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EVIDENCE REVIEW OF CROSS-SECTORAL YOUTH 

DEVELOPMENT APPROACHES IN CONFLICT-AFFECTED 

ENVIRONMENTS 
 

The purpose of this evidence review is to provide a rapid synthesis of existing evidence related to cross-

sectoral youth programming in conflict-affected areas, with a focus on youth development interventions 

most closely associated with stabilization activities like youth education, employment, and civic 

participation. The review was conducted as part of a larger activity in support of USAID/Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC) programming and draws significantly on relevant research and documentation 

in the DRC. The evidence overwhelmingly shows that holistic programming is the mode of choice in 

conflict-affected environments, with most programs including five or more cross-sector components in 

the areas of education, workforce development, health, mental health, and civic engagement.1 The 

literature also strongly suggests that youth needs in conflict environments are so great that holistic, 

comprehensive programs are the best and only way to deliver needed services.2 This document 

attempts to unpack the emerging evidence in conflict-affected environments regarding what “mix” of 
youth development interventions works best to achieve desired outcomes.  

Notably, this review considers concepts and principles related to Positive Youth Development (PYD) 

and outlines the emerging evidence related to PYD and cross-sectoral outcomes. Because this review 

emphasizes youth development and longer-term stabilization strategies, it does not cover evidence 

related to disarmament, demobilization, repatriation, reintegration and resettlement (DDRRR), nor does 

it focus on youth-related responses within acute crises. Moreover, while this review looks at the 

integration of health interventions as part of a cross-sectoral youth approach, it takes only a cursory 
look at health-specific outcomes in conflict-affected environments. 

This review scanned the available global literature on cross-sectoral topics to identify the most 

promising approaches to engage youth in areas affected by conflict. Findings were drawn from a recent 

publication by USAID, A Systematic Review of Positive Youth Development in Low- and Middle-Income 

Countries, which examined 108 studies reporting on 97 programs being implemented across 60 

countries. It also draws from the USAID State of the Field Report: Examining the Evidence in Youth Education 

in Crisis and Conflict, which examined 33 studies published between 2001 and 2012.3 Additional literature 

was reviewed to capture recent data and other cross-sectoral evidence from conflict-affected countries, 

highlighting cross-sectoral practices in peacebuilding, education, economic opportunity, and civic 
participation. (See endnotes for a complete list of references.)  

The key findings of this review are: 

1. Youth are less likely to display violent behavior when they have access to decision-making 

opportunities to exercise agency4.5 Moreover, the soft skills most likely to increase youth 

success include self-control, positive self-concept, social skills, communication, and higher-

order thinking skills.6  

2. By providing positive pathways for youth development, cross-sectoral Positive Youth 

Development (PYD) approaches show promise for achieving outcomes across a variety of 

sectors, including violence reduction, conflict resolution, and civic engagement, as well as 

health, education, employment, and gender equality. PYD strategies offer a way for young 

people to develop the assets necessary to positively contribute to their communities, 

ultimately supporting long-term progress toward peacebuilding7 and stability.  

 



Evidence Review: Cross-Sectoral Youth Development Approaches in Conflict-Affected Environments 5 

3. Single-sector youth interventions in conflict-affected areas should be approached with 

careful consideration. Education -- particularly non-formal education programs with flexible 

offerings and cross-sectoral components -- has an important role to play by promoting 

youth inclusion, socialization, social capital and social benefits. However, the link between 

education and direct contributions to peacebuilding has not been robustly proven. 

Peacebuilding education specifically has shown to have the unintended outcome of increasing 

conflict when youth are not allowed to exercise their learning with civic engagement 

opportunities. Similarly, while youth employment programs have been shown to have an 

impact on employment status and incomes, there is limited evidence that lack of 

employment leads directly to involvement in violence; in fact, job training and 

entrepreneurship programs have shown to exacerbate tensions when not coupled with 

tangible employment opportunities. Finally, civically engaged youth have been found to be 

more supportive of armed opposition groups, not less, when civic engagement programs are 

not paired with meaningful governance reforms. 

