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Advancing solutions to transform the lives of young people 



YouthPower Learning 
Advancing solutions to improve young lives 

• YouthPower Learning advances 
solutions through integrated research 
and development programs to improve 
the capacity of youth-led and youth-
serving institutions. 

 

• By engaging youth, their families, 
communities, and governments in 
innovative programs, we build young 
people’s skills, assets, and competencies; 
foster healthy relationships; strengthen the 
enabling environment; and transform 
systems. 

 

What is Positive Youth Development 
(PYD)? 

 

PYD programs recognize youth’s inherent rights 
and result in youth who have assets, the ability 
to leverage those assets (agency), and the ability 
to contribute to positive change for themselves 
and their communities, surrounded by an 
enabling environment that supports them 

 

http://www.youthpower.org/positive-youth-development 
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How can we partner together? 

• Connecting with other YouthPower activities  
 

• Sharing Resources, Events, Information, and  
What Works: Learning Hub YouthPower.org  
 

• Identifying What Works 
 

• Measuring PYD: Indicators 
 

• Contributing to the PYD Learning Agenda 
 

• Engaging with the Communities of Practice: 
• Youth in Peace and Security 
• Gender and PYD 
• Youth Engagement 
• Cross-Sectoral Skills for Youth 

 

http://www.youthpower.org/


Grants Under Contract 

• Ten grants have been awarded to: 
• assess, evaluate, document and disseminate innovative work in positive 

youth development (PYD) and cross-sectoral youth 
programming.   

• advance the evidence base for gender-transformative positive 
youth development.  

• advance the evidence base for youth civic engagement in effective 
peacebuilding or in countering / prevention of violent extremism. 

• Reviews ongoing: Young Women Transform Prize 
www.youthpower.org/2018-prize  
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RFA003 Grantees: Advancing the Evidence Base for Youth 
Civic Engagement in Effective Peacebuilding or in Countering / 
Prevention of  Violent Extremism 

United Network of Young Peacebuilders (UNOY) 

• Understanding youth-led civic engagement in peacebuilding: Examining the context and 
contributions of young peacebuilders in Afghanistan, Libya, Sierra Leone and Colombia 

Association Malienne pour la Survie du Sahel (AMSS) 

• Youth Chosing Peace: Comparative Research in Mali – YCP:Mali 

Eurasia Foundation of Central Asia 

• The Contribution of Positive Youth Development in Tajikistan to Effective Peacebuilding and to 
Countering or Preventing Violent Extremism: Successes, Limitations and Recommendations 

Equal Access International 

• Radicalization and Empowerment: Re-Framing Human Potential to Strengthen Youth Civic 
Engagement in Northern Nigeria 
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Speakers 

Kyle Dietrich, Global Peacebuilding and CVE Lead, 
Equal Access International 

 
Mike Niconchuk, Consultant 
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“Radicalization and Empowerment: Re-Framing Human 

Potential to Strengthen Youth Civic Engagement” 

 



Overview of Research Project 

● Brief Overview of Equal Access 

International’s CVE media work in 

Northern Nigeria 

● How this research came about? 

● Why is it important to re-frame and 

reorient radicalization? 

● Overview of research conducted by Mike 

Niconchuk, Chitra Nagarajan, and Kyle 

Dietrich for Equal Access 



Empowerment and Radicalization as 

Psychosocial Processes 

● Both processes can be understood within sociological approaches (agent-environment interactions) 

● Both are psychosocial phenomena. They both are products of a mind-environment interaction. The way 

individual minds are formed blending nature-nurture influence behavioral outcomes 

○ Empowerment is a psychosocial state. There are objective indicators, and subjective conceptions 

○ Radicalization is a psychosocial state. There are objective indicators, and subjective conceptions 

● Analysis borrowed heavily from social psychology and neuroscience to illustrate how brain, thought, and 

behavior are influenced by extrinsic factors in social world  



Unpacking Empowerment 

Theories compared:   

   

Empowerment Theory (Zimmerman 1995; 2000); Freire’s 

concept of Critical Consciousness (Freire 1979; 1983; 2002); 

Prosocial Communities (Tyler 2001; 2007); Development 

Assets (Search Institute, 1990); Critical Social Model of Youth 

Empowerment (Jennings, Parra-Medina, Hilfinger-Messias, & 

McLoughlin 2006); and Vision or Asset-Based Empowerment 

(Gershon and Straub, Empowerment Institute). 

Common Elements Across Theories 

 
● Emphasize a social ecological 

understanding of empowerment 

● Building agency and performance of that 

agency through tangible change (systems 

and structures) 

● Catalytic role of groups in change process 

● Individual awareness and sense of self 

Key Criticisms 

 
● Implies a conferral from a high-power 

source to a low-power source, assumes 

power is “owned”/commodified 

● Empowerment programs place the burden of 

action and maintenance on disempowered or 

newly empowered individuals 

● Programs discount the role of structures in 

perpetuating disempowerment 

 



Defining ‘Radicalization’ 

● Not a uniform process 

● Definitions inherently linked to the social context (Terrorist/Freedom 

Fighter) 

○ Oppositional to the entity using the term; discourse is linked to 

power structures 

○ Radicalism as a cudgel for non-conformist ideas/movements  

● Rarely discussed outside context of terrorism or violent extremism 

○ Radicalism is not inherently destructive or violent 



Separating Radicalism from Violence 

● Definition of “extremism” is vague and circular; extremism has the same etiological and 

definitional problems as radicalization; full of assumptions  

● Decades of conditioning of the term “radical” in the media and culture 

○ Many example of positive radicals  

● Massive gap between extremist/radical views and violent extremist actions (more than just 

an issue of opportunity and risk aversion) 

○ Separate cognitive and behavioral components 

○ The shift from cognitive activation to behavioral activation is what has frustrated 

researchers 

○ Large number of cognitive radicals; small number of behavioral radicals  



Separating Radicalism from Violence 

● From a psychological perspective, radicalization must include a 

process of seeking and gaining agency, with increasing dedication to a 

specific cause 

● Like empowerment, it includes growing perception and performance 

of agency 

● Includes a narrowing and intensifying motivational framework  

○ Linked to opportunity, influences, relationships, mental health, 

agency-conferring pathways (e.g. who opens what pathways to 

practice empowerment?)  



