, avoiding cynicism and cultural relativism (1997, p. xiv-vi). One of their main 

arguments involved the idea that “outcomes follow from mechanisms acting in contexts” 

(ibid., p. 58). Intended consequences hence only come about when the contexts are apt, 

and a programme always generates unintended outcomes as well. 
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Drawing upon insights from Pawson and Tilley (1997), I engaged with the question why 

these particular themes arose during the interviews and focus groups and not others. The 

programmes, which are partly implanted in and have partly emerged from the contexts 

these young people are shaped by, based their rationale on presupposed resources of 

youth – their motivation to develop their communities – and developed mechanisms such as 

teaching critical thinking and practical skills in order to achieve their aims.  

 

However, these mechanisms only bring about these changes whenever the students allow 

them to do so: choice is the very condition of social and individual change (Pawson and 

Tilley, 1997, p.36). Hence, it is not the programmes which work but the people cooperating 

and choosing to make them work (ibid.). The contexts of the students, which, among others, 

shape their choices therefore allow for certain themes to emerge at the expense of others. 

 

These themes – envisioning their own leadership, preparing for their purpose, ethical 

awareness and self-efficacy – emerged because they resonated with the students contexts, 

which was not always intended nor attended to by both programmes. In part, these 

contexts include the conflicts in Burma that have affected their lives, their education and 

their experience of leadership. They also involve socio-economic conditions in which the 

young people are brought up. These material conditions are acknowledged in this research, 

but what I want to focus on in the next chapter is the cultural context, and in particular the 

inter-generational norms that affect the young people’s subjectivity as youth and their 

agency. These norms, for example, could explain why the students focus on the necessity of 

experience. The next chapter explores this further.  

 

Conclusion 

All of these aforementioned themes bear upon the students’ ability to be agentic, which 

include the ability to reason, to reflect on themselves, to envision themselves as leaders, 

and to put themselves in a narrative of change. Partly then, the rationale and curricula of 

Wide Horizons and the AOC programme resonate with the students’ needs and pre-existing 
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agency by for example offering them the opportunities to develop practical skills they feel 

they need in order to become leaders and by positioning them as peacebuilders which 

gives them a feeling of self-efficacy that they value.  

 

Yet, the programmes’ understanding of the individual, as put forth in chapter three, which 

inherently places youth outside of their contexts, fails to acknowledge young people’s need 

to engage with certain ethical dilemmas, which the programmes even partly cause. 

Additionally, a postmodern approach to youth agency – making use of Lacan’s imaginary – 

explained the ambiguities the students displayed concerning (their own) leadership. These 

ambiguities could and should be addressed better by the programmes in order to do justice 

to youth voices. Moreover, this approach highlighted the need to engage with contexts that 

shape the discourse of the necessity of experience, which could help the students to find 

spaces of subverting these discourses if they aim to. Again, this is explored further in 

chapter five. 

 

The postcolonial lens brought to the fore that it is important to remain aware of the 

influence of the shifting foci of international donors when it comes to development. 

Although both programmes acknowledge this concern, their limited choice in the matter 

due to their accountability and reliance on these donors should be considered. 

 

By foregrounding youth voices and comparing them to the intended mechanism and 

outcomes of the programme using Pawson and Tilley’s insights, I aimed to evaluate the 

impact of Wide Horizons and the Agents of Change programme on youth and youth agency 

on the border of Thailand and Burma. Next to providing an answer to research question A, 

it also displayed the importance of research question B. Chapter five then, finally, elaborates 

on that question and the related abovementioned critical notes.  
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Chapter 5. Unwitting consequences: The programmes’ impact on their 

participants’ experience of inter-generational norms  

Introduction  

 “What happens when these programmes teach young people to be decision-makers, 
 to stand up for what is right, and to change their communities while they are 
 simultaneously told by their communities that they are not yet capable of these 
 things, because they are young, and adults are always right? Will this cause friction? 
 Are young people aware of these dynamics between how they want to and how they 
 ought to behave? Are these programmes able to deal with this potential friction?” 
 (Reflections on research, Fieldwork notes, 26 January 2015).  
 

The second catalytic moment, which essentially added a second research question to this 

thesis, was concerned with the impact of inter-generational cultural norms on youth agency 

according to the young people. As fleshed out in chapter one, it is important to consider 

these inter-generational norms because in almost all cases they serve adults rather than 

youth, which often results in youth occupying a less powerful position in relation to adults. 

Furthermore, as I discussed in the section on the material and cultural contexts of this 

research, in the Burmese refugee and migrant society respect and authority are considered 

powerful concepts that determine the way youth consider themselves and their leadership 

potentiality and thereby affect their agency.  

 

Chapter three added another argument in favour of focusing on the impact of these norms on youth 

agency. As became clear during the interviews, the individualised understanding of the self does 

not connect with young people’s approach to selfhood and agency. This was for instance 

exemplified by one of the students who felt comfortable when I praised him individually for his 

successes, as he had founded a school in his state. Not only did he not feel responsible for his 

success, he also expressed how success was only achieved when it could be shared with others in 

the communities he felt he belonged to (Aung Than, 28 February 2015). In her paper, Kabeer 

explains how individualist notions of the citizen coming from the West and imposed by colonial 

powers do not resonate with the relationally-understood identities of people in (former) colonised 

societies. These are societies in which the individual never pre-exists the statuses of kinship, 

ethnicity or caste (2002, p. 14). Kabeer thereby points out that a connective understanding of 
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selfhood (“a person is a person through other persons”) gives rise to a relational understanding of 

claims and obligations, and, as I would like to add, of selfhood and agency, which is generated 

through and embedded within significant social relationships of the acknowledged community 

(ibid.). 

 

Programmes that engage with youth agency in these contexts should therefore also engage 

with these inter-generational norms. In this chapter I thus explore how these programmes 

affect youth’s experience of these norms presenting key insights gained from the interviews, 

focus groups and participant observation. Following the constructivist approach, I am 

concerned with how the young people themselves give meaning to these norms and their 

impact, and how they mobilise the programmes to engage with these norms. This 

complements the post-colonial concern with retrieving the local voices, and, drawing upon 

Pawson’s and Tilley’s approach, can shed light on how the programmes’ mechanisms 

interacted with the contexts of the participants, bringing about (intended and) unintended 

consequences.  

 

How young people experience the impact of inter-generational norms on 

their agency 

The belittlement of youth 

As became clear during the interviews and focus groups, youth are subjectified in their 

communities as incomplete, not-yet adults. Their opinions do not matter yet. When asked if 

she felt accepted by older people, one of the participants answered,  

 “No. Some I can say, or I can say most, because they see me as youth, that I am a 
 young person so they will not listen to me. They think that I have not really good 
 ideas. […] Because I just act like a child.” (Naw Eh, 17 February 2015).  
 