 

GLOBAL EVIDENCE REVIEW OF CROSS-SECTORAL PROGRAMMING 

EDUCATION AND PEACEBUILDING 

The global evidence suggests that education has an important role to play in social8 and cross-sectoral 

outcomes.9 Emerging evidence in high-income countries is pointing to the links between “school-based 

universal social‐emotional learning programs” and improved academic performance, social-emotional 

well-being, and reduced aggression.10 However, the link between education and direct contributions to 

peacebuilding has not been robustly proven, as not enough research has been conducted to confirm the 

link between short-term education outcomes and longer-term impact in terms of stability or reduced 

violence at the country level.11 Evaluations are often focused on program goals rather than long-term 

peacebuilding effects.12 Additionally, imprecise concepts and definitions related to peacebuilding -- and 

the many political, social, and economic variables that contribute to peacebuilding -- make it challenging 
to demonstrate the relationship between education, conflict, and peacebuilding.  

In spite of its positive effects, if not delivered responsibly or if insufficiently monitored, education can be 

a spark for further exclusion or oppression.13 Educational environments have the potential to perpetuate 

violence and replicate social injustices through inequitable access to education (and resultant economic 

opportunities), which can reinforce ethnic, religious, or political conflicts by separating children and 

communities.14 Therefore, education programming should be implemented with sensitivity to local 

conflict dynamics and a view toward how education programming can promote inclusion and contribute 
to PYD outcomes, rather than furthering exclusion.  

MARGINALIZATION AND NON-FORMAL EDUCATION 

Increasing access to flexible, cross-sectoral, non-formal education is believed to lead to a number of 

positive outcomes beyond the education sector. Available evidence supports the theory that 

marginalized youth in conflict-affected areas suffer due to displacement and subsequent exclusion from 

formal education, which they view as key to economic success and livelihoods. A recent USAID 

Education in Crisis Conflict Network (ECCN) report on alternative education in the DRC found that 

despite persistent barriers to formal schooling, youth highly value education, not only for the literacy 

and numeracy skills attained, but also for key social benefits, including self-respect, expression, social 

worth, and independence.15 Male and female youth in the DRC believe that schooling is vital to securing 

employment and future livelihoods for themselves and their families, and they are deeply committed to 
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this view despite pervasive unemployment throughout the DRC.16 The ECCN report found that the 

most common reasons for not participating in alternative education programs had to do with 

relevance,17 costs, stigma, distance, or conflict with work or other responsibilities.18  

Globally, the evidence suggests that there are ‘girl-specific’ factors that can make a difference in increasing 

girls’ attendance at school, including “(a) the posting and retention of female teachers; (b) gender-sensitive 

teaching; (c) accessibility of counselors; (d) a safe school environment without the threat of violence.”19 

Non-formal education programs can address social and economic exclusion as well as barriers to 

accessing formal education by providing opportunities to youth who have had their schooling 

interrupted.20 Non-traditional education can also provide a safe enabling environment that fosters 

healthy relationships, a sense of belonging, positive norms and expectations, and a safe space for youth 

to learn.21  

ALTERNATIVE EDUCATION AND CROSS-SECTORAL PROGRAMS 

Non-formal or alternative education programs often involve short-term technical and vocational 

education training programs that may also include some basic education components, conflict mediation 

instruction, the teaching of soft or life skills, and health education.22 The literature strongly suggests that 

flexible, accelerated education on a variety of topics can help youth learn the necessary skills to 

contribute to their own development.23 Non-formal education interventions with integrated cross-sectoral 

components show promise for youth in conflict-affected situations, as they can address the variable factors 

excluding youth from formal education and employment opportunities by building key skills and 

competencies (such as positive self-concept, self-control, higher-order thinking, social skills, and 
empathy24) in youth that then improve their likelihood for economic success.  

ACCELERATED EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

Accelerated education programs (AEPs) are flexible, age-appropriate programs that promote access to 

education in an accelerated timeframe for out-of-school youth excluded or interrupted from formal 

education due to crisis and conflict.25 The evidence suggests that AEPs may be outperforming formal 

schools, though more research is needed, as long-term outcomes such as employment and wages have 

not been tracked.26 Accelerated catch-up programs have been found to work well with ex-combatants. 