Key Features of Radicalization 

1. Critical Significance 

a. The need for significance is a fundamental human motivation  

2. Grievance 

a. Collective relative deprivation has been linked to increased desire for retribution, as well as 

increased tendency for collective action (perceived collective injustice is strong predictor of 

antisocial collective action) 

b. Attitudes toward in-group defense were a function of perceived relative deprivation of an 

individual’s in-group 

3. Identity Threat 

a. The social brain mobilizes against perceived threats, incoming information, and social groups, 

even if that leads to dangerous/violent outcomes 

b. Identity and physical threats activate similar physiological stress response mechanisms  

4. Social Belonging 

a. A sense of threat to the in-group can facilitate the intensification of the in-group identity 

b. Agency derived from group affiliation (“I cannot, but we can.”)  

c. With the notion of loyalty, the group injects a certain moral quality to group identification 



Radicalism as Motivational Scaffolding 

Radicalization provides a “motivational 

scaffolding” (Mandel) which may 

facilitate, but does not cause, an 

adoption of violence 

● Like the backend of a web platform 

● Tailored heuristics and pathways  

● Built faster in groups 

 



 

A cognitive and psychosocial process whereby an individual undergoes an 

alteration of beliefs, values, demands, and actions (possibly including the use of 

violence), gains agency and conviction, and gradually adopts a more active and 

counter-normative identity and ideology to bring about transformative social 

change that aligns with his/her cause. 

 

Our Working Definition 

“ “ 
Empowerment and radicalization both 

seek to build internal and collective 

assets for change, as well as 

individual and group opportunities to 

realize the desired change in society 

I change 
 
We change 
 
We change them 
 



Agency as the Central Concept 

 

● Systems, structures, and policies in the social ecology affect how, where, and when, 

individuals can exercise agency over their life decisions (i.e. when they get the opportunity for 

the performance of their power) 

○ The likelihood of individual opportunity increases when the individual connects and 

bonds with like-minded individuals 

● The nature of the methods of radicalized or empowered individuals is less relevant than the 

psychological and evolutionary needs fulfilled by the process 

● Crucial to note that state and political structures interact continuously with the core need for 

agency 

○ Not fulfilling this need leads to frustration, and increases the risk that youth will seek 

power via other conferring parties who exercise similar or comparable power to the state 



Common Ground: Empowerment and Radicalization 

Empowerment Radicalization 

● Development and performance of agency as central concept 

● Psychosocial processes - implying a ‘before’ and ‘after’ 

● Fueled by social bonds and networks 

● Cultivate a new and shared vision in the target individual (cognitive alternatives), 

often in response to existing structures and systems 

● Value-orientation of individual and social change fueled by self-actualization or 

self-reflection 



Key Differences: Empowerment and Radicalization 

Empowerment 
Radicalization 

● Youth met by empowerment frameworks are approached in an asset-building 

model. Youth met by counter-radicalization frameworks are approached in a 

deficit-based or risk-mitigation model 

● The self-actualization associated with empowerment - not stigmatized/counter-

normative. Self-actualization associated with a radical path (w/violence) - risks 

stigmatization, rejection, and jail-time. 

● Radicalization is often counterfinal in its nature 



Recommendations for Programming 
How can organizations leverage the process of radicalization to supplant destructive impulses 

with positive impulses and contributions? 

● Empowerment programs should focus on agency-conferral; delicately push system change 

● Empowerment programs should hear, recognize, and work with existing grievances 

● Empowerment programs should deliberately cultivate powerful social bonds (group-based 

interventions) while managing the activities and outputs closely 

● CVE programs should move approaches that rely only on preventing and “countering” violent 

extremism, and - rooted in an asset-based PYD approach - find creative ways to directly engage 

with radicalized individuals, creating empowering alternative pathways that instead reorient 

radicalization 

● Empowerment programs should deliberately measure concepts of agency, belonging, and critical 

significance when possible  



 
 
 
 
 

Q&A 



What can you do next? 
• Contribute to the Twitter stream  

and spread the message of 

#PositiveYouthDevelopment and tweet 

@YPLearning. 

 

• Join a YouthPower Community of Practice. 

 

• Visit the YouthPower Learning Hub  

at www.YouthPower.org and use the resources, 

best practices, and knowledge shared. 

 

• Send materials to post, such as reports, studies, 

and other resources, to info@youthpower.org.  
 

www.YouthPower.org 

http://www.youthpower.org/
mailto:info@youthpower.org


Thank you! 

Thank you for participating in this YouthPower Learning event 
hosted by the Youth in Peace and Security CoP.   

The recording of today’s event will be shared with all registrants. 
 

Please visit www.YouthPower.org for more resources and events. 

 

 

 
@YPLearning YouthPower Learning 
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https://twitter.com/yplearning
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