This deficit understanding of youth in terms of their cognitive and moral capacities 

constrains their agency. The differences between young and old people, the participants 

argue, were mostly that young people “have less understanding” than older people 

(Michael, 26 February 2015), older people “can share and teach their experience” whereas 
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young people are not in the position to do so (Moe Moe, 23 February 2015), and younger 

people are easier to mould, while old people “already have a shape” (Than Than Lay, 2 

March 2015). Young people are impulsive and sometimes “cannot control themselves” (Ne 

Hser, 1 March 2015), and “don’t understand the future” (Michael, 26 February 2015). 

 

The older people I interviewed reiterate these differences. Nay Htoo expresses for example 

that young people “should take example” from older people “because they have more 

experience and knowledge” (17 February 2015). Baby Girl expressed that young people 

should be “obedient” because older people have more experience. She also stated that 

young people have difficulty planning ahead because unlike older people, young people do 

not care about the future (Baby Girl, 17 February 2015). 

 

Moreover, some participants argued that they are subjectified as threats to the older 

people’s positions of authority. Young people are considered to “have the fresh mind”: they 

have creative ideas, always want to change something, and have the energy to do it as Si 

Thu explains (3 March 2015). However, because they lack experience, he continued, the 

older leaders want to “stop them” (ibid.). 

 

Because of these differences, young people have the idea that older people “know better” 

and should therefore be respected. One of the participants explained this clearly: 

  “When we were young in our childhood, we grew up in a society where a lot of 
 people believed elder people are the people you have to listen to. So you have to 
 like respect them. When they say respect it is extreme kind of respect. In Burmese 
 language or in Burmese understanding, we you say respect you always mean 
 younger people respecting older people.” (Atun, 7 February 2015) 
 

This subjectivity of youth as incomplete adults lacking experience explains why the students 

expressed their need for experience in order to be leaders in their communities, which I 

referred to in chapter four. Because experience is seen as essential, youth in many cases are 

not seen as agentic – also by youth themselves. The next section elaborates on this impact 

of the inter-generational norms on (the political dimension of) youth agency. 
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Dismissal of youth agency 

Most young people I talked to experience that they are not considered agentic which 

threatens their leadership potential and feeling of self-efficacy. One of the participants 

explained that older people “look down on the younger, that they cannot do something 

or…even though you know that you can do it, they don’t trust you and force you to do 

something else.” (Hae Htoo Wah, 16 February 2015). These inter-generational norms thus 

limit youth agency to the extent that they are only allowed to do, think and feel in a certain 

way that does not challenge the older people’s authority. 

 

Only when youth are educated9, as one older woman from Burma makes clear, they can also 

become leaders (Sue Paw, 17 February 2015). When we talked about making decisions in 

her community, one of the participants described for example how these intergenerational 

norms constrain her when she wants to go against the wishes of older people:  

 “I don’t want to argue but, in Karen culture, if we don’t follow them they will get 
 angry at you and they will scold you. And they will tell us that we are not listening to 
 them. We always have to follow them and listen to them. If they are right or wrong, 
 we have to listen to them, always like that. Sometimes it does not make me feel 
 happy.” (Thazin Soe, 18 February 2015) 
 

The inter-generational norms that the young people from Burma experience, as one of the 

participants explained, are shaped and reinforced by the way the military has permeated 

society. He argued that “you see a lot of dictatorship in society and the communities”, 

which affects the way teachers interact with students, and parents with their children. (Atun, 

7 February 2015). He expressed how this feeling of being dictated and controlled by this 

hierarchical division in society made him “quiet”: “But in my nature, that I got from my 

childhood, is to be quiet. Because I was told to be like gentle and polite and be quiet and 

                                                
9 Being educated, however, for some also implied “being proud of themselves”, which several 
students discussed as something that is wrong, because people that are too proud of themselves are 
not accepted in society. Although incredibly interesting, this is not explored further in this research 
because it goes beyond its scope. It could, however, provide an intriguing starting point for future 
research on the conceptualisation of education in this refugee environment (as compared to the 
Burmese communities). 
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not make noise” (ibid.).  His experience of how his agency was denied was shared by most 

of the other young people I talked to.  

 

However, some students also made clear that they feel they can treat themselves as equal 

to older people – thereby going against the inter-generational norms – and take on 

leadership roles or “make change” in their communities if they are persuasive, can explain 

clearly what is needed and show the older people that they are right and have the right to 

challenge the older people’s ideas if they feel that the older people’s ideas are wrong 

(Focus group 2, 24 February 2015). Moreover, most would not change the “traditional way 

of respecting older people” (Aung Than, 28 February 2015; Than Than Lay, 2 March 2015) 

which they value and appreciate but are determined to point out what is right and what is 

wrong because of this respect for older people (Focus group 2, 24 February 2015).  

 

That these young people experience an openness to other possibilities of subjectivity and 

create spaces for re-evaluating and reinterpreting these inter-generational norms and their 

impact on youth agency can be directly related to the impact of the programmes, although 

the programmes did not explicitly intended this effect. The next sections elaborate on these 

unwitting consequences of Wide Horizons and the Agents of Change programme.  

 

How young people mobilise the programmes to engage with these norms 

Cognitive skills: “Critical Thinking” 

Firstly, the students mobilise critical thinking education in order to reinterpret and challenge 

these inter-generational norms, which both Wide Horizons and the AOC programme offer 

as part of their leadership skills education. Critical thinking, as understood by the 

participants, means to “think in solutions rather than problems” (Hser Ku Paw, 1 March 

2015), “think of alternative ways” (Si Thu, 3 March 2015), and “think for yourself rather than 

being told what to think” (Atun, 7 February 2015). Talking in Pawsonian terms, the 

programmes intended critical thinking to be a mechanism for the students to reflect on their 

own socio-economic and political contexts, the different ways of acting as a leader, and the 

way forward in Burma (Expert interview 2, 26 February 2015; Expert interview 3, 16 March 
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2015). Beyond the intentions of the programme, the students mobilise critical thinking to 

engage with these norms becoming aware of the contestability of norms and relations in 

general, and their own part in shaping and reinforcing or challenging these norms. 

 

One of the participants explained for example how the AOC programme, among others, 

helped him understand what “respect” could also apply to:  

 “What I actually understand now, when we say respect it does not really mean elder 
 people. It can also mean younger people. It does not mean you cannot respect 
 younger people, it does not mean that you cannot respect a woman, respect means 
 everyone” (Atun, 7 February 2015).  
 