Separately, remedial programs that help children catch up to the formal system rather than covering a 

whole education program appear to be appropriate in conflict-affected environments, as they can be 

simpler than accelerated education programs.27 Further, a positive, nurturing educational environment that 

offers a safe space has been shown to mitigate violence and help in youth development.28 AEPs adapted to 

target participant needs that integrate cross-sectoral components show promise for offering viable 

educational and skills development opportunities for marginalized and excluded youth in conflict-affected 
communities.  

KEY SOFT SKILLS FOR CROSS-SECTORAL YOUTH OUTCOMES 

Recent literature suggests that soft skills rival cognitive skills in their ability to predict a variety of 

positive outcomes, and that soft skill are more malleable than cognitive skills among adolescents and 

young adults.29 The soft skills most likely to increase youth success include self-control, positive self-concept, 

social skills, communication, and higher-order thinking skills. Positive self-concept, self-control, and higher-

order thinking skills are all related to positive outcomes in workforce success and violence prevention, 

as well as sexual and reproductive health.30 Overall, soft skills programs have been found to be effective 

at deterring crime, violence and other anti-social behaviors, and those targeted at-risk or high-risk youth 

commonly use a cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) approach to help them increase self-control, 

improve interpersonal relationships, and avoid resorting to violence.31 
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Additional evidence raises questions related to the benefits of and approaches to incorporating socio-

emotional skills into primary school curricula in conflict-affected countries. An evaluation of the USAID-

funded Opportunities for Equitable Access to Quality Basic Education (OPEQ) program looked at the 

impact of IRC’s “Learning in a Health Classroom” (LHC) intervention among primary school students in 

eastern DRC, which integrated social-emotional learning into high-quality reading and math instruction, 

combined with in-service teacher training and coaching. Results suggested that in the first year, the LHC 

approach in eastern DRC improved children’s reading and select math skills and increased perceptions 

of their schools as caring and supportive. Interventions did not, however, improve student mental health 

or lead to a decrease in reports of peer victimization. Also noteworthy is that once the program was 

expanded in the second year of implementation, students in sample schools did not see greater positive 

results as compared to those in control schools. To date this has been “the only evaluation of a school‐
based program in a conflict‐affected country to consider the program impact on both academic skills and 

social‐emotional well‐being.”32 These findings highlight the need to better understand what kind of 

school-based interventions can best address the mental health problems among children and youth, as 
well as reducing peer victimization in conflict-affected contexts. 

HOLISTIC PROGRAMMING AND HEALTH OUTCOMES 

Using a holistic PYD approach can help increase youth self-esteem, self-confidence, and self-efficacy, 

which are linked to multiple outcomes of interest, including improved knowledge and behaviors related 

to sexual and reproductive health and HIV.33 For example, an evaluation of the Empowerment and 

Livelihood for Adolescents (ELA) program, which targeted 14- to 20-year-old girls in Uganda and 

focused on life skills, vocational training, and recreational activities, found that the program had 

significantly increased self-employment, pregnancy-related knowledge, HIV knowledge, and condom 

usage.34 Another example from the Bangladeshi Association for Life Skills, Income, and Knowledge for 

Adolescents (BALIKA) project suggests outcomes can include a significant reduction in the likelihood of 

child marriage as well as increased positive health, educational, economic, and social outcomes for girls. 

In BALIKA, in-school participants received tutoring in mathematics and English, whereas out-of-school 

participants received computer or financial training. All participants received training on gender rights 

and negotiation, critical thinking, decision-making, and livelihoods skills, and met weekly with mentors 
and peers in safe, girl-only locations. 

Cross-sectoral programs that include objectives related to economic development and education or 

democracy and governance, along with interventions aimed to improve health outcomes, can achieve 

multi-sectoral outcomes of interest.35 For example, a multi-faceted HIV prevention program, Shaping the 

Health of Adolescents in Zimbabwe (SHAZ!), included a comprehensive assessment of sexual behaviors 

and biological measures, while also addressing food security. The randomized control trial  of SHAZ! 

showed long-term benefits related to food security, an increase the number of participants receiving 

their own income, and a reduction in the risk of engaging in sex in exchange for food, money, or other 
resources.36  