The AOC programme, by teaching the participants to believe in themselves and their own 

authenticity, made some aware that they are a person in their own right too and that, 

despite their age, they should be heard when they have something important to say that 

could benefit their communities. This challenged for some the meaning of respect and how 

they should behave towards people that are older than them: 

 “We have to love the older people, but if they don’t see me as a person I will not. I 
 don’t mean that I will not respect them but I just don’t want to talk with them”  
 (Naw Eh, 17 February 2015; emphasis added) 

 

Although this is not necessarily the intention of the AOC programme, as these norms are 

not explicitly addressed as such when talking about critical thinking, the AOC students thus 

use insights gained from critical thinking to re-evaluate their positioning in society 

compared to adults and what this positioning implies for their agency and leadership 

potential. The Wide Horizons programme unwittingly does the same by offering students 

the chance “to ask the question why” (Tai Leng, 27 February 2015). Referring to a short 

documentary the students watched, Tai Leng explained that for him it was important to 

become aware of the importance of that question because “in our country, we haven’t had 

the first person who ask that question” since “we are afraid of authority” (27 February 2015), 

and it would make him a good leader.  
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Asking “why” can also be applied to these norms and their impact on their leadership 

potential, as one of the participants explained. Young people, in his view, are told that  

 “[they] are not born for the leader, [they] are a follower. This kind of thing, it is 
 useless for the students. […] We have to change every people’s behaviour. Not 
 behaviour, we have to give the thought that they can be leaders. They are not 
 followers. They are a leader.” (Si Thu, 3 March 2015).  
 

In exploring Foucauldian ethics and notions of power, Leask stresses how Foucault’s idea of 

a productive subject – capable of asking him- or herself the question how not to be 

governed by norms that shape its subjectivity – points to the possibility of students 

“creating new cultural formations, new relations, new types of subjectivity” (2012, p. 68) or, 

as Foucault himself puts it: “ [We] cannot jump outside the situation, and there is no point 

where you are free from all power relations. But [t]here is always the possibility of 

changing…” (Foucault, 2000, p.167 in Leask 2012, p. 69). The quote by Si Thu shows how 

Foucauldian “productivity” comes into play: in the case of the Wide Horizons and AOC 

programme students, the young people use critical thinking education as a way to be 

“productive” or engage with other types of subjectivity, thereby responding to their 

experience of being subjectified as inexperienced and unable to take initiative and “make 

change”. Although these programmes do not explicitly engage with these norms, they 

unwittingly shift the possibilities of subjectivity for the young people by offering them the 

opportunity to “critically think”, which the students interpret differently according to their 

needs. 

 

Affective dispositions: “Courage” 

The second way the programmes unintentionally address these norms is by stressing the 

importance of courage. Some students mobilise this affective disposition to develop their 

ability to challenge and resist the inter-generational norms when they experience them as 

limiting.  

 

Most students experience courage as the feeling to be able to do things they are scared of 

and the ability to do those things. The AOC programme engages with courage in an ethical 
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sense (“doing the right thing”); Wide Horizons implicitly teaches about courage by letting 

the students practice with things they are scared of doing such as speaking in front of an 

audience. In both programmes, this focus is intended to bring about an active stance 

towards the shaping of the future of their communities. Teaching about courage should 

make the students aware of their ability to participate in society even when they are scared 

(AOC handbook, 2014, pp.10-11; Wide Horizons, 2015a). Aware of the impact of the inter-

generational norms, many students I talked to adopt this focus on courage to develop the 

ability to challenge and resist these norms. This unintended outcome of the programmes 

points to the importance of these norms in shaping youth agency in the Burmese refugee 

and migrant society in the Thailand-Burma border region. 

 

“Doing the right thing” is one of the AOC programme’s key themes. Often, the AOC 

participants referred to this theme as one of the most important messages of the 

programme. By developing their courage they can deal with the fear of “being challenged” 

(Naw Eh, 17 February 2015) and are “brave enough to stand for something that is true” 

(Dah Gay, 17 February 2015). This courage is needed because the students feel that it is 

difficult to go against “the judgement of the society”, since this can cause friction and 

stereotyping: “if you start arguing with the older people, people might think that you don’t 

respect them […] As if you’re some kind of  guy that does not respect people.” (Atun, 7 

February 2015). Moreover, some students anticipate that “doing the right thing” or “being 

the change” could result in antagonizing people in powerful positions (Joseph, Focus group 

I, 20 February 2015). He stressed that it takes courage to follow through. The AOC 

participants hence regard developing courage as important because it can help them resist 

the norms that constrain them.  

 

However, the students also express that courage can only be developed when practiced. 

When I asked the AOC participants to come up with examples of situations in which they 

showed courage recently, they found it difficult to comply (Muh Do, 11 February 2015; 

Charlie, 19 February 2015). While the AOC programme use role-play activities to practice 

“honesty” and engage with “authenticity” (AOC handbook, 2014, pp10.), having “courage” 
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to resist inter-generational norms is not practiced. This could be taken up more in order to 

respond to the participants’ needs, as advocated by Lopes Cardozo et al. (2015, p.15).  

 

Wide Horizons engages with courage more implicitly by letting the students practice the 

things they are uncomfortable with or afraid of doing, such as leading a meeting or 

speaking in front of an audience (Si Thu, 3 March 2015). The students, recognising that 

introducing development projects in their communities might interfere with the inter-

generational norms, use this pragmatic approach to develop their ability to engage with 

these norms. One of the participants stressed the importance of practicing courage: “if I 

pass these problems or these challenges [now], next time it will be easier for me. I decided 

like that” (Michael, 26 February 2015). In his case, next time he meets with his leaders, he 

“will have to say what he needs to say” in order to improve his community by redirecting 

money to education and healthcare (ibid.).  

 

Yet, more so than the AOC students, the Wide Horizons participants also express their 

awareness of the limitations of openly resisting these inter-generational norms. Rather, most 

aim to find common ground with older people instead of directly opposing the wishes of 

the older people or treating them like “a background force” like one of the AOC students 

stated (Naw Eh, 17 February 2015).  

 

Moreover, instead of directly opposing through defiance they aim to provide alternative 

discourses to alter the dominant discourse that subjectifies youth as not interested in the 

future and not capable of participating in development and decision-making because of 

their lack of experience. Put forth by Raby, “providing alternative discourses” is one of the 

forms of resistance as performed by youth according to a postmodern approach (2005, p. 

154). It means to “counter dominant definitions through deploying alternative discourses, 

which may, in turn, slightly reframe and alter dominant discourses” (ibid.). Although Raby 

explored the divergent epistemological and ontological positions for understanding 

resistance in relation to youth in a Western society (2005, pp. 151-152), her insights could 

also apply to the context of this research. By participating in meetings (Michael, 26 February 

2015), negotiating with leaders in communities to launch projects (Moe Moe, 23 February 
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2015) and pointing out to older people they are concerned about their communities (Chan 

Lawi, Focus group II, 24 February 2015) the young people show older people that they 

perform a different discourse thereby attempting to alter the dominant discourse that youth 

are not capable of and not interested in participating in decision making and development 

processes. It takes courage, however, to provide alternative discourses (Moe Moe, 23 

February 2015), which the students adopt from Wide Horizons.  

 

Communicative skills: “Dialogue” and “Persuasion” 

Finally, both programmes offer students tools to engage with these norms by teaching them 

about the importance of constructive dialogue and the potential power of persuasion. 

Although the programmes’ curricula do not explicitly refer to using these tools in order to 

deal with (opposed) older people, the educators of Wide Horizons and the AOC 

programme acknowledge that entering into dialogue with older people (and thereby forcing 

to be acknowledged as equal negotiating partners) could affect the inter-generational 

norms (Expert interview 2, 26 February 2015; Expert interview 3; 16 March 2015). Some 

students mobilise the development of their communicative skills to do exactly that. 

 

Most students express that it difficult to “change the older mind” in order to implement 

their ideas: “Because they said that, for Karen, I was born before you, so I eat rice before 

you. You come after me so you have to listen to me. They don’t usually listen to me because 

we are the young. So it is hard to change that.” (Naw Eh, 17 February 2015). Older people, 

as the participants argue, are convinced of their knowledge, which they validate using their 

claim of experience. In order to change the mind-set of older people the young people 

need to show them that change can benefit communities without (or despite) threatening 

their authority. As Thazin Soe explains:  

 “The first thing I want to do is not for them but I want to talk with them and we 
 discuss with each other. You don’t have to say bad words, but you have to do it 
 in front of them. If they like, they will follow you. That is why you have to persuade 
 slowly and slowly, step by step. I think it is the easy way to persuade. Because they 
 are older, older people. And if you persuade and if you do something nicely for 
 them they like you and they will follow you.” (Thazin Soe, 18 February 2015). 
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The ability to engage in dialogue in order to persuade is thus seen as essential in order to 

act on their leadership potential. Wide Horizons advocates how it is important to explain 

well (Wide Horizons, 2015c) when trying to convince other people and shows that 

persuasion comes with proof. This confirms the students’ conviction: “You want to make the 

change, you have to give evidence” (Than Than Lay, 2 March 2015). The AOC programme 

also stresses the importance of proof, or showing that something works or not, in order to 

convince people. As one of the AOC students explains,  

 “When they disagree, for me is I explain as much as I can in detail. If I cannot explain 
 in this way I have to change in different ways and explain. Sometimes some people, 
 they still disagree and some of them they become like confused.  I also feel like if 
 someone explains me, if I don’t know I don’t really want to believe suddenly. So I 
 have to think and I also ask: what is your evidence?” (Atun, 7 February 2015) 
 

However, persuading older people to change, some students recognise, is not always 

related to providing proof. They aim to make use of the potential implications of the 

changing relation between generations in terms of (economic) dependency. As Than Than 

Lay explains, the young people could gain more say in matters that are important to them 

but from which they were henceforth excluded because some older people increasingly 

have no choice but to comply with the changing relations between generations:  

 “In Burma, we can say that parents rely more on their children. Because no jobs 
 right? […] I give it to you, and whatever I give, don’t talk too much {giggles}. So they 
 also have to follow, they are dependent on someone. If they want to eat, they have 
 to ask their children. So they say, one way they also allow their children to make the 
 change as well” (Than Than Lay, 2 March 2015).  
 

This quote refers to an interesting dynamic that also relates to the ethical dilemma – 

supporting parents versus continuing education and developing community – described in 

chapter four. I want to suggest that both programmes could discuss this dilemma and this 

dynamic explicitly when reflecting on the students’ positioning in society. 

 

By turning to constructive dialogue using “convincing arguments” and “proof” the students 

can position themselves as potential peacebuilders rather than threats to power, which 

amplifies their voices and contributes to their sense of purpose as elaborated upon in 
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chapter four. Offering space to practice with “dialogue” and “persuasion” is a merit of both 

programmes. Still, one student expressed that even after learning these skills, she “[felt] like 

[she does not] have any chance to tell something” because she needs to “follow” even 

when she disagrees (Hser Khu Paw, 1 March 2015). This reiterates the importance of 

explicitly engaging with these norms as argued in chapter four.  

 

Conclusion 

As Pawson and Tilley advocate, to understand a programme’s outcomes, it is important to 

understand the interaction between the mechanisms and the contexts that the participants 

bring to the fore (1997, p. 11). Because of this interaction, the programmes have both 

intended and unintended outcomes. This chapter attempted to shed a light on these 

unwitting consequences of both Wide Horizons and the AOC programme. It did so by 

presenting key insights from the interviews and focus groups about the pervading influence 

of the inter-generational norms on youth agency, and the strategies of young people to 

challenge this influence.  

 

Both programmes aim to build the capacity and ethical awareness of young people to 

become leaders in their communities in order to develop those communities as presented 

in chapter three. My data reveals that despite the programmes’ concern with these 

communities and the contexts of their participants, young people's experiences are 

connected to a cultural context which is not explicit in the programmes. In this case, the 

inter-generational norms impact on the mechanisms of the programmes by constraining 

youth agency. However, the students mobilise what they learn from the programmes to 

engage with these norms, which is hence an unintended outcome of Wide Horizons and the 

AOC programme. The diagram below puts this in visual terms for the sake of clarity. 

 

 

 

 



 80 

 

Fig. 6 Unwitting consequences: how students mobilise the programmes to engage with the 
intergenerational norms 

 

By using the cognitive and communicative skills and affective dispositions they learnt in the 

programmes, young people challenge the norms that constrain them by subjectifying them 

as deficit in moral and intellectual terms. This goes beyond the intentions of the 

programmes, which points out that, as Pawson and Tilley (1997) advocate, mechanisms work 

differently in different contexts resulting in varied outcome patterns.   
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Chapter 6. Synthesising conclusions and offering recommendations 

In this concluding chapter I firstly aim to reflect on the status of the truth claims made in this 

research. Secondly, I provide answers to my main two research questions synthesising the 

conclusions of the former chapters. Thirdly, while answering the research questions, I show 

how I have mobilized my theoretical framings in evaluating the data in relation to the issues 

that were raised by these questions. Fourthly, I explain how my research responded to 

broader research agendas. Fifthly, I acknowledge and explore the limitations of my research. 

Finally, I offer recommendations both for further research as well as for Wide Horizons and 

the AOC programme.  

 

Reflecting on the status of truth claims made in this research  

I am aware that the claims made in this research are depended on their contexts. Inherently, 

this qualitative research is not generalizable due to its context-specificness, but it does 

contribute to knowledge of young people in this context. The quality of these contributions 

depends on this research’ resonance with certain quality criteria that, according to Bryman, 

for qualitative research could entail the following: trustworthiness and authenticity (2012, p. 

390). He thereby presents the ideas of Guba and Lincoln (1994), which align with those of 

Denzin (1998) as presented by Dunne, Pryor and Yates (2005, p.85). 

 

Trustworthiness concerns credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

Transferability, in this case, relates not to whether the findings hold in other contexts, but 

whether the themes alluded to could make sense to other young people in other contexts 

too. By providing thick descriptions of how youth agency was affected in these contexts by 

both the programmes and the relevant cultural context, I aimed to provide the reader with 

the information necessary to be able to make judgements about the potential transferability 

to other contexts.  