Another example of a successful cross-sectoral program is Street Smart, a Ugandan-based HIV 

intervention youth program. An evaluation found that less than half the participants had ever been 

employed at recruitment, while 86% were employed within two years of post-recruitment. They also 

found participating youth showed decreases in the number of sexual partners, mental health symptoms, 

delinquent acts, and drug use, and their condom use increased. The evaluation further suggested that 

aiding youth in finding employment, in conjunction with HIV prevention, provided sustained support to 

young people to prevent HIV infection.37 
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EMPLOYMENT AND CONFLICT 

Overall, the literature suggests that linkages between employment and conflict are complex and variable, 

and an understanding of the theory of change and implied assumptions about drivers of conflict is 

required when implementing employability programs with desired outcomes related to conflict. For 

example, there is limited evidence that lack of employment leads directly to involvement in violence. A recent 

Mercy Corps study on programming in Afghanistan, Colombia, and Somalia found no direct relationship 

between joblessness and a young person’s willingness to engage in, or support, political violence. The 

report found the main drivers of youth political violence to be rooted in experiences of injustice: marginalization, 

disenfranchisement, discrimination, exclusive governance structures, and abuse by government security forces.38 

Further, vocational training projects not linked to meaningful employment opportunities risk aggravating 
youth frustrations.39  

The International Labour Organization (ILO), UN, and World Bank recently reviewed their employment 

programs in conflict-affected settings and found three implicitly assumed theories of change that link 

employment programming and peacebuilding based on the underlying assumptions of what drives conflict and 

unemployment: contact, grievance, and opportunity. Contact theories suggest that if conflict is driven by 

negative perceptions among groups, employment programs may reduce conflict by bringing groups 

together and providing opportunities to break down stereotypes and foster mutual understanding, 

ultimately creating social cohesion.40 Grievance theories imply that if the conflict is driven by real or 

perceived injustices, employment programs may reduce conflict risk by addressing those injustices; and 

opportunity theories propose that if conflict is driven by adverse economic circumstances, providing 

access to livelihoods may reduce incentives to engage in violence as a means of improving economic 
circumstances.41  

YOUTH EMPLOYMENT INTERVENTIONS 

Youth employment interventions generally include training and skills development, entrepreneurship 

promotion, employment services (a.k.a “job intermediation”) and subsidized employment. The Youth 

Opportunities Program in Uganda (Figure 1) fits this description. A recent ILO/World Bank systematic 

review of 113 rigorous evaluations found that “Youth employment interventions lead to positive outcomes, 

increasing employment and earnings of participating youth,” with impact tending to be higher in low- and 

middle-income countries where relatively larger swathes of disadvantaged youth benefit more from skills 

training and entrepreneurship.42 A different analysis, however, raises concern that most technical and 

vocational training programs usually involve a relatively high cost per participant, and emerging evidence 

suggests that cash transfers are more cost-effective at achieving income and employment outcomes.43  

Figure 1: Youth Opportunities Program, Uganda44 

 

While the debate continues, there is widespread agreement that successful program approaches vary 

Youth Opportunities Program, a program in northern Uganda, invited male and female youth aged 18 to 

35 to submit group proposals to receive vocational training and start individual enterprises, with 

groups receiving grants of nearly $400 per person. Four years later, a randomized evaluation in 

conflict-affected communities showed that work hours increased by 20% and earnings by 40% among 

grant recipients. Moreover, it was shown that on average, participants invested 15% of the $400 

grant funding in skills development. Despite the growing amount of evidence, there are almost no 

studies comparing capital injections provided with or without training; however, programs in which 

both were provided have typically found that training and capital injections can be complements.  
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widely according to context (see Figure 2 for one example). Compared to the actual interventions, the 

design of the project -- namely participant profiling, monitoring, and incentives for participants and for 

service providers -- has greater effect on project success.45 One common thread is that programs show 

the greatest promise when they link training closely with local market opportunities.46 Moreover, 
benefits are best seen over the long run -- at least a year following the initial intervention.47  

 

Figure 2: Health and Women’s Economic Empowerment: Multiplier Effects of Cross-

Sectoral Approaches 48

 

AGENCY AND EMPOWERMENT 

The evidence supports the idea that providing additional engagement options for youth and vulnerable 

groups increases their ability to exercise agency, which is defined as “youth perceiving and having the 

ability to employ their assets and aspirations to make or influence their own decisions about their lives 

and set their own goals, as well as to act upon those decisions in order to achieve desired outcomes.”49 

Research suggests that what separates whether youth in high-risk circumstances thrive or not is based upon a 

combination of connections to positive influences, whether peer, adult, or community-based. This category 

includes access to positive influences, options for mentorship and role modeling, and opportunities to learn from 

and model good behavior. Youth are less likely to display violent behavior when they have access to 
decision-making opportunities and to exercise agency.50  

Evidence also shows ex-child soldiers provided with rehabilitative and psychosocial support and 

embraced by their communities can become productive adults through the provision of positive 

pathways for youth to feel empowered and foster their agency.51 The evidence suggests that providing 

youth, particularly vulnerable and marginalized youth, with opportunities to develop skills and exercise their 
agency can lead to improved positive outcomes in violence reduction and overall productivity. 

CIVIC EDUCATION AND ENGAGEMENT 

Civic education is also a key component of many youth programs. The evidence suggests that civic 

engagement components can have positive effects on stability, but those activities should be designed with careful 

consideration for the local environment conflict and governance dynamics. It is vital to understand how those 

dynamics may be affected by the infusion of civic engagement programming. For instance, a number of 

The RCT-based study of the Stepping Stones program in South Africa (but implemented in more than 100 

countries), which uses a life-skills training package, suggests that a holistic PYD approach can successfully 

increase employment and reduce violence among men and women. Rachel Jewkes and colleagues investigated 

an intervention package that aimed to influence gender norms and HIV prevention among out-of-school youth, 

mostly aged 18-30. They wanted to determine whether integrating a broad economic empowerment 

intervention into the package could reduce the incidence of gender-based violence among young men and 

women. The intervention helped participants find work or set up a business; it did not give individuals cash or 

make loans. Findings included the following: 

• Young men’s mean earnings increased by 247% and women’s earnings increased by 278%.  

• There was a significant reduction in women’s experience of the combined measure of physical or 

sexual interpersonal violence  

• Men and women scored significantly better on tests of gender attitudes, and men reported 

significantly reducing controlling practices in their relationships.  

• The prevalence of moderate or severe depression symptomatology and suicidal thoughts among 

men decreased significantly.  
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studies have measured the impact of multi-component, cross-sectoral programs on reduced violence 

and increased tolerance. These studies found that youth decreased their participation in violent and illicit 

activities as a result of programming, attributing behavior changes to the inclusion of civic engagement, 

civic education, conflict mediation, and peacebuilding interventions.52 However the Mercy Corps report 

on programming in Afghanistan, Colombia, and Somalia found that civically engaged youth are actually 

more supportive of armed opposition groups, not less, as civic engagement programs not paired with 

meaningful governance reforms “may simply stoke youth frustrations with exclusive, elder-dominated 
formal institutions.”53  

PEACEBUILDING EDUCATION 

Peace and conflict resolution programming can be implemented in a variety of ways, yet usually involves 

teaching and learning about non-violent methods for resolving conflict and encouraging peace.54 It is 

suggested that with increased exposure to peacebuilding through positive role models, peaceful enabling 

environments, and peace-promoting skills, youth will be more likely to learn peaceful behavior and conflict 

resolution strategies.55 Best practices in peacebuilding education align with the concept of building 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes for peace and conflict resolution, and are tailored to meet the age and 

developmental characteristics of students.56 Further, best practices suggest acknowledging and 

understanding youth’s roles as actors in conflict settings and steering young people towards socially 

constructive activities, as these counteract social marginalization and replicate the “benefits” that young 

people report from participation in armed groups. Those perceived benefits include a sense of 

belonging, solidarity, opportunity to lead, income generation, respect, etc.57 Other best practices include 

investing in teacher preparation and integrating various peacebuilding initiatives such as psycho-social 

healing for internally displaced persons and peace and tolerance education for the greater population.58 

In addition, targeting various ages based on adolescent development science, as well as bridging formal 

and  non-formal education settings to provide a continuum of learning opportunities that promote 
peaceful behaviors, are also cited as best practices in the literature.59  

WHY POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT? 