 

Dependability, according to Bryman, is parallel to the quantitative quality criteria of 

reliability, which alludes to academic rigour: are the proper procedures followed, and are 
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the methods for data collection and analysis relevant and reliable? Whilst this research has 

not been reviewed by peers in terms of its reliability, I aimed to attain dependability by 

providing interview-guides, examples of coding-procedures, and being transparent about 

the impact of my position as a researcher on my data and data analysis.  

 

Confirmability implies that the researcher has acted in good faith (Bryman, 2012, p.393) and 

has not overtly guided the findings to fit the theoretical inclinations instead of the contrary. 

To me, this links up with my concern with reflexivity, which ensured that I remained 

constantly aware of my positioning as a researcher and the theoretical frameworks I brought 

with me into the field. Reflexivity and the constructivist epistemology thereby implied that 

this research offers one account of many; my interpretations were guided and formed by my 

theoretical concerns, personal and professional values and my personal and professional 

background which shaped my position as a researcher. Mindful of this, I have not asked a 

peer reviewer to look at my coding procedures because they would inevitably come up with 

other interpretations due to their different personal and professional backgrounds. What is 

important, is whether my interpretation is relevant to the participants in this research, which 

brings us to credibility and authenticity. 

 

Member validation 

In order to assure credibility, in the later stages of analysis I asked two key informants, with 

whom I remained in good contact after returning from fieldwork, to investigate whether I 

had correctly understood and presented their social world and the encounters we had 

during those two months. This is an example of member validation (Bryman, 2012, p.390). 

 

Member validation can also corroborate the authenticity of a research. Authenticity, as 

presented by Bryman, relates to fairness, and ontological, educative, catalytic, and tactical 

authenticity. These aspects come down to this question: does this research help members 

of the communities to better understand their society and does it offer them the tools 

necessary to engage in action when they want to change their community? In my case the 

process of member validation, while it could have been deepened by including more 

informants which was unfortunately not possible due to practical constraints, confirmed the 
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validity of my analyses. One of the key informants for example expressed that found their 

perspectives were “well presented”. Member validation also occurred during the data 

collection stage of this research when several participants expressed how thinking about 

these issues helped them to reflect on themselves and their future as well as their relation to 

the older generations (Tai Leng, 27 February 2015; Atun, 7 February 2015; Naw Eh, 17 

February 2015).  

 

Hence, as Dunne, Pryor and Yates suggest, “the researcher who abandons the comforts of 

positivism is not set adrift upon an endless sea of relativisms but must recognize that the 

task of investigating the complexity of the social requires the development of rigorous and 

coherent frameworks” (2005, p.23). By offering insights into how trustworthiness, 

authenticity, and reflexivity relate to my research, I aim to do justice to this requirement. I 

also thereby want to make the claim that while this is a piece of qualitative research and 

therefore liable to the claim that it does not meet evidence-standard, it is also academically 

rigorous.  

 

Providing answers to the research questions 

Question A: Resonance and disjunction 

Two main questions guided this research. Question A entailed the following: How do the 

Agents of Change programme organised by Burma Link and Wide Horizons – educational 

initiatives on the border of Thailand and Burma – shape the agency of young refugees and 

migrants from Burma with regards to leadership? In this research I have showed how both 

programmes engage with their communicative and cognitive skills as well as their affective 

and moral dispositions. By stimulating their ability to reason, to reflect on themselves, to 

envision themselves as leaders, and to put themselves in a narrative of change the 

programmes aimed to turn the young people into “effective” (Wide Horizons) and “ethical” 

(AOC programme) leaders that can develop their communities in Burma.  

 

The post-colonial lens stimulated me to retrieve the voices of the local and evaluate whether 

these intended outcomes of the programmes and the mechanisms they employ resonate 
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with the experiences and needs of the participants. This evaluation was enabled by the 

realistic evaluation approach put forth by Pawson and Tilley. In this research I have pointed 

at the different levels of resonance between the programmes’ aims and the young people’s 

experience of their agency.  

 

Firstly, the programmes’ ultimate purpose to develop the communities in Burma 

corresponds to most of the student’s perspectives on their active participation in making 

their communities a better place. Another level of resonance refers to what the programmes 

and the participants deem necessary skills to learn in order to become “good” leaders. For 

the Wide Horizons students these were the practical skills such as learning how to guide 

meetings and manage projects; for the AOC students these were the moral dispositions. 

The idea of makeability inspired most of the students and helped them to reflect on their 

understandings of (their own) leadership. Additionally, by offering the students the space to 

practice their leadership skills and envision other possibilities of subjectivity the programmes 

increased young people’s self-efficacy in terms of leadership.  

 

However, the programmes’ late modern understanding of the self combined with the 

normative assumptions of both programmes – but especially the AOC programme – gave 

rise to ambiguities and dilemmas concerning youth agency in relation to leadership. A 

postmodern approach to agency allowed me to problematize the framing of young people 

and move beyond normative assumptions of agency. I therefore made the claim that the 

programmes’ commitment to an idealised image undermines and subsequently fails to 

acknowledge the students’ ambiguous understandings of leadership. This does an injustice 

to the students’ voices, which were central to this research as inspired by a constructivist 

epistemology that stressed the multiplicity of truthful accounts and the importance of the 

construction of meaning.  

 

Furthermore, Wide Horizons’ and the AOC programme’s ontological and cultural 

assumptions inherently place youth outside of their contexts whereby they do not recognize 

most young people’s need to engage with certain ethical dilemmas. These dilemmas 

include whether they should support their families or continue their education, which the 
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programmes even partly cause. By not recognising these needs the programmes fail to 

engage with these aspects of young people’s pre-existing agency. 

 

Question B: Unintended outcomes 

The programmes’ late modern understanding of the self also implies a neo-liberal definition 

of the individual, which does not correspond to most young people’s relational view on 

agency and identity. This relates to the second research question which concerns the impact 

of inter-generational norms on youth agency: How do these programmes attempt to 

engage with youth’s experience of the inter-generational cultural norms that produce, 

condition and constrain their agency? 

 

In most cases, young people experienced the inter-generational norms as shaping their 

agency by belittling them and dismissing their agency. This impacted their perception of 

their own leadership and often constrained their agency. Although the programmes do not 

explicitly acknowledge this cultural impact on youth agency, the students themselves 

mobilised the programmes to engage with these norms. Many of them expressed that they 

adopt the skills to persuade and critically reflect, and the affective disposition to be 

courageous to challenge the norms that constrain them. The programmes hence do not 

explicitly attempt to engage with their experience of these norms, but unwittingly they 

offered the tools the students needed to address these issues that are important to them 

because of their relational understanding of themselves and their agency. 

 

Pawson and Tilley’s approach to evaluate programmes alerted me to these unintended 

outcomes, which complemented the postcolonial lens that stimulated me to engage with 

youth’s experience of those norms. Discourse analysis thereby allowed me to highlight the 

different understandings of the programmes and the experience of the young people, and 

the discursive power of conceptualisations. 

 



 86 

Brief final note on reflexivity 

My perspective on my research questions changed considerably when coming back from 

the field. Whereas I first considered question A and B as intertwined but not necessarily 

analytically related, recurrently engaging with my data I realised how important question B 

was in order to answer question A as it pinpointed to the different ontological assumptions 

the programmes and the young people have regarding agency and identity. This realisation 

showed me how crucial it is to continuously reflect on the different parts of a research 

design and not see the process of developing a logic of enquiry as sequential but as 

reiterative.  

 

Responding to broader research agendas 

These concerns with youth agency and the impact of education on the students’ experience 

with leadership in a conflict-affected society situate this research in the broader research 

agendas on youth, education, and peacebuilding. First of all, it looked at the link between 

education and peacebuilding by evaluating the impact of two agency-building programmes 

which could be considered a peacebuilding effort. In these cases education appears to 

contribute to peacebuilding by giving young people the opportunity to conceptualise 

themselves as leaders and the skills and tools needed to develop their communities. 

Simulatenously, however, both programmes fail to address an important cultural impact on 

youth agency. The inter-generational norms in most cases constrain young people’s agency 

which could generate inter-generational conflict. Education’s relation to peacebuilding 

therefore remains ambiguous, which corroborates with the current academic debate on the 

link between education and peacebuilding.  

 

Secondly, this research attempted to highlight the framing of youth as peacebuilders rather 

than threats or victims in conflict-affected societies. The programmes both aim to do so by 

acknowledging their leadership potentiality. This aligns with the findings of the recent 

literature review by Lopes Cardozo et al. (2015), which advocates that peacebuilding 

programmes should engage with youth beyond the victim-treath dichotomy.  
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This literature review also highlighted that peacebuilding programmes must engage with 

youth’s pre-existing agency (2015, p. 15). While both programmes are effective in many 

ways to increase the capacity of “voiceless groups to control their destinies” (Gervais et al., 

2009, p.21 as cited in Lopes Cardozo et al., 2015, p.15) by teaching the skills and offering 

them tools, Wide Horizons and the AOC programme could and should engage more with 

youth’s relational definition of agency and the impact of the inter-generational context on 

their agency.  

 

Limitations of this research and recommendations for future research 

Due to the qualitative nature of this research and the limited fieldwork time, its scope and 

samples are relatively small. In order to do justice to the perceptions of Burmese young 

people on the border of Thailand and Burma further research is needed into their needs, 

experiences, and aspirations in relation to agency. Future research then could also include 

other dimensions of agency than solely the political. 

 

Moreover, this research engaged with students that had just participated in two 

programmes. Future research could include participants that are also able to express a 

longer-term impact of such programmes.  

 

A further differentiation between young people’s experiences is thereby essential to do 

justice to the different constituencies of youth. The next stage could for example be to look 

at the intersection of these findings about the inter-generational dimension to youth agency 

with research on the differentiated responses of young people caused by for example 

gender norms and discourses. Gender is thereby specifically important to interrogate 

because, as Kabeer makes clear, the construction of the connective self is intimately linked 

to patriarchy as "it is predisposed towards the privileging of males and elders" (2002, p.28 

quoting Joseph, 1997, p.86). Thus, the relational understanding of identity and agency 

inevitably brings about notions of gender which could be taken into account by future 

research. 
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Recommendations for the programmes 

I want to end this chapter and thus this thesis with some recommendations for Wide 

Horizons and the AOC programme. These recommendations are informed by the answers 

to my research questions and thus the experience of the programmes’ participants and my 

theoretical framings.  

 

First of all, the programmes should be more responsive to young people’s reflections on 

ethical dilemmas they are facing and the impact of the inter-generational norms on their 

leadership-potential. They could for example practice more with situations in which these 

dilemmas and norms apply via role-playing games. This directly reflects the arguments of 

Pawon and Tilley to be utterly attentive to the contexts in which programmes operate.  

 

Secondly, when engaging with youth agency, the programmes must be aware of their 

inevitable engagements with the inter-generational norms that shape youth agency in their 

particular contexts. If they want to extent their reach into Burma, they should be mindful of 

the concerns of the older and young people when introducing these agency-building 

programmes into communities that henceforth had not considered the leadership 

potentiality of young people. 

 

Moreover, when bearing upon the agency of young people, both programmes must remain 

aware of their dependency on international donors and its potential impact on their 

assumptions about youth and their needs. Preferably, generating other sources of income, if 

possible, should undermine this dependency. This recommendation was informed by the 

postcolonial approach this research took. 

 

Finally, both programmes should allow for different subjectivities of young leaders rather 

than sticking to an idealised image. Whilst inspiring the participants, this image also 

introduced ambiguities about the concept of leadership, which are not recognised by the 

programmes. By reflecting more frequently and recurrently on what leadership means to the 

students, the participants can become aware of the choices they have concerning types of 
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leaders, which depend on their contexts. This should be complemented by providing room 

for different understandings of leadership as well as reflecting on what shapes these 

different understandings. Specifically, Wide Horizons should thereby go beyond a practical 

understanding of leadership, whereas the AOC programme should be aware of the 

normative commitments it requires from the students, which could potentially alienate those 

with whom they want to connect. The idealised image namely connects with aspects of 

young people’s agency, but it also enforces a homogenous understanding of leadership 

that does not correspond to the differentiated constituency of young people. Furthermore, 

this image does not allow for dilemmas and ambiguities with which the students engage. It 

is therefore important that the programmes acknowledge different subjectivities of young 

leaders.  

 

In short, what I hope to have shown above all mobilising post-modern, post-colonial, and 

constructivist approaches is the importance of attending to young people’s own 

conceptualisations and to recognize their cultural conditioning in understanding youth 

agency. As I have demonstrated, this has key implications for the approaches taken in the 

educational programmes. 

 

For clarity’s sake, the key messages of this research are displayed below in figure 7. 
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Fig. 7 Key messages of this chapter  
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Appendices  

Appendix I. Operationalisation table 

Concepts Dimensions Variables Indicators 10 

1. “Agents of 
Change” 
programme and 
Wide Horizons 

1.1 Rationale 
 
 

 - How are the programmes 
legitimised? 
- Which purposes are served 
with these programmes? 

 1.2 Aims  - Whom do the programmes 
target? 
- Why do programmes focus 
on that particular group? 
- What are the desired effects 
of the programmes? 

 1.3 Underlying 
ontological and 
cultural 
assumptions 

 - How do the programme 
conceptualise reality and the 
context they operate in? 
- How do the programmes 
envision their own role in this 
context? 
- How is youth agency 
conceptualised by the 
programmes? 
- How is leadership 
conceptualised by the 
programmes? 