Considering the complex set of internal and external factors in eastern DRC, it would be natural to 

view youth in the DRC as victims of and participants in conflict; however, youth can alternatively be 

perceived as agents of positive change. Due to the ongoing development of the adolescent brain, up until 

their mid- to late twenties, young people experience “rapid changes across multiple developmental 

domains: physical, cognitive, social, psychological, and spiritual. (Lippman et al., 2008)”60 This suggests 

that youth are susceptible to risks and opportunities. Even though marginalized youth may be 

“particularly vulnerable to psychological and emotional problems” as a result of distress,61 the evidence 

suggests that the adolescent brain is malleable, and that positive experiences across the developmental 
domains can in fact shape a young person into a healthy, productive, and engaged adult.62  

The USAID YouthPower Learning project has developed the following definition of PYD for USAID: 

 

Positive Youth Development (PYD) engages youth along with their families, communities, 

and/or governments so that youth are empowered to reach their full potential. PYD approaches 

build skills, assets, and competencies; foster healthy relationships; strengthen the environment; and 

transform systems. 



Evidence Review: Cross-Sectoral Youth Development Approaches in Conflict-Affected Environments 11 

A PYD approach “transitions away from responding with a problem focus to youth risks and toward 

proactively building skills, fostering healthy relationships, and making youth active partners in 

development efforts.”63 Specifically, PYD “suggests that if young people have the knowledge, skills, and 

support they need, they will thrive as adults, enjoy good health, succeed economically, and make 

meaningful contributions to their communities.” An overarching PYD framework suggests four domains 

to achieving this success: assets, agency, contribution, and enabling environment (Figure 3)64. 

 

 

A recent USAID report, A Systematic Review of Positive Youth Development in Low- and Middle-Income 

Countries, found that, although the number of evaluations is limited, PYD programs in Low- and Middle-

Income Countries (LMICs) have resulted in positive outcomes across sectors, including improved 

knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors related to positive shifts in gender norms; on employment, skills 

development, and financial behaviors; and on sexual and reproductive health (SRH).65 Programs with 

positive results for these sector-specific outcomes had several common traits: a systemic approach to youth 

programming that engages numerous stakeholders across multiple settings, including schools, households and 

community centers; the teaching of transferable skills and competencies, such as socio-emotional and problem-

solving skills and the fostering of positive behaviors such as self-awareness, self-determination, and leadership; 

and the inclusion of innovative, youth-centered, and youth-led activities.66 The research also suggests that 

different approaches should be gender and age appropriate, with analysis and monitoring data 
disaggregated by sex and by five-year age bands (10-14; 15-19; 20- 24; 25-29).  

A PYD approach is especially relevant in the complex context of the eastern DRC because by 

“intentionally targeting outcomes across several sectors, PYD programs hold the promise of increasing 

the return on prevention investments.” This implies the ability to target factors that predict many 

outcomes rather than those that predict only one or two.67 Given its holistic nature, PYD programming 

leads not only to outcomes of interest, but also to other positive outcomes that position youth to 

become thriving adults. A PYD approach “leads to a wide range of positive adult outcomes in education, 

employment, social relationships, and reductions in substance use and other behavioral health 

PYD Framework: 

 Assets: Youth have the necessary resources, skills, 
and competencies to achieve desired outcomes. 

 Agency: Youth perceive and can employ their assets 
and aspirations to make or influence their own 
decisions about their lives and set their own goals, 
as well as to act upon those decisions to achieve 
desired outcomes, without fear of violence or 
retribution. 

 Contribution: Youth are engaged as a source of 
change for their own and for their communities’ 
positive development. 

 Enabling Environment: Youth are surrounded by an 
environment that maximizes their assets, agency, 
access to services, and opportunities, as well as 
their ability to avoid risks, stay safe and secure, and 
be protected. An enabling environment encourages 
and recognizes youth while promoting their social 
and emotional competence to thrive.  

Figure 3: PYD Framework 
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problems.”68  

PYD strategies are employed in pursuit of a wide range of outcomes, all of which are pertinent to the 

conflict affected environments: health, education, employment, conflict resolution, violence prevention, 

gender equality, and civic engagement.69 PYD programs in schools and job training efforts are often 

designed to make the settings more supportive, safe, and productive. Having a psychologically and 

physically safe space is linked with violence reduction and capacity-building for civic engagement.70 PYD 

programming designed to improve employability through job training and internships has shown 

significant improvements in labor market outcomes as well as improved conflict resolution behaviors.71  
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