 1.4 Impact of 
the 
programmes on 
youth agency as 
perceived by its 
participants 

 - What has changed for the 
participants because of the 
programmes in terms of their 
agency? 
- Why did these changes 
occur according to the 
participants? 
- What is the most important 
message that the participants 
have taken from the 
programmes? 

2. Agency of youth 
in relation to 
leadership 

2.1 “Doing” - 
The ability to 
take decisions  

2.1.a 
Concerning 
their own life 

- Do the participants of the 
programmes feel they have 
the ability to take decisions 

                                                
10 The indicators were open questions with relatively undefined concepts, because the definitions of 
those concepts and processes were dependent on the experiences of the youth themselves, which 
are explored in this qualitative research.  
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about their own life and the 
things they value? 
- Do the participants of the 
programmes feel they have 
the ability to take decisions 
about their own future? 

   2.1.b Within 
their 
communities 

- Do the participants of the 
programmes feel they have 
the ability to take decisions 
within their communities? 
- Do the participants of the 
programmes feel that their 
views are taken into account 
when decisions are made 
that affect the community?  

 2.2 “Doing” - 
The ability to be 
a leader11 

2.2.a Taking 
on a 
leadership role 

Do the participants of the 
programmes feel they are 
able to take on a leadership 
role? How? 

  2.2.b Affecting 
change in their 
own lives 

Do the participants of the 
programmes feel they are 
able to change the course of 
their lives themselves? How? 

  2.2.c Affecting 
change in their 
community 

Do the participants of the 
programmes feel they are 
able to affect change within 
their communities? How? 

 2.3 “Feeling”  2.3.a Related 
to leadership 

What kind of feelings do the 
participants associate with 
leadership? 

  2.3.b Inner 
well-being 

- How do the participants of 
the programmes feel about 
their lives at the moment? 
- How do the participants of 
the programmes feel about 
their futures? 

 2.4 “Thinking” – 
the ability to 
reflect 

2.4.a On the 
concept of 
leadership 

- How do the participants 
reflect on the concept of 
leadership? 
- What kind of qualities do 
they associate with good 
leaders?  

                                                
11 The concept “leadership” is not deconstructed in this operationalization table because the concept 
is interwoven in the breakdown of youth agency, and as such it will be deconstructed by the 
participants themselves. 



 100 

  2.4.b On their 
own situations  

How do the participants of 
the programmes reflect on 
their own situations as 
refugees and migrants? 

  2.4.c On the 
political 
situation in 
Burma 

How do the participants of 
the programmes reflect on 
the political situation in 
Burma? 

3. Inter-
generational 
cultural norms 

3.1 Attitudes 
towards youth 

3.1.a 
Perceptions of 
youth 
themselves 

How are youth defined in 
relation to adults by youth 
themselves? 

  3.1.b 
Perceptions of 
adults  

How are youth defined in 
relation to adults by adults? 

 3.2 Attitudes 
towards adults 

3.2.a 
Perceptions of 
youth 

How are adults defined in 
relation to youth by youth? 

  3.2.b 
Perceptions of 
adults 
themselves 

How do adults themselves 
define adults in relation to 
youth? 

 3.3. Distribution 
of (possessive) 
power 

3.3.a Political 
power 

- Who is acknowledged as 
leaders in the community? 
- Do youth and elderly work 
together and give each other 
space to govern? 
- Are youth considered 
capable of taking on 
leadership roles in the 
political sphere of the 
community? 

 3.4 Behaviour in 
social space  

3.4.a 
Interaction 
between 
generations 

- How are youth supposed to 
interact with adults? 
- What types of roles are 
assigned to adults or to 
youth based on their age vis-
à-vis each other? 
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Appendix II. Interview guides 

1. Interview guide AOC programme students12 
 
Introduction 
1. Can you tell me something about yourself? Age – place where they grew up – what 
 their life looks like now – ethnicity – work/school – village/camp 
2. Who has been very influential in your life? 
3. What are your plans for the future?  
4. How do you think of the AOC programme? difficult/easy – enjoy? – lessons learnt 
 
Youth Agency 
1. Do you think you can make decisions in your own life? Why/not? 
2. Do you think you can make decisions in your family? School/work? Why/not? 
3. Do you think you can make change happen in your life? Why/not? 
4. Do you think you can make change happen in your family/school/work? Why/not? 
5. Have you always felt that way?  
6. Has WH affected this? How? 
7. What is leadership to you? Can you tell me about leadership in Burma? 
8. What is a good leader? type of person – character – gender – age  
9. Where did you learn this? 
10. Do you feel you are a leader? Why/not? 
11. Do you feel you can become a leader? Why/not? Why do you (not) want to become 
 a leader? 
12. When is it difficult to be a good leader? 
13. What does courage/confidenc mean? When is it difficult to be confident/have 
courage?  
14. How do you feel about your future?  
15. How do you feel about the future of Burma? How do you think about Burma?  
16. Have you always felt this way? Did the AOC programme influence the way you think 
 about your life and about Burma? How? 
 
Inter-generational norms 
1. Who are leaders in your life?  
2.  What is the difference between young and old people?  
3. How should you behave towards someone who is older, e.g. your teachers or your 
 parents? 
4. How should you behave towards someone who is younger? 
6. Can you describe what you do or not do when disagree with someone who is older?  
7. Do you think that this should change? How? 
8. Have you always acted like that? Why/not? 
9. Has WH affected this (behaviour/value judgement)? 
10.  Do you work together with older people in your community? Why/not? 

                                                
12 The phrasing of the questions was adapted to their way of speaking English (for example: “How do 
you think” instead of “What do you think”). 
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Conclusion  
1. Is there anything you would like to add to this?  
2. What is the best thing that happened to you? 
 
2. Interview guide Wide Horizons students 
 
Introduction 
1. Can you tell me something about yourself? Age – place where they grew up – what 
 their life looks like now – ethnicity – work/school – village/camp 
2. Who has been very influential in your life? 
3. What are your plans for the future?  
4. How do you think of WH? difficult/easy – enjoy? – lessons learnt 
 
Youth Agency 
1. Do you think you can make decisions in your own life? Why/not? 
2. Do you think you can make decisions in your family? School/work? Why/not? 
3. Do you think you can make change happen in your life? Why/not? 
4. Do you think you can make change happen in your family/school/work? Why/not? 
5. Have you always felt that way?  
6. Has WH affected this? How? 
7. What is leadership to you? Can you tell me about leadership in Burma? 
8. What is a good leader? type of person – character – gender – age  
9. Where did you learn this? 
10. Do you feel you are a leader? Why/not? 
11. Do you feel you can become a leader? Why/not? Why do you (not) want to become 
 a leader? 
12. When is it difficult to be a good leader? 
13. * Depending on their definition of leadership → What does … mean? When do you 
 think it is difficult to have …? Why? 
14. How do you feel about your future?  
15. How do you feel about the future of Burma? How do you think about Burma?  
16. Have you always felt this way? Did WH influence the way you think about your life 
 and about Burma? How? 
 
Inter-generational norms 
1. Who are leaders in your life?  
2.  What is the difference between young and old people?  
3. How should you behave towards someone who is older, e.g. your teachers or your 
 parents? 
4. How should you behave towards someone who is younger? 
6. Can you describe what you do or not do when disagree with someone who is older?  
7. Do you think that this should change? How? 
8. Have you always acted like that? Why/not? 
9. Has WH affected this (behaviour/value judgement)? 
10.  Do you work together with older people in your community? Why/not? 
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Conclusion  
1. Is there anything you would like to add to this?  
2. What is the best thing that happened to you? 
 
3. Interview guide older people from Burma 

1.  What is your background? 
2.  Why are you here? 
3.  What is a good leader? What is a bad leader? 
4.  What is the difference between older and younger people? 
5.  Can young people be leaders? Why/not? 
6.  How should young people behave towards people that are older? 
7.  Do you feel that the younger and older generation are fighting or cooperating? 
8.  What do you think of leadership programmes that are specifically focused on youth? 
9.  What do you think of the future of Burma? 
10.  What kind of person would be the ideal leader of Burma?  
 
4. Interview guide expert interviews 

1.  What is leadership? How does your programme envision leadership? 
2.  What is the most important message on leadership you want the students to take 
 home? 
3.  Why are you focusing on young people? 
4.  Do you feel that young people have the opportunity to develop their leadership 
 potential? 
5.  What is the biggest obstacle for young people to become a leader? 
6.  What is a good leader? 
7.  Can young people affect change in their communities? 
8.  How can your programme have an impact on this (=questions 3-5)? 
9.  How would you describe the relationship between younger and older people?  
10.  How is this relationship impacting on youth?  
11.  How does your programme address this?  
12.  Do young people have the opportunity to reflect on the programme? 
 

5. Guide focus groups 
1.  Draw a mind-map of “leadership” together 
2. Do you want to become a leader? Do you feel that you need to become a leader? 
3.  What makes it difficult to be a good leader? 
4.  How do you want to change your communities? Is this difficult? Why/not? 
5.  What is the difference between old and young people? 
6. How should old and young people behave when interacting with each other? 
7.  Should you always respect your elders? 
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Appendix III. Charts of main participants: samples of AOC programme and 

Wide Horizons 

Fig. 8 Wide Horizons gender balance 
 
 

 
Fig. 9 AOC programme gender balance 
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Fig. 10 Age distribution main participants of this research 
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Map 1 Where did the main participants grow up? 
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Map 2 Where do they live now?  
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Appendix IV. Coding themes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"Doing" 

• "Decision-making" 
• "Taking up leadership 
roles" 

• "Participating in 
organisations to change 
communities" 

"Thinking" 

• "Reflecting on 
characteristics of a 
leader" 

• "Self-reflection" 
• "Reflecting on future" 
• "Reflecting on political 
situation" 

• "Critical thinking" 

"Feeling" 

• "Sense of responsibility" 
• "Wishing to change" 
• "Feeling like a leader" 

"Subjectivity of youth" 

• "Difference between young and old 
people" 

• "Older people's attitude towards 
younger people" 

• "Younger people's attitude towards 
older people"  

• "Too young to do..." 

"Interaction between generations" 

• "Teacher-student" 
• "Parents-children" 
• "Respect" 
• "Distribution of political power" 
• "Dependency" 
• "Discussing with older people" 
• "Changing mindsets" 

“Youth agency” 

 

“Impact inter-generational 
norms on youth agency” 
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"Cognitive skills" 

• "critical thinking: reflect 
on their subjectivity" 

• "critical thinking: reflect 
on dismissal of their 
agency" 

• "critical thinking: create 
alternative discourses" 

"Communicative skills" 

• "dialogue" 
• "persuasion" 

"Affective dispositions" 

• "courage: defy the inter-
generational norms" 

• "courage: provide 
alternative discourses" 

“Impact educational initiatives 
on youth agency” 

 

"Envisioning their 
own leadership" 

• "idealised 
image" 

• "ambiguities 
about 
leadership" 

• "dilemmas about 
being a good 
leader" 

• "new 
understandings 
of leadership: 
leadership 
qualities" 

• "new 
understandings 
of leadership: 
makeability" 

• "Think about 
themselves" 

"Preparing for 
their purpose" 

• "necessary skills 
to be a good 
leader" 

• "sense of 
purpose" 

• "priorities" 

"Ethical 
awareness" 

• "moral obligation 
to help 
communities" 

• "moral obligation 
to help parents" 

• "ethical dilemma: 
continuing 
education versus 
supporting 
parents" 

Self-efficacy 

• "I feel I can do 
this" 

• "confidence" 

“impact educational initiatives on young people’s 
experience of inter-generational norms” 
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Appendix V. An argument in favour of situational ethics. 

During the fieldwork, one of my peers was also conducting research in the Thai-Burma 

border region. We shared parts of our sample. The students we interviewed were all 

extremely busy and often not able to support themselves: they depended on the 

benevolence of teachers, family or neighbours. One of the educational initiatives suggested 

that we could interview the students if we could give them some money in return to make 

up for the lost study time and support them since they all had so little. 

 

 We were aware of the ethical concerns involved with paying informants: there was the 

possibility that the informants would feel obliged to participate or give the answers that they 

thought we wanted to hear. Moreover, paying one meant paying all of them because we 

wanted to give them all a fair treatment.  

 

The dilemma arose because my fellow student and I did not agree on the weight we gave 

to the different arguments. I looked at this dilemma from a situational ethics or 

consequentialist point of view, whereas she employed a deontological perspective: I was 

under the impression that in this case it was appropriate to reimburse the students for their 

time, whereas she argued that ethical guidelines should be considered and applied similarly 

in (almost) all cases to ensure consistency and protect the integrity of research. The dilemma 

also involved long-term versus short-term considerations and what it would mean not only 

to us, but also to the research climate in Mae Sot area in general. Because we shared parts 

of our sample, we were bound to agree in order to be consistent and give all of our 

informants the same treatment. After some elaborate discussions, the consultation of our 

supervisor, local supervisor and two teachers, we reflected to such an extent that we could 

agree on not paying the informants, indirectly offering them other things in return to thank 

them for their participation and support them. 

 

I would like to argue that the position of situational ethics is most appropriate when 

dilemmas or concerns arise in the field of international development studies, since the 

contexts are so various and require such different responses that guidelines should never be 
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treated as absolute orders: being able to take into account pragmatic considerations allows 

for a flexible approach to doing research that could benefit all those involved without 

harming the quality of the data. This does not mean that ethical relativism is encouraged nor 

that guidelines should always be revised when entering different contexts. It means that a 

discussion or reconsideration should always be possible if the situation so requires.  

